
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Diplomatic Editor: 
How Can an Editorto Best Balance Clarity and Politeness? 

 
 
 
 

ELANG 350: Basic Editing Skills 
18 October 2019 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

Formatted: Line spacing:  Multiple 1.15 li

Formatted: Line spacing:  Multiple 1.15 li

Commented [SU1]: I revised the title so that “Editor” 
wasn’t included twice.  

Commented [SU2]: Good title 



2 
 

Introduction 
To be a good editor, one must learn how to speak to one’s the audience,: the authors. In 

their article “The Technical Editor as Diplomat: Linguistic Strategies for Balancing Clarity and 
Politeness” (2003), Jo Mackiewicz and Kathryn Riley discuss the ways in which editors can best 
approach the editing process while remaining on good terms with the authors of the pieces they 
are editing. It is important for editors to be direct, but it is also important to ensure that authors 
do not feel as though they or their work are being overly criticized or judged. Mackiewicz and 
Riley call this the “directness dilemma” and suggest that the solution is “balancing clarity and 
politeness in their interactions” with authors (83). In this paper, I will present research on and 
analyze the best way to address the directness dilemmado so.   

Research Question 
Mackiewicz and Riley’s research analyzes different types of sentences in order to 

determine which kinds of sentencesof them are strategically the most direct while also 
maintainingbut also maintain a respectful voice. Using these strategies, they Mackiewicz and 
Riley attempt to answer the question, “H: How can an editor best balance clarity and politeness?” 
This can be a difficult question to research (and an especially difficult question to answer), since 
people of varying ages, genders, backgrounds, and experiences will respond to different types of 
sentences in different ways. Ultimately, this paper, along with Mackiewicz and Riley’s research, 
attempts to determine the most commonly successful methods for editors to use in order to 
balance clarity and politeness when communicating with authors.  

Methods 
In order to determine the best way to balance clarity and politeness, I have constructed a 

survey involving the strategies discussed in Mackiewicz and Riley’s article, using sentences with 
varying degrees of clarity and politeness. These sentences use strategies discussed in 
Mackiewicz and Riley’sthe article, including active verbs, passive verbs, and different types of 
“downgraders” (86). I asked six participants to rank the following sentences, first according to 
clarity and then according to politeness:  

1) I would increase the size of the typeface in these headings. 
2) You should probably increase the size of the typeface in these headings. 
3) Increase the size of the typeface in these headings. That will make it easier for the 

reader to differentiate the headings from the body of the text. 
4) You could increase the size of the typeface in these headings. That's just a 

suggestion. 
5) Could you increase the size of the typeface in these headings? 
6) The size of the typeface in these headings should be increased. 
7) The size of the typeface in these headings could be increased. 
8) Using typeface size to differentiate between headings and body text aids the 

reader's comprehension. 
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After the six participants ranked these sentences, I used the statistics from the survey in 
order to determine which sentences were, on average, considered most clear and most polite. A 
table representing the different types of strategies, these example sentences, and their 
recommended uses from Mackiewicz and Riley’s article is included in the appendix. Below, I 
have reported the average ranking for each sentence in relation to both clarity and politeness.  

Results 
For context, I have bolded the sentences that Mackiewicz and Riley have advised should 

be avoided. These responses came from a range of individuals, some with backgrounds in 
teaching, editing, and writing, while others hadand others with no related backgrounds. All 
participants were native English speakers between the ages of twenty and thirty.  

For context, I have bolded the sentences that Mackiewicz and Riley say should be 
avoided. In order of most to least clear, the sentences averaged the following ranking:  

1) I would increase the size of the typeface in these headings.  
2) Increase the size of the typeface in these headings. That will make it easier for the 

reader to differentiate the headings from the body of the text.  
3) Could you increase the size of the typeface in these headings? 
4) You should probably increase the size of the typeface in these headings.  
5) The size of the typeface in these headings should be increased. 
6) Using typeface size to differentiate between headings and body text aids the 

reader's comprehension. 
7) You could increase the size of the typeface in these headings. That's just a 

suggestion. 
8) The size of the typeface in these headings could be increased. 

 
In order of most to least polite, the sentences averaged the following ranking:  

1) Could you increase the size of the typeface in these headings? 
2) I would increase the size of the typeface in these headings. 
3) Increase the size of the typeface in these headings. That will make it easier for the 

reader to differentiate the headings from the body of the text.  
4) Using typeface size to differentiate between headings and body text aids the 

reader's comprehension. 
5) You could increase the size of the typeface in these headings. That's just a 

suggestion. 
6) The size of the typeface in these headings could be increased. 
7) You should probably increase the size of the typeface in these headings.  
8) The size of the typeface in these headings should be increased. 

 
The collected responses are depicted in a table in the appendix for reference. [Maybe 

include them in this section?]  
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Discussion 
 The variance in the responses demonstrates validates my initial concerns with about the 
difficulty of researching such a question—that different people will respond differently to 
various types of sentences. Some of the questions that Mackiewicz and Riley recommend be 
avoided are ranked to be relatively clear and/or polite. However, in comparing the two questions 
and the average responses, finding a balance between them becomes easier.  

For example, the passive sentence “The size of the typeface in these headings should be 
increased,” which is one of the sentences that we writers should avoid, is ranked number five in 
clarity but last in politeness. The active version of this sentence, “You should probably increase 
the size of the typeface in these headings,” is ranked number four in clarity but number seven in 
politeness. These two examples show the difficulty in maintain politeness while still being clear. 

However, the sentences “I would increase the size of the typeface in these headings,” 
“Increase the size of the typeface in these headings. That will make it easier for the reader to 
differentiate the headings from the body of the text,” and “Could you increase the size of the 
typeface in these headings?” are ranked in the top three in both clarity and politeness, albeit in 
different positions among the top three. This reveals that the balance between clarity and 
politeness can be maintained if editors use techniques and understand what types of sentences 
they use and what those sentences will convey. 

Conclusion 
These three sentences are listed under the opinion, bald-on-record, and interrogative 

strategy types in Mackiewicz and Riley’s article (see table 1 in the appendix).  The opinion and 
bald-on-record strategies are used especiallyspecially to convey obligation, which is important in 
maintaining clarity. The use of a “payoff” statement in the bald-on-record example sentence 
helps balance politeness—it explains the reason for the directive and allows authors to see how it 
benefits them. The interrogative sentence is perhaps the most politepolitest of the three; —
Mackiewicz and Riley advise that it should be used to ask a genuine question. This allows would 
allow authors to consider for themselves whether something should be changed instead of feeling 
like editors are commanding them to change it. It seems, then, that to best balance clarity and 
politeness, it is important to lead help the author to feel obligated to change something, while 
linguistically seeming to only suggest it or while explaining yours or the reader’s point of view.  
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Appendix 
Summary of Strategies and Recommendations 

Strategy Example Recommendation 
1. Opinion I would increase the size of the 

typeface in these headings. 
> Use if the intention is to convey 
obligation.  

2. Derivable—active  You should probably increase the 
size of the typeface in these 
headings. 

> Use if the intention is to convey 
obligation. 
> Use with a downgrader.  
> Combine with a compliment.  
> Combine with a “payoff” statement.  

3. Bald-on-record Increase the size of the typeface in 
these headings. That will make it 
easier for the reader to differentiate 
the headings from the body text. 

> Use if the intention is to convey 
obligation. 
> Use with a downgrader.  
> Combine with a compliment.  
> Combine with a “payoff” statement. 

4. Preparatory—active  You could increase the size of the 
typeface in these headings. That’s 
just a suggestion.  

> Use if the intention is to convey 
possibility/option.  
> Use with an illocutionary force-
indicating device.  

5. Interrogative Could you increase the size of the 
typeface in these headings?  

> Use if intention is a real inquiry.  

6. Derivable—passive The size of the typeface in these 
headings should be increased.  

> Avoid passive voice derivable 
utterances.  

7. Preparatory—passive The size of the typeface in these 
headings could be increased.  

> Avoid passive voice preparatory 
utterances.  

8. Hint Using typeface size to differentiate 
between headings and body text 
aids the reader’s comprehension.  

> Avoid hints.  

Table 1. Mackiewicz and Riley., “The Technical Editor as Diplomat: Linguistic Strategies for Balancing Clarity and 
Politeness.” 2003. [cite the right way pls] 
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