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FOREWORD 

People talk about flow and you hear vague advice about “writing clearly and concisely,” but 
exactly what can you do to make your writing flow? Here are some tips that may help. 
 
 

1. START WITH A CLEAR STRUCTURE IN 

MIND 
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A structure helps you organize your thinking 
and is the basis of writing that flows. For most 
of the writing we do, there are accepted 
structures. For example, 90% of all 
introductions in research journal articles 
follow a 3-move pattern (establish the field, 
define the research problem, propose the 

solution). You can find structures for 
proposals, policy briefs, white papers, 
corporate promotional material and almost 
anything you need to write once you know 
where to look. I show how to find structures in 
my online writing course Beyond Grammar: 
Writing as thinking made visible. 
 

2. CUT THE CLUTTER 

Compare these two sentences: (i) Many of the 
participants attending had at least some 
previous experience. (ii) Many participants 
had some experience. 
 
The words in red are clutter. Cutting them 
does not affect the meaning of the sentence. It 
flows better because the reader’s brain has less 
to process. 
 
Why, exactly, are those words clutter? 
 
The participants are the people who attend, so 
‘attending’ is redundant; ‘at least’ adds no 
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useful information to ‘some experience’; and if 
you have had experience, then it must have been 
previously, so that too is redundant. In most 
cases, if a sentence still makes sense after 
removing a word or phrase, you can delete it. 
 

3. DON'T POSTPONE 

 
Photo: Pixabay 

Postponement is a technical term for a 
sentence with the subject or topic separated 
from the verb. Here is an example: 
 
Demonstration projects, training, 
information/education campaigns, 
information clearing houses for technology 
transfer, public awareness campaigns, 
reporting of success stories, publications in 
the media, awards, workshops and seminars 
are some of the methods adapted by many 
countries and institutions to disseminate 
knowledge. 
 
The problem with postponement is the reader 
must keep in short-term memory all the 
information in yellow highlight before he or 
she knows why you are giving that 
information. You are making the reader work 
too hard. The cognitive load is too high and 
the reader gets tired or bored and gives up. 
 
Now let's fix it. 
 
Some of the methods adapted by many 
countries and institutions to disseminate 
knowledge are demonstration projects, 
training, information/education campaigns, 
information clearing houses for technology 
transfer, public awareness campaigns, 

reporting of success stories, publications in 
the media, awards, workshops and seminars. 

 
4. USE STRONG VERBS 

Strong verbs convey action. Compare what I 
just wrote with another version of the same 
thought. Strong verbs are those which make 
the action clearer. Strong verbs pick up the 
pace of your writing, which readers experience 
as flow. Here are some examples of 
transforming weak verbs into strong verbs. 
See how often removing the auxiliary verb 
gives it more force. 
 
(i) This project will map out the economic 
and political drivers. (ii) This project maps 
economic and political drivers. 
 
(iii) Researchers are not able to have access 
to the monitoring data. (iv) Researchers have 
no access to monitoring data. 
 
(v) The project has also established a 
strong evidence base. (vi) The project 
established a strong evidence base. 
 

5. VARY SENTENCE LENGTH 

There is nothing inherently wrong with a long 
sentence. Sometimes a series of ideas will flow 
better in a long sentence than if you chop it 
up. In many cases, a sentence feels long 
because it's full of clutter and the verb is 
postponed. 
 
The sentence below has 63 words, a form of 
postponement, and lots of clutter. 
 
Recognizing the value that groundwater can 
have for poverty alleviation, livelihood 
generation and global food supply, the threats 
to, and continued opportunities for 
groundwater use and the multi-disciplinary 
nature of groundwater management problems, 
the Water Management in Agriculture 
program funded a research program on the 
state of groundwater use and governance in 
developing countries and suggested options 
for the future. 
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Now try this: 
 
[start with the main topic] The Water 
Management in Agriculture Program funded 
research on the state of groundwater use and 
governance and suggested options. 
 
Options recognize [strong verb] the value 
groundwater has for poverty alleviation, 
livelihood generation and global food supply. 
 
The options also take into account account for 
[strong verb] threats and opportunities for 
groundwater use and the multi-disciplinary 
nature of groundwater management problems. 
 
The second version is only five words shorter 
but I think you will agree it takes a lot less 
brain work to get the meaning. And that’s 
what we call flow. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTIONS? 

 
Please feel welcome to contact me if you have 
any questions about managing multi-author 
teams. You can email me at 
clayton@redplough.com 
 

GET MORE FREE RESOURCES 

Sign up for free access to my full library of 
resources for writing in the workplace. 
 
See my online writing courses at 
www.terryerle.com 
 
See my LinkedIn profile at 
linkedin.com/in/terryerleclayton 
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