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Outline 

 
1.  The organisation of plain language work in Denmark 

2.  Presentation of some of the results from my post doc project - an investigation 
of the effects that revising a tax letter has on its readers 



1. THE ORGANISATION OF 
PLAIN LANGUAGE WORK IN 
DENMARK 



Characterisation of PL work in Denmark, 2 
dimensions 

Central level 

Local level 

Research Practice 

How? 



Characterisation of PL work in Denmark, 2 
dimensions 

Central level 

Local level 

Research Practice 

Where? 



Characterisation of PL work in Denmark, 2 
dimensions 

Central level 

Local level 

Research Practice 

The Danish Language 
Council, ”Language in 
Time” (2008), ”Language 
at Stake” (2003) 

Lots of work on 
plain language 

Research is 
sparse 



An advantage – and a disadvantage of this 
organisation 

Advantage 
 
Lots of attention and 
awareness of the 
importance of plain 
language on the local 
level 
 
 

Disadvantage 
 
A rich tradition of 
practice is passed on 
within organisations – but 
it is unclear how succesful 
language campaigns in 
organisations actually are 
 
 
 
 
 
 

à How well are revised 
texts understood by the 
intended readers? 



AN INVESTIGATION OF THE 
EFFECT THAT REVISING A TAX 
LETTER HAS ON ITS READERS 



Research questions 

 
Do text revisions result in  
 
•  increased comprehension and  

•  changed perceptions of texts and text sender? 
 
 
Case: A letter from The Danish Tax Authority (SKAT) 
 



3 letter versions 

Version 1: 

Original version 

Version 2  

Awarded the Danish 
Business Language 

Prize 

Version 3 

”Final” version 

Written by 
somebody at 
The 
Authority 

Written by  
communication 
professionals at 
SKAT 

Written by  
communication 
professionals & 
caseworkers at 
SKAT 



Differences between the letter versions 

•  Word level 
•  Syntax 
•  Information structuring 
•  Information selection 
 
 
 



Differences between the letter versions 

 
 
Plain language      gobbledygook 
 

V1 V2 V3 

Corresponds 
to the 
expectations 
at SKAT 



Design of the study 

 
•  717 respondents read one of the 3 versions 
 
•  All respondents answered a questionnaire about their levels of 

comprehension and perceptions of the letter.  
 
•  My concern: Did their levels of comprehension and perceptions 

of the letter depend on the letter version they had read? 



Are there any statistically significant 
comprehension differences between the 3 
letter versions? (P = 0.05)  
Question V1 & V2 & V3 
Q1: What does “budget form” refer to in the letter?  YES  

Q2: How much do you owe the Danish Tax Authority according to 
the letter?  

YES 

Q3: What is the origin of your debt, according to the letter? NO 

Q4: What may happen if your salary decreases? YES 

Q5: For how long will the Danish Tax Authority keep withholding 
money from your income? 

YES 

Q6: What may happen if you send in a budget form to the Danish 
Tax Authority?  

YES 

Q7: In which situation should you send in a budget form? YES 

Q8: Where on the internet can you, according to the letter, read 
the rules on which the ruling is based? 

YES 
 



Between which versions are the statistically 
significant differences? 

Question V1 & V2 V1 & V3 V2 & V3 

Q1 YES  YES YES 

Q2 YES  YES NO 

Q3 NO NO NO 

Q4 YES  YES NO 

Q5 YES  NO NO 

Q6 YES  NO YES 

Q7 NO NO YES 

Q8 YES  YES NO 



Character of the differences 

A statistically significant difference between V1 and V2 does not imply that V2 
comes out as the version that is most easy to understand: 

 
Example 1: Q2: 52% answer the question correctly on the basis of V1 
93% answer the question correctly on the basis of V2 
 
The difference is statistically significant (P < 0.0001), V2 is easier to 
understand.  
 
Example 2: Q6: 63% answer the question correctly on the basis of V1 
34% answer the question correctly on the basis of V2 
 
The difference is statistically significant (P < 0.0001), V1 is easier to 

understand (!).  



Character of the differences 

Compared 

versions	  

Differences in 

accordance 

with the 

expectations 

of SKAT	  

Differences 

NOT in 

accordance 

with the 

expectations 

of SKAT	  

No statistically 

significant 

differences	  

V1 & V2	   Q1, Q2, Q4, Q5	   Q6, Q8	   Q3, Q7	  



Perceptions of the letter and sender 

X 



Are there statistically significant 
differences between the three letter 
versions? 
Scale V1 & V2 & V3 V1 & V2 

 

 	  

V1 & V3 

 	  

V2 & V3 

 

 	  

S1: I think that the Danish Tax Authority comes across in the 

letter as NOT forthcoming – forthcoming.	   YES YES	   NO	   NO	  

S2: I think that the Danish Tax Authority comes across in the 

letter as an institution that provides bad services – good 

services.	  

 NO	    	    	    	  

S3: I think that the letter is difficult to understand – easy to 

understand YES	   YES	   YES	   NO	  

S4: I think the letter is written with the Danish Tax Authority in 

focus – NOT written with the Danish Tax Authority in focus.	   NO	    	    	    	  

S5: I think the letter is NOT written with the text recipient in 

focus – written with the text recipient in focus.	   NO	    	    	    	  

Revised version 
evaluated as more 
forthcoming 

Revised versions 
evaluated as easier 
to understand 



Research questions – Summary of results 

Do authentic text revisions result in increased comprehension and changed 
perceptions of texts? 

 
Comprehension 
•  V1 (original version) hardest to understand. V2 (awarded the Danish Business 

Language Prize) the easiest to understand. 
•  Revised versions not always easier to understand – orginal version can be the 

easiest.  
•  In some cases the versions are equally difficult to understand (no statistically 

significant differences between levels of comprehension).  

Perceptions of text and sender 
•  Revised versions percieved as more forthcoming (V2) and easier to understand 

(V2 and V3).  
•  3 out of 5 scales did not result in differences between the letter versions. 



Some implications… 

-  Case study – no general knowledge on the effects of revising texts in the 
Danish public sector 

-  BUT: V2 was awarded the Danish Business Language Prize à promoted as an 
ideal. 

-  The results seem to leave room for further improvements. 
 
 
-  Reading situation: The questionnaire was filled out as part of class. Not a 

typical reading situation! 
-  Calls for a more ethnographic approach – how do people handle mail from 

authorities in their everyday lives? 


