


 Eliminate ambiguity
Ambiguity is often caused by these devilish words: “It”, “This” and “These/those.” 

Consider:

“Jeff took the baby out of the stroller because he hoped to sell it at his garage 
sale later that day.”

Always insert a word to help your reader understand to what the pronoun refers.  

Comparative analyses of physician assistants in the military and civilian health sectors provide 
useful insights into selection and utilization patterns adopted by one sector which may be useful for 
the other. This has implications for how we train military medical workers. 

Comparative analyses of physician assistants in the military and civilian health sectors provide 
useful insights into selection and utilization patterns adopted by one sector which may be useful for 
the other. This research has implications for how we train military medical workers. 

Adapted from https://jhu.pure.elsevier.com/en/publications/a-comparison-of-military-and-civilian-physician-assistants-3

“Wow, that’s confusing. Does ‘this’ refer to the 
research the analyses, health sectors, insights, or 
patterns? I could re-read it to figure it out but I 
probably won’t.”

Better



 Understand that the word limits are real
If you are allowed 150 words to describe a piece of research, be respectful of that limit and do what it takes to make your text fit that 
goal. One way to do that is to reverse outline your original paper. To do this, simply (well, it’s not always simple, but do it anyway) 
number your paragraphs and write a 1-to-5-word label for each one. The label should indicate specifically what that paragraph’s point is. 
When completed, look at your list of labels. Distill that list into a sentence or two, leaving out anything that isn’t absolutely central, and 
you should end up with a pretty concise story.  This might take practice, but it’s an essential skill.

400 WORDS
1.	Since the publication of its inaugural issue in January 1990, the Journal of Democracy has published well over a thousand articles, exploring 

all aspects of the workings of democracy and the struggles of democratic movements. But we have been especially concerned with tracking 
democracy’s advances and setbacks around the world. For 25 years, we have been “taking the temperature” of democracy. Since 1998, 
we have published annually an article summarizing Freedom House’s survey of Freedom in the World, and we have featured numerous 
other essays analyzing democracy’s global trajectory, beginning with Samuel P. Huntington’s classic 1991 article introducing the concept of 
the “third wave” of democratization. So it should not be unexpected that we turn to this subject as the central theme of our twenty-fifth 
anniversary issue. 

2.	Some may be surprised, however, by the headline on our cover—“Is Democracy in Decline?”—which faithfully reflects the way in which 
we posed the question to our contributors. For a journal that is unabashedly in favor of democracy, this obviously is not the kind of 
celebratory theme that might be preferred for marking a historic milestone. Yet this seemed to be the question that everyone was asking as 
2015 approached, and we decided that it deserved a thorough examination. 

3.	Tracing the viewpoints and opinions expressed over the years in the Journal suggests how evaluations of and sentiments about the state 
of democracy have evolved since 1990. The editors’ introduction that Larry Diamond and I wrote for the inaugural issue was animated by 
the view that democracy was experiencing a “remarkable worldwide resurgence … ”. Five eventful years later, we recognized not only that 
democracy had spread to many more countries but also that it had hugely improved its standing in terms of ideas and organization. We 
asserted that democracy had “gained enormous ground” with respect to “international legitimacy” and that it now “reign[ed] supreme in 
the ideological sphere.” 

4.	By 2005, however, our tone had grown far more downbeat, and we acknowledged a darkening mood among supporters of democracy. We 
attributed this in part to the travails of democracy-building in post-invasion Iraq and to Russia’s descent back into authoritarianism, but argued 
that the overall global trends were mixed and did not justify discouragement among democrats. By 2010, we were prepared to grant that 
“there now may even be grounds for speaking of an erosion of freedom over the past few years, though its dimensions are very slight.”

36 WORDS

The Journal of 
Democracy has been 
measuring democracy’s 
growth worldwide 
since 1990, when the 
editors were optimistic 
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 Feedback from people NOT in your field
Get feedback from colleagues and supervisors, but more importantly, get feedback from people not in your field. 

Writing is often afflicted by an author’s assumption that the terms and logic s/he chooses will make sense to any interested reader if the reader 
just reads it carefully. 

Squash that assumption. The language you and your scholarly colleagues use is not likely to be as clear to others as it seems to you, and 
this is certainly the case when your readers are from outside your field. Consider this from computational linguistics:

“In many projects, lexical preprocessors are used to manage different variants of the project (using conditional compilation) and to define 
compile-time code transformations (using macros).”

When I explain to a colleague in computational linguistics that the above is as intelligible to me as “qwertyqwertyqwertyqwerty” is, he has 
to do some serious work to make sense of his discipline’s language to me. (It took him four attempts to come up with something I could 
understand:) 

“When computers run, they use programs. Because of differences in their hardware and software, computers vary in the flavour of the same 
program they use.” 

Don’t forget that your reader wants to understand your work, and it takes you translating from ‘scholar-ese’ to common English to make that happen. 



 Final Tips
Reduce that first sentence to 30 words of focused summary. 

Review your summary to make sure what you’ve got explicitly answers 
who this is about/for, what exactly you’re doing, why it matters, where it’s 
significant, when (if that is relevant) and how you did what you did. 

Eliminate all the context for your research, except for a sentence or two that 
the reader absolutely needs to understand your work.

FINAL EDITS 

Print your summary in a new font; you’ll see potential for improvement. 

Read your summary out loud; you’ll hear potential for improvement. 
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