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Executive Summary

Brexit really does mean Brexit

Contrary to popular belief, 
much of the language used by 
politicians to talk about Brexit 
over the past five years has been 
simple, clear, and easy  
to understand.

Legislation uses the most opaque 
language of all. This is followed by 
speeches and letters, then articles and 
blogs. Speeches made by politicians 
to other politicians are harder to 
understand than when they talk to  
more generalist audiences.

The easiest language to understand 
is found in campaign leaflets, with 
politicians talking directly to members of 
the general public.

Prime Minister Johnson’s two 
Queen’s speeches in 2019 both used 
comparatively inaccessible language, 
with the stop-gap speech of October 
even harder to understand than the “let’s 
get on with things” speech  
from mid-December.

In the 2019 Brexit General Election, the 
Brexit Party’s “Contract with the People” 
was 90% shorter than all the other major 
parties’ manifestos. It was also the 
clearest and easiest to understand.

Next came the Conservatives –  
complete with a record eight images  
of Prime Minister Johnson –  
and the Greens.

The two manifestos least clearly 
expressed belonged to Labour and  
the Liberal Democrats.
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Introduction

Throughout Britain’s 47-year 
membership of the European 
Union, issues about Europe often 
dominated political, media, and 
public debate. For most of the 
decade just passed, this debate 
became increasingly divisive and 
polarised. This was particularly 
true before, during, and after the 
June 2016 Referendum in which 
Britain narrowly decided to leave 
the EU, by 52% to 48%.

Frequently, both advocates and 
opponents of Brexit claimed that those 
who did not share their views spoke 
in a way that was neither transparent 
nor honest – and often deliberately 
so. Leavers said that the EU was a 
bureaucratic organisation, shrouded in 
opaque language; that its publications 
and pronouncements were written in 
incomprehensible legalese. In dubbing 
the Remain campaign “Project Fear”, 
Leavers accused their opponents of 
trying to browbeat voters into accepting 
the status quo with an avalanche of 
confusing and contradictory statistics.

Meantime, Remainers claimed that 
Brexiteers deliberately oversimplified 
what leaving the EU actually meant 
or entailed, sweeping the complexity 
and value of membership aside with a 
tsunami of jingoism and smallminded, 
three-word slogans: “Take back control”, 
“Brexit means Brexit”, “Leave means 
leave”, and “Get Brexit done”. What 
they didn’t talk about with any honesty 
or clarity was the reality of how they 
planned to get to achieve their goals.

If Leavers and Remainers agreed on 
anything, they were of one mind on one 
very simple issue: their opponents were 
unclear, opaque, and confusing in the 
language they used to talk about Europe, 
Brexit, and the consequences of  
staying or leaving.

As corporate storytellers who help 
companies sound like people and 
talk Human, the team at Insight 
Agents wanted to find out how easy 
to understand the key documents of 
Brexit were. We looked at legislation, 
Government information, speeches, 
letters, and articles written by politicians 
about Brexit. And because Prime 
Minister Johnson called a snap election 
for December 2019 resulting in the 
majority he needed – in ‘special advisor’ 
Dominic Cummings’ words – to “Get 
Brexit done”, we also analysed the 
linguistic clarity of the six main political 
parties’ manifestos from that election.

What we found surprised us. Although 
legislation can be impenetrable for many 
to decode, much of the communication 
from our politicians about Brexit has 
been surprisingly readable. Campaigning 
leaflets are the clearest, followed by 

speeches and articles in the media. 
Legislation is the most opaque, while 
both of Johnson’s Queen’s speeches 
were found to be relatively inaccessible. 
And if the election had been decided 
by linguistic clarity of manifestos 
alone, the top three parties would have 
been the Brexit Party followed by the 
Conservatives and then the Greens.

The official publication date of this 
report is 1 February 2020, the day after 
Britain formally leaves the EU. We chose 
this date not to mark Brexit but rather 
because it is the first day of the annual 
National Storytelling Week, run by the 
Society for Storytelling (find out more 
at https://www.sfs.org.uk/national-
storytelling-week). Every year, Insight 
Agents produces a topical report on 
linguistic simplicity and complexity –  
in politics, business, and public life –  
to support the Society’s week-long  
series of events.

Depending on where you sit on the  
52/48 divide, our timing is a(n un)  
happy coincidence.
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Our approach

The psychologist Daniel 
Kahneman – author of the 
2011 popular science best-
seller Thinking, Fast & Slow – 
has shown that we make our 
decisions emotionally and justify 
them rationally, with facts and 
data. To inform our political 
decision-making – about what 
to think, how to vote, and whom 
to support – we need to be able 
understand what politicians are 
saying about the issues of  
the day. 

We need to understand them quickly, 
easily, and without excessive demands 
on comprehension. And that requires 
clear, concise communication. The 
easier it is to understand what a 
politician or political party is saying, the 
quicker the voting public can make a 
judgement about what they’re saying. 
If politicians provide voters with the 
opportunity to disengage because their 
message isn’t clear, they’ll do so at the 
click of a mouse or TV remote, with a 
swipe on their smartphone screen.

The most widely used approach for 
analysing linguistic clarity is the Flesch 
Kincaid (FK) methodology. This provides 
two key 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 7-10, from 
late primary to mid-secondary school 
attainment levels.

2. The FK reading ease score which 
ranges from 0-100, with the ideal mid-
50s and above. Buzz Feed typically 
scores around 90, the Daily Mail mid-60s, 
The Guardian mid-50s, The Economist 
mid-30s, Apple Music terms and 
conditions around 20.

The FK grade level and reading ease 
scores are calculated simply by counting 
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 
FK reading ease and the lower your FK 
grade level. We used this methodology 
to analyse the key texts of Brexit and the 
2019 Brexit General Election.

 

Our researchers, from the Catalyst team 
at the University of Sussex Innovation 
Centre, used the online subscription tool 
Readable (www.readable.io) for their 
analysis. This tool also produces a wide 
range of different readability metrics. We 
were also in interested in the following 
measures in our analysis:

• Overall readability rating, A-E, where  
A is awesome but E is awful

• Reach: the proportion of the general 
public who can understand the  
text easily

• The percentage of sentences 
containing more than 30 syllables. 
Sentences with more than 30 syllables 
start to slip out of our working memory 
store and can be confusing

• The ratio of nouns, verbs, and 
adjectives (nouns = facts, verbs = 
action, adjectives = emotion)



6Brexit really does mean Brexit

Legislation and regulation

We analysed the complete text 
of nine pieces of legislation 
relating to Brexit – four, formal 
bills; three pieces of official 
Government advice “in the event 
of no deal”; and, the Johnson 
Government’s two Queen’s 
speeches, from October and then 
December 2019. The findings are 
summarised in Table 1., below, in 
order of readability, from most to 
least readable.

Legislation and regulation are written 
in language that is often impenetrable 
to the lay reader – ordinary members 
of the public without specialist legal 
training or political experience. The range 
of bills, acts, and speeches analysed in 
this section reflect a very broad range 
of readability, from “not bad” (Johnson’s 
Withdrawal Agreement Bill or WAB) 
to “inaccessible to almost half the 
population (the Withdrawal Agreement 
and Political Declaration resulting  
from the WAB).

Although paradoxical that one document 
should spawn two texts at the extremes 
of readability, the Johnson Government 
was clear that it wanted to make 
the WAB as transparent and clear 
as possible when it was introduced. 
The fact that the political declaration 
had plunged in readability once it had 
secured its second reading in the House 
of Commons is perhaps understandable, 
as the latter document reflects a 
recommendation for action that has 
passed parliamentary (and media and 
public) scrutiny and thereafter was 
passing into law.

What we found (1 of 5)

Table 1. The relative readability of Brexit legislation

RANK DOCUMENT DATE A-E REACH FK GRADE FK SCORE

1 WAB – EU Withdrawal 
Agreement Bill

24-10-19 C 83% 10.3 43.3

2 Farm payments if No 
Deal (UK Government 
site)

n/a C 76% 11.2 44.9

3 EU Referendum Act 17-12-15 C 74% 11.5 43.4

4 Queen’s Speech 2 19-12-19 D 69% 12.1 42.3

5 Legislating for the UK’s  
withdrawal from the EU 
(EU bill)

March 17 D 68% 12.3 45.4

6 Meeting climate change 
requirements if No Deal  
(UK Government site)

n/a D 59% 13.5 30.8

7 Queen’s Speech 1 14-10/19 D 57% 13.7 33.5

8 Government preparation 
for No Deal (UK 
Government site)

n/a D 56% 13.9 36.8

9 Withdrawal Agreement  
and Political Declaration

12-11-19 E 51% 14.6 30.3
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What we found (2 of 5)

None of the legislative or regulatory 
texts win any serious plaudits for clarity, 
however, rating an average D grade on 
the A-E scale and proving themselves 
accessible to an average of just two-
thirds of the general public. The EU bill 
– designed for widespread consumption 
in English, at the time one of the lingua 
francas of the EU – also scores a 
disappointing D and is accessible to 68% 
of the population, about the average of 
those texts analysed in this section.

“The government’s approach 
to preserving EU law is to 
ensure that all EU laws which 
are directly applicable in the 
UK and all laws which have 
been made in the UK in order 
to implement our obligations 
as a member of the EU are 
converted into domestic law 
on the day we leave the EU, 
subject to the exceptions set 
out in this paper.” 
(64 words, grade E, FK grade 26.3,  
FK score 20.3) 

Longest sentence in “Legislating for the UK’s 
Withdrawal from the EU”, UK Government, 
March 2017

Johnson’s two Queen’s speeches are 
markedly different in readability, though 
neither are particularly readable. The 
first was delayed by the Government’s 
(ultimately illegal) proroguing of 
Parliament and was only ever a cosmetic 
exercise, designed to stall for time, 
however much the PM and cabinet 
colleagues declared it to be “a very 
exciting agenda”. This first speech was 
considerably less readable than the 
second; the second was written with 
a view to actually guiding a five-year 
Parliament. As the Johnson Government 
will be held accountable to what is 
outlined in this speech, by media and 
engaged voters, it is not surprising that it 
is written more clearly than its short-lived 
and ultimately redundant predecessor.
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What we found (3 of 5)

Speeches and letters
Our researchers analysed a carefully-
selected set of five speeches and two 
key letters produced and published 
during the past four years, from leading 
figures in the UK and EU, Government 
and opposition. The linguistic clarity 
of these key Brexit documents is 
summarised in Table 2., below.

If they’re good, political speechwriters 
write speeches that are designed to be 
understood and shared in water cooler 
conversations, down the pub, and on the 
bus. So it is not surprising to observe 
that the text of the speeches and letters 
analysed for this report are – by and 
large – much more readable than the 
legislation and regulation we looked at in 
the previous section. 

While Greta Thunberg was making 
waves at the United Nations conference 
on climate change in New York in 
September, Prime Minister Johnson 
used the platform to set out his vision 
for Brexit. Of the speeches analysed 
here, this one was the simplest and 
easiest to understand, reaching up to 
95% of the general public. It scored 
a solid B and had an FK grade of 8.7. 
Michel Barnier’s “Europe after Brexit” 
was a close second. Then-PM Theresa 
May’s Lancaster House speech from 
January 2019 and David Cameron’s 
2015 speech to Parliament introducing 
the EU Referendum Act also performed 
well under scrutiny, with the potential to 
reach 80-90% of the general public.

Table 2. How readable am I? Linguistic clarity of Brexit speeches and letters

RANK DOCUMENT DATE A-E REACH FK GRADE FK SCORE

1 Boris Johnson  
UN speech

24-09-19 B 95% 8.7 59.2

2 Michel Barnier “Europe 
after Brexit” speech

29-03-19 B 88% 9.6 54.2

3 Theresa May’s 
Lancaster House speech

17-01-19 B 87% 9.8 58.3

4 David Cameron’s 
statement to Parliament

19-10-15 C 78% 11.0 51.8

5 Boris Johnson’s 
unsigned letter asking 
for extension

19-10-15 C 71% 11.9 39.0

6 Jeremy Corbyn 
statement to Parliament 
on Brexit

27-06-19 D 66% 12.6 49.9

7 Jean-Claude Junker and 
Donald Tusk letter to 
Theresa May

14-01-19 E 42% 15.8 28.0
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What we found (4 of 5)

Those speeches and letters performing 
less well included the petulantly-
unsigned letter from Johnson to the 
EU, reluctantly asking to delay Brexit 
from 31 October 2019 to 31 January 
2020. Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn has 
attracted criticism for his “half pregnant” 
Brexit policy at the 2019 General 
Election. Throughout his term as Labour 
leader – set to end on 4 April 2020 after 
Labour’s worst electoral performance 
since 1935 – he has balanced a personal 
enmity for and desire to take Britain out 
of Europe with leading a largely Remain 
party of MPs. His June 2019 statement 
on Brexit reflects this inner conflict, 
rating a D overall and reaching just 66% 
of the general public.

The most opaque of texts reviewed 
in this section was the letter from 
Jean-Claude Junker and Donald Tusk 
to Theresa May sent in mid-January 
2019. It rated an E on the A-E scale, 
would only reach 42% of the general 
public, had an FK grade of 15.8 and 
an FK score of 28.0. When May’s 
parliamentary majority disappeared in 
the ill-advised 2017 general election, 
the EU became increasingly frustrated 
with her Government’s inability to deliver 
anything, least of all a vote in favour of 
any deal. It appears as if Junker and 
Tusk’s frustration got the better of them, 
and their prose became opaque and 
difficult to understand.

“The European Council also 
said that if the backstop were 
nevertheless to be triggered it 
would only apply temporarily, 
unless and until it is 
superseded by a subsequent 
agreement that ensures that 
a hard border is avoided and 
that the European Union in 
such a case would use its 
best endeavours to negotiate 
and conclude expeditiously a 
subsequent agreement that 
would replace the backstop 
and would expect the same 
of the United Kingdom so that 
the backstop would only be  
in place for as long as  
strictly necessary.” 
(88 words, grade E, FK grade 38.6,  
FK score -24.8)

Longest sentence in Junker and Tusk’s letter 
to Theresa May, 14 January 2019

Interestingly, when politicians make 
speeches to other politicians, their 
language is more opaque then when 
they address the general public. Those 
directed to their own kind (Cameron’s, 
Corbyn’s, Juncker and Tusk’s) lacked the 
linguistic clarity of those geared towards 
a wider audience, speeches designed 
to stimulate water cooler conversations 
(Johnson’s, Barnier’s, and May’s).
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Articles and blogs
More ink was spilled and pixels 
illuminated in the UK on Brexit than any 
other single issue during the twenty-
teens, and this next section of analysis 
only deals with a tiny fraction of the 
articles written about Brexit during 
Britain’s troublesome Europe years. 
Early into her Premiership, then-PM 
May was still able to turn a deft and 
understandable phrase. Across almost 
900 words in The Sun on 18 January 
2017, May scored a creditable B and 93% 
reach, with an FK grade of 8.9 and score 
of 63.6. Indeed, her register (or that of 
her article writers) was spot on for the 
most populist of popular tabloids. It was 
almost as if it had been written by an 
experienced Sun hack.

The easiest read we found was the 
BBC News “simple guide to the UK 
leaving the EU” from 30 July, which was 
borderline A/B, FK grade 7.0, FK score 
71.6, reaching 100% of the population. 
Just as readable was Buzz Feed’s “Just 
The Latest Brexit Shenanigans, Explained 
For People Who Need To Know” from 
October last year, another 100% reach A 
grade, FK grade 7.7 and FK score 65.6. 
A little behind was the New York Times’ 
piece from December 2019, titled “What 

Is Brexit? A Simple Guide to Why It 
Matters and What Happens Next”. That 
didn’t quite live up to its promise or to the 
standards of simplicity set by either BBC 
News or Buzz Feed. It scored a C with 
81% reach. Details are summarised in 
Table 3., below.

Other politicians and political advisers 
proved less readable, including Labour 
leader Jeremy Corbyn in The Guardian, 
and one-time (but short-lived) Brexit 
secretary, David Davis, writing in the 
Belfast Telegraph. The least readable of 
the articles analysed here was Prime 
Minister Johnson’s special adviser 
Dominic Cummings, whose long-winded 
and impenetrable blog entries scored 
a D grade and enjoyed just 63% reach 
with the general public. The blog is 
clearly where he allows himself to flex 
his intellect, because by comparison, his 
three-word slogans have 100% reach, 
with an FK grade of 1.3 and score of 100. 
That means that infants in reception 
should understand his sloganeering.

Campaigning literature
Our analysis shows a steady 
improvement in readability and 
understandability as a reader moves 
from legislation to speeches and letters 

and on to articles and blogs. Politicians 
and their advisers are – for the most 
part – making appropriate use of the 
different mediums they use to address 
the general public. 

We also analysed the readability of text 
in three campaigning leaflets from the 
2016 referendum, one from Leave, one 

from Remain, and one from the Cameron 
Government, also advocating the Remain 
argument. In each case, the text in the 
leaflets was awarded an A, with up to 
100% reach among the general public. 
FK grades ranged from 6.2 to 7.9 and 
FK scores ranged from low 60s to low 
70s. These are very creditable rankings, 
taking in all primary school pupils.

What we found (5 of 5)

Table 3. This is the news: the Linguistic clarity of Brexit articles and blogs

RANK DOCUMENT DATE A-E REACH FK GRADE FK SCORE

1 BBC News,  
“A simple guide to the 
UK leaving the EU”

30-07-19 A/B 100% 7.0 71.6

2 Buzz Feed, “Just 
the latest Brexit  
shenanigans explained..”

02-10-19 A 100% 7.7 65.6

3 Theresa May, The Sun 18-01-19 B 93% 8.9 63.6

4 New York Times, “What 
is Brexit? A simple guide 
to why it matters”

13-12-19 C 81% 10.6 53.5

5 Jeremy Corbyn,  
The Guardian

10-02-16 C 74% 11.5 50.3

6 David Davis,  
Belfast Telegraph

01-09-16 D 67% 12.4 47.7

7 Dominic Cummings’ 
blog

(various) D 63% 12.9 40.6
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Nigel Farage is arguably the 
most successful – if hugely 
polarising – British politician 
of our times. A member of the 
European Parliament for the past 
20 years, Farage has stood for 
election as an MP in five General 
Elections and two by-elections, 
though he has never been elected 
to the House of Commons. After 
three spells in charge of the UK 
Independence Party – including 
taking the third largest share 
of votes in the 2015 General 
Election – he founded the Brexit 
Party in January 2019. The 
Brexit Party won the May 2019 
European Elections, taking 31.6% 
of the popular vote and 29 of the 
70 MEP roles available for the UK. 
Although the Brexit Party won 
no seats in the December 2019 
election, psephologists estimate 
that the presence of Brexit Party 
candidates in Labour marginals 
(and absence in Tory-held seats) 
contributed 15-25 seats to 
Johnson’s overall majority.

In a very real sense, the Brexit Party is 
not like other political parties. It’s more 
like a private company-cum-protest 
movement owned by Mr Farage, fielding 
candidates in elections as required. In 
the 2019 General Election, the Brexit 
Party refused to publish a manifesto 
to address all the issues required of a 
party of Government, from policing to 
the health service, social security to 
defence. Accordingly, the Brexit Party 
published what it called its “Contract with 
the people” instead. Of all the manifestos 
and comparable documents, the Brexit 
Party’s was by far the shortest. At 2,014 
words, it was less than a tenth the length 
of the five main other parties’ statements 
of intent. It was also the easiest to read, 
with 98% reach to the general public, 
an FK grade of 8.3 and an FK score of 
54.7. The performance of the parties’ 
manifestos is summarised in  
Table 4., below.

The Conservative Party manifesto was 
rated second overall for readability, and 
of the full-fat, full-length manifestos, it 
was the shortest, at just over 21,000 
words, 5,000 fewer than Labour’s 
and fully 6,500 fewer than the Liberal 
Democrats’ manifesto.

Most manifestos only offer a single 
photo of their leader – usually alongside 
a signed pledge – but three parties 
provided more. Both the Greens and 
the Liberal Democrats showed three 
images each of their leaders, while Prime 
Minister Johnson appeared fully eight 
times in the Tory party document.

After the runaway victory for the Brexit 
and Conservative parties for readability 
came a clutch of three parties rated 
third to fifth – the Greens, the SNP, and 
the Labour Party; all Bs, all high 80s in 
percentage reach, and with FK grades all 
between 9.5 and 9.9.

Of the six main political parties, the 
Liberal Democrats’ manifesto was 
easily the least readable. The text in this 
document was grade C overall, with 70% 
reach to the general public. Its FK grade 
was 12.0 and FK score a comparatively 
hard-to-read 41.4. On readability alone, 
it was no surprise that the two lowest-
ranked parties – Labour and the Liberal 
Democrats – announced processes 
to elect new leaders the day after the 
election, while the ballot papers were  
still warm.

2019 General Election manifestos

Table 4. Readability of 2019 General Election manifestos

RANK DOCUMENT WORDS A-E REACH FK GRADE FK SCORE

1 Brexit Party 2,014 B 98% 8.3 54.7

2 Conservative Party 21,076 B 95% 8.7 57.3

3 Green Party 23,729 B 89% 9.5 50.6

4 Scottish Nationalist 
Party

21,826 B 87% 9.7 53.2

5 Labour Party 26,157 B 86% 9.9 48.0

6 Liberal Democratic Party 27,883 C 70% 12.0 41.4



12Brexit really does mean Brexit

The Last Word

We analysed our own work in this report 
using the Flesch Kincaid methodology. 
Omitting the two longest sentences 
we found in our analysis, our own text 
received a B grade overall. It achieved 
an FK grade level of 9.9 and readability 
score of 50.8. It has a reach score of 86%, 
meaning that approaching nine out of 
ten members of the general public could 
easily understand it.
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About Insight Agents

Insight Agents was founded in 2013 
by Sam Knowles. Our purpose is to 
help companies talk Human and 
sound like people. We specialise in 
using data and statistics to build more 
impactful corporate stories, blending 
the rational with the emotional. In April 
2018, Routledge published Sam’s book 
Narrative by Numbers: How to Tell 
Powerful & Purposeful Stories with Data. 
Sam is the co-founder and co-host of the 
Small Data Forum podcast.

Find out more and get in touch at  
www.insightagents.co.uk,  
www.narrativebynumbers.com, and  
www.smalldataforum.com. 

Twitter aficionados should check out  
@insightagents, @NarrativeByNumb,  
@samknowles, and @SDFpodcast.

Thanks for your consideration.
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