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Executive Summary

The FTSE50 Clarity Index 2019

The news release is one of 
the most-informative, closely-
controlled pieces of text a 
company can write to express 
itself and address those 
audiences it looks to influence.

To mark National Storytelling Week 
2019, storytelling consultancy Insight 
Agents has analysed the ten most 
recent news releases from the largest 
50 companies in the UK – the FTSE top 
50 – for clarity and readability. With 
this we have created the FTSE50 Clarity 
Index 2019.

Despite the imperative to talk human 
driven by our digital and social media 
age, too many of the UK’s leading 
companies talk an impenetrable dialect 
of businessese.

None of the biggest companies on the 
FTSE50 feature in the top ten of the 
FTSE50 Clarity Index 2019 for clearest-
speaking companies.

Financial services company Hargreaves 
Lansdown is the clearest-speaking 
company on the FTSE50, and the 
financial services sector performs best 
of all. Aviva and Barclays are also in the 
top ten.

Pharma continues to struggle to tell 
its story clearly, with three out of the 
four pharma companies on the FTSE50 
ranked in the bottom third for clarity.

WPP – the holding company for the 
world’s largest collection of advertising 
and PR companies – is ranked at a lowly 
43/50. There’s clearly more for new CEO 
Mark Read to do in selling his new vision.

Almost 9/10 primary spokespeople 
quoted by the FTSE50 are men. It’s 
as if #seeher hasn’t registered on the 
corporate communications’ radar. 
Britain’s biggest companies have a lot to 
learn in this regard from more modern, 
digital-first businesses, including 
Google and Facebook.
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Introduction (1 of 2)

The way a company talks about 
itself helps to establish how 
those outside the business 
think about it: the words a 
business chooses, how formal 
or casual it is, how inclusive or 
condescending its language. 
These dimensions and others 
all help to create the public 
perception of an organisation.

It’s perfectly true that what people 
think of a company is also increasingly 
shaped by commentary from journalists, 
bloggers, and anyone with an opinion 
online. Social media channels and 
platforms have shifted the balance 
in how attitudes are generated. 
Nevertheless, it is in the words that a 
company’s wordsmiths write that they 
have the chance to set the tone voice 
and register that they feel best express 
its spirit. You only have to look at how 
Google or Innocent or Spotify talk about 
themselves to get a sense of why they 
do what they do.

The most obvious places to track down 
good examples of a company talking 
its own dialect are on its website and 
in its annual report. To mark National 
Storytelling Week 2018, we analysed 
the words used by the biggest 50 
companies in the UK on their About Us 
pages for linguistic clarity and simplicity. 
We also evaluated the CEOs’ reviews 
of the year from each company’s 
annual report.1 We found that most 
of the biggest businesses in Britain 
are missing the opportunity to talk 
clearly and simply in these two tablets 
of corporate stone. It’s a real wasted 
opportunity.2

For this year’s National Storytelling 
Week, we’ve analysed how clearly the 
FTSE 50 companies communicate in 
their news releases.

The news release or – to the more 
seasoned PR practitioner – the press 
release. If ever there was an opportunity 
to tell your story your way, on your 
terms, and in your language, it has to be 
the news release. No contrary opinions 
from competitors, no mediated thoughts 
from journalists, commentators, or 
analysts. Just pure, unadulterated 
thoughts and opinions from the heart of 
the organisation itself.

Public relations has, of course, moved 
on a good way from media or press 
relations with advent and supremacy of 
digital and social media. Nevertheless, 
the news release is still a cornerstone 
of brand and particularly corporate 
communications. This is especially true 
of big, listed companies. The question 
we wanted to answer, therefore, was 
how clear and simple-to-understand 
is the language that the biggest 
businesses in UK plc use in their news 
releases.

Different corporations use news 
releases for different purposes. Some 
just put out financial results and trading 
statements, every quarter, half year, 
or year. Others talk about personnel 
and leadership changes, new product 
developments and innovations, 
corporate partnerships, mergers and 
acquisitions. And others yet display their 
corporate purpose – their why – and 
use the news release as one of many 
different, integrated communications 
channels to talk about the issues that 
really matter to those they seek to 
influence. Issues like sustainability, the 
gender pay gap, diversity and inclusion.

In part this depends on the category 
of business they’re in, in part on the 
leadership style of the CEO and CFO 
and the culture they want to engender 
and project, and in part on where the 
business is on its digital transformation 
journey. Newer, digital-first businesses 
aren’t bound by the rulebook of 
companies in their second century of life 
and more – and we’ll come back to this.

1 You can download a copy of the report at http://insightagents.co.uk/national-storytelling-week-2018/
2 Full details of our findings in this blog http://insightagents.co.uk/big-business-not-telling-stories-clearly/



6The FTSE50 Clarity Index 2019

Introduction (2 of 2)

But mostly, how companies talk in their 
news releases is a reflection of how 
human the business is. It’s true that 
some leaders and lead communicators 
choose to talk that all-too-rare dialect 
of human – they want to talk like real 
people talk. 

But many still choose to adopt the all-
too-common dialect of businessese. 
Densely-packed text. Long sentences 
full of abstract, Latinate, technical 
terms. Unnecessary, turgid jargon that 
welcomes no-one and is designed 
to deliberately exclude, falling foul of 
the Curse of Knowledge. Riddled with 
reams of numbers, data, statistics. 
Fundamentally, copy written with a lack 
of empathy. Content written to satisfy 
internal audiences without a care for 
those who’ll be reading it and making up 
their mind about what they think about 
the company.

Companies that talk both businessese 
and human exist in the FTSE 50. And 
despite the fact that we live in an age of 
total transparency and immediate and 
permanent discovery, our research has 
found that too many of Britain’s biggest 
businesses are using the news release 
poorly. Like the bore at every social 
gathering who drones on and on about 
themselves and how wonderful they are 
and why, many corporate news releases 
break the principles of the Cocktail Party 
rule. This states:

“If you want to be boring, talk 
about yourself. But if you 
want to be interesting, talk 
about what matters to those 
who are listening.”

In today’s always-on media world 
in which many more voices matter, 
companies that fail to make best use 
of a tool as fundamental as the news 
release will soon find themselves losing 
friends and failing to influence people. 
A company that wilfully confuses 
outsiders – journalists, analysts, 
customers, regulators, legislators, 
whoever – will soon be overlooked for 
a competitor who talks human. And a 
company that does this repeatedly will 
find out soon enough that their attempts 
to influence the dialogue about them is 
reaching no-one and shaping nothing.
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The context and 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 four 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, for 2019 we’ve 
commissioned researchers in the 
Catalyst team at the University of 
Sussex’s Innovation Centre to find out 
how well written the news releases are 
for the 50 biggest companies in the 
FTSE 100. Our researchers gathered 
the raw text from the ten most recent 
news releases to mid-November 2018. 
They then analysed this content 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 appendix on our approach, below. 
Note: if you’re not familiar with the Flesh 
Kincaid (FK) score, read that first.

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 call the  
FTSE50 Clarity Index 2019. 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.
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Our Findings (1 of 2)

None of the ten biggest 
companies on the FTSE50 
features in the top ten list of 
clearest-speaking companies. 
The top ten best communicators 
on the FTSE50 are shown in 
Table 1., ranked by FK grade 
level. The two biggest companies 
on the Index – Royal Dutch 
Shell (market capitalisation 
£203bn) and HSBC (£130bn) – 
ranked 16th and 19th for clarity 
respectively.

COMPANY SECTOR MARKET CAP FTSE 50  CLARITY FK GRADE 
  £BNS  RANK RANK LEVEL

Hargreaves Lansdown Financial services 9.21 43 1 8.1

Ashtead Group Building materials 8.68 42 2 8.7

Ferguson Plumbing and heating 11.52 37 3 8.8

Aviva  Financial services 16.55 31 4 9.2

Tesco Groceries 19.95 25 5 9.3

Compass Group  Food service 25.13 23 6 9.7

IAG Airline  12.92 35 7 10.6

Barclays  Financial services 28.23 18 8 10.8

Coca-Cola HBC AG Beverages 8.74 44 9 10.9

National Grid Energy 27.62 19 10 11.0

Table 1. Top 10 clearest communicators in the FTSE50 for news releases
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Our Findings (2 of 2)

Financial services company 
Hargreaves Lansdown is ranked as 
the clearest-speaking company on 
the FTSE50, with the easiest-to-read 
news releases. The company was one 
of only six of the FTSE50 to score a B 
for readability, and its FK reading ease 
score was an impressive 64.1. This is 
despite the fact that the company’s 
news releases were almost twice 
the average length of news releases 
analysed (863 words vs FTSE50 average 
of 435).

As in our 2018 analysis of About Us 
pages and CEOs’ annual reviews, the 
best-performing sector for plain 
speaking on the Index is financial 
services, with Hargreaves Lansdown 
first, Aviva – last year’s winner – and 
Barclays all making the top 10. RBS, 
Prudential, Melrose Industries, and 
HSBC were all in the top 20 for clear 
communication. The industry tarred 
by the financial crisis of 2008 and the 
subsequent global recession has really 
put its house in order in terms of clarity 
of expression.

Only the top six companies in our 
Clarity Index scored a B grade overall 
for readability. 11 received a C grade, 
20 a D grade, and 13 an E grade. Only 
the top 11 companies had an FK grade 
level of 11.0 or below, meaning that 
more than four in five companies on the 
FTSE50 require more than 11 years of 
formal education to understand their 
news releases at first reading.

The pharmaceutical sector continues 
to struggle to put its story across 
simply and clearly, as we observed in 
last year’s study. Shire (ranked 36/50), 
GlaxoSmithKline (42), and AstraZeneca 
(50) were all in the bottom third of the 
Clarity Index. Smith & Nephew was 
the best performing pharma company, 
ranked mid-way down at 25. News 
releases from pharma are more likely 
than those from other sectors to include 
jargon and technical language.

While this is understandable because 
of the specialised subject matter, 
every category has its own specialised 
terminology. Only pharma finds it 
difficult to resist the temptation to 
sprinkle drug names, therapeutic 
targets, and mechanisms of action into 
its news releases. For a tool as top level 
as the news release, we believe that 
those writing for Big Pharma should 
relegate more technical information 
and language into ‘notes for editors’ and 
background documents.

The three media and publishing 
companies on the FTSE50 – whose 
very existence and success is surely 
predicated on clear communication 
– don’t win any awards for clarity or 
ease of understanding. Publishers 
RELX Group (which now dubs itself an 
“information and analytics company”) 
and Informa ranked 27 and 45 
respectively. Meanwhile, WPP Group – 
the holding company for world’s largest 
collection of advertising and PR firms – 
came in at 43.

For new CEO Mark Read, who picked up 
the reins from founder Sir Martin Sorrell 
in September, it’s a case of cobblers’ 
children’s shoes. Many of the world’s 
best news release writers work for WPP. 
Perhaps the corporate centre should use 
other members of the corporate family 
if they want their story of change and 
renewal to come across more clearly.  
The last ten WPP corporate news 
releases received an E grade overall, 
with FK grade level of 14.5 and FK 
reading ease just 35.1.
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Our Findings: Nouns, adjectives, and verbs

Corporate prose typically uses 
four times as many nouns as 
either adjectives or verbs. This 
gives a very fact-driven narrative; 
nouns convey facts, data, and 
information. Adjectives – often 
anathema to corporate speak 
– communicate emotion and 
colour, and corporate news 
releases are often largely free 
of both. Verbs, meanwhile, 
denote action – just the kind of 
dynamism one might expect in 
news releases.

In our analysis of the ten most recent 
news releases from the FTSE50, the 
ratio was 63% nouns to 23.5% verbs, 
to just 13.5% adjectives. The FTSE50 
clearly favour reporting using nouns 
and verbs; reporting that they have 
being doing (verbs) things (nouns). 
The emotional impact or import of the 
things the FTSE50 have done is largely 
left to the reader’s discretion, and yet 
the corporate news release is entirely in 
the gift of the writers – the in-house and 
agency communicators looking to shape 
the narrative about the corporation. By 
using more adjectives and fewer nouns, 
they could dramatically change the 
impact of their prose and the effect it 
has on readers.

We found that the three companies on 
the FTSE50 using fewest adjectives 
relative to nouns and verbs in their 
news releases are Coca Cola (just 9%), 
Diageo (11.3%), and Rolls Royce (also 
11.3%). The first two are particularly 
surprising, given their advertising, which 
is so heavily focused on the role the 
companies’ brands have in making 
their customer’s lives more vibrant and 
exciting; there’s a real disconnect here, 
verging on split personality. Meanwhile, 
the most emotional communicators 
on the FTSE 50 are all from financial 
services and banking: Experian, HSBC, 
Standard Chartered, Legal & General, 
and RBS, with 15.7-18.7% adjectives 
relative to verbs and nouns.
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Our Findings: Formality, positivity, and gender

Mercifully, corporate news release 
writers use very few passive verbs 
in their news releases. Fewer than 
1.5% of all sentences analysed 
contain a verb in the passive 
voice. The readability software we 
use, Readable.io, also tallies the 
number of clichés used. In all 500 
news released analysed, we found 
no clichés. Full marks to the news 
release writers. Readers trust 
writers (and so the organisations 
they represent) less when they 
use clichés. With many readers 
cynical enough and prepared to 
disbelieve what they read, it’s 
good to report a zero cliché count 
from the FTSE50 in 2019.

One of the challenges of the news release 
is that it can present an overly rosy view 
of the world. Readable ranks text on a 
spectrum from negative (0%) to positive 
(100%), with neutral at the midpoint 
(50%). Across the news releases 
analysed, the average score on this 
positivity dimension was just over 65%; 
rosy, but not rose-tinted. The writers 
are excited and enthusiastic to share the 
good news of what the companies are 
doing that’s new, but not going over the 
top.

Our University of Sussex researchers 
recorded the gender of the primary 
company spokesperson quoted in 
each news release. Unlike functions 
including both finance and law, marketing 
communications has a broadly positive 
gender balance – at least in terms of 
headcount, if not yet the gender pay gap. 
However, there is very definitely not a 
balance in the gender of spokespeople 
quoted in the FTSE50’s news releases. 
On average, almost nine out of ten 
(8.98) news releases quoted male 
spokespeople. 21 companies quoted 
only men, and a further 14 quoted only 
one woman. Prudential was the only 
company on the index approaching parity, 
with six men and four women quoted in 
the ten news released we analysed from 
the company.
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Our Findings: The perils of saying too much (1 of 2)

There’s a fine line in corporate 
communications between giving 
enough information to intrigue 
and spark the interest of the 
reader to ask further questions 
… and banging on and on about 
your fantastic breakthrough and 
boring your audience. This is true 
of the length of news releases 
in general and the length of 
individual sentences in particular. 
Too much backstory expressed 
in turgid terms, and they’ll start 
looking elsewhere.

The top ten pithiest communicators on 
the FTSE50 each use fewer than 300 
words for their average news release. 
That’s not much more than a single side 
of A4, double-spaced, in 11 point type. 
This is shown in Table 2. No one sector 
dominates, though interestingly three of 
the top ten clearest communicators also 
use the fewest words per news release, 
and nine out of ten of them are ranked in 
the top half for clarity. 

Interestingly, the five most verbose 
companies on the index also featured 
three of the clearest communicators, all 
of them from the banking and finance 
sector – Aviva (fourth overall), Barclays 
(eighth), and Hargreaves Lansdown 
(first). And despite using on average 
between 714 and 924 words per news 
release, the five wordiest news release 
writers achieved two Bs, two Cs, and a 
D. Mark Twain, Winston Churchill, and 
Oscar Wilde are all reported to have 
said “I would have written you a shorter 
letter – I just didn’t have the time”. In 
the case of news release writing, a 

longer release is not necessarily at the 
expense of reduced clarity. Indeed, of 
those half-a-dozen companies whose 
average news release length is the 
industry-standard 450-500 words, one 
scored a C for clarity, one a D, but four a 
bottom-of-the-class E.

Perhaps more important than overall 
length of news release is the length of 
single sentences. The longer a sentence 
goes on, the more syllables and words it 
racks up, the harder it is to understand. 
This is because the opening words and 
clauses fall out of working memory 
before the reader can draw breath. You 

forget the point the writer was trying to 
make before you get to a natural pause. 
On the next page is a selection of some 
of the longer, harder-to-grasp sentences 
from the sample reviewed.

Some of the crimes against clarity 
exemplified in what follows include: 
technical language and jargon, legalese, 
and listing too many ideas in a sentence 
rather than chunking down into several, 
separate sentences. Fundamentally, 
they lack empathy and understanding 
of how the reader will feel when trying 
to understand what the news release is 
aiming to convey. More is not more.

COMPANY SECTOR MKT CAP CLARITY WORD AVERAGE 
  (£BNS) INDEX COUNT WORDS PER 
   RANK INDEX RANK RELEASE

Melrose Industries  Banking & finance 8.70 13 1 176

Glencore Mining  42.91 24 2 188

Compass Group  Food service  25.13 6 3 195

Anglo American  Mining  23.92 33 4 205

Imperial Brands  Tobacco 25.16 22 5 229

Coca-Cola HBC AG Beverages 8.74 9 6 245

Prudential Banking & finance 40.39 12 7 249

Ferguson Plumbing & heating  11.152 3 8 253

Bunzl Outsourcing 8.01 20 9 278

Royal Dutch Shell Oil & gas  202.55 16 10 282

Table 2. Top 10 pithiest communicators in the FTSE50 for news releases
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Our Findings: The perils of saying too much (2 of 2)

“Merck, known as MSD outside the US 
and Canada, today announced that 
the US Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) has accepted a supplemental 
new drug application (SNDA) for 
priority review for the use of lynparza 
olaparib tablets as a maintenance 
treatment in patients with newly 
diagnosed BRCA-mutated BRCAm 
advanced ovarian cancer, who were in 
complete or partial response following 
first line standard platinum based 
chemotherapy.” 
(Astra Zeneca, 66 words)

“We are incredibly proud that our 
world class sustainability agenda 
continues to be recognised by such 
a prestigious external organisation, a 
testament to among – other things 
– our commitment to upholding 
the highest standards of corporate 
conduct across the world, to our 
tobacco harm reduction activities, 
and to ensuring we market our whole 
range of cigarette and potentially 
reduced risk products in a responsible 
manner to our adult consumers.”  
(British American Tobacco, 68 words).

“These include organisations such as 
Winnow in Europe, a company with a 
smart technology solution to enable 
commercial kitchens to measure and 
better manage their food waste, Lean 
Path, a waste tracking software used 
at major client sites in the USA, and 
Waste Not, a Compass proprietary 
web based food waste tracking 
software used in its us business.” 
(Compass Group, 58 words)

“Contracts were placed with 
companies and businesses across 
the supply chain, including CS Wind’s 
Machrahanish factory for turbine 
towers, Global Energy Group’s NIGG 
Energy Park for turbine assembly, 
JDR Cables based in Hartlepool for 
180km of array cables to connect 
the turbines, Siemen’s Gamesa in 
Hull for turbine manufacturing, and 
Wick based GMR Henderson for the 
restoration and development of the 
operations and maintenance base.” 
(SSE, 65 words)

“This announcement is for 
information purposes only and does 
not constitute a prospectus or offering 
memorandum or an offer to acquire 
any securities and is not intended 
to provide the basis for any credit 
or any other third party evaluation 
of the securities or the transaction 
and should not be considered as a 
recommendation that any investor 
should subscribe for or purchase any 
of the securities.”  
(Diageo, 66 words)

“Antonio Lorenzo, Chief Executive 
of Scottish Widows and Group 
Director of Insurance and Wealth, 
said: ‘Given the merger of Standard 
Life and Aberdeen has resulted in our 
assets being managed by a material 
competitor, it is now appropriate 
to review our long term asset 
management arrangements to ensure 
they remain up to date and that 
customers continue to receive good 
service and investment performance.’.”  
(Lloyds Banking Group, 64 words)

“ ‘These new studies demonstrate that 
the integrated compression screw used 
in the Intertan Nail not only improved 
the clinical outcomes for these patients 
studied but also reduced the cost to 
the overall health economic system by 
reducing the revision rates compared 
to those that have been demonstrated 
in prior studies,’ commented J 
Tracy Watson, MD, Orthopaedic 
Traumatologist, Phoenix, Arizona, and 
co-author for both papers.”  
(Smith & Nephew, 65 words)
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Comparing the FTSE50 with the FAANG five

To understand how the FTSE50 
companies compare with young 
but big, digital-first companies, 
our researchers also analysed 
the five most recent news 
releases from the FAANG five – 
Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Netflix, 
and Google. We were testing 
the hypothesis that companies 
whose very existence and 
success is predicated on simple, 
clear communication would be 
among the best communicators. 
They are, after all, the medium 
and the message.

Four of the FAANG five featured in the 
top half of our analysis for linguistic 
clarity. Google was equal first with 
FTSE50 winner, Hargreaves Lansdown, 
with an FK grade level of 8.1. Netflix was 
13th, Facebook 18th, and Apple 26th. 
Amazon, however, finished bottom 
of the pile, 55th out of 55, with an FK 
grade level of 16.7, an FK reading ease 
score of 24.4, and a resounding E grade. 
The word count in Amazon’s often very 
technical news releases was almost 500 
words longer than its nearest rival for the 
crown of wordiest news release writer. 
Amazon news releases are, on average, 
1,417 words long, compared with the 
comparatively pithy Associated British 
Foods on 924.

Where the FAANG five (or two of 
them at least) really outperformed the 
FTSE50 was in the gender balance 
of spokespeople quoted in news 
releases. While all ten Amazon news 
releases quoted men as the primary 
spokesperson, and nine of Apple’s and 
eight of Netflix’s did the same, Google 
and Facebook featured five men and 
five women each. This is perhaps not 
surprising for Facebook, whose COO 
at time of writing is Sheryl Sandberg, 
the author of Lean In. What is more 
surprising is the performance of Apple, 
Netflix, and particularly Amazon.
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In summary

Too many companies are failing to 
write news releases with real clarity 
for impact.

News releases are often too long, 
with sentences so long that they 
defy comprehension. Releases are 
also often lacking in any emotion.

Corporate communicators have 
learned to avoid passive verbs 
and clichés, and their worldview is 
thankfully rosy but not rose-tinted.

The gender imbalance in primary 
spokespeople – with men quoted 
almost nine times more often than 
women – needs urgent action.

Writing good news releases is 
essentially an exercise in empathy. 
It’s about putting yourself in the 
mind of those who will read the 
news release. This is true of all 
business writing.
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Appendix: 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 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. 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. BuzzFeed scores 
around 90, the Daily Mail mid-60s,  
The Guardian mid-50s, The Economist 
mid-30s, Apple iTunes terms and 
conditions 20.

The FK grade level and reading ease 
scores are calculated 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 score and the lower your FK 
grade level.

Our researchers captured the raw text 
from the ten most recent news releases 
of the top 50 companies on the FTSE 
100, published to mid-November 2018. 
They then ran the raw text through  
the online textual analysis tool  
www.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 number of words in the longest 
sentence, and the typical length of a 
news release.

• 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 do 
so.

• The ratio of nouns to adjectives to 
verbs. Most corporate prose contains 
2, 3, or more times the number of 
nouns than either adjectives or verbs.

• How formal / informal, negative / 
positive the language is, and whether 
spokespeople are predominantly male 
or female.

• The number of uses of the passive 
voice and the percentage of verbs 
that are passive not active. Passive 
sentences – “The small company was 
bought by the big company” – take 
longer to parse than active sentences 
– “The big company bought the small 
company”. ‘Longer to parse’ means 
less well understood.

We don’t report all of these numbers for 
all of the leading FTSE50 companies in 
this report. If you’re interest in specific 
data for particular companies, please ask 
us at hello@insightagents.co.uk.
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The Last Word

We analysed our own work using the 
Flesch Kincaid methodology. Omitting 
the rambling sentences in the section 
“The perils of saying too much”, our text 
received a B grade overall. It achieved an 
FK grade level of 9.4 and readability score 
of 55.2.



18The FTSE50 Clarity Index 2019

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.



www.insightagents.co.uk




