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INTRODUCTION 
The importance of annual report disclosure is not to be underestimated. It is one of the most 

important communication channels between a corporation and its shareholders. Courtis (1982) 

found that the President’s letter (to shareholders) is the most read section of the annual report. 

In this part of the annual report, the company’s CEO explains past financial performance and 

focuses on the future. It is hence imperative for corporations to compose the annual reports 

and the President’s letters in a clear and readable way. This, however, is not always the case.   

Despite regulations and guidelines from commissions like the Securities and Exchange 

Commission (SEC) to promote the readability of annual reports, many issues are still 

remaining. 

 

A number of prior studies demonstrate impression management in the President’s letter. 

Courtis (1998), for instance, argues that narratives can be obfuscated by burying negative 

news through more difficult writing styles. Thomas (1997) examines the transitivity structure 

(active and passive verb choice) and thematic structure in the President’s letter of a company 

with declining profitability. She finds that active voices are associated with success, whereas 

passive voices distance writers from the message. Segars and Kohut (2001) emphasise the 

importance of President’s letters. According to their findings, there is evidence that the 

content of the President’s letter affects investors’ decision-making, and possibly corporate 

value (Segars and Kohut, 2001). 

 

This paper examines the readability of a selection of American and French President’s letters. 

The President’s letters are submitted to several different readability formulae from two 

different readability tools. The text statistics and the readability indices of these readability 

tools are elaborately examined. In the next section, a theoretical background will be provided 

on impression management in annual reports, followed by readability and readability in 

annual reports. Further, the findings of the comparison of the American and French 

President’s letters will be treated. This paper will be concluded by an analysis of the 

readability formulae and the readability tools that were used.   
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1 IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT AND ANNUAL REPORTS 

1.1 Introduction 

In 1934 the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) introduced the Securities Exchange 

Act. The purpose of this act was to make the disclosure of companies’ documents more 

readable and accessible to the public. The argument for the introduction of this act was that a 

great number of firms were using language that was difficult to understand and that 

companies were deliberately omitting information, which they considered harmful for their 

company. The stock market crash of 1929 also led to the introduction of this act. For this 

reason, The SEC maintained a system of mandatory disclosure, part of which is illustrated in 

the quote below:  

“In general, under Section 13(a) of the Exchange Act, companies with registered 

publicly held securities and of a certain size are Exchange Act "reporting companies," 

meaning that they must disclose continuously by filing annual reports (10Ks), 

quarterly reports (10Qs), and reports when certain events occur (8Ks), per SEC rules”. 

Section 15d of the Securities and Exchange Act of 1934 clearly states that disclosures of 

financial performance are to be audited by professional accountants and this as a safeguard 

against the concealment of organisational performance. This means that companies that are 

listed are legally bound to provide shareholders with a yearly report on the company 

operations and financial conditions. Furthermore, companies are also constrained by external 

codes that instruct how financial information is to be reported. The SEC demands that 

“financial statements in annual reports should be readable and easy to understand to all 

shareholders” (Reinstein & Houston, 2003, p. 53-54). Concrete guidelines include the use the 

active voice and short sentences and the absence of legal jargon in the MD&A (management’s 

discussion and analysis) and the president’s letter to the shareholders. .  

The reason why a lot of attention is paid to regulating the way in which the message is relayed 

is of course the importance of the message itself. According to the disclosure and the 

information readers and more importantly investors obtain, they can be more capable of 

forming an idea whether the company is performing well or not and whether or not it is worth 

to invest in it. Similarly, analysts study annual reports in order to forecast a company’s future, 

based on the company’s performance of prior years and their current position. In addition, 

previous research has shown that the narrative parts of the annual report are more widely read 
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and that they are studied more in detail than financial statements (Andersen & Epstein, 1995, 

P. 25-28). Furthermore, Baird and Zelin (2000) found that the narrative parts of annual reports 

largely influence the investors’ decisions.  

At the same time, Abrahamson & Park (1994) et al. have shown that annual reports are used 

by companies as a tool of self-representation and that as a result, the message itself can be 

biased. On the one hand, companies have to publish results that may be negative for a 

company’s image. On the other hand, that same company tries to present itself to the outer 

world as positively as possible. As the image of the company is preferred to the objective 

reporting of the company’s performance, the company will tend to publish a report that 

represents the company as positively as possible in order to influence possible investors of the 

organisation (Clatworthy and Jones, 2003, p. 171-183). As a result, the language in annual 

reports will be chosen strategically, which, for its part, can lead to unfavourable economic 

consequences for investors or shareholders in general and prevents transparency.         

An important section of the narrative parts in annual reports is the CEO letter, which will also 

be the main focus of this paper. As mentioned, the CEO letter is considered as one of the most 

important parts of the annual report, as professional analysts and stockholders examine these 

letters to obtain crucial “corporation's year-end financial information, for major developments 

of the past year, and for planned activities for the coming years” (McConnell, Haslem, & 

Gibson, 1986, P. 66-70).  Most corporate officers see annual reports as their primary 

communication channel to shareholders (Goodman, 1980, P. 21-24) and will use this letter to 

project a positive image of themselves. According to Clarke and Murray (2000), the 

president’s message sets the tone and obviously contributes to creating the first favourable 

impressions. Moreover, a Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) survey found that 91 

per cent of respondents acknowledged reading annual reports, that 77 per cent reported 

reading the president's letter at least "somewhat thoroughly," and that 74 per cent stated it was 

at least "moderately useful" for information purposes (House Committee on Interstate and 

Foreign Commerce, 1977, P. 287).  

Bournois & Point (2006, p. 46-55) argue that President’s letters contain two types of 

information: one that is related to the company’s past and one that concerns the executive 

team’s projections for the future development of the company’s business. Park and 

Abrahamson (1994) reveal that even accurate information about (negative) financial 

performance only indicates past negative outcomes. Consequently, officers are still free to 
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hide and obfuscate future negative outcomes. Park and Abrahamson continue by stating that 

financial performance is nothing but an indicator of past negative organizational outcomes. 

This implies that “even though poorer performers may have to reveal more past negative 

outcomes in their president's letters than strong performers, they can still conceal some past 

problems” (Park & Abrahamson, 1994, P. 1308).  

Regardless regulations from commissions like the SEC, the observations above indicate that 

companies still do not consistently abide by these regulations. Companies will always be 

tempted to reflect a positive image of themselves for obvious reasons: to remain an attractive 

company to invest in and to maintain their position in the market. When a company performs 

poorly, this obviously means that it will have to publish figures, which are not positive for the 

company and its image. These strategies also have an impact on readability. Research has 

shown that annual reports of poorly performing companies are more difficult to read than 

well-performing companies. This conveys that despite the introduction of the Exchange Act 

by the SEC, annual report readability still remains poor, as they are generally considered 

difficult to very difficult. Courtis (1997), for instance, tested the annual reports of 32 public 

Hong Kong companies focusing merely on the CEO letter and the footnotes. He found that 

the selected narratives should be classified “as very difficult-to-read literature” (Courtis, 1997, 

p. 460).  

A large number of studies have shown that corporate officers do whatever it takes to conceal 

negative financial information about their company. They do this not only in their company’s 

interest, but also in their own. Pfeffer (1981) argued that corporate officers can avoid 

penalties or assessments by higher hand by "keeping secret the information that might be 

necessary or useful for evaluating organizational results" (Pfeffer, 1981, p.30).  

Kohut and Segars (1992), on their turn, found that after a difficult year, companies tend to 

self-justify themselves and are looking for ways to shift responsibility. Poorly performing 

companies also apply the strategy of focusing on the future, whereas well-performing 

companies have a more retrospective view and tend to stress the fact that the economic 

situation is favourable, and thus want credit for their accomplishments.  

In 1987, Sutton & Calahan came up with the term ‘concealment strategy’ which basically 

means that corporate officers voluntarily conceal information they consider harmful for them 

or for their company. This term can be linked to the Obfuscation Theory, which will be 

discussed in the next section.  
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1.2 The Incomplete Revelation (Obfuscation) Theory  

Impression management is not just a tool that presents itself in how readable information is. It 

is also highly present in how the management selects information and which information it 

chooses to present. The Incomplete Revelation Theory, which is also known as the 

Obfuscation theory is actually derived from the Agency Theory, which indicates that 

managers obtain economic contentment from presenting good performance more distinctly 

than presenting bad performance. The Obfuscation Theory states that managers are always 

trying to emphasise positive information and hide negative information in order to influence 

the markets. This plan originates from the idea that if negative information is more costly to 

read, the market response will be delayed or reduced. According to Bloomfield (2002, P. 234-

242), the information that is more costly to analyse, might be less completely reflected in 

market response. This is one of the reasons why financial information can contain a lot of 

difficult words and long sentences with many passive structures. This leads us to conclude 

that readability and information management are closely related, seeing that reducing the 

transparency and readability in the reporting of bad news enables a focus shift towards good 

news.  

Clatworthy & Jones (2003, P. 171-183) studied accounting narratives in financial reporting. 

Their paper focused on the chairman’s narratives of the top 50 and bottom 50 listed UK 

companies ranked by percentage change in profit before taxation. They found that both 

improving and declining companies apply the Attribution Theory. This theory declares that 

management attributes good news to themselves and bad news to external or environmental 

factors. Their study also revealed that declining companies also try to focus as much as 

possible on good news and avoid bad news. This, however, does not resemble the company’s 

financial statements. Furthermore, Clatworthy & Jones conclude that unprofitable companies 

tend to focus more on the future than profitable companies. The motivation for this is that this 

would enable them to divert the reader’s attention from the current (disappointing) 

performance. Another reason for this could be that emphasising good news could reduce 

market response, which is also to the advantage of poorly performing companies. However, 

the phenomenon of attributing good news to themselves and bad news to external factors can 

also be found in annual reports from different countries.  

Research has shown that there are differences between different nations as to linguistic factors 

in these CEO letters. For instance, According to Tsang (2002), American CEO letters 
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emphasise the decisions of the president, whereas Japanese CEO letters are more inclined to 

acknowledge the quality of their competitors. A comparison of annual reports of several 

different countries, however, has led to the phenomenon mentioned above, which can be said 

to be universal: well-performing companies are eager to show their prosperity and company 

leaders use the possibility to attribute this prosperity to their managing of the company 

whereas poorly performing companies tend to shift responsibility, and want to justify 

themselves by referring to poor economic climate etc. Courtis & Hassan (2002) tackled the 

issue of differences in language in corporate annual reports. In their study “Reading Ease of 

Bilingual Annual Reports” they found that readability clearly varies across languages. Their 

results suggested that “different language versions could produce different reading behaviour 

and may have resource allocation decision-making implications” (Courtis & Hassan, 2002, p. 

394-413). Before I tackle some of these issues in my own research, I will first focus on 

readability, readability measurements and of course readability in annual reports in the next 

sections of this paper. 

The various studies conducted on the subject of annual reports and impression management 

all seem to point in the same direction. Companies will always try to reflect themselves as 

positively as possible, regardless regulations like the SEC. Bad news will be hidden, whereas 

good news will be emphasised. Hiding the negative information in annual reports can be done 

in multiple ways, one of which is to reduce the readability of the narrative parts in the reports. 

In what follows, the main elements of readability, as well as readability in annual reports will 

treated. 
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2 READABILITY 
Readability is a phenomenon that has been characterised in many ways, from different point 

of views. In 1949, David and Chall suggested one possible proposition of ‘readability’:  

“In the broadest sense, readability is the sum total (including the inter- actions) of all 

those elements within a given piece of printed material that affect the success a group 

of readers have with it. The success is the extent to which they understand it, read it at 

an optimum speed, and find it interesting.” (David & Chall, 1949).  

Most readability measures make use of variables like word length and sentence length, the 

number of complex words, the average syllables per word etc. Especially the traditional 

readability measures make use of these variables, the use of which is supported by Klare 

(1974). He argues that those variables are good indices of readability because they are using 

word length, which is related to speed of recognition, and sentence length, which is related to 

memory spans. The next section provides an extensive overview of the readability measures 

and their formulae.  

2.1 Readability measurement       

As stated above, a lot of research has been done on annual reports. These studies vary from 

studying annual reports from an economic perspective to merely focusing on linguistic 

elements and even to underlying psycholinguistic factors such as obfuscation. In this study, 

the focus will not be economic results or impression management, but on readability in 

general and linguistic features of annual reports, more precisely the President’s letter to the 

shareholders.  

In the past 40 years, a lot of research has been done on readability and the results have always 

been consistent. According to Courtis (1995), “findings have consistently revealed annual 

report prose passages to be at a reading ease level of difficult to very difficult, and beyond the 

fluent comprehension skills of about 90 per cent of the adult population and about 40 per cent 

of the investor population” (Courtis, 1995, p. 5). This implies that companies write the 

narrative sections of the annual reports in such a way that they surpass the educational skills 

of their target audience and thus become difficult to read.  

As mentioned above, readability measures focus on two elements: semantic units (word 

length, number of syllables, word frequency and word familiarity – the degree to which 

readers are acquainted to certain words) and syntactic units (the level of syntactic complexity 
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of a sentence and sentence length). It is known that these are the most significant factors in 

readability formulae and are repeatedly linked to readability and understandability. It is 

assumed that high readability is essentially stimulated by the use of short words and 

sentences. According to Collins-Thompson & Callan (2005) word length is related to the 

rapidity of recognition and sentence length is related to the reader’s memory. Three of the 

most popular readability formulae are the Flesch formula, the Gunning Fox index and the LIX 

formula, which will be discussed below. Furthermore, several other relevant formulae will 

also be treated, though be it more succinctly.   

2.1.1 The Flesch Reading Ease Formula 

The Flesch Reading Ease Formula is largely considered one of the oldest and most precise 

readability formulas. Rudolph Flesch, an author and a supporter of the Plain English 

Movement, was the developer of this formula, which was first used in 1948.  

The Flesch formula is most reliable used on school texts. The U.S. Department of Defence is 

known to use the Reading Ease test as the standard test of readability for a vast array of forms. 

The specific mathematical formula is as follows:  

RE = 206.835 – (1.015 x ASL) – (84.6 x ASW)  

RE = Readability Ease  

ASL = Average Sentence Length (i.e., the number of words divided by the number of 

sentences)  

ASW = Average number of syllables per word (i.e., the number of syllables divided by the 

number of words)  

The output, i.e., RE is a number ranging from 0 to 100.  

Scores between 90.0 and 100.0 are considered easily understandable by an average 5th grader 

whereas scores between 0.0 and 30.0 are considered easily understood by college graduates. 

Comic books, for instance, have a readability-score of 80 or more. If the Reading ease level of 

an annual report is lower than 50, it can be seen as academic literature. 
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2.1.2 The Gunning Fox Index 

The Gunning Fog Index Readability Formula, which is also known as the FOG Index, was 

designed by an American textbook publisher, Robert Gunning. Gunning witnessed that most 

high school graduates were unable to read. Much of this reading problem of the college 

graduates was a writing problem. His opinion was that newspapers and business documents 

were full of “fog” and avoidable complexity, which caused the reading problems. Gunning 

was one of the first to remark this writing problem and became the first to take the new 

readability research into the workplace. He established the first consulting firm with a special 

focus on readability in 1944. In 1952, he introduced the first applicable ‘Fog Readability 

Measure’. 

The specific mathematical formula is the following:  

Grade Level = 0.4 (ASL + PHW) 
 

where,  

ASL = Average Sentence Length (i.e., number of words divided by the number of sentences)  

PHW = Percentage of Hard Words  

What can be gathered from the Gunning Fog Index formula is that short sentences (that are 

written in Plain English) achieve a better score than long sentences written in complicated 

language. The higher the score for the Gunning Fog Index, the more difficult the readability 

will be. A score of 17 or more will be considered as scientific or technical literature. Ideal 

scores for the Fog index lay between 7 or 8.  A score above 12 is too hard to understand for 

most people. For instance, The Bible, Shakespeare and Mark Twain have Fog Indexes of 

around 6. Popular magazines, like Time and the Wall Street Journal balance around a score of 

11. 

2.1.3 The LIX formula 

The LIX formula is a readability measure to calculate the difficulty of reading text. The Lix 

Formula, developed by Swedish scholar Carl-Hugo Björnsson, is as follows: 

LIX = A/B + (C x 100)/A 
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where, 

A = Number of words  

B = Number of periods (defined by period, colon or capital first letter)  

C = Number of long words (More than 6 letters) 

In other words, the LIX formula defines the percentage of words of seven or more letters and 

divides this by the average percentage of words per sentence. Using a particular word length 

is considered advantageous, as it “increases the speed and reliability calculation” (Smith & 

Taffler, 1992, P. 86-87).   

2.1.4 Other Readability formulae 

2.1.4.1 SMOG - Simple Measure of Gobbledygook 

The formula for calculating the SMOG-grade was developed by Harry McLaughlin as a more 

accurate and more easily calculated substitute for the Gunning fog index.  The SMOG 

Readability Formula estimates the years of education a person needs to understand a text and 

was merely created as an improvement over other readability formulas. 

 
 
 
McLauglin used a 100% correct-score norm, whereas most formulas test for around 50% to 

75% apprehension. His formula generally predicts scores at least two grades higher than the 

Dale-Chall formula. 

2.1.4.2 Dale-Chall formula 

Rudolph Flesch’s Reading Ease Formula inspired Edgar Dale and Jeanne Chall to reform the 

way most people perceive documents and texts. Dale and Chall created The Dale-Chall 

Formula for adults and children above 4th grade as a way to improve the Flesch Reading Ease 

Formula. Dale and Chall used a list of 763 words, which 80% of fourth-grade students were 

familiar with in order to determine which words were difficult.  The mathematical formula is 

as follows:  

RE = 0.1579 (100 x average difficult words) + (0.0496 x average words per sentence)  

The New Dale-Chall Formula is an accurate readability formula for the simple reason that it is 

based on the use of familiar words, rather than syllable or letter counts. According to the 
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website www.readabalityformulas.com, reading tests show that readers usually find a text 

easier to read, process and recall a passage if they find the words familiar.  

2.1.4.3 Kandel & Moles 

One of the characteristics of readability formulae is that they are language-dependent. Seeing 

that each language is different, they also require a different readability formula. A lot of these 

foreign language based readability formulae are derivatives from the English model, namely 

the Flesch Reading Ease Formula.  

Readability never enjoyed a large success in the French language: their readability studies 

only date back to 1957, whereas English readability studies already started in 1920. Since 

then, only a few studies focused on the topic. The Kandel & Moles readability formula, which 

is based on the Flesch formula, is one of the best-known French readability formulae. The 

formula is as follows:  

RE = 209 – (1.15 x ASL) – (68 x ASW)  

where, 

RE = Readability Ease  

ASL = Average Sentence Length (i.e., the number of words divided by the number of 

sentences)  

ASW = Average number of syllables per word (i.e., the number of syllables divided by the 

number of words) 

An exhaustive list of other readability formulae can be found in the appendix (appendix 1).  

Summing up, it is obvious that most readability formulae work with the number of words, the 

number of sentences, letters and syllables. Even though the Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease 

Level is considered the most commonly used formula, my preference goes out to the Dale-

Chall readability formula, which is an improved version of the Flesch Kincaid formula. The 

Dale-Chall formula is based on the use of familiar words, rather than syllables or letter counts. 
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2.1.5 Readability measures – Their flaws  

There are a number of weaknesses, which should be taken into account when using readability 

measures. For instance, the variables that influence these formulas, such as the sentence 

length, word length etc. are not always consistent with elements that influence text 

comprehensibility. Furthermore, the readability formulas cannot predict how a reader will 

perceive, understand or understand a certain text. In addition, the difference between 

readability and comprehensibility should also be kept in mind. Let us take an example. 

According to most readability measures, the longer the word (the more syllables), the more 

difficult the word will be. This, however, is not always the case. The word macaroni is a four-

syllable word, but may be easier to digest than the two-syllable word bias. This implies an 

increase in length does not automatically mean that the word will be more difficult to 

understand. Zakaluk & Samuels (1988) also find that readability measures have some 

important limitations. The most important one is that they do not measure the higher-level text 

organization of written material. If you randomly rearranged the sentences of a given text, you 

could effectively make the passage incomprehensible. This would however not change the 

readability level of the text because the vocabulary difficulty and the sentence complexity 

have not changed (Zakaluk & Samuels, 1988). According to Courtis, readability measures 

have some important limitations. He argues that the readability measures ignore features of 

textual nature that affect comprehensibility. Furthermore, he adds that the formulae do not 

work with paragraph length, punctuation and text structure, which are all elements that affect 

readability (Courtis, 1995, P. 5-6).  

3 READABILITY IN ANNUAL REPORTS 

3.1 Introduction 

Even though readability measures have limitations, they still offer good and reliable outcomes 

as to how readable a text is. Excessive word or sentence length, for example, are easily 

detected and pointed out. The readability measures also offer possibilities to compare annual 

reports in different languages, different types of companies etc. Even if the readability 

measures fail to present the actual readability level of a given annual report, the textual 

elements that have been examined are a great source of information and enable you to draw 

conclusions that are based on these elements.  
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Studies that look at the readability of financial communication began in 1948 (Jones, 1988a) 

and have continued since then. The goal of these studies was to determine how well educated 

someone had to be in order to comprehend the communication in corporate financial reports. 

Most studies found that the average reader has a hard time understanding financial reports, 

and fell in to readability categories of "difficult" to "very difficult."  

Courtis' (1987) analysis of annual reports of Canadian companies supported the earlier 

conclusions regarding the readability of annual reports. Using a number of formulas on a total 

of 65 annual reports, Courtis found that their readability was equivalent in difficulty to a text 

requiring college level education for ease of comprehension. Based on national demographic 

data, he concluded that Canadian annual reports were of limited accessibility. Furthermore, 

Courtis (1986) analysed the relationship between corporate performance and readability of 

142 Canadian annual reports and found no systematic association between the two variables. 

Jones (1988a) conducted a longitudinal study of the readability of one company's annual 

report in relation to its performance. He found readability to be negatively correlated with 

sales turnover, but suggests that only further research using larger samples could lead to any 

definitive conclusions.  

Schroeder & Gibson (1990, P. 78-87) made use of the Flesch Kincaid readability measure to 

study readability in annual reports. Their main focus was word length, sentence length and the 

passive voice in the President’s letter, the Management Discussion and Analysis and the 

footnotes of corporate annual reports. They found that the President’s letter was significantly 

more readable and easy to understand than the Management Discussion and Analysis and the 

footnotes. The study also showed that readability scores were always low, and that corporate 

writers could enhance readability by using the active voice. Using the active voice would 

draw the attention of the reader more and shorter words and sentences would positively 

influence the readability of corporate annual reports.  

Li (2008) examines the relationship between annual report readability and firm performance 

and earnings persistence. In his paper, Li measures the readability of public company annual 

reports using both the Fog Index from computational linguistics and the length of the 

document. He finds that the annual reports of firms with lower earnings are harder to read 

(i.e., they have higher Fog and are longer). Moreover, he finds that the positive earnings of 

firms with annual reports that are easier to read are more persistent. This indicates that 
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managers may be opportunistically choosing the readability of annual reports to hide 

unfavourable information from investors. 

Smith and Taffler (2000, P. 624-635) went even further when they indicated that narratives in 

financial reports could predict whether or not a poorly performing firm will go bankrupt. They 

strengthen the argument that accounting narratives carry important information concerning a 

company’s future. 

In addition to studies that focus on general levels of readability, more fine-grained studies 

single out specific linguistic manifestations and the effect they have on readability or 

impression management in general. The next section draws attention to some of these issues.   

3.2 Verb structures and thematic structures in annual reports 

According to Thomas (1997) one of the writing strategies often suggested to students of 

business communication is to use the active voice rather than the passive (‘active’ verbs, or 

verbs of ‘doing’ rather than verbs of ‘being’). The reason for this is that the active voice and 

active verbs promote the idea of a company that is moving and that is aggressive and 

successful in the marketplace (Thomas, 1997, P. 52). She adds that the use of the passive 

voice is reserved for those occasions when the writer finds it advantageous to distance himself 

or herself from the message. Transitivity describes a clause according to the kind of verb 

used, the participants, and the circumstances.  

Thomas (1997), who analysed a series of President’s letters which were issued during a five-

year period by one single company, found that in the years the company made profit, passive 

construction was used in 10% to 15 % of the clauses, whereas in the loss-making years the 

corresponding proportion was 20% to 21% (Thomas, 1997, P. 53-54). Furthermore, the 

thematic structures examined in her study show an increase in non-human agents and 

contextual features shown by coherence and condensations. She concludes that as the news 

becomes more and more negative, linguistic structures suggest a factual, ‘objective’ situation 

caused by circumstances not attributable to any persons who might otherwise be held 

responsible.  

In addition, verb structures show a predictable increase in passive constructions as the years 

pass and profits decrease. Regarding other verb structures, however, the results were more 

complex, including an increase in the use of verbs of "being". Combined with the analysis of 

thematic structures, which show an increase in nonhuman agents, and contextual features 



 

 

18 

shown by cohesion and condensations, her conclusion is that, as the news becomes more 

negative, linguistic structures suggest a factual, "objective" situation caused by circumstances 

not attributable to any persons who might otherwise be thought responsible (Thomas, 1997, P. 

47).   

As to the thematic structure and the responsibility, Thomas (1997) had also found some 

interesting results. She found that when the company is performing well, the management 

emphasises its success by using the pronoun ‘we’ as much at possible. Contrarily, when the 

results are declining, the management tries to distance itself by referring to circumstantial 

factors in order to account for their losses. This phenomenon is also known as the above-

mentioned Attribution Theory. This theory is a clear indication of the management’s self-

interest, as they want to be perceived as favourably as possible. Thomas concluded her work 

by stating that language was used to conceal causes of poor performance, but that did not 

necessarily mean that companies lie about its performance.  

In terms of lexico-grammatical resources used in annual reports, Subramanian, Insley and 

Blackwell (1993, P. 58), who studied the relationship of the readability of annual reports and 

the financial performance of the company, found that annual reports of companies with a 

negative income were more difficult to read than those of companies that had performed well. 

The factors, which affected readability, included, for instance, the use of long and complex 

sentences and the passive voice. 

In the selected annual reports, companies that did not perform well, the readability level was 

14.1, whereas better performing corporations obtained a readability level of 10.1, meaning 

that the reader must have at least a 10th grade level of education to assimilate the message. In 

a selected passage in the annual report of one of the poorly performing firms, the authors 

found that nine of the fifteen sentences were in the passive voice, giving it a readability index 

of 15.12 (Subramanian, Insley and Blackwell, 1993, P. 58). 

Whereas most studies focus on readability in English annual reports, the next section focuses 

on readability in French and French annual reports. 
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3.3 French annual reports and readability 

Readability of French never enjoyed a large success. Readability studies on English dates 

back to the 20’s, whereas it is only in 1957 that the French-speaking world discovered it 

through the work of Conquet (1957). Only a few studies focused on the topic since then 

(François & Fairon, 2012). The first French readability formulas were adaptations of the 

Flesch formula (the Kandel and Moles and Landsheere formulas). Henry (1975) was the first 

to introduce a model fitting the particularities of the French language: he used cloze tests to 

assess the level of 60 texts from primary and secondary school textbooks. 

French annual reports show many similarities with American annual reports. These 

similarities are also noticeable in the way company heads use causal attribution to explain or 

claim the good performance of their company. A good number of studies have been keen to 

demonstrate that the better the results, the more they are inclined to take credit for them. By 

contrast, bad results are put down to an unfavourable economic climate. According to 

Bournois & Point (2006, P. 46-55) company heads create an illusion of being in control of 

any unfavourable situation, and use the device of causal attribution in order to reassure and 

demonstrate that they are in command of events. The phenomenon is universal and not limited 

to French annual reports. There are, however, also subtle national variations. American CEO 

letters, for instance, emphasise the decisions of the president, whereas Japanese CEO letters 

are more inclined to acknowledge the quality of their competitors. It is also worth noting that 

Asian presidential texts demonstrate a greater awareness of exogenous causes (Tsang, 2002, 

P. 51-65).  

In all, Bournois and Point’s results show that managers make strategic disclosure decisions. 

On the one hand they disclose more information when a firm’s size and foreign activity are 

important, but on the other hand they hide information whose disclosure may compromise the 

firm’s competitive advantage or increase labour pressure. 

Vergauwen (2005, P. 89-104) compares the annual report IC (intellectual capital) disclosures 

in the Netherlands, France and Germany.  

In all, there are not many studies that compare the readability of English and French annual 

reports. Hence, this study can be considered a first exploratory study that will draw a 

comparison between English and French readability in annual reports. 
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3.4 Other facets to be borne in mind 

3.4.1 Visual elements 

It must be noted that the above-mentioned methods are not the only ones that are used by 

companies. The annual report is becoming increasingly perceived as a marketing tool for 

corporate image building and brand building, as managers try to create a positive image of the 

company. For this, marketing and communication strategies are widely applied (Droge et al 

1990, Subramanian et al 1993). An impressive layout and attractive pictures on top of a strong 

corporate identity have become essential in annual reports. This aspect of annual reports has 

become so important, that we can speak of a dual role; the importance of the disclosure design 

and the favourable image has even surpassed the urge of companies to disclose information 

objectively.    

Clatworthy and Jones (2006, P. 494-500) claim that visual elements in annual reports such as 

financial charts and photographs are strategically selected in order to present a more positive 

image of the company and its performance. This fact is supported by Beattie and Jones (2000 

and 2001). They investigated the use and abuse of graphs in external financial reporting. 

According to the authors, financial graphs of some countries like the U.K. and the 

Netherlands were used selectively, and clearly displayed measurement misrepresentation. The 

authors believe that by using such distorted graphs, companies could provide a more positive 

view of financial performance than actually was the case. Furthermore, the authors conclude 

that “companies that are performing well are significantly more likely to use graphs.   

The tendency for measurement misinterpretation to portray the company’s performance more 

favourably, combined with the significant association between the graph use and favourable 

recent performance by the company, leads us to suggest that companies are actively 

manipulating graphs that are present in annual reports. This manipulation counteracts the 

neutrality of financial statements, which has long been and still is recognised as an essential 

condition of objective financial reporting.  

3.4.2 Company features and external variables 

It is clear by now that impression management is highly present in accounting narratives in 

corporate annual reports and that this shows itself at various interrelated levels. A company’s 

management often tries to manipulate the readability, and the published information in 
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pursuance of a better image and positive figures. The company features and some external 

variables, however, (can) also play an imperative role.  

A company’s financial situation, activities and its in environment in general can influence 

their way of communication. Volatile markets (i.e. markets, which represent the most risk to 

investors with unpredictable and vigorous changes in price within the stock market), for 

instance, are known to present more difficult corporate annual reports. Companies with more 

sophisticated activities are also known to produce more difficult corporate annual reports (Li, 

2008, pp. 230-231).  

A company’s age is also known to influence to affect readability. Li (2008) states that older 

firms compose easier to read annual reports. Because of their age, they are less uncertain and 

present the information more balanced. Over the years of their existence, they have build up 

the trust of the investors, who have gained explicit information and insight into the company’s 

management. 

3.5 Fraudulent Financial Fillings 

The large number of failures in corporate governance and accounting scandals that went in 

hand with these failures has brought unparalleled attention to the importance of restraining 

fraud and its timely disclosure when it does occur. A step further than impression 

management is fraud.  

Goel et al (2010, P. 25) studied fraudulent financial fillings using natural language processing 

tools in order to detect linguistic features that distinguish fraudulent and non-fraudulent 

annual reports. Their study revealed that annual reports contain narrative content that can 

deliver pertinent information for detecting fraud and that the employment of linguistic 

features is an effective means for detecting fraud.  

Humpherys et al (2011, P. 585-594) accentuate the importance of investors and companies to 

protect their investments by detecting fraud in its earliest stages by distinguishing between 

truthful and misleading information. Furthermore the study showed that the MD&A section of 

the fraudulent annual reports contained significantly more active language than non-

fraudulent MD&As, as defined by the activation word ratio, imagery, pleasantness, and modal 

verb ratio (Humphery et al, 2011).  
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4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Data collection 

For this research, the data has been collected from Thomson Reuter’s Asset4 ESG, a 

list of companies, which provides objective, relevant and systematic environmental, 

social and governance (ESG) information based on 250+ key performance indicators 

and 750+ individual data points on top of their original data sources. According to 

Thomas Reuter themselves, with Asset4, professional investors can: 

• Implement a full range of responsible investment strategies, including negative 

screening, best-in-class analysis, compliance and risk monitoring, engagement 

and integration. 

• Drive down research costs by delivering systematic, verified and integrated 

information. 

• Increase revenue by enhancing investment research capabilities and 

empowering new, innovative financial products incorporating ESG aspects. 

 
The ESG database contains information from over 4000 global companies, including 

all exclusion criteria and all aspects of sustainability performance. The list offers the 

possibility to arrange companies by sector and by country, which makes it 

increasingly convenient to compare companies. This is especially useful for this study 

as the goal of this paper is to compare the readability of the President’s letter of 

American annual reports to that of the President’s letter of French annual reports. For 

the comparison, 32 business sectors have been selected with one company per sector, 

resulting in a total of 32 annual reports per language, as shown in table 1:  

Aerospace Commercial services Electric utilities Household 
goods Media Telecom 

services 

Airline services Communications 
equipment 

Energy related 
equipment Insurance Metal Utilities 

Automobiles Computers Food Investment 
services Oil/Gas  

Banking 
services 

Constructing 
Engineering 

Healthcare 
equipment 

Leisure 
products Personal  

Biotechnology Construction materials Homebuilding Machinery 
equipment Rail roads Total: 32 

Chemicals Drug  
Retailing Hotels Marine services Residential 

commercial  
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There are a number of reasons why such an approach was opted for. First of all, prior 

studies have shown that the style of writing is susceptible to the type of industry (Li, 

2008). Since our main interest is not so much related to different readability levels 

accross industries (although that will be looked into as well), but mainly with 

differences across languages, diversity of sectors was included to avoid industry bias. 

Second, companies that are performing better also show differences from companies 

that are performing worse than the year before. By selecting 32 companies from 32 

different sectors, the influence of company performance on readability can also be 

reduced. A final element that has to be kept in mind is the fact that different 

companies can opt for different styles in their annual reports. As mentioned in section 

3.2 of this paper, techniques like obfuscation are/have been widely used in the 

production of annual reports. By selecting many companies from many sectors this 

phenomenon will also be covered. Furthermore, the same industries have been 

selected for both the American as the French letters, which means that the corpora are 

comparable. This approach was opted for to be as representative as possible, by 

maintaining a general as possible outlook therewith avoiding influence from the 

external factors mentioned above. 

The companies themselves were chosen at random. Per sector, one was picked out of 

the list of companies from Asset4 Template. The necessary financial information, i.e. 

the annual report and the President’s letter, was then gathered from the professional 

websites of these companies. It must be noted, however, that not all the selected 

companies published the necessary information for this paper. Some companies, for 

instance, only publish 10K fillings on their website, which must be filed with the 

SEC, and typically focuses more on the company’s financial condition than the annual 

report. In the few cases that the necessary information was not available, a different 

company was selected from Asset4 Template that did publish the full annual report 

with the President’s letter.1  

                                                
1 An interesting difference between American and French annual reports was that the French annual 
reports in most cases did not containt the President’s letter. For the American companies, on the 
website, the PDF-file of the annual report, wich also contained the President’s letter could easily be 
downloaded, whereas most French companies’ website publish the President’s letter separately.  
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4.2 Pre-processing 

The President’s letter to the shareholders is only a small fraction of the whole annual 

report; in most cases it consists of one, two or occasionally even three pages. The 

readability tools that were used in order to measure the readability of the President’s 

letters obviously were incapable of selecting a single passage in a given document. 

For this reason, the following procedure was followed: 

• The parts of the annual report, i.e. the President’s letter, of which the 

readability was to be calculated were selected manually, copied and pasted in 

the tool.  

• First, however, the President’s letters were pasted in Word-documents, as they 

would be used multiple times. This would facilitate the process of selecting, 

copying and pasting the letters in the readability tools. 

• For equality’s sake, all the Word-documents of the President’s letter 

(American and French) were checked on closing statements, as some letters 

did not end with a name and some did. All the names were then deleted, in 

order to be able to make a representative comparison 

• Abbreviations and punctuation were also checked. Seeing that punctuation is 

important when defining word or sentence length, hyphens were avoided and 

abbreviations replaced by their full forms. The focus was the actual content of 

the President’s letter, and not so the opening and closing statements.    

5 DATA ANALYSIS 

5.1 Introduction 

Van Oosten et al. (2009) studied and compared readability formulas from different 

languages, namely Dutch, Swedish and English. The comparison of the readability 

measures of these Germanic languages offered some interesting results. For all the 

readability measures, the authors observed strong correlations between the readability 

scores and text characteristics to word length. Furthermore, Van Oosten et al. (2009) 

found that “there is a strong correspondence between the results of the readability 

formulas (Van Oosten et al., 2009, P. 7). These findings basically mean that the 

results from the readability measures from the different languages are similar. The 
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purpose of this study is to find out whether a comparison of a Germanic language 

(English) and a Romance language (French) will lead to similar results. First, taking 

our departure from the findings of Van Oosten et al. (2009), the data will be tested in 

a tool from one single website. Second, the data will be submitted to the specific 

language-dependent tools. Third, the different tools will be compared.    

As mentioned in section 4.1, readability calculation tools have been used to measure 

the President’s letters’ readability. As annual reports from different countries, hence 

different languages, have been compared, different readability tools have been used. 

For the American letters, a combination of readability measures was used from the 

website www.read-able.com, whereas the French letters demanded a specific 

readability formula, which was found on www.standards-schmandards.com. 

5.2 Read-able.com 

The first readability tool that was used was found on www.read-able.com. On this 

website, there is a readability test tool that makes use of the most widely used 

readability indicators and gives a readability score for a submitted text. The basic 

assumption is that the readability formulae used by this tool are only valid for the 

English language2. The tool made use of following readability measures:  

• Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease 

• Flesch Kincaid Grade Level 

• Gunning Fog Index 

• Coleman Liau Index 

• Automated Readability Index 

 

This readability tool also published other relevant text statistics, including: 

• Number of sentences 

• Number of words 

• Number of complex words 

• Average words per sentence 

                                                
2 In order to make sure the tool was working correctly, a sample of five letters per language was 
selected, of which the words and sentences were counted manually. This proved that the tool was 
measuring correctly for French letters as well, even though the texts were submitted in a different 
language than English. 
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• Average syllables per word 

 

The text statistics listed above were also studied and taken into account for the 

comparison. They give a clear idea about the specific length of the letters, and will 

contribute to define why some texts have lower readability than others. 

5.2.1 Readability indices 

First, the American and French letters were submitted to the readability tool of read-

able.com, the results of which can be seen in table 3 and 4. These include the average 

of all attested values, divided by the number of reports (see section 5.7 for a more 

elaborate discussion on internal variation):   

5.2.1.1 American 

Readability measure Score 
Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease 39 
Flesch Kincaid Grade Level 13 

Gunning Fog Score 16 
SMOG Index 12 

Coleman Liau Index 14 
Automated Readability Index 13 

 

5.2.1.2 French 

Readability measure Score 
Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease 31 
Flesch Kincaid Grade Level 16 

Gunning Fog Score 19 
SMOG Index 14 

Coleman Liau Index 14 
Automated Readability Index 16 

 

In case of the Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease readability measure, a high score means 

that the text is easier to read. Low scores suggest that the text is more complicated and 

thus difficult. The American letters have obtained an average score of 39, whereas the 

French President’s letters score 31. The comparison of this readability measure leads 

us to conclude that the French President’s letters are more difficult to read. However, 

they both have a Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease level between 30 and 50, which means 

that overall they are both considered difficult literature.  
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The other readability indices are grade level indicators, which means that they equate 

the readability of the text to the US schools grade level system. A value between 60 

and 80, for instance, should be easy for a 12 to 15 year old child to understand. A 

higher value means that the text is more difficult, hence appropriate for older readers. 

Except for the Coleman Liau Index, where we have the same value of 14, the results 

for the French letters are considerably higher than the American ones. Three of the 

grade level indicators (Flesch Kincaid Grade Level, Gunning Fog and Automated 

Readability Index) show a difference of 3 points, whereas the Smog Index shows a 

difference of 2 points, and the values Coleman Liau Index both show 14. These 

results support the results from the Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease measure: the French 

President’s letters are overall seen as more difficult than the American ones. 

5.2.2 Text statistics 

Prior research has shown that text statistics can reveal very interesting information 

about the readability of a text, which demands a closer look at the text diagnostics. In 

this next part, we will be focusing on the individual components of the President’s 

letters in both languages, which, as mentioned, were obtained from read-able.com. 

The basic premise is here that texts that contain words that are longer, sentences that 

are longer and more syllables per word, will be more difficult to read. In following 

tables, the text statistics can be seen (on average and rounded off): 

5.2.2.1 American 

Number of sentences 69 
Number of words 1367 

Number of complex words 289 
Per cent of complex words 22 

Average words per sentence 20 
Average syllables per word 1,74 

 

5.2.2.2 French 

Number of sentences 17 
Number of words 434 

Number of complex words 91 
Per cent of complex words 21 

Average words per sentence 27 
Average syllables per word 1,76 
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The greatest difference between the American and French letters lies within the 

number of sentences, the number of words and the number of complex words. On 

average, the French letters contain fewer sentences, fewer words and fewer complex 

words. Overall, French letters are considerably shorter than American letters, and thus 

contain fewer words. However, if we make a comparison between the average words 

per sentence, we can see that French letters score higher: 27 average words per 

sentence opposed to 20 words on average per sentence. Seeing that shorter words and 

more importantly shorter sentences are an important factor in defining whether a text 

is difficult or not, we can conclude that even though the French letters contain fewer 

sentences, the average words per sentence is higher, which will result in lower 

readability. The number of complex words is comparable: 22 to 21. This figure is 

backed up by the amount of average syllables per word, which also does not show a 

great difference when we compare both languages. 

After having compared the readability indices and the text statistics of the President’s 

letters from both languages, we can conclude that the biggest difference is noticeable 

in the number of words and the number of sentences. Overall, the American letters are 

longer; they contain more words and more sentences.  

 
The readability indices from read-able.com all showed figures that showed that the 

American letters were easier to read than the French ones, except for the Coleman 

Liau Index, which showed similar results. Furthermore, the text diagnostics show that 

the French letters contain more words per sentence (27 to 21), which means that, on 

average, the sentences in the French letters are longer, which causes lower readability. 

In other words, based on the findings of read-able.com we would argue that the 

French letters are more difficult to read than the American letters. Needless to say, 

that every language is different and should be seen as such. This also applies for the 

utilisation of readability formulas on languages. The tool from standards-

schmandards.com does make that distinction. 

5.2.3 Internal variation across letters 

The text statistics from read-able.com offer interesting perspectives regarding the 

readability of the President’s letters. In this section we will be comparing the internal 

variation of the 32 letters per language. The variables from the text statistics will all 
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be treated. The tables from the text statistics can be found in the appendices 

(appendices 1 and 2). 

5.2.3.1 Number of sentences 

 

From the graph of the number of sentences from the President’s letters we can 

conclude that American letters are significantly longer than the French ones. 

Furthermore, where the longest French letter does not reach 50 sentences, the longest 

American letter surpasses even 150 sentences.  

5.2.3.2 Number of words 

 

The graph of the number of words is similar to that of the number of sentences. The 

variation between the American letters is, again, much larger than with the French 
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letters. Whereas the difference between the American letter with the fewest words and 

the letter with the most words is 2622 words, this figure is not but 1178 in case of the 

French letters.  

5.2.3.3 Number of complex words 

 

5.2.3.4 Percentage of complex words 

 

The two graphs above are very interesting and reveal a great deal about the readability 

of the President’s letters. The first one shows that the American letters contain a lot 

more complex words than the French letters, which is not surprising, as the letters 

contain more sentences and more words. Furthermore, the disparity between the 

letters of each language is also striking.  
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If we consider the graph of the Percentage of complex words, we can state that the 

letters from both languages contain a percentage of complex words that does not 

differ significantly. As mentioned, the French President’s letters contain fewer words 

and fewer sentences. If we consider this information, it is obvious that even though 

the French letters are shorter, they still contain the same percentage of complex 

words, which causes lower readability. 

5.2.3.5 Average words per sentence 

 

The graph of the average words per sentence shows us that the variation among the 

American letters is lower than with the French letters. We can see that the both 

languages start off at 15-16 average words per sentence, but that the French letters 

have a relatively larger range (maximum of 38) as opposed to the American letters 

(maximum of 26). 
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5.2.3.6 Average syllables per word 

 

The average syllables per word don’t show a lot of differences between the two 

languages. For the most part the results can be said to be similar, except for the six 

letters that rank lowest. For these six first letters, significant differences between the 

French and American letters are noticeable. 

5.3 Standards-schmandards.com 

The second readability tool that was used to measure the readability of the President’s 

letters was found on the website www.standards-schmandards.com. This website not 

only makes use of the most significant and most widely used readability measure 

there is (Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease Level), but also offers the possibility to choose 

different language-dependent formulae. A comparison of the President’s letters whilst 

using this readability tool is interesting, as it will show if there are any differences 

between the two tools regarding the Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease Level. Furthermore, 

we will also be able to measure the readability of the President’s letters when using 

language-dependent formulae (Flesch Kincaid for English and Kandel & Moles for 

French). Read-able.com did not offer the possibility to choose the text’s language and 

is a unilingual readability tool, whereas standards-schmandards.com is a multilingual 

readability tool. In this next section, comparisons will be made between several 

results from read-able.com and standards-schmandards.com. 
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5.4 Read-able.com versus standards-schmandards.com 

The tool on standards-schmandards.com is ideal to test if the difference in results 

between the two languages in the President’s letter is different from a tool that uses 

multiple languages. The tool offers five languages to choose from, all with a different 

readability formula. For our first comparison, however, we will be using the Flesch 

Kincaid formula for a comparison of solely the American letters. We will check if the 

results from the same readability measure will lead to similar results when using tools 

from different websites. The comparison of the American letters when using two 

different tools (Flesch Kincaid formula from read-able.com and Flesch Kincaid from 

standards-schmandards.com) led to following results (on average, rounded off):  

 

This rather big difference in result is both remarkable and surprising, as both tools 

make use of the same readability formula. We would expect the results to be similar, 

which is not at all the case. According to the quotation system of the Flesch Kincaid 

Reading Ease Formula (which is the same as the Kandel & Moles Formula), the 

results from read-able.com (39,31) are categorised as ‘difficult’ to read, whereas the 

results from standards-schmandards.com (22,41) are seen as ‘very difficult’: 

 

In a following comparison the French President’s letters were submitted to the two 

different readability tools. The Flesch Kincaid Formula from read-able.com was  

American (Flesch Kincaid) from 
read-able.com 39,31 

American (Flesch Kincaid) from  
standards-schmandards.com 22,41 

Index Difficulty 
90-100 Very easy 
80-90 Easy 
70-80 Fairly easy 
60-70 Normal 
50-60 Fairly difficult 
30-50 Difficult 
0-30 Very difficult 
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compared to the Kandel & Moles Formula from standards-schmandards.com. This 

comparison offers interesting insights into the differences in readability formulae 

from different languages: 

 

The index for the French President’s letters on standards-schmandards.com is 

significantly higher than the index on read-able.com. This shows that readability 

formulae are indeed language dependent and that the French letters score higher in a 

formula that is specifically based on the French language. The previous comparison 

already showed that the French letters contain more words per sentence. This would 

lead us to conclude that even though this is the case, the letters are not considered 

more difficult to read for a French reader. For the President’s letters studied in this 

paper, this means that the French language uses more complex sentences, but this 

does not affect its readability. In the next section, the focus will be shifted towards the 

comparison of the two different formulae, which present some interesting differences.  

5.5 Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease Level versus Kandel & Moles  

The initial goal of this study was to compare American President’s letters with French 

ones, as we have done using the tool from read-able.com, in order to find out whether 

there would be differences on a linguistic level. Therefore, the Flesch Kincaid 

Reading Ease Formula from read-able.com has been used for the American Letters, 

and the Kandel & Moles Formula has been used for the French letters. This first 

comparison led to following results:  

 

French (Flesch Kincaid) from  
read-able.com 30,66 

French (Kandel & Moles) from 
standards-schmandards.com 40,75 

American (Flesch Kincaid) from  
read-able.com 39,31 

French (Kandel & Moles) from 
standards-schmandards.com 40,75 

French (Flesch Kincaid) from 
read-able.com 30,66 
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The average of the 32 President’s letters per language shows that the difference is 

minimal between the two different tools. However, if we look at the Flesch Kincaid 

Formula from read-able.com, we see a large difference. This would lead us to 

conclude that the readability formulas are indeed language-dependent, as both the 

French as the American letters have practically the same readability level. This would 

mean that, referring to the text statistics from read-able.com, that even though the 

French letters contain more words per sentence, they are not considered more difficult 

to read than the American letters, which contain fewer words per sentence. This 

confirms our initial conclusion. According to the quotation system of the Flesch 

Kincaid Reading Ease Formula, the President’s letters from both languages are 

considered ‘difficult’ when their own formulas are applied. When the Flesch Kincaid 

Formula from read-able.com is applied to the French letters, however, they are seen 

as ‘very difficult’.  

If we compare the averages of the 32 President’s letters from the second tool, 

standards-schmandards.com, we can see that these figures are not at all the same. 

Adding the result for the American letters from read-able.com renders the comparison 

even more interesting:  

 

A large disparity between the French and American letters is noticeable. This time, 

however, the French letters are given a higher quotation than the American letters, 

which means that according to this tool, the American letters are more difficult to 

read. The American letters are quoted as ‘very difficult’, whereas the French letters 

are ‘difficult’. Also, the substantial difference between the American letters, even 

when the same readability formula is applied, is striking. The Flesch Kincaid Formula 

from read-able.com shows a figure of 39,31, whereas the formula from standards-

schmandards.com shows a much lower figure of 22,41. 

French (Kandel & Moles) from 
standards-schmandards.com 40,75 

American (Flesch Kincaid) from 
standards-schmandards.com 22,41 

American (Flesch Kincaid)  
from read-able.com 39,31 
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The previous comparisons have come to prove that readability formulas show 

different results for the American and French letters and hence are indeed language 

dependent. Submitting both the English and the French President’s letters in 

standards-schmandards.com’s Kandel & Moles Readability Formula led to following 

results:  

 

These results show us that the American letters are quoted significantly lower than the 

French ones. According to these figures, French letters are considered difficult, 

whereas the American ones are considered very difficult to read. This contrasts 

sharply with what we have concluded earlier, namely that French letters are equally 

difficult, let alone more difficult (according to the initial findings on read-able.com). 

The readability formula used here is only applicable to the French language, even 

though it is based on the Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease Formula, and this last 

comparison confirms what we saw in the results of read-able.com, namely that 

submitting texts in a language different from the one for which it was developed will 

lead to lower results than submitting it in the language for which it was developed. 

These results, however, are also contradictory to the results, which show that the 

American President’s letters are easier to read. These phenomena are not so easy to 

account for. Nonetheless, if we take a look at the specific formulae that are used, 

following differences stand out: 

Flesch Kincaid Reaing Ease Level RE = 206.835 – (1.015 x ASL) – (84.6 x ASW) 

Kandel & Moles RE = 209 – (1.15 x ASL) – (68 x ASW) 

ASL= Average words per sentence 
ASW= Average syllables per word 

It is clear that these formulae are related to the general characteristics of the English 

and French language, regarding words, sentences and syllables. The main difference 

in these formulae is also related to these factors. We can see that the figure that is 

multiplied by ASW is higher in case of the Flesch Kincaid formula (84.6 as opposed 

to 68). This could partly explain the difference in results between the two formulae.     

French (Kandel & Moles) from 
standards-schmandards.com 40,75 

American (Kandel & Moles) from 
standards-schmandards.com 22,41 
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Another comparison between read-able.com and standards-schmandards.com is a 

comparison in American letters, but using two different readability tools. We have 

already studied the difference in American letters between the Flesch Kincaid 

readability measures. With this next comparison we will be able to see if there is a 

difference in the quotation of the American letters, when submitted in different tools 

with different readability formulae:  

 

These findings show us that the difference is not as substantial as when we applied the 

Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease formula to the American letters. Still, the figure on 

standards-schmandards is higher, which indicates that the Kandel & Moles formula 

finds that the letters are easier to read than the Flesch Kincaid formula. Indirectly, 

these findings also indicate that in general the Kandel & Moles readability formula 

quotes higher than the Flesch Kincaid Reading Ease formula. However, yet again, the 

letters from both languages are seen as difficult to read.  

A final comparison would be that of the French President’s letters. Applying the 

Flesch Kincaid readability formula, once from read-able.com and once from 

standards-schmandards.com, led to following averages:  

French (Flesch Kincaid) from  
read-able.com 30,66 

French (Flesch Kincaid) from  
standards-schmandards.com 19,86 

 

These results, similarly to when the American letters were submitted to the Flesch 

Kincaid formula, show a substantial difference. In case of the French letters the 

results are similar: the Flesch Kincaid formula from read-able.com scored a lot higher 

than that of standards-schmandards.com. According to these figures, read-able.com 

quotes the French President’s letters as difficult to read literature, whereas standards-

schmandards quotes them as very difficult to read. Again, the difference between the 

two tools is remarkable, and should not show any significant differences, let alone a 

large difference as approximately 11.  

American (Flesch Kincaid) from  
read-able.com 39,31 

American (Kandel & Moles) from  
standards-schmandards.com 43,94 
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5.6 Discussion 

The results from the comparisons that were made between the American and French 

President’s letters were very contradictory at times, to say at least. The most 

surprising results were that of the comparison of the letters from the same language 

measured with the Flesch Kincaid readability formula. The results were surprising 

because even though different tools were used, the same formulae, with the same 

calculations were applied. Despite this fact, still significant differences for the same 

letters were noticeable. This means that after having compared both readability tools, 

we still are not able to state with certainty which letters (French or American) have a 

higher or lower readability.  

If we merely focused on the results from read-able.com we would conclude that that 

the French letters have a lower readability and that the reason for this is that even 

though they have fewer sentences and words, the letters contain more words per 

sentence, which thwarts the readability. As we know, the readability tool from read-

able.com does not offer language-specific formulas, like the Kandel & Moles Index 

for French. The comparison drawn between the Kandel & Moles Index for the French 

letters from standards-schmandards.com and the Flesch Kincaid Index from read-

able.com for the American letters showed that there was practically no difference 

between the two languages, meaning that they are both equally difficult to read. 

However, if we look at the comparison on standards-schmandards for both languages 

with the different readability formulas, the results are completely different: the 

American letters score way lower than the French letters, meaning that they are more 

difficult to read. If we draw into this comparison the text statistics from read-

able.com, we can say that there is no logical reason behind this outcome. The text 

statistics clearly indicate that the French letters contain more words per sentence and 

thus should be quoted with a lower readability level. 

The results from the internal variation, which were obtained from read-able.com, 

were also interesting. For almost all the statistics that were studied, the general 

tendency was that the American letters have a much larger range than the French 

letters. The graphs of the number of complex words and the percentage of complex 

words revealed that even though the American letters contained a lot more complex 

words, the percentage of complex words were similar to that of the French letters. 
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Taking into account the lower number of sentences and words of the French letters, 

this means that even though the French letters are shorter, they still contain the same 

percentage of complex words, which should result in lower readability.       

The comparisons of the letters where the specific readability measure is used for the 

specific language (Flesch Kincaid for American and Kandel & Moles for French) 

should be the most credible and reliable ones. The large differences in the results, 

show, however, that even though these specific formulas are used, there is no distinct 

and clear answer as to which letters are more difficult. Seeing that both readability 

measurement systems use the same formulae, it is, to say at least, remarkable that 

such differences occur. A difference in results could have been explained if the 

readability measures made use of different formulas, but as mentioned earlier, the 

Kandel & Moles formula is based on the Flesch Kincaid formula, showing only minor 

differences.  

5.7 Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is clear that free online readability tools should be approached with 

caution. The comparison of the two tools that were used did not offer a decisive 

answer as to which letters were more readable. The differences in result could be 

attributed to features of the source tekst. For instance, when processing the 

readability, it is possible that capital letters of names of persons are seen as a sentence 

boundary, which has an impact on the readability. However, the exact application of 

the formulae by the readability tools were not published, which makes it impossible to 

conclude how these differences were actually caused. Further studies should focus on 

how readability tools exactly apply the different readability formulae, and how 

sentence boundaries, punctuation, initials etc. influence the results of the readability 

tools. Furthermore, future studies should deepen French readability formulae, as the 

options of measuring readability in French are limited.     
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7 APPENDICES 

7.1 Exhaustive list of readability formula 
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7.2 Text statistics of the American letters 

 
Number of 

sentences 

Number of 

words 

Number of 

complex 

words 

Per cent of 

complex 

words 

Average 

words per 

sentence 

Average 

syllables per 

word 

1 26 619 128 14,67 15,84 1,55 

2 29 700 133 15,06 16,05 1,6 

3 30 724 154 17 16,19 1,61 

4 34 845 196 17,6 17,45 1,61 

5 41 875 196 17,77 17,78 1,62 

6 42 915 205 18,27 17,8 1,62 

7 50 1003 213 19 18,2 1,69 

8 52 1059 229 19,3 18,42 1,69 

9 53 1103 230 19,36 18,57 1,69 

10 54 1117 235 20,39 18,57 1,71 

11 55 1128 246 20,4 18,63 1,71 

12 56 1150 259 20,68 18,72 1,72 

13 57 1179 266 20,97 18,78 1,72 

14 59 1220 271 21,03 18,98 1,73 

15 64 1254 281 21,67 19,75 1,74 

16 66 1256 283 21,97 19,93 1,74 

17 68 1271 289 22,25 19,98 1,75 

18 69 1273 290 22,52 20,27 1,76 

19 69 1349 295 22,57 20,44 1,78 

20 77 1446 297 22,78 21,34 1,78 

21 77 1518 298 22,91 21,34 1,78 

22 77 1544 309 23,03 21,44 1,79 

23 78 1560 316 23,28 21,69 1,79 
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24 80 1564 328 23,28 21,96 1,79 

25 83 1581 329 23,4 22,39 1,8 

26 84 1602 338 23,65 22,47 1,8 

27 87 1654 368 24,26 23 1,81 

28 90 1730 370 24,51 24,13 1,82 

29 97 1813 373 24,53 24,85 1,82 

30 112 2130 448 26,59 26,17 1,83 

31 118 2330 512 27,07 26,26 1,84 

32 174 3241 551 27,1 26,92 1,88 
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7.3 Text statistics of the French letters 

 
Number of 

sentences 

Number of 

words 

Number of 

complex 

words 

Per cent of 

complex 

words 

Average 

words per 

sentence 

Average 

syllables per 

word 

1 4 101 28 17,1 16,65 1,66 

2 6 183 40 17,86 18,73 1,68 

3 7 216 44 17,92 20,28 1,68 

4 8 219 49 17,97 20,33 1,68 

5 9 281 55 18,08 20,53 1,69 

6 10 287 58 18,09 22,5 1,7 

7 10 287 58 19,31 22,62 1,7 

8 11 294 63 19,52 23,14 1,71 

9 12 308 65 20 23,35 1,73 

10 13 313 67 20,21 24,08 1,73 

11 13 314 69 20,21 24,15 1,74 

12 13 319 73 20,37 25,25 1,74 

13 13 324 73 21,23 25,55 1,75 

14 13 327 74 21,41 26,15 1,75 

15 14 333 76 21,43 26,65 1,75 

16 14 340 76 21,72 26,88 1,75 

17 14 380 76 21,81 26,94 1,76 

18 15 397 76 21,86 27,3 1,76 

19 15 405 78 21,87 28,2 1,77 

20 15 407 86 22,06 28,38 1,77 

21 17 409 89 22,1 28,63 1,78 

22 17 423 93 22,35 28,7 1,78 

23 18 457 101 22,37 29,07 1,79 
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24 18 485 111 22,53 29,73 1,79 

25 19 534 115 22,71 30,86 1,79 

26 20 544 116 23,24 31,46 1,79 

27 20 596 117 23,25 31,67 1,79 

28 21 649 120 23,43 31,9 1,82 

29 29 653 130 23,71 32,65 1,84 

30 32 741 134 24,45 35,88 1,86 

31 40 1092 247 24,56 36,5 1,89 

32 48 1279 248 27,72 38,14 1,97 

 

 


