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Executive Summary

The FTSE 50 Clarity Index

The About Us page on a website 
and the CEO’s annual review in 
the annual report are two of the 
best-read, most important pieces 
of text a company can write.

To mark National Storytelling Week 2018, 
storytelling consultancy Insight Agents 
has analysed the About Us pages and 
CEOs’ reviews of the FTSE 50 biggest 
companies for clarity and readability. 

None of the ten biggest companies by 
market capitalisation features in the top 
ten of this new, FTSE 50 Clarity Index.

Aviva is the best communicator on the 
FTSE 50.

Four of the top ten on the Clarity Index 
come from the financial services sector 
– RBS, Standard Chartered, and Standard 
Life Aberdeen, in addition to Aviva.

Media conglomerate WPP came in just 
29th, while BT appears to be living its 
1990s’ advertising mantra “It’s good to 
talk”, ranking second overall.

About Us pages are easier to read than 
CEOs’ annual reviews, but both should be 
simpler still.

CEOs’ annual reviews are too often dry, 
confusing, too formal, impersonal, and 
relentlessly male.

The top five on the 2018 Clarity Index are: 
Aviva, BT Group, Compass Group, RBS, 
and BHP Billiton.

Note: this study was conducted by Insight Agents (www.insightagents.co.uk), 
in partnership with researchers from the Catalyst Scheme at the University of 
Sussex’s Innovation Centre.
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Introduction

The About Us page of a 
corporate website and the CEO’s 
review in the annual report are 
two of the most important, best-
read calling cards a business can 
put into the public domain. What 
companies and their leaders 
say here sets the tone for how 
the company is perceived. By 
customers and competitors. By 
investors and analysts. And by the 
general public and its employees.

Reputation is partly a function of 
how an organisation behaves, and 
that behaviour includes how it 
communicates. Reputation is also 
shaped by what others think of and 
say about this behaviour, and how 
a company’s words are mediated to 
reach a mass audience. While many 
more voices matter in the age of social 
media, companies nevertheless do have 
complete control over what they say 
about themselves. It is in their gift to start 
their story in the right way. So, if they 
make a miss-step with these two tablets 
of stone – the About Us page and the 
CEO’s annual review – they run the risk of 
actively harming their reputation.

But there are often problems with 
both of these texts. Everyone knows 
they’re important and so everyone 
has an opinion as to what they should 
say. Too often, they’re written by 
committee. Worse still, they’re then 
edited by committee. Corporate comms, 
marketing, and insight. The CEO, 
CFO, CIO, CTO, and CSO. Uncle Tom 
Cobbleigh and all. And as Alex Issigonis 
– the man who created the Mini in the 
late 1950s – famously said: a horse 
designed by committee is a camel. 

Everyone wants their department’s 
world view adequately reflected in 
the copy. And by the time drafts with 
suffixes such as “v12_(Steve)” start 
circulating, it’s already way too late. The 
desire for fair representation is noble 
and understandable, but it does nothing 
to create clarity. Quite the reverse. 
Nuance and multiple constituencies 
can be captured straightforwardly, 
but if a text is the result of a small “p” 
political bunfight and myriad rounds 
of edits, organisations are setting their 
storytelling up for failure.

Some put too much emphasis and 
effort on the About Us page and the 
CEO’s annual review. Others dash them 
off because the deadline is looming 
and revel in their casual approach, 
happy to accept that “good enough is 
good enough”. Others yet are afflicted 
by the Curse of Knowledge and fail 
to remember that those outside their 
corporate walls don’t understand the 
complexities of their business. Nor do 
outsiders want to have to bother to learn 
them. It’s a company’s job to explain 
why they do what they do clearly and 
simply. Because if they don’t, you can be 
sure a competitor will.

What’s more, both of these holy texts 
of corporate self-expression are often 
riddled with numbers. Results. Statistics. 
Almost every business is awash with 
data these days. But too many corporate 
communicators have little idea how to 
construct a powerful and purposeful 
narrative by numbers. They use too 
many, out of context. They share their 
workings out, boring and losing their 
readers. And their conclusions are too 
often guided by false positives and 
spurious correlations. 

All of these inputs – too much work, 
too little work, too much jargon, and the 
wrong numbers – are manifestations 
of the same trait: a fundamental 
lack of empathy. An inability and an 
unwillingness to put oneself in the shoes 
of those who will read one’s words. And 
this corporate mindblindness can cost 
a company dear, particularly if you fall 
foul of this way of working and writing 
repeatedly. A sustained lack of clarity 
wears away at corporate reputation 
like water dripping on a stone. Today 
a small indentation. In two CEOs time, 
the Grand Canyon.
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The purpose of this study and report

Insight Agents is a corporate and 
brand storytelling consultancy. 
It is our purpose to help 
companies talk and sound 
like people. Because people 
respond to people and the 
stories they tell. And if those 
who represent companies – 
from the CEO to the head of 
corporate communications 
– talk human, they have 
more impact. The only point 
of anyone in an organisation 
saying anything about that 
organisation is to change what 
others think and do in response 
to this communication. To 
invest in them. To buy more of 
their products and services. To 
switch suppliers. To consider 
shortcomings in their own 
organisations that the company 
talking can help to solve. 
Otherwise, don’t bother.

Since the late 1990s, the Society for 
Storytelling has celebrated National 
Storytelling Week at the end of January 
and the beginning of February. And for 
the past three years, Insight Agents has 
conducted new and original research 
to celebrate the heroes and lambast 
the villains behind the best and worst of 
corporate speak. We publish our findings 
to coincide with the Society’s Week.

With this in mind, this year we’ve 
commissioned researchers in the 
Catalyst team at the University of 
Sussex’s Innovation Centre to find out 
how well written the About Us pages 
and the CEO’s annual reviews are for 
the 50 biggest companies in the FTSE 
100. Our researchers gathered the raw 
text from both passages of prose for 
each company and then analysed them 
to see how easy they were to read and 
to understand. There’s more about 
what they did and how they did it in the 
section on Our Approach, below.

What this analysis allows us to go on 
and do is produce an alternative FTSE 
50, with the companies ranked in order 
of verbal clarity rather than market 
capitalisation. It’s what we’re calling 
the FTSE 50 Clarity Index. It allows 
us to see which of UK plc’s biggest 
businesses – and which categories of 
industry – communicate in a way most 
people can understand at one hearing. 
As well as pointing the finger at those 
whose prose makes readers feel like 
they’re wading through a swamp.

We’re not making any predictions 
about future financial or corporate 
performance based on our analysis. 
Linguistic clarity is just one of many, 
interacting factors that contribute to 
corporate success and failure. Plus, it 
would be a massive overclaim to use a 
single year’s analysis as the basis for 
such predictions. We give more reasons 
why readers of this report should take 
our findings with a pinch of salt in the 
Appendix on Our Shortcomings, below.

But we are confident in our findings  
and in our re-ranking of Britain’s 50 
biggest companies based on linguistic 
clarity. And we encourage the worst 
offenders to start telling their corporate 
and brand stories more clearly. If they 
fail to do this, they may well slip as far 
down the charts that rank financial 
performance as our analysis puts them 
for linguistic confusion.

Whether a company primarily serves 
other companies – so-called B2B or 
business-to-business – or whether it sells 
direct to consumers – B2C or business-
to-consumer – clarity and simplicity of 
expression are king and queen.
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Our Approach

Our starting point for this 
research is that, the easier it is 
to understand what a company 
stands for and what it does, 
the quicker people will be able 
to make a judgment about 
that company. Ease of reading 
and speed of comprehension 
matter in the always-on, on-
demand, on-my-terms world 
in which businesses operate 
and communicate today. If an 
organisation provides potential 
customers with an opportunity 
to disengage, they’ll do so at 
the click of a mouse. And then 
quickly track down a competitor 
– who talks and sounds like a 
human being – who can help 
them out.

There are a large number of different 
tools and programs, many of them 
online, which wordsmiths use to assess 
the readability of the written word. The 
different methodologies are detailed in 
Appendix 1., below. For the purposes of 
this study and report, we have used the 
Flesch Kincaid (FK) methodology. This 
provides two measures:

1. The FK grade level, which shows 
how many years of formal 
education a reader would need to 
have passed to understand the 
text at first reading. The ideal is in 
the range 7-11

2. The FK reading ease score which 
ranges from 0-100, with the ideal 
mid-50s and above

Our researchers captured the raw text 
from the About Us pages of the top 50 
companies on the FTSE 100. They did 
the same with the CEO’s annual reviews 
from each company’s annual report. And 
they then ran the raw text through the 
online textual analysis tool Readable.io, 
to which we subscribe.

We were interested in the following units 
of analysis produced by Readable:

• Overall readability rating, A-E, 
where A is excellent and E is awful

• FK grade level

• FK reading ease score

• The percentage of sentences 
with more than 20 syllables and 
also with more than 30 syllables. 
More than 20, and the start of the 
sentence – the idea – can fall out 
of working memory. More than 30, 
and it’s even more likely to

• The number of uses of the 
passive voice and the percentage 
of verbs that are passive not 
active. Passive sentences – “The 
mouse was chased by the cat” – 
take longer to parse than active 
sentences – “The cat chased the 
mouse”. Longer to parse means 
less well understood

• How formal / informal, negative 
/ positive, and female / male the 
language was found to be

• The ratio of adjectives to nouns 
to verbs. Most corporate prose 
contains 2, 3, or more times the 
number of nouns than either 
adjectives or verbs. Often the ratio 
is 70%-15%-15%. Nouns denote 
facts, adjectives emotion, and 
verbs action. By upweighting the 
relative proportion of adjectives 
and verbs, writers can dramatically 
change the pace and impact of 
their prose

• The number of words in the 
longest sentence
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Our Findings: Overall

None of the ten clearest-speaking companies features in the top  
ten by market capitalisation. Companies here were ranked by the 
average FK grade level for the text from both the About Us page and 
the CEO’s annual review combined. All companies in the top ten were 
between seven and 40 places better off for clarity than they were for 
market capitalisation.

The highest-ranking, top ten company by 
market cap is British American Tobacco, 
UK plc’s fourth largest company but 
12th best communicator. Next came 
Diageo (15th in terms of clarity, 5th by 
size). Britain’s biggest business, Royal 
Dutch Shell, is ranked as the 18th clearest 
communicator on the 50.

Aviva, the company ranked best overall 
for clarity, recorded the only FK grade 
score under ten, scoring 9.5. This means 
readers would need a minimum of 
nine-and-half years of formal education 
to understand the text at first reading. 
The worst-performing company on the 
FTSE 50 Clarity Index for grade level was 
construction and building business CRH 
plc, who scored 15.7. Readers looking to 
understand CRH’s texts at first reading 
should be approaching the end of a Ph.D.

Four of the top ten in the FTSE 50 Clarity 
Index came from the financial services 
sector (Aviva, RBS, Standard Chartered, 
and Standard Life Aberdeen). In the top 
20, consumer goods and entertainments 
fared best, with seven of the top ten in 
this grouping (Compass Group, Reckitt 
Benckiser, Coca Cola HBC AG, Tesco, 
British American Tobacco, Diageo, and 
International Consolidated).

Media and advertising giant WPP would 
be well advised to employ one of its 
myriad creative, branding, or digital 
agencies to work on its words. Sir Martin 
Sorrell’s business came 29th on the 
Clarity Index. BT Group is clearly taking 
its 1990s’ advertising mantra “it’s good 
to talk” seriously, with the company 
ranking second on the Clarity Index. This 
compares favourably with its ranking by 
market capitalisation (21st) and its sector 
stablemate in the FTSE 50 Vodafone. 
Vodafone is nearly three times the size of 
BT, but languishes 24 places below BT in 
the Clarity Index at 26th.

Big Pharma needs to work particularly 
hard on communicating more clearly. 
All three pharmaceutical and biotech 
businesses in the FTSE 50 featured 
in the bottom quarter of the Clarity 
Index, with GlaxoSmithKline ranked 
38th, AstraZeneca 43rd, and Shire plc 
48th. This contrasts with their ranking by 
market capitalisation of 6th, 7th, and  
18th respectively.

COMPANY SECTOR MARKET FTSE 50  CLARITY  
  CAP £BNS RANK RANK

Aviva Insurance 20.98 26 1

BT Group Telecom Operators 27.04 21 2

Compass Group Tourism and Leisure 24.48 23 3

Royal Bank of Scotland Banking 34.63 15 4

BHP Billiton Mining 33.89 17 5

Standard Chartered Banking 26.76 22 6

Reckitt Benckiser Group Household Goods 47.70 14 7

Ferguson Industrials 13.63 36 8

Standard Life Aberdeen Financials 13.07 39 9

Coca-Cola HBC AG Beverages 8.75 50 10

Table 1. Top ten clearest communicators in the FTSE 50 for About Us and CEO’s annual review
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Our Findings: About “About Us” pages

The About Us page is a shop 
window on the world of a business. 
Although many About Us pages 
are overworked and edited by 
committee, there is an established 
and recognised art to writing a great 
About Us page. By their very nature, 
they demand clarity and – done 
best – they should encapsulate 
a company’s purpose, vision, and 
principal activities in no more than 
150-300 words. Accordingly, the 
About Us pages of the top 50 FTSE 
100 companies are generally much 
easier to read and understand 
than the same companies’ annual 
reviews from their CEOs.

Just one company – Standard Chartered 
– achieved an A grade for the clarity of its 
About Us page. Here’s how a clear About 
Us page – the one that ranked highly 
from Standard Chartered – reads:

We’ve operated for over 150 years in some 
of the world’s fastest-growing markets, 
across Asia, Africa and the Middle East.

We’re one of the world’s most international 
banks. Our global network provides 
banking services in some of the world’s  
most dynamic markets. 

We have over 80,000 staff representing  
130 nationalities and nearly half are women.

We’ve come a long way since we were 
formed by two banks merging in 1969.

Diversity lies at the heart of our values and 
is part of everything we do.

Purpose, people, history, and a sprinkling 
of killer statistics. All expressed in a 
handful of carefully-honed words. Pithy, 
but neither sparse nor devoid of emotion 
(“fastest-growing”, “most international”, 
“global”, “dynamic”, “values”). These 
words can be overused or used without 
impact. But not at Standard Chartered.

BT’s strong performance in clarity overall 
is reflected in a clear About Us page, 
which was ranked third for clarity with a B 
grade and a grade score of 8.8.

A quarter of businesses achieved a B 
grade – each one with a FK grade level 
of 10 or lower –  a third a C, and a third 
a D or E. Three of the top ten were banks 
(RBS 8th and Barclays 9th, in addition 
to top-ranked Standard Chartered). 
Interestingly, two of the top four were 
mining businesses (Fresnillo second and 
Anglo American fourth), whose clarity 
there is let down by their overly-complex 
CEOs’ annual reviews.

On average, the About Us pages of 
companies in the FTSE 50 received a 
FK grade level of 11.6, just outside the 
golden 7-11 grade rankings that are 
generally agreed to be a measure of clear, 
comprehensible text. The average FK 
reading ease score for the pages was 
42.6, making them harder to read than 
The Economist. And while The Economist 
is a beautifully-written journal with a 
widely-respected and much-copied style 
guide (see http://bit.ly/1Wl8H2m) and a 
global reputation for good writing, this is 
sometimes at the cost of simplicity and 
ease of understanding.

By demanding approaching 12 years 
of formal education of readers to 
understand About Us pages at first 
read – well into A-levels for English 
and Highers for Scottish readers – we 
conclude that the FTSE 50 are asking 
too much of readers. They should 
simplify their language or risk alienating 
current and particularly prospective 
customers. If they keep it complex, these 
customers will simply look elsewhere and 
seek out competitors who explain why 
and how they can help them more clearly.

COMPANY SECTOR MARKET FTSE 50  ABOUT  
  CAP £BNS RANK US RANK

Standard Chartered Banking 26.76 22 1

Fresnillo Mining 10.29 44 2

BT Group Telecom Operators 27.04 21 3

Anglo American Mining 23.67 24 4

Experian Support 15.44 35 5

Carnival Tourism and Leisure 10.40 43 6

Reckitt Benckiser Group Household Goods 47.70 14 7

Royal Bank of Scotland Banking 34.63 15 8

Barclays Banking 34.27 16 9

Compass Group Tourism and Leisure 24.48 23 10

Table 2. The ten clearest About Us pages in the FTSE 50 ranked by FK grade level
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Our Findings: Reviewing CEOs’ annual reviews (1 of 2)

The annual review is the CEO’s  
once-in-a-year opportunity 
to put forward his – and very 
occasionally her – state of the 
nation. What’s the “why” of this 
business? What daemons have 
they been fighting, sometimes 
sight-unseen? And what’s 
the direction of travel for the 
months and years ahead? If the 
About Us page is the corporate 
statement of purpose, the CEO’s 
annual review gives the big 
boss the chance to humanise 
the corporation. And although 
the form of communication is 
one to many, skilled leaders (and 
their ghost writers) seize this 
opportunity to talk human and 
impose their personality on  
the corporation.

By its very nature, the CEO’s annual 
review is a longer – usually much, much 
longer – piece of text than a typical About 
Us page. The language is usually more 
complicated and involved in the CEO’s 
review, because it’s dealing with trickier 

concepts in greater depth, acknowledging 
and incorporating points of view from 
multiple different stakeholders inside and 
outside the organisation. But that doesn’t 
mean it needs to be incomprehensible or 
complex for the sake of being complex. 
Involved, technical, riddled with jargon.

Sadly, for the case of clear corporate 
communication, our analysis shows 
that many CEOs are currently wasting 
the opportunity of their annual, state-of-
the-nation snapshot. By using language 
that is dry and formal, too complex, and 
impersonal, many fail to impose their 
personality on the business through a 
vehicle designed to allow them to do  
just that.

What’s worse, the form and structure of 
the words they use has the potential to 
confuse rather enlighten readers about 
why the business is doing what it’s 
doing. Stakeholders inside and outside 
the business – including employees, 
investors, media, and analysts – look to 
the CEO’s annual review as the first and 
often only piece of text they’ll read in 
the annual report. But many of those we 
reviewed from the most recent crop of 
FTSE 50 businesses are a turn-off rather 
than inspirational.

COMPANY SECTOR MARKET FTSE 50  CEO  
  CAP £BNS RANK RANK

Aviva Insurance 20.98 26 1

BHP Billiton Mining 33.89 17 2

International  
Consolidated Airlines  Tourism and Leisure 13.45 37 3

Ashtead Group Support 10.12 45 4

Coca-Cola HBC AG Beverages 8.75 50 5

Compass Group Tourism and Leisure 24.48 23 6

Royal Bank of Scotland Group Banking 34.63 15 7

Standard Life Aberdeen Financials 13.07 39 8

Royal Dutch Shell Energy Producers 213.95 1 9

Shire Plc Pharma & Biotech 33.89 18 10

Table 3. The ten clearest CEO’s annual reviews in the FTSE 50 ranked by FK grade level
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Our Findings: Reviewing CEOs’ annual reviews (2 of 2)

Only one of the FTSE 50 top 
ten features in the top ten for 
clarity of CEO’s annual review. 
Royal Dutch Shell, UK plc’s 
biggest company by market 
capitalisation, produced the ninth 
easiest-to-read-and-understand 
CEO’s annual review.

No business received an A grade for its 
CEO’s annual review, and only one – Aviva 
– scored a B. Aviva was also the only 
business to generate a FK grade below 
10, scoring 8.8, and an impressively-
readable reading ease score of 58.6. Just 
over one in ten CEOs’ annual reviews 
received a C grade, with 40 percent 
scoring a D and almost half an E. The 
wooden spoon for the worst-performing 
CEO statement came from IT services 
business Micro Focus International, with 
a grade score of 17.2 and a reading ease 
score of 20.6. Somewhere in between 
Apple’s iTunes terms and conditions and 
a typical insurance policy.

No one sector dominated the top or 
the bottom ranks for clarity of CEOs’ 
annual reviews, although banking and 
financial services had three companies 
in the top ten (Aviva first, RBS seventh, 
and Standard Life Aberdeen eighth). 
Three mining businesses featured in 
the relegation zone, with Fresnillo 39th, 
Glencore 45th, and Anglo American 47th. 
That said, financial services businesses 
Old Mutual and the London Stock 
Exchange Group were propping up the 
table at 48th and 49th, and mining firms 
BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto were second 
and 15th respectively.

It seems as though the relative clarity 
or complexity of CEOs’ annual reviews 
is sector-irrelevant. It’s more likely 
down to the leader himself (and very 
occasionally herself) – and those they 
have help them write their annual reviews 
– rather than the businesses they’re 
in. It might be expected that media 
businesses – who make money from 
impactful communications – would be 
star performers. But the three media 
businesses on the FTSE 50 languish in 
middle-table respectability, with WPP 
23rd, Sky 25th, and RELX 28th.

On average, the CEOs’ annual reviews of 
companies in the FTSE 50 received a FK 
grade score of 13.7, considerably outside 
the golden 7-11 grade rankings. Annual 
reviews demand more than two years 
more formal education to be understood 
first time, the equivalent of a first-year 
undergraduate. FK reading ease scores 
for CEOs’ annual reviews scored 38.0 
on average, hovering just above the 
complexity of language used in academic 
journals. As with About Us pages – but 
even more so – our conclusion on CEOs’ 
annual reviews is very definitely “could 
try harder”. Should write simpler. Should 
be more personal, less formal, and  
more human.
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Our Findings: Some differences (1 of 2)

Some differences between  
About Us pages and CEOs’  
annual reviews
Readable.io, the subscription-based 
linguistic analysis tool we use at Insight 
Agents, generates a wide range of scores 
and analyses beyond grades and scores 
for simplicity and clarity. While many 
of these do not differ between About 
Us pages and CEOs’ annual reviews, 
some do cast noteworthy light on how 
differently these two passages are 
written by the FTSE 50.

Formality, positivity, and gender
The About Us pages we reviewed 
are on average neither formal nor 
conversational. This is appropriate for 
big corporations, although many newer 
businesses not listed on the FTSE – 
Alphabet, Apple, and Facebook – all 
adopt a much more conversational tone 
for their About Us pages. But there is no 
evidence of this trend affecting the way 
FTSE 50 companies write theirs quite yet.

Both types of text are equally – and quite 
relentlessly – upbeat, with CEOs’ annual 
reviews slightly more positive in tone than 
About Us pages. This isn’t surprising, as 
these two texts are owned media content 
under the companies’ direct control.

Where they do differ, however, is in 
terms of how gendered the text is. 
Readable’s analysis looks at how 
male or female language is, based on 
both how “mansplainy” (our word, not 
theirs) and patronising text is and the 
presence (female) or absence (male) 
of personal pronouns. About Us pages 
were, on average, gender neutral. But 
CEOs’ annual reviews were markedly 
male in their use of language. “Hardly 
surprising,” you may say, “given that 49 
of the 50 CEOs are men.” But gendered 

language is not dictated by the gender of 
the author. It’s dictated by the style and 
approach of the writer. More male, more 
formal language is less personal and, 
as a general rule, less well received by 
the audience. By writing in a more male, 
less personal way – in the most personal 
piece of text a CEO can produce – does 
nothing to attract and everything to 
alienate readers.

There is only one female boss in the 
FTSE 50, Emma Walmsley, CEO of 
GlaxoSmithKline. Paradoxically, the 
analysis of text in her annual review 
showed that it was one of those ranked 
most overtly male of all 50 companies. 
Only Compass Group and Associated 
British Foods’ CEOs wrote in a more 
male way. Clearly, there is a long way  
to go in the feminisation of corporate 
and CEO speak.
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Our Findings: Some differences (2of 2)

Nouns, verbs, and adjectives 
Nouns report facts. Verbs denote 
action. And adjectives inject colour and 
emotion. Both About Us pages and 
CEOs’ annual reviews for the FTSE 50 
are lacking in emotion, with just 15% 
of all words classified as nouns, verbs, 
and adjectives being adjectives across 
both types of text. There is huge room 
for improvement, here, and writers 
of both sets of text should look to up 
the adjective count. Not florid, poetic 
flights of fancy. But relevant emotional 
expressions of how and why their 
businesses genuinely impact upon their 
customers’ lives.

There is a difference, however, between 
the relative number of nouns and verbs 
used in the two types of text. CEOs use 
many more verbs (26%) and fewer nouns 
(58%) than the authors of the About Us 
pages (21% verbs and 64% nouns). In 
this area alone, it is apparent that CEOs 
use of language reflects what they 
know they need to do and be seen to be 
doing. Taking action. Making decisions. 
Getting Stuff Done. This finding came out 
consistently, across all different sectors.

Longest sentences
When sentences get too long, we get 
confused. We are unable to retain the 
increasingly complex thoughts in working 
memory. We fail to understand. We 
disengage. And we wander off to find 
some text we find easier to understand. 
Remember that the fundamental 
building blocks of the FK algorithm are 
the number of syllables per word and 
the number of words per sentence. 
The shorter the words and the shorter 
the sentences, the easier text is to 
understand. The easier it is for those 
reading what you’ve written to make a 
decision about what you stand for and 
take action.

In the text from About Us pages that we 
analysed, the average number of words 
in the longest sentences was 34, too 
long for most people to hold in working 
memory. The longest was 58 words. 
But things were considerably worse in 
the CEOs’ annual reviews, where the 
average number of words in the longest 
sentence was 55. Three CEOs had 
70-plus word sentences, three 80-plus 
word sentences, and one clocked in 
with a whopping 125 words. That way 
confusion and madness lies.



13The FTSE 50 Clarity Index

Conclusions

The form of words that 
businesses use to talk about 
themselves actively shape what 
others think and say about them. 
The About Us page of a corporate 
website and the CEO’s review of 
the year in the annual report are 
two of the most important texts 
companies have to drive – and 
change – perceptions.

Our analysis of the linguistic complexity 
of these two texts among each of the 
FTSE 50 shows that Britain’s biggest 
businesses still have a lot of work 
to do if they are to make the most of 
their potential to make themselves 
understood. Too often, corporate speak 
is too wordy, too clumsy, and too full of 
jargon to make sense. Or at least to  
make easy reading.

To thrive in the always-on economy, 
corporate communicators need to 
work harder and write simpler, more 
straightforward language. They need to 
sound and talk like people talk. Because 
if they don’t, they run the risk of being 
outflanked by younger, nimbler, more 
articulate competitors. And all because 
they didn’t make the time to tell their  
story clearer.

As the French mathematician and 
philosopher Blaise Pascal said: “I would 
have written a shorter letter, but I did not 
have the time.” Although it’s such a good 
quote, it’s also been attributed to John 
Locke, Benjamin Franklin, Henry David 
Thoreau, Cicero, Woodrow Wilson, Mark 
Twain, and Winston Churchill. Whoever 
said or wrote it – and it could be all of 
them – the author knew the value of 
simple, clear writing.
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Appendix 1. Tools that analyse the clarity of language

As outlined at the start of the section on 
Our Approach, above, there are number 
of different ways to measure how easy or 
hard it is to read text. These are objective, 
well-validated measures, and are all 
based – to a greater or lesser extent – on 
the length of words and sentences.

The Gunning Fog Formula generates a 
score that’s a school grade; the number 
of years’ formal education a reader would 
need to have passed to understand 
the text first time. The SMOG Index is 
similar, and the analogy with smoggy, 
unclear writing is appealing. Also, SMOG 
is an acronym for Simple Measure of 
Gobbledygook. It, too, creates a school 
grade score. Other tests include the 
Automated Readability Index, the Fry 
Readability Formula, and the Coleman-
Liau Index. Many writers – for business 
or pleasure – have no idea about this 
hidden world of textual analysis.

Perhaps the simplest, most widely used, 
and most useful of all the tools available 
is the Flesch-Kincaid ‘reading ease’ 
score. The FK score is based on the 
number of words per sentence and the 
number of syllables per word. The shorter 
your sentences, and the fewer, long 
words you use, the higher your score. FK 
also produces a school grade equivalent. 
We have used the Flesch Kincaid 
methodology in the research and analysis 
of FTSE 50 content for this report.

FK scores typically range from 0-100, 
and the higher the score for a given 
piece of prose, the easier it is to read. 
And understand. First time. Buzz Feed 
typically scores in the 90s, The Guardian 
in the 60s, The Economist in the 40s, 
Apple’s iTunes Ts&Cs in the 30s, and a 
typical insurance policy document in the 
teens. Corporate home pages should aim 
for high 50s to low 70s, and a CEO should 
strive for something similar in their review 
of the year. Few get anywhere near.

Corporate copy that’s straightforward 
to read garners grade scores between 
about seven and 11. Even when writing 
about complex issues and business 
models, those holding the pen should be 
looking to engage tweens and younger 
teens. Being inclusive by writing simply 
doesn’t mean writing simplistically. It 
means making phrases, sentences, 
and paragraphs clear enough to be 
understood first time, including by those 
who choose to leave education at 16.
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Appendix 2. Our Shortcomings

This analysis is a snapshot, a single view 
of the linguistic clarity of the About Us 
pages and the CEOs’ summaries of the 
year in the annual report from the FTSE 
50. To have any long-term or predictive 
value, we would need to collect a time 
series of data and analyse how things 
change of time. Now we mention it, we 
might do just that.

The analysis only looks at two pieces of 
copy produced by each company – the 
About Us page and the CEO’s summary 
of the year. This allows us to compare 
apples with apples and run a fair analysis 
of two of the best-read pieces of copy 
any business produces. But we’re not 
looking at the rest of the website or 
annual report. At news releases, white 
papers, tweets, blogs, or Facebook 
posts. We’ve not analysed speeches, 
presentation copy, or analyst briefings. 
So, most of what most companies say 
about themselves falls outside of our 
analysis.

The analysis only looks at the 
complexity and structure of language. 
It doesn’t assess the actual content. A 
tool like IBM’s Watson can do all this and 
more. But what we’re interested in here is 
how likely the message – whatever it is – 
will be transmitted and actually received 
by the target audience. Fine ideas that 
have no chance of influence will always 
remain just that. Ideas.

We have made no attempt to correlate 
linguistic clarity with financial 
performance. As we’ve already said, to 
be of any sort of predictive value, we’d 
need to build a time series of data, and 
this analysis is just of one year’s About 
Us pages and CEOs’ annual summaries. 
We also have not developed any kind 
of theoretical basis on which to make 
predictions about financial performance 
based on linguistic clarity. That’s not to 
say we – or those smarter than us – 
couldn’t. It’s just that we haven’t created 
a model, and we haven’t fed past years’ 
data into the model to test our hunches. 
Right now, we just don’t know whether an 
FK score of 30 or less in a CEO’s annual 
review is correlated with impaired financial 
performance. Let alone causes it.

We haven’t singled out those companies 
that have grown or shrunk most quickly 
for special analysis. If we’d done that, we 
might have found a connection between 
the speed of success or failure and how 
clearly companies express themselves.
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The Last Word

We analysed our own work using 
the Flesch Kincaid methodology. 
The text received a B grade overall, 
with an FK grade level of 9.9 and 
readability score of 54.4.
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