Academic Writing Tip #21 
                       -

Overuse of It Structures (Anticipatory It)

      Sometimes the pronoun “it” substitutes for the subject of a sentence. One style, called the “impersonal it,” refers to the weather, to time or to temperature.  For example, “It is 7:25.”  Or “It is cold today.”  Using this form is acceptable in both conversation and informal writing.

      Another use of “it” is called the “anticipatory it,” which should be avoided in formal writing. This is also called a “dummy subject” because the “it” appears to be the subject of the sentence, but actually the subject is embedded in the sentence.  Here are some examples:

                                  It was important for NATO to intervene.

                                  It is essential that the software be revised.

                                  It will be necessary to rebuild the economy.

      Notice that an infinitive or a gerund phrase, or a noun clause (“that” followed by a subject and verb) is the true subject of these sentences. The anticipatory “it” in each of these sentences is acting only as a filler or dummy subject.  Since the anticipatory “it” in these cases is really meaningless, good writers recast the sentence.

      Students often overuse these structures in their writing, but eliminating them is easy. Just use an infinitive verb or a gerund as the subject of the sentence and drop the needless “it.”  Following are the revised sentences:

                                   To intervene was important for NATO.

                                   Revising the software is essential.

                                   Rebuilding the economy is necessary. 

     These sentences allow the true subject to be placed in its clearest and succinct position while creating more of an action mood.

     Avoid the use of these wordy phrases beginning with “it.”                                      

It is known that …

It is considered that …

It demonstrates that …

It could be said that …

It follows that …
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