
Guidelines for writing patient information leaflets 
 
 
Introduction 

• Patient information helps patients to know more about their health, care and 
treatment. 

• The Patient Rights (Scotland) Act 2011 states that patients should be communicated 
with in a way that they can understand and healthcare staff should make sure that 
the patient has understood any information given. 

• Patient information will vary depending on who it is for and what it is about. 
• There are some general rules and guidelines that you should use when writing 

information for patients, see below. 
 
 
How you say it... 

• Write from the patient’s point of view 
Put yourself in the place of someone who may have little or no knowledge of what 
you are talking about 

• Patient-friendly language 
Use personal pronouns such as ‘we’ and ‘you’, as this will help to create a sense of 
inclusion and trust. 

• Short Sentences 
Make only one point per sentence.  Make clear, direct statements. Use minimal 
punctuation.  Try to avoid using hyphens (-) and semi-colons (;) 

• Lowercase letters 
CAPITAL LETTERS are harder to read. Words written in lower case have shape which 
helps recognition.  Only use capital letters for the first letters of names and 
sentences. 

• Present and active tense 
Your information will be more direct and engaging if you use the present tense.  For 
example, it is easier to understand ‘your appointment is on...’ rather than your 
appointment has been made for ...’  

• Bullet or number points 
Breakdown complicated information with numbers or bullets. 

• Small blocks of text 
• Long paragraphs can look daunting on the page.  Use headings and paragraph breaks 

to divide your information up. 
• Numbers as words 
• From one to nine, numbers are easier to read if they are written as words. From 10 

onwards, they should be represented as numbers 
• Diagrams and pictures 

Your information can be illustrated and enhanced by using simple diagrams and 
pictures.  
 
 



• Be relevant 
• Make sure your information is relevant to and appropriate for the patient group it is 

aimed at. 
• Make sure information is consistent 

Your information should reflect and reinforce other information received by 
patients, such as letters, leaflets, appointment materials and all information 
delivered at local clinics. 

• Explain all instructions 
When asking a patient to do something, such as ‘don’t eat anything for six hours 
before an operation’, always explain why you are making this request.  This will help 
patients to understand treatment processes.  

• Be helpful 
Help patients to make decisions by giving them the facts.  Facts about the benefits, 
risks and side-effects of treatment options or medical interventions. 

• Don’t confuse people 
You should avoid discussing several different treatments and conditions in the same 
leaflet.  Too much information on different subjects can cause confusion. 

• Everyday words 
Use plain, everyday words to make your information easier to understand.  Avoid 
jargon and acronyms at all times.  Repeat new words to reinforce meaning.  See 
examples of everyday words on next page.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Other things to think about ... 
 

• Teachback 
To check that patients have understood the information in the leaflet do teachback.  
Teachback is when you ask a patient (or family member) to explain, in their words, 
the information you have given them in relation to what they need to know or do.  
Teachback is not a quiz or test of the patient. 

• Highlight alternative formats 
Let patients know if the information you are providing is available in other formats, 
for example in Braille or on audiotape. 
 

Examples of everyday words 
 

Hard words  Everyday words 
 
accompany  go with 
administer  give, manage 
analgesic  pain relief 
ascertain  find out 
assist   help 
augment  add, increase 
comply   do, follow 
components  parts 
consequently  so 
contusion  bruise 
deficiency  not enough 
demonstrate  show 
endeavour  try 
occur   happen 
optimum  best, most 
option   choice 
prior to   before 
regarding  about 


