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Executive Sum
m

ary

c
W

hat is this  
report about?

T
his report presents the business case for clarity 

in corporate com
m

unication. It show
s the high 

costs associated w
ith unclear, com

plex m
essa-

ges and provides tools that can be used to ensure 
clear com

m
unication in a range of com

m
unica-

tion channels, from
 e-m

ail and slide presenta-
tions to reports and social m

edia. T
he report also 

discusses clarity problem
s and solutions through 

the results of surveys and case studies.

c
W

hy is the topic  
of clarity im

portant?

U
nclear com

m
unication can cause reputation da-

m
age, lead to the loss of custom

ers or em
ployees, 

and create legal, financial, and security risks 
through m

isunderstandings. O
ur survey of cor-

porate com
m

unication professionals show
s that 

the im
portance of the topic has been recognized:  

alm
ost 60 percent of these professionals are cur-

rently preparing or conducting a clear com
m

uni-
cation initiative in their organization.

c
W

hat will you learn  
from

 this report?

Y
ou w

ill learn about w
hy com

m
unicators con-

vey 
m

essages 
that 

are 
incom

prehensible 
and 

overly com
plex. Y

ou w
ill learn how

 to recognize 
clarity problem

s in your organization and how
 

to solve them
, both individually and as an orga-

nization. Y
ou w

ill learn about current research 
into how

 to com
m

unicate com
plex issues clear-

ly, and you w
ill learn about best practices in m

a-
naging clarity. 

c
W

hat solutions does  
this report offer?

C
om

m
unicators should seek to identify the typi-

cal clarity problem
 patterns in their w

ork context 
and then solve them

 using the C
LEA

R
 checklist 

and the STA
R

T
ER

 package. T
he C

LEA
R

 check-
list involves contextualizing com

plex m
essages, 

ensuring they have a logical structure, focusing 
on the essential item

s, elim
inating am

biguous 
term

s or statem
ents, and m

aking the m
essages 

resonate w
ith their target audience. To this end, 

com
m

unicators m
ust know

 their target audience, 
pre-check their com

m
unication w

henever pos-
sible, and regularly m

easure w
hether their com

-
m

unication is perceived as clear. T
he STA

R
T

ER
 

package consists of clarity standards, training 
elem

ents, accountability and roles, review
 pro-

cesses, (IT
) tools and tem

plates, positive and ne-
gative (or before/after) exam

ples, and resources 
such as assistants and tim

e.

c
W

hat should you read next  
if you only have 10 m

ore m
inutes?

R
eaders w

ho are pressed for tim
e should review

 
the clarity problem

 patterns on pages 14 and 15, 
have a look at the C

LEA
R

 table on page 17, and 
scan the check tables in the appendix on page 66. 
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O
nly clear com

m
unication can reach, inform

, and 
convince an audience. H

arry Trum
an once said, “If 

you can’t convince them
, confuse them

.” T
his type 

of approach no longer w
orks w

ith today’s savvy 
and connected audiences. H

ow
ever, as dram

atist 
and N

obel laureate G
.B

. Shaw
 correctly pointed 

out, the problem
 w

ith com
m

unication is that w
e 

often have the illusion that it has w
orked, w

hen 
w

hat is clear to us still seem
s confusing to our au-

dience. T
his is especially true for com

plex topics, 
such as corporate social responsibility, strategy, 
risks, crises, business m

odels, or corporate values. 

So, how
 then can such com

plex issues be m
ade 

clear to an audience w
ithout oversim

plifying the 
m

essage? H
ow

 can w
e consistently com

m
unicate 

in a clear and understandable m
anner? 

T
his report answ

ers these questions. T
he subtitle 

contains the term
 “M

anaging C
larity,” as achiev-

ing clear com
m

unication requires m
ore than just 

brushing up on verbal and graphic skills. It re-
quires a system

atic m
anagem

ent effort. T
his study 

has com
piled proven practices and tools, inform

a-
tive case studies, as w

ell as results from
 three 

surveys. T
he report is also based on the authors’ 

previous research on inform
ation overload in cor-

porate com
m

unication and on m
anaging inform

a-
tion quality in com

m
unication processes. For a 

num
ber of reasons, w

e felt it w
as necessary to go 

beyond this previous research. 

Firstly, corporate com
m

unicators have lam
ented 

that the com
plexity of the m

essages they need to 
convey is increasing, w

hich m
akes their com

-
m

unication 
efforts 

ever 
m

ore 
challenging. 

For 

Preface

exam
ple, they need to explain issues like geneti-

cally m
odified food or labor disputes to the general 

public, inform
 activists about their C

SR
 activities, 

or convey the essence of their R
&

D
 strategy to in-

vestors and analysts. T
hese are all com

plex issues 
that are not easy to clarify, especially w

hen m
any 

internal sources and contact points w
ould like to 

contribute to these m
essages. 

T
he second reason relates to the target groups of 

such m
essages, w

hose attention spans have gen-
erally becom

e shorter, w
hile their expectations 

regarding crisp and clear com
m

unication have 
risen. W

e live in an attention econom
y w

here the 
Y

ouTube generation expects the essence of a m
es-

sage in 30 seconds (as, for exam
ple, in a Tw

itter 
m

essage). T
his m

eans that com
plex issues m

ust 
be com

m
unicated quickly and in concise and con-

sistent m
essages across different channels and for-

m
ats. 

T
he third reason for caring about clarity is that 

com
m

unication professionals are som
etim

es ac-
cused of deliberately obfuscating issues and not 
striving for clear com

m
unication. W

e believe that 
such accusations are unfounded and that the PR

 
com

m
unity does indeed em

brace clarity. N
onethe-

less, highlighting this fact through corresponding 
case studies and surveys w

ill ultim
ately help im

-
prove the reputation of the entire com

m
unication 

industry. 

A
 fourth reason for conducting a study on how

 to 
be clear is that there is a great body of literature on 
the topic, of w

hich corporate com
m

unicators m
ay 

not yet be aw
are. Extensive research is available on 

w
hat m

akes com
plex issues m

ore understandable. 
Ironically, how

ever, it is not docum
ented in a clear 

and actionable m
anner that busy com

m
unicators 

can understand and apply. T
he present study aim

s 
to translate these findings into actionable advice.  

The problem
 with com

m
unication is the illusion  

that it has been accom
plished. 

George Bernard Shaw
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T
his last reason – the generation of directly ap-

plicable insights – is particularly im
portant here. 

W
e have paid special attention to converting our 

research 
findings 

into 
useful 

checklists, 
tem

-
plates, training m

aterial, and diagnostic tools. 
A

lthough all applied research is prelim
inary and 

subject to future revisions, w
e hope that our ap-

proach to clear com
m

unication w
ill prove valu-

able for com
m

unication professionals for som
e 

tim
e to com

e. W
e have already used m

any of its 
elem

ents in training sessions and projects and 
have seen its benefits in m

any areas. Should you 
have sim

ilar experiences, com
m

ents, or feed-
back, w

e w
ould love to hear from

 you at info@
m

cm
.unisg.ch.

M
artin J. Eppler and N

icole B
ischof, 

St. G
allen, N

ovem
ber 2011

c
W

hy should you  
care about clarity?

C
onsider the costs or losses associated w

ith the 
follow

ing real-life business situations:
 >Losing the support of an im

portant stakeholder 
of your business strategy because he does not 
understand the rationale behind your strategy.

 >M
issing the opportunity to w

in the business of 
a m

ajor investor because he cannot fully com
-

prehend your novel business m
odel.

 >A
lienating a group of governm

ent officials be-
cause they do not properly appreciate the scope 
and inherent risks of your new

 technology.
 >H

aving entire custom
er groups defect because 

your new
 service package creates confusion, in-

form
ation overload, and paralysis by analysis, 

instead of a clear picture.
 >A

 group of journalists report on a recent m
ishap 

in your organization in a distorted and negative 
m

anner because they w
ere not able to “get” 

your version of w
hat happened.

 >Losing im
portant em

ployees because of unclear 
instructions that create stress and ultim

ately in-
crease fluctuation.

In each of these cases, the cost or losses involved 
w

ill alw
ays be too high – no organization can 

afford such com
m

unication failures. H
ow

ever, 
situations like these are all too com

m
on. T

hey 
occur w

hen organizations fail to system
atically 

m
anage clarity in their m

anagerial and corpo-
rate com

m
unication. T

he root cause of such a 
lack of m

anagem
ent m

ay be the false belief that 
clear com

m
unication is som

ething that can be 

left to the talent and inspiration of individual 
com

m
unicators. O

ne of the objectives of this 
study is to show

 the negative im
plications of 

such a dangerous assum
ption. 

A
s Frank Lloyd W

right noted, “Lack of clarity 
is the num

ber-one tim
e-w

aster.” W
hen our com

-
m

unication is unclear, our target audience is 
unlikely to understand us; and if they don’t un-
derstand us, they w

ill not agree w
ith us. If they 

don’t agree, they are unlikely to m
ake a decision 

or take action in our favor. In such a case, the 
com

m
unicator w

ill have spent tim
e and m

oney 
w

ithout achieving the desired results. W
hat is 

particularly problem
atic, how

ever, is that this 
w

aste often goes undetected. C
om

m
unication 

m
anagers m

ay not even be aw
are of their com

-
m

unication failures, as they often do not receive 
im

m
ediate or direct feedback and the results of 

their m
essages only becom

e visible after consid-
erable tim

e delays.  

T
herefore, com

m
unications m

anagers m
ust be-

com
e aw

are of the risks and high costs of un-
clear com

m
unication. T

his is not only im
portant 

for traditional com
m

unication contexts, w
here 

feedback is indirect, but also for social m
edia, 

w
here the feedback to unclear com

m
unication 

is im
m

ediate and often brutally direct. B
ecause 

this negative feedback is visible to anyone w
ho 

is online, the cost of unclear com
m

unication can 
include tem

porary or even perm
anent dam

age to 
the sender’s reputation.

T
here is som

e good new
s. If corporate com

m
u-

nicators pay attention to som
e key elem

ents and 
avoid a few

 bad habits and routines, they can 
dram

atically increase the clarity of their com
-

m
unication every tim

e they com
m

unicate. Sev-
eral organizations have started this journey to-
w

ards clarity and have found that the benefits 
of clear com

m
unication far outw

eigh the costs.

Clarity is the m
ost serious com

m
unication  

problem
 in business.

Jam
es Suchan and Ron Dulek
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c
How does this study  
address clarity?

T
his study view

s clarity as a strategic asset that 
organizations have to m

anage, both actively and 
system

atically, in order to avoid negative out-
com

es such as those described above. In order for 
com

m
unicators in organizations to treat clarity 

as a strategic asset, they m
ust first understand the 

problem
. T

hen they need to identify the elem
ents 

that solve the problem
 in overview

. N
ext, they 

need to see practical exam
ples of the challenges 

and how
 they can be m

et. T
hey m

ust also see evi-
dence that the approach is correct, and receive 
the tools that m

ake the approach operational. 

T
he approach of this study m

irrors the steps that 
a corporate com

m
unicator w

ould take. T
his first 

chapter describes w
hy com

plexity gets in the w
ay 

of clear com
m

unication. It provides com
m

unica-
tors w

ith an overview
 of the root causes of unclear 

com
m

unication 
and 

a 
conceptual 

vocabulary 
w

ith w
hich to handle clarity problem

s. C
hapter 

2 provides a m
anagem

ent m
ethod (including its 

background) and toolkit for sim
plifying com

plex 
concepts, and C

hapter 3 provides three illustra-
tive case studies. C

hapter 4 provides quantitative 
evidence on clear com

m
unication based on the 

survey research for this study, and C
hapter 5 pro-

vides a conclusion and outlook. T
he appendix 

contains useful checklists and tools that can be 
used to im

prove clarity in a variety of corporate 
com

m
unication contexts.

W
e start by briefly exam

ining the concepts of 
clarity and com

plexity, and how
 com

plexity can 
get in the w

ay of clear com
m

unication.

c
W

hat is clarity?

T
he w

ord “clarity” (from
 the Latin claritas) can 

be defined as the state or m
easure of being clear, 

either in thought, appearance, or style. A
lthough 

clarity is related to sim
plicity, sim

plification im
-

plies a reduction in scope or com
plexity, w

hereas 
clarification transform

s com
plexity into a m

ore 
accessible form

at.

C
larity, according to another dictionary defini-

tion, designates a freedom
 from

 indistinctness or 
am

biguity. M
aking som

ething clear, according to 
the O

xford D
ictionary, is equivalent to m

aking it 
understood and reducing w

hat is unw
anted. In 

its original sense, clarity is the state or quality of 
being clear or transparent to the eye. In order for 
som

ething to be transparent, the obstacles and 
elem

ents that are not in the right place m
ust be 

rem
oved. In a com

m
unication context, this typi-

cally m
eans obstacles to understanding. W

hat 
are these obstacles? 

In m
any corporate com

m
unication contexts, ob-

stacles to understanding are created by com
plex-

ity. T
his com

plexity can be inherent in a topic or 
brought about by the (inter)actions of the com

-
m

unicators dealing w
ith a topic. T

herefore, it is 
im

portant to exam
ine the issue of com

plexity 
m

ore closely and to distinguish betw
een different 

types of com
plexity, as they can lead to unclear 

com
m

unication but require different rem
edies.

c
W

hat is com
plexity and how  

does it affect com
m

unication?

T
he classic definition of com

plexity that can be 
found in m

any text books on the topic consists 
of four attributes that m

ake a topic or dom
ain 

com
plex. 

A
 com

plex problem
, dom

ain, or issue has:
1. 

A
 high num

ber of relevant elem
ents, facets, or 

item
s

2. M
any (different) relationships am

ong these 
elem

ents
3. M

any changes in these relationships over tim
e

4. A
 lack of overview

 regarding these relation-
ships and their cha

T
herefore, som

ething is com
plex because it con-

tains m
any elem

ents that interact in a dynam
ic, 

m
ulti-lateral, and m

urky m
anner. 

To clarify som
ething com

plex, you m
ust struc-

ture (or group) item
s to reduce their num

ber, fo-
cus on their essential relationships, and provide 
an overview

 before going into detail, w
hile also 

considering the changes that m
ight take place af-

ter your com
m

unication has occurred. B
ecause 

of this last elem
ent, it is im

perative to contextu-
alize m

essages in term
s of their purpose, scope, 

and tim
e.

In the context of corporate com
m

unication, it is 
im

portant to distinguish am
ong three types of 

com
plexity: topic com

plexity, process com
plex-

ity, and m
essage com

plexity.

Topic com
plexity is the level of intrinsic difficul-

ty associated w
ith a topic to be com

m
unicated. 

For exam
ple, it is not alw

ays easy to convey the 
risks associated w

ith new
 technologies. T

hink 
about how

 to explain the risks inherent in geneti-

cally m
odified food, or the perils of nanotechnol-

ogy and how
 they can adequately be explained to 

a non-expert audience. 

Process com
plexity refers to the level of sophis-

tication used to produce and convey a m
essage. 

Involving m
ore people in the creation and com

-
m

unication of a m
essage (such as a strategy brief 

or a press release) w
ill increase the process com

-
plexity. A

s explained below
, process com

plexity 
can spill over into m

essage com
plexity.

M
essage com

plexity refers to how
 difficult it is 

for the target audience to com
prehend the con-

veyed m
essage. M

essage com
plexity includes the 

topic’s inherent com
plexity (at tim

es am
plified 

through process com
plexity), plus the com

plex-
ity of the presentation form

at, style, and vocabu-
lary.

A
s a com

m
unicator, there is not m

uch you can 
do about the first type of com

plexity. D
epending 

on your industry or m
arket position, the topics to 

com
m

unicate can range from
 sim

ple to extrem
ely 

com
plex. H

ow
ever, corporate com

m
unicators can 

directly influence process and m
essage com

plex-
ity. T

hey can reduce the num
ber of people or de-

partm
ents involved in preparing a m

essage and 
they can stream

line their m
essage to fit the ex-

pectations and foreknow
ledge of their audience.

Table 1 outlines som
e typical com

m
unication 

practices 
that 

increase 
process 

and 
m

essage 
com

plexity. C
om

m
unicators should avoid these 

“clarity killers.”

Clarity in Corporate Com
m

unication
Introduction
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W
hile 

m
any 

of 
these 

sub-optim
al 

practices 
(such as the PR

, M
R

, IR
, and the strategy and 

change com
m

unication exam
ples) regard pro-

cess com
plexity, others (such as the risk com

-
m

unication 
exam

ple) 
are 

directly 
related 

to 
m

essage 
com

plexity. 
T

he 
follow

ing 
section 

focuses specifically on the elem
ents that drive 

m
essage 

com
plexity, 

as 
com

m
unicators 

can 
tackle these issues directly to im

prove the clar-
ity of their m

essages. 

c
W

hich factors increase  
m

essage com
plexity?

A
n excessively com

plex m
essage can be caused 

by any of the six bad practices sum
m

arized in 
the C

O
M

PLEX
 acronym

, w
hich stands for:

C 
om

plicated technical jargon
O

 verloaded sentences and docum
ents (too m

any 
details)

M
 essy docum

ent structures (no clear, consistent 
sequence or form

at) 
P  olysem

ic (am
biguous) term

s that are vague and 
can be interpreted in m

any w
ays

L 
inks 

that 
divert 

the 
readers’ 

attention 
(too 

m
any connections to other m

essages)
E  ver-changing 

com
m

unication 
form

ats 
that 

force readers to learn new
 structures 

X
 tra (or excessive) elem

ents that deviate from
 

the m
ain point.

H
aving show

n how
 com

plexity can negatively 
affect the clarity of corporate com

m
unication, 

the question rem
ains as to w

hy m
any organiza-

tions continue to com
m

unicate in a com
plex, in-

accessible m
anner using m

any of the C
O

M
PLEX

 
characteristics listed above. T

he next tw
o sec-

tions of this chapter address this question by an-
alyzing the individual and then organizational 
reasons for unclear com

m
unication.

W
hy do som

e com
m

unicators  
em

brace com
plex com

m
unication?

Som
e com

m
unicators appear to take pride in the 

com
plexity of their com

m
unication. T

hey base 
their com

plexity-driven approach to com
m

unica-
tion on five fatal assum

ptions, w
hich w

e refer to 
here as the five fallacies of com

plex com
m

unica-
tion. 

1. 
T

he m
ore com

plex w
e m

ake our m
essages, 

the m
ore w

e are perceived as authoritative and 
convincing com

m
unicators.

2. T
he m

ore com
plex w

e m
ake our m

essages, 
the m

ore w
e im

m
unize them

 against potential 
criticism

 or objections.
3. 

If w
e allow

 our m
essages to be com

plex, at 
least w

e are sure that w
e have covered all im

-
portant m

aterial and have pleased everybody 
(on the sender’s side).

4. If w
e m

ake our m
essages sim

ple and clear, our 
audiences w

ill perceive the topic as banal and 
unsophisticated.

5. 
If w

e m
ake our m

essages sim
ple and clear, our 

audience w
ill becom

e suspicious and look for a 
hidden catch.

T
hese assum

ptions are incorrect because they 
are based on the prem

ise that the receivers of a 
com

plex m
essage w

ill blam
e them

selves for not 
understanding it. H

ow
ever, this prem

ise no long-
er holds in an inform

ation-abundant, all-access 
attention econom

y in w
hich any piece of infor-

m
ation can be substituted w

ith a sim
pler one 

through a different source. W
e also know

 from
 

persuasion research that a m
essage is perceived 

as credible and convincing if it resonates w
ith 

the audience because people can connect the new
 

m
essage w

ith w
hat they already know

. If com
m

u-
nication is overly com

plex, there is no room
 for 

resonance.

Corporate com
m

unication area
Bad com

m
unication practices that reduce clarity (“clarity killers”)

External com
m

unication

Crisis com
m

unication
Relying on self-organization and im

provisation and allowing each com
m

unicator 
to deal with a crisis as she/he sees fit.  

Social m
edia  

(Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, etc.)
W

riting or talking in m
arketing jargon and conceiving com

m
unication as a 

 one-way street (ignoring and not inviting feedback).

Branding
Letting the brand reflect different personalities in different contexts.

Investor relations
Providing different pieces of inform

ation and different story lines to different 
 investors.

M
edia relations

W
aiting for the m

edia to develop its own version of the truth and then reacting 
to it.

Internal com
m

unication

Strategy com
m

unication
Com

m
unicating the strategy in the sam

e form
at through which it was devel-

oped (for exam
ple, as a balanced scorecard diagram

 or strategy m
ap rather than 

as an accessible visual m
etaphor).

Change com
m

unication
Changing the m

ain topic of your change m
essages frequently.

Corporate vision and values
Keeping your corporate values and aspirations as abstract and generic as possible.

Risk com
m

unication
Using technical risk m

anagem
ent language and form

ats and using expert  criteria 
rather than laym

an’s criteria to grouping the com
m

unicated risks.

Table 1: How to kill clarity 
in various areas of 

corporate com
m

unication.

Clarity in Corporate Com
m

unication
Introduction
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B
eyond these individual beliefs, there are also bu-

reaucratic reasons for unclear com
m

unication. A
 

few
 of these organizational causes for excessive 

com
plexity are highlighted below

. T
his provides 

organizations w
ith a sim

ple diagnostic tool for 
detecting and reducing clarity problem

s. T
his is 

know
n as the clarity problem

 pattern approach.

c
How can you identify and reduce 
organizational clarity problem

s? 

In order to enable corporate com
m

unicators to de-
tect clarity problem

s in their ow
n organizations, 

w
e have docum

ented a num
ber of typical prob-

lem
s in so-called clarity problem

 patterns. T
hese 

problem
s, along w

ith their root causes and coun-
term

easures, have been identified through our 
case study research in various organizations.  

A
 clarity problem

 pattern is a recurring m
anage-

rial problem
 that leads to unclear com

m
unication 

and can be resolved through system
atic action. A

 
description of such a recurring problem

 consists 
of a sim

ple (and m
em

orable) pattern nam
e, a con-

cise description of its m
ain sym

ptom
s, a descrip-

tion of the problem
 driver or root cause, and an 

explanation of how
 the problem

 can be overcom
e. 

C
hecking if your organization suffers from

 any of 
these patterns can provide a starting point w

ith 
w

hich to im
prove the clarity in your ow

n w
orking 

context.

Too m
any cooks

D
escription: A

 docum
ent has been created 

by 
involving 

different 
departm

ents 
w

ith 
equal pow

er over the docum
ent. T

he indi-
vidual sections are inconsistent, overlap-
ping, and have used different styles. T

his 
creates confusion w

hen the docum
ent is 

used in com
m

unication. 

Exam
ple: 

U
nclear 

cut-and-paste 
strategy 

docum
ent. 

Problem
 driver:  Lack of ow

nership and con-
solidation.
Solution: A

ssign clear ow
nership rights to 

one coordinator (w
ith clearly defined input 

param
eters for others and deadlines) w

ho 
can ensure there is one consistent style, for-
m

at, and level of granularity. W
ork in sm

all 
team

s that w
ill share their solutions w

ith 
key stakeholders and solicit feedback selec-
tively.

Too big to fail
D

escription: A
 docum

ent has grow
n to a 

point w
here everybody agrees w

ith it (be-
cause their part is in it), but no one w

ants 
to m

odify it even though it contains several 
unclear or redundant passages. 
Exam

ple: A
 legal contract or agreem

ent w
ith 

different partners.
Problem

 driver: Iterations w
ithout consoli-

dation.
Solution: 

A
nalyze, 

segm
ent, 

consolidate, 
and redraft. Show

 the conversion from
 old 

to new
 to the involved parties.

Re-use abuse
D

escription: C
om

m
unicators re-use or re-

com
bine old text segm

ents that are outdated 
and do not fit together w

ell. T
his leads to 

inconsistent, outdated, or redundant m
es-

sages, w
hich creates confusion.

Exam
ple: A

 crisis report confuses em
ploy-

ees as it uses outdated scenarios and term
i-

nology.
Problem

 driver: Tim
e pressure and saving 

sunk costs.
Solution: Establish quality checks on m

es-
sage m

odules that are to be re-used, and add 
expiration dates to them

.

Context chasm
D

escription: A
 docum

ent in progress has 
been handed from

 one expertise dom
ain 

(departm
ent) to another. T

he subsequent 
departm

ents do not fully understand the 
first dom

ain, but they m
ake changes to those 

docum
ent segm

ents anyw
ay; this leads to a 

confusing and inconsistent description.
Exam

ple: A
 press release regarding a new

 
product that originated in the m

arketing de-
partm

ent is elaborated and dissem
inated by 

the PR
 departm

ent. T
he PR

 departm
ent does 

not know
 the background of the product.

Problem
 driver: G

aps betw
een experts and 

com
m

unicators. 
Solution: A

ppoint a “m
iddle m

an” or liai-
son officer w

ho understands all sides and 
can span the organizational boundaries.

Swiss Arm
y knife m

essage
D

escription: A
 m

essage creates confusion 
or unneeded com

plexity because, instead 
of being tailored to the inform

ation needs 
of different target groups, it serves m

ultiple 
purposes and audiences at the sam

e tim
e.

Exam
ple: A

 press release about an ongo-
ing corporate crisis is sim

ultaneously ad-
dressed to investors, journalists, and em

-
ployees.
Problem

 driver: Tim
e pressure  

Solution:  Split up the m
essage into sepa-

rate sm
aller m

essages, each of w
hich is tai-

lored for a specific target group or purpose.

Chinese whispers 
D

escription: Journalists and em
ployees rely 

on trivialized or incorrect inform
ation that 

they have copied from
 other m

edia articles. 
In this w

ay, fabricated facts m
ake their w

ay 
from

 the local level to national or even in-
ternational m

edia.

Exam
ple: A

 m
edia article about a corporate 

crisis is reported in daily new
spapers w

ith 
inaccurate facts.
Problem

 
driver: 

Tim
e 

pressure, 
resource 

constraints in new
s room

s and in corporate 
com

m
unication (for exam

ple, no com
m

uni-
cation staff available to answ

er journalists’ 
questions in a tim

ely m
anner).  

Solution: Provide the com
pany’s ow

n story 
(w

ith strong new
s value) and tell it to jour-

nalists in a tim
ely m

anner w
ith full details 

and precise and correct facts. Ensure ad-hoc 
availability of m

edia relations staff.

T
hese and other typical problem

 patterns w
ill 

be revisited in C
hapter 3, w

here they are used to 
describe typical clarity challenges of com

m
unica-

tion departm
ents. 

c
W

hat does all this m
ean  

for corporate com
m

unicators? 

T
his chapter has looked at the reasons w

hy clear 
com

m
unication should be a priority for corporate 

com
m

unicators. W
e have exam

ined how
 com

-
plexity can negatively affect corporate com

m
u-

nication and w
hy individuals and organizations 

som
etim

es com
m

unicate in an overly com
plex 

m
anner. C

orporate com
m

unicators should con-
sider the areas in w

hich com
plexity affects their 

com
m

unication w
ork and w

hether any of the de-
scribed problem

 patterns or clarity killers in this 
chapter are also present in their w

orking context.

T
he next chapter proposes a lean and pragm

atic 
toolkit for dealing w

ith these challenges effec-
tively, as w

ell as a sim
ple m

anagem
ent fram

e-
w

ork for m
aking the com

plex clear.

Clarity in Corporate Com
m

unication
Introduction
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c
W

hat are the elem
ents of the  

CLEAR com
m

unication m
ethod?

H
aving highlighted the challenges and opportu-

nities that corporate com
m

unicators face w
ith 

regard to m
aking the com

plex clear, w
e now

 pre-
sent a sim

ple m
ethodology for m

anaging clarity 
system

atically in various fields of m
anagerial and 

corporate com
m

unication (including social m
e-

dia). T
his is done through tw

o key concepts: the 
C

LEA
R

 form
ula and the STA

R
T

ER
 package. T

he 
C

LEA
R

 form
ula captures the m

ain criteria that a 
clear m

essage w
ith com

plex content m
ust satisfy. 

T
he STA

R
T

ER
 package sum

m
arizes the organi-

zational m
easures that are necessary in order to 

m
eet these criteria consistently and continuously. 

T
hese concepts, together w

ith the clarity problem
 

patterns and the C
O

M
PLEX

 acronym
 presented 

earlier, represent the kernel of the m
ethod.

c
W

hat are the essential factors that 
m

ake com
plex com

m
unication clear?

T
he C

LEA
R

 form
ula in Table 2 sum

m
arizes the 

different approaches and definitions that w
e have 

review
ed in an extensive literature review

 and 
em

pirically validated through three surveys and 
several case studies. T

his form
ula can be used to 

im
prove clarity in corporate com

m
unication. 

T
his m

ain finding of our research consists of five 
elem

ents that distinguish a clear m
essage from

 
a confusing one (see Table 2): A

 clear m
essage 

contains just enough background inform
ation to 

understand its context or w
hy (and by w

hom
) it 

should be read. A
 clear m

essage is logically struc-

tured and reduced to its essential elem
ents. A

 
clear m

essage is free of am
biguous term

s and con-
tains stim

ulating elem
ents that create resonance 

w
ith its audience. 

C
om

m
unicators can consider these crucial clar-

ity criteria in their w
ork by asking them

selves the 
corresponding diagnostic check questions in the 
third row

 of Table 2. 

c
W

hat is the rationale behind  
the CLEAR form

ula?

T
he rationale behind this form

ula can be sum
m

a-
rized as follow

s. 

C
ontextualization (adding background inform

a-
tion to a m

essage) is im
perative in order to be able 

to understand w
hy a certain m

essage has been 
sent and how

 it should be used. It is often not 
the m

essage itself that creates confusion, but an 
unclear or m

issing context. 

A
 logical structure is needed in order to have a 

scaffold or support w
ith w

hich to process and 
interpret new

 inform
ation. O

ur surveys and the 
literature review

 both consistently ranked a good 
m

essage structure as one of the top factors that 
enables or destroys clarity.

It is im
portant to focus on the essential parts 

because audiences can only process a certain 
am

ount of inform
ation. Too m

uch inform
ation 

(inform
ation 

overload 
syndrom

e) 
can 

lead 
to 

m
ental shortcuts and confusion. 

A
m

biguity is the direct opposite of clarity; term
s 

or sentences that can be interpreted in m
ore than 

one w
ay cause confusion and provide unclear 

m
essages. T

herefore, am
biguous term

s (such as 
“soon”) should be avoided. 

T
he final elem

ent of the C
LEA

R
 form

ula relates 
to the em

otional appeal of a m
essage or its ability 

to resonate w
ith the audience. In other w

ords, a 
m

essage m
ust stim

ulate the interest and curiosity 
of its audience. A

fter all, w
ithout attention there 

is no room
 for com

m
unication. H

aving said that, 
resonance goes beyond attention. In order to reso-
nate w

ith its audience, a m
essage m

ust provide a 
pathw

ay from
 w

hat the receivers already know
 to 

new
 inform

ation. 

T
he process of achieving these five elem

ents is 
referred to here as the clarification process. C

lari-
fication is an iterative process that provides the 
context for a m

essage; develops a logical, accessi-
ble, and consistent structure for its parts; reduces 

non-essential elem
ents; and system

atically elim
i-

nates am
biguity. C

larification also requires that 
com

m
unicators think about how

 to engage their 
audiences through illustrative exam

ples, im
ages, 

or questions. T
he clarification steps do not nec-

essarily have to be perform
ed in this sequence, 

and the steps m
ay include cycles or iterations. 

M
eeting the C

LEA
R

 criteria not only requires 
end-of-the-pipe docum

ent review
s and revisions, 

but also a system
atic m

anagem
ent process along 

the entire com
m

unication value chain (includ-
ing clearly defined docum

ent goals, roles, quality 
gates, standards, and tools). T

he organizational 
issues are discussed below

, follow
ing som

e m
ore 

details on the five C
LEA

R
 elem

ents in the next 
section.

CLEAR Com
m

unication:  
A System

atic Approach to M
anaging Clarity  

in Corporate Com
m

unication

Have som
ething to say, and say it as clearly as you can. 

That is the only secret of style.  
 M

atthew Arnold

Criteria
Explanation

Check questions for com
m

unicators

Contextualized
Provide the context or background of a 
m

essage upfront.
Is it clear who should read this and why? 
Is it clear how and when this should be used? 

Logically Structured
Structure the m

essage in a logical and  
accessible m

anner.
W

hat is the overall logic of the m
essage?

How do the elem
ents build on each other?

Essential
Focus on essential elem

ents and show 
them

 in overview before going into details. 

W
hat is the m

ost im
portant part? W

hat can be 
left out?
How can it be said m

ore sim
ply?

Am
biguity-free

Rem
ove vague term

s or sentences and use 
term

s with clear, specific m
eanings. 

Could any part of the m
essage be m

isunder-
stood? 
Can the m

essage be m
ade m

ore specific? 

Resonating

Use a style and form
at that resonates with 

the audience and stim
ulates it to engage 

with the content.

Does the com
m

unication address the receivers 
directly?
Are there stim

ulating exam
ples, questions, illus-

trations, etc.?

Table 2: The CLEAR form
ula

 and corresponding check questions.

Clarity in Corporate Com
m

unication
CLEAR Com

m
unication 
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C is for Context, or: How can I add context  
to m

y m
essage? 

Key point: Provide a setting for your m
essages; don’t 

jum
p into details right away. 

T
he first elem

ent of com
m

unicating clearly is to 
briefly explain the context of your m

essage. W
hy 

has it been w
ritten (purpose); w

hen (date); for 
w

hom
 (target group); and, if necessary, w

hat has 
com

e before it (background). In this step, it is im
-

portant to analyze the target audience and their 
(reception) context because their foreknow

ledge 
and expectations determ

ines how
 m

uch contex-
tual inform

ation needs to be added to a m
essage. 

A
n exam

ple of contextualization is typical press 
releases that begin w

ith a release date and place 
and end w

ith background inform
ation on a com

-
pany or person, as w

ell as contact details. In on-
line com

m
unication, context inform

ation m
ay 

take the form
 of a “last updated” date, a naviga-

tion trail, or an indication or how
 m

any tim
es a 

docum
ent has been view

ed. In the case of e-m
ail 

com
m

unication, context can be added by past-
ing relevant segm

ents of a previous e-m
ail into 

the body of the e-m
ail text. O

ne com
pany uses a 

so-called catalyst section for its internal and ex-
ternal reports. T

his is a one-sentence paragraph 
at the beginning of each report that describes 
w

hy the report has been w
ritten; for exam

ple, 
the event that led the w

riter to cover the topic. 
Perhaps a m

ore natural w
ay to provide context 

to a m
essage is through story-telling, w

here ac-
tions and key people are described in a rich and 
concrete setting.

L is for Logical Structure, or: How can I structure  
m

y m
essage logically?

Key point: Give your m
essages a logical, easily visible 

structure; don’t just ram
ble on. 

A
ny kind of com

plex com
m

unication has to be 
m

ade “digestible” by giving it an easily accessi-
ble (fam

iliar), system
atic, and explicit structure. 

If this structure is already know
n to the audience, 

it can be especially useful to provide a logical 
sequence of item

s that build on one another to 
convey a com

plex m
essage. In this w

ay, readers 
or view

ers can focus their attention entirely on 
the content. A

ccordingly, com
panies are advised 

to devise standard structures or tem
plates for re-

curring com
m

unication form
ats, such as press 

releases, m
em

os, reports, and investor briefings. 

W
orking 

w
ith 

an 
existing, 

fam
iliar 

docum
ent 

structure is especially im
portant in tim

es of cri-
sis or stress, w

hen people have already been dis-
tracted by a m

ultitude of m
essages. T

he use of 
tem

plates in such situations helps an audience 
focus on the content of a m

essage, as they already 
know

 the structure. A
t Pioneer H

i-B
red (a D

ow
 

C
hem

ical com
pany), com

m
unications m

anagers 
use a sim

ple internal m
em

o tem
plate w

hen com
-

m
unicating w

ith one another about critical m
edia 

issues. T
he follow

ing sim
ple tem

plate (developed 
by M

ike H
all, corporate com

m
unication m

anager, 
Europe) illustrates:

Internal m
em

o structure for corporate com
m

uni-
cation staff:
1. 

Situation: W
hat has happened?

2. R
esponse Strategy: H

ow
 w

e are dealing w
ith it?

3. 
M

edia C
overage: W

hat are the m
edia doing/

w
riting about it?

4. M
edia Strategy: H

ow
 w

e w
ill m

ove forw
ard 

and w
ith w

hom
?

5. 
Standby statem

ent to press: W
hat do w

e cur-
rently publish as the corporate view

 on the 
issue?

T
his process m

eans that com
m

unicators at Pio-
neer know

 how
 they are going to inform

 their col-
leagues about new

 events. T
hey follow

 a sim
ple 

checklist of all vital elem
ents and can structure 

their m
em

os accordingly. T
he recipients are al-

ready fam
iliar w

ith the structure and can quickly 
find the inform

ation they need. O
rganizations 

that m
ake am

ple use of such m
odular docum

ent 
structures include Procter &

 G
am

ble, the G
artner 

G
roup, M

icrosoft, and m
any so-called high-reli-

ability organizations (such as hospitals, arm
ed 

forces, and infrastructure groups). M
any of these 

com
panies use analytical structures for their doc-

um
ents, presentations, or speeches (such as the 

SPIN
 structure: situation, problem

, im
plications, 

next steps). In som
e contexts, how

ever, it m
ay be 

m
ore effective to use a narrative (story) structure 

to convey a com
plex m

essage. T
he advantages 

of a narrative structure are that it is m
ore natu-

ral, entertaining, and fam
iliar to audiences than 

a purely analytical sequence. Typical elem
ents 

in the sequence of a narrative structure are the 
(hero’s) context, a challenge or crisis to overcom

e, 
a failed attem

pt, a successful attem
pt (clim

ax), 
and resolution, as w

ell as an ending w
ith lessons 

learned (a m
oral).

E is for Essential, or: How can I focus m
y m

essage  
on its essential parts?

Key point: Cut out unnecessary elem
ents, don’t deviate  

from
 the m

ain m
essage. 

W
e often know

 better w
hat w

e really w
ant to say 

or w
rite w

hen w
e have said or w

ritten it.  T
hus, 

rew
riting, editing, and cutting out unessential 

elem
ents is an im

portant step to m
aking your 

com
m

unication clearer. To focus on the essential, 
a com

m
unicator m

ust radically align his or her 
m

essage to the desired com
m

unication outcom
e 

and delete anything that could distract from
 that 

m
ain objective. Focusing on the essential also 

m
eans elim

inating term
s or sentences that have 

no real m
eaning, as they are only em

pty buz-
zw

ords or outdated com
m

unication rituals (see 
the section on intercultural com

m
unication for 

this issue). It also m
eans that com

m
unicators 

should 
substitute 

com
plicated 

sentence 
struc-

tures w
ith sim

pler ones. R
eadability checkers 

such as w
w

w
.read-able.com

 can be used to as-
sess the readability of a text. A

 sim
ple tool that 

can help a group align and focus its com
m

uni-
cation efforts is the m

essage m
ap. M

essage m
aps 

are often used in crisis com
m

unication contexts 
and are based on the prem

ise that the essential 
part of any m

essage cannot consist of m
ore than 

three m
ain points. O

ne organization that uses this 
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Fact 2.2

Keywords:
Supporting
Fact 2.3

Key M
essage/Fact 3.

Keywords:
Supporting
Fact 3.1

Keywords:
Supporting
Fact 3.2

Keywords:
Supporting
Fact 3.3

Figure 1: The m
essage 

m
ap tem

plate to 
focus com

m
unication on 

its essential parts.
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tool is the W
orld H

ealth O
rganization in its com

-
m

unications regarding pandem
ics, such as the 

A
vian flu. A

 com
m

unication team
 com

pletes one 
m

essage m
ap for each key issue and target group 

and lists the three key m
essages to com

m
unicate, 

as w
ell as a m

axim
um

 of three supporting facts 
per m

essage. T
he resulting chart, show

n in Fig-
ure 1, can then be used as a reference guide w

hen 
preparing m

essages. 

A is for Am
biguity-free, or: How can I reduce am

bi-
guity in m

y m
essages?

Key point: Choose specific, clearly defined, and fam
ili-

ar words; avoid vague term
s. 

A
m

biguity is the natural enem
y of clarity. W

hile 
the use of am

biguous term
s, statem

ents, or pic-
tures can be appropriate in contexts w

here crea-
tivity and inspiration are im

portant, it is usually 
not conducive to understanding. T

herefore, try 
to use sim

ple and specific term
s that you know

 
all receivers w

ill understand in the sam
e w

ay. If 
that is not possible, provide a concise definition 
of the term

 or illustrate its m
eaning through spe-

cific exam
ples. Term

s that are highly am
biguous 

include soon, urgent, critical, interesting, inad-
equate, as w

ell as pronouns such as this, they, 
or it.

A
m

biguity not only arises because of the choice 
of a particular term

. A
 m

essage can also be am
-

biguous if the com
m

unicator does not state its 
im

plications 
or 

relevance. 
T

herefore, 
adding 

context and consequences to a m
essage can re-

duce 
am

biguity. 
N

onetheless, 
am

biguity 
can 

arise even specific term
s are used and the m

es-
sage is properly contextualize. T

his is because 
som

e com
m

unication channels are conducive 
to am

biguous m
essages. Take e-m

ail or m
obile 

text m
essages as an exam

ple. A
s these m

essages 
tend to be short and are often w

ritten and read 

w
hile the w

riter is distracted, their m
eaning is 

not alw
ays interpreted in the w

ay the sender 
intended. T

his is aggravated by the fact that e-
m

ails and text m
essages are not accom

panied 
by gestures or facial expressions that m

ake the 
intended m

eaning clearer or signal confusion 
on the receiver’s side (em

oticons are only partly 
helpful in this regard). A

m
biguity can also be the 

result of a m
ism

atch betw
een an e-m

ail’s subject 
line and its actual content; for exam

ple, w
hen a 

com
m

unicator changes focus w
hile w

riting the 
e-m

ail m
essage.

C
onsequently, unclear e-m

ails are a m
ajor cause 

of com
m

unication stress and inform
ation over-

load w
ithin organizations. In order to reduce 

the am
biguity of an e-m

ail, it is im
portant to 

choose an inform
ative subject line, lim

it the e-
m

ail to one topic (the one expressed in the sub-
ject line), and state upfront w

hether the receiver 
is required to take action. It is also im

portant 
to relate the m

essage to any relevant previous 
m

essages, so that the receiver understands the 
greater context of the m

essage. A
 good, explicit 

e-m
ail structure, such as the above-m

entioned 
SPIN

 structure, can further help reduce the am
-

biguity in a m
essage. Finally, aggressive or criti-

cal e-m
ails are best left unsent and replaced by 

phone calls, w
here the tone of voice can be an 

im
portant indicator to reduce am

biguity.

R is for Resonance, or: How can I craft m
y m

essages 
so that they resonate with m

y audience?

Key point: Provide stim
ulating elem

ents that resona-
te with the audience; don’t m

ake your m
essage dull. 

Y
our m

essages w
ill be better understood if peo-

ple are m
otivated to read, hear, or w

atch them
. 

In order to get your audiences to pay close atten-
tion to your com

m
unications, address them

 di-
rectly and personally; offer illustrative exam

ples 

and visualizations, as w
ell as stories; and use ap-

propriate analogies or m
etaphors. Y

ou can also 
use questions, quotes, and tables to focus your 
audience on your key m

essage. A
nother w

ay to 
create resonance is to use term

s that you know
 

your target groups care about and generally use 
in their ow

n language.

A
s the H

eath brothers pointed out in their best-
seller entitled “M

ade to Stick,” m
essages are 

m
ore likely to have an im

pact and be rem
em

-
bered 

if 
they 

are 
sim

ple 
(short), 

unexpected 
(surprising), credible (authentic), and concrete 
(w

ith real people), em
otional stories. H

ow
ever, 

the H
eath brothers did not m

ention the pow
er of 

pictures. Im
ages are particularly suited to create 

resonance as they trigger em
otional responses 

and encourage view
ers to rem

em
ber a m

essage 
and act upon it. Innovative softw

are such as 
en.lets-focus.com

 allow
s any com

m
unicator to 

easily and quickly produce visual m
etaphors to 

com
m

unicate in a resonating m
anner.

T
he follow

ing exam
ple illustrates a picture-based 

com
m

unication 
strategy. 

Syngenta, 
the 

global 
agro-chem

ical com
pany, has developed (in close 

cooperation w
ith its staff m

em
bers and the B

rit-
ish consultancy C

ouravel; w
w

w
.couravel.com

) a 
colorful m

ap that m
akes its supply chain accessi-

ble and m
eaningful to em

ployees. T
he picture fa-

cilitates dialogues related to the supply chain and 
how

 to best m
anage it. B

y discussing the picture 
in a team

, the m
ap enables people to understand 

their role in Syngenta’s com
plex supply chain.

O
ther com

panies that have used sim
ilar m

eta-
phor-based m

aps for their internal com
m

unica-
tion include U

B
S, C

arlsberg, Pepsi, A
ccenture, 

O
W

L, G
IZ

, D
eutsche B

ank, D
aim

ler, and A
m

eri-
can Express.

H
aving explained and illustrated the elem

ents in 
the C

LEA
R

 form
ula, w

e can now
 apply them

 to 
specific com

m
unication form

ats, such as reports, 
presentations, letters, e-m

ail or reports.

Figure 2: Syngenta’s 
supply chain 

m
ap for creating 

resonance.
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c
How can the CLEAR form

ula be ap-
plied to different com

m
unication 

form
ats?

H
aving explained and illustrated the elem

ents of 
the C

LEA
R

 form
ula, w

e now
 apply the criteria 

of clear com
m

unication to different com
m

unica-
tion form

ats. B
elow

 is a sum
m

ary of success fac-
tors for clarity regarding internal or external re-
ports, e-m

ail m
essages, slide presentations, and 

business diagram
s.

Clear reports

C
ontextualized  

State the authors, date, docum
ent version, purpose, and contact details (plus 

the expiration date, if applicable)
Logical structure  

Sum
m

ary, overview
 and introduction, m

ain part, conclusion, background 
inform

ation. G
uide the reader through the structure by including transition-

al sentences betw
een sections.

Essential  
Provide a concise executive sum

m
ary w

ith the m
ain insights and action im

-
plications of the report. Put “nice-to-know

” m
aterial in an appendix, not in 

the m
ain part of the report. 

A
m

biguity-free  
A

void non-specific business buzz w
ords. Provide a short glossary of key 

term
s in the appendix.

R
esonance  

M
ake the action or decision im

plications of the report easily visible. 

Clear e-m
ail

C
ontextualized  

R
elate m

essage to previous e-m
ail (through an excerpt), provide the reason 

and necessary actions upfront.
Logical structure  

R
elevance/urgency, fact, interpretation, necessary action. 

Essential  
If possible, lim

it each e-m
ail to one single topic, so that it can be properly 

categorized or forw
arded. Try to lim

it e-m
ails to screen size.

A
m

biguity-free  
A

void criticism
 in e-m

ail m
essages. W

ords like “soon,” “urgent,” or “our  
client” should be replaced by “next w

eek,” “tom
orrow

,” and “M
r. Stevens” 

(for exam
ple).

R
esonance  

End an e-m
ail w

ith a request for agreem
ent, com

m
ent, or other kind of reac-

tion to ensure it has been view
ed and understood.

Clear slide presentation

C
ontextualized  

Provide your personal connection to the presentation topic. Tell the audi-
ence w

hy the topic is im
portant (for them

) before you start providing details.
Logical structure  

U
se an agenda slide early on in the presentation to provide the audience an 

overview
 of the structure.

Essential  
D

on’t w
rite out entire sentences on slides. R

educe slides to a m
axim

um
 of 

seven bullet points per slide.
A

m
biguity-free  

W
atch out for cues from

 the audience (such as facial expressions) that your 
statem

ents have been am
biguous and provide ad-hoc additional clarification 

if needed.
R

esonance  
U

se full-screen im
ages, quotes, anecdotes, questions, and visual m

etaphors 
to create resonance w

ith your audience.

Clear diagram
s

C
ontextualized  

Inform
ative caption and im

age title; reference to the im
age in the accom

pa-
nying text (as interpretation aid).

Logical structure  
Left-to-right/top-to-bottom

 reading orientation w
ith an em

phasized starting 
point; distinct foreground (m

ain m
essage) and background (in less prom

i-
nent colors, peripheral position, and sm

aller size). 
Essential  

Few
 elem

ents per im
age level. U

se very few
 colors and elim

inate distracting 
elem

ents such as 3D
 effects, shading, or grids. 

A
m

biguity-free  
A

m
biguous sym

bols such as arrow
s should be labeled. U

se appropriate sym
-

bols and logos for corporate com
m

unication purposes. 
R

esonance  
C

hoose appropriate visual m
etaphors and fam

iliar diagram
 types. B

ring in 
em

otions and adapt to any cultural constraints.
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c
How can the CLEAR form

ula  
be applied to W

eb 2.0 contexts?

Today’s com
m

unicators increasingly rely on so-
cial m

edia or w
eb 2.0 channels such as Facebook 

or Tw
itter. B

ut how
 can a Facebook page or a 

Tw
itter m

essage be m
ade clearer? To answ

er this 
question, w

e have screened and analyzed dozens 
of successful social m

edia contributions (and 
guides) and interview

ed social m
edia specialists 

across organizations and countries about w
hat 

they feel constitutes clear com
m

unication in the 

Clear Twitter M
essages

C
ontextualized  

O
nly tw

eet m
essages that are consistent w

ith the context of your profile or 
tw

itter channel and the corresponding needs of your follow
ers. 

Logical structure  
M

ost tw
eets follow

 this logical (im
plicit) structure: (1) A

ddress the audience 
w

ith an announcem
ent style com

m
ent (e.g., “just found this,” “check this 

out,” R
T

 for retw
eet, or @

topic to refer to an ongoing discussion topic); (2) 
provide an interesting link; (3) provide som

e sort of sum
m

ary or com
m

en-
tary regarding its content; (4) list relevant hash tags (#further topics) or ask 
for com

m
ents.

Essential  
T

here is no need to introduce a tw
eet; get right to the point and focus on 

your m
ain m

essage in one single tw
eet. U

se com
m

on em
oticons and abbre-

viations, but do not necessarily use tiny U
R

Ls, as som
e users are reluctant to 

click on them
.

A
m

biguity-free  
 B

ecause there are only 140 characters in a tw
eet, try to avoid am

biguous or 
vague term

s or expressions, especially w
hen such term

s could offend som
e 

readers.
R

esonance  
M

axim
ize your retw

eet probability by having your tw
eet tackle a tim

ely, 
funny, surprising, useful, or deviant topic, or identify a fantastic but little-
know

n w
eb address. If appropriate, ask your audience for feedback or opin-

ions.

Clear blogging

C
ontextualized  

Provide a tag cloud, blog roll, and m
ost-read entry; give a clear blog headline 

and description to clarify its context.
Logical structure  

(1) Provide a title for each blog entry; (2) provide a starting question, lead, or 
im

age; (3) state the reason for the entry; (4) describe it; (5) ask for com
m

ents/ 
suggestions. 

Essential  
Focus your blog entry on one single topic at a tim

e. In other w
ords, stick to 

describing one single topic, w
ebsite, or event per entry.

A
m

biguity-free  
 A

void am
biguous endorsem

ents or recom
m

endations (for exam
ple, w

hen it 
is unclear w

hether the entry is com
m

ercial or private). B
logs thrive on clear, 

courageous opinions, not am
bivalence. 

R
esonance  

Involve your blog readers through a com
m

ents section. B
e sure to respond 

to posted com
m

ents or questions in a tim
ely and constructive (non-conde-

scending) m
anner.

respective channels. In this w
ay, w

e have isolat-
ed clarity drivers for the m

ain W
eb 2.0 applica-

tions. T
he subsequent analyses have show

n that 
the five elem

ents of the C
LEA

R
 form

ula are also 
highly relevant for social m

edia. H
ow

ever, the 
analysis also show

ed that these elem
ents m

ust be 
adapted to the specific constraints and audience 
expectations of each social m

edia channel. T
he 

follow
ing tables contain clarity checklists along 

the C
LEA

R
 dim

ensions for short m
essages sent 

via Tw
itter, for blog posts, Y

ouTube videos, Face-
book pages, and instant m

essaging/chat.

Clear YouTube videos

C
ontextualized  

A
lign videos to the Y

ouTube channel context and target group. Select rele-
vant keyw

ords/tags and a corresponding screen background to contextualize 
your video(s). 

Logical structure  
(1) Provide an entry sequence or jingle; (2) w

elcom
e view

ers; (3) provide an 
overview

; (4) tell the story; (5) ritualistic (i.e., alw
ays sim

ilar) w
rap-up and 

call to action.
Essential  

Elim
inate pauses, deviations, and distractions. K

eep sentences short.
A

m
biguity-free  

 B
e aw

are of potentially aggressive term
s or statem

ents that could be m
is-

interpreted and m
ay cause negative reactions. 

R
esonance  

Establish a rapport w
ith the audience by addressing them

 directly. U
se body 

language and creative editing. In ending the video, ask for com
m

ents, rat-
ings, and questions. 

Clear Facebook pages

C
ontextualized  

Provide corporate context in the top section. 
Logical structure  

(1) Info; (2) N
ew

s or Events; (3) W
all; (4) Specials; (4) V

ideos.
Essential  

Screen your Facebook page regularly to m
ake sure that it is aligned to your 

m
ain com

m
unication goals (and values). 

A
m

biguity-free  
 M

ake sure your profile is not too close in appearance or style to som
eone 

else’s. M
ake sure it is clear how

 your Facebook page differs from
 others of 

the sam
e organization.

R
esonance  

C
reate buttons, discussions, and events, such as com

petitions or questions, 
to activate friends or fans. Post new

 photos and status updates for responses. 
G

row
 your fan- and friends-base continuously. U

se other m
edia and chan-

nels to recruit Facebook fans.
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Clear online chats/instant m
essaging

C
ontextualized  

U
nderstand the chat channel/participants.

Logical structure  
(1) W

rite the nam
e of person you are addressing; (2) convey your idea; (3) A

sk 
w

hether the m
essage is clear.

Essential  
U

se short phrases and don’t use unnecessarily form
al expressions. 

A
m

biguity-free  
 State w

hich com
m

ent you are responding to and, if applicable, the person 
you are addressing.

R
esonance  

R
elate to w

hat others have said. A
cknow

ledge their contributions w
ith state-

m
ents such as <3, LO

L (laugh out loud).

careful regarding how
 they com

m
unicate im

por-
tant contextual cues to their audience. C

ultures 
m

ay also differ in term
s of their conception of 

tim
e, w

hich has an im
pact on com

m
unication. 

A
 culture can be long-term

-oriented (for exam
-

ple, valuing delayed gratification) and em
pha-

size perseverance. M
essages com

m
unicated in 

such a region m
ay be enriched w

ith additional 
background inform

ation (outlining its origins) 
in order to em

phasize continuity and consist-
ency. 

Logical structure: N
ot all cultures are equally 

fond of structure as a com
m

unication aid. Som
e 

cultures (such as G
erm

any, Sw
itzerland, Japan, 

or K
orea) tend to have a high level of uncertain-

ty-avoidance. In such cultures, a visible, logi-
cal structure should be provided upfront (for 
exam

ple in a slide presentation or in a long re-
port). H

ow
ever, in cultures w

here uncertainty 
avoidance is low

 (such as Latin countries like 
Spain, B

razil, or C
hile), one m

ust ensure that 
structure does not get in the w

ay of liveliness 
and spontaneity. In countries like C

hina, a rigid 
structure m

ay be view
ed suspiciously as an arti-

ficial separation of things that naturally belong 
together. A

 rigid docum
ent structure m

ay also 
not w

ork w
ell in so-called polychrom

ic cultures 

(A
rabic and South A

m
erican countries, for ex-

am
ple), w

here things are not typically done in 
rigid sequences, but rather in parallel stream

s. 
N

evertheless, a com
plete lack of structure (or an 

idiosyncratic, inaccessible structure) is never a 
conduit to understanding in any culture.

Essential Elem
ents: Low

-context cultures (w
hich 

are often also individualistic) tend to rew
ard 

focused com
m

unication and efforts to cut out 
unnecessary elem

ents. H
igh-context (and collec-

tivist) cultures, on the other hand, m
ay require 

m
ore seem

ingly unnecessary, alm
ost ritualistic 

(or 
etiquette-based) 

com
m

unication 
elem

ents. 
H

igh-context cultures value relationships, so it 
is im

portant not to focus overly on the essential 
content only, but to also pay tribute to people 
and signal respect for them

 in one’s com
m

uni-
cation. A

nother cultural variable that im
pacts 

focus and reduction is related to uncertainty 
avoidance. A

 report in G
erm

any, for exam
ple, 

m
ust be m

ore com
prehensive and provide m

ore 
evidence and facts than a sim

ilar report in the 
U

SA
 or Spain, w

hich can be m
ore concise.

A
m

biguity-free: W
hat is perceived as clear and 

specific in one culture m
ay be seen as am

bigu-
ous and vague in another one. T

his is especially 
true w

ith regard to tim
e indications. In an e-m

ail 
m

essage, the phrase “Please respond as soon as 
possible” m

ay be interpreted differently in G
er-

m
any than in, say, A

rgentina. W
hereas a G

erm
an 

m
ight interpret this sentence as “respond by to-

night”, an A
rgentinean m

ay see it as a request for 
inform

ation w
ithin a w

eek or so. D
ifferent cul-

tures also have different levels of tolerance for 
am

biguity. C
ultures w

ith high certainty-avoid-
ance have little tolerance for am

biguity and au-
diences expect clearly defined term

s w
ith spe-

cific m
eaning. T

his is not necessarily the case 
in cultures w

here uncertainty avoidance (that is, 
control) is not so im

portant.

R
esonance: T

he prototypical m
echanism

s used 
to 

generate 
resonance 

in 
com

m
unication 

are 
hum

or, stories, im
ages, and m

etaphors. A
ll of 

these devices should be used w
ith great caution 

in global com
m

unication as they can be eas-
ily m

isinterpreted and create confusion instead 
of resonance. Som

e uses of hum
or, storytelling 

visualization, or m
etaphors m

ay even be offen-
sive in som

e cultures. T
herefore, it is im

portant 
to pre-check w

hether a foreign target group can 
understand and appreciate a hum

orous expres-
sion, an illustrative anecdote, a diagram

, or a 
seem

ingly fitting m
etaphor.  W

ith regard to the 
use of im

ages, one should especially check the 
local m

eaning of colors, icons, or sym
bols.

A
lthough values differ w

idely am
ong cultures, 

there are tw
o things one should not forget w

hen 
striving for clarity. Firstly, respectful, courteous 
com

m
unication is alw

ays appropriate. Secondly, 
there is an em

erging global com
m

unication eti-
quette that can be used as the default com

m
u-

nication m
ode w

hen you are uncertain about a 
specific target group or area. T

his global com
m

u-
nication etiquette relies heavily on the C

LEA
R

 
form

ula. H
aving m

ade these qualifications, w
e 

believe that C
LEA

R
 is a universally useful fram

e-
w

ork for com
m

unicating in business contexts.

c
How can the form

ula be used to  
m

easure the clarity of com
m

unication?

In order to m
easure the extent to w

hich a m
essage 

satisfies the C
LEA

R
 criteria, corporate com

m
uni-

cators can use five check questions w
ith their pi-

lot audience and have certain recipients rate the 
m

essage. For exam
ple, corporate com

m
unicators 

can use the five questions in a pop-up w
indow

 as 
an ad-hoc clarity feedback m

echanism
 from

 their 
audience to them

, w
hen view

ing corporate infor-
m

ation on the com
pany’s w

ebsite.

c
How does the CLEAR form

ula  
work in inter-cultural  

 
com

m
unication contexts?

B
ecause com

m
unication practices and prefer-

ences vary across regions and cultures, the no-
tion of clarity is not im

m
une to cultural differ-

ences. C
ultural values, sensitivities, and taboos 

im
pact people’s perceptions and interpretations 

and w
hat they consider to be clear com

m
uni-

cation. T
hese variations should be taken into 

account w
hen com

m
unicating com

plex topics 
internationally. K

eep the follow
ing cultural as-

pects in m
ind w

hen using the C
LEA

R
 form

ula.

C
ontext: B

ased on the w
ork of H

ofstede, H
all, 

and others, w
e are able to distinguish am

ong 
high-context 

cultures 
(e.g., 

A
sian 

and 
A

rab 
countries) and low

-context cultures (such as the 
U

SA
, Sw

itzerland, or G
erm

any). A
 target group 

in a high-context culture m
ay require m

ore con-
textual inform

ation regarding a m
essage than 

that of a low
-context culture, as the audience 

m
ay w

ant to consider the full situation w
hen in-

terpreting new
 inform

ation. H
ow

ever, high-con-
text cultures are also those in w

hich m
any con-

textual clues rem
ain im

plicit and are not easily 
verbalized. T

herefore, com
m

unicators m
ust be 
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1. 
W

as it clear w
hy this m

essage w
as sent to you?

 
N

o indication at all;

 
som

e context indications given; 

 
com

m
unication context clearly given 

upfront 

2. 
D

id you understand the structure of this m
es-

sage?

  N
o explicit structure w

hatsoever; 

  explicit but som
ew

hat unclear structure; 

  very clear and visible structure 

3. 
A

re any parts of this m
essage non-essential?  

  M
any superfluous item

s; 

  som
e superfluous item

s; 

  no superfluous item
s 

4. A
re any of the term

s used in the com
m

unica-
tion am

biguous, unclear, or otherw
ise difficult 

to interpret?

  M
any am

biguous term
s; 

  som
e am

biguous term
s; 

  no am
biguous term

s 

5. 
D

oes the com
m

unication provide useful illus-
trations that resonate w

ith you?

  N
o useful illustrations/exam

ples; 

  som
ew

hat useful illustrations/exam
ples; 

  very useful illustration provided 

T
hese questions can pop-up as an instant sur-

vey w
hen som

eone has read an online m
essage 

or they can accom
pany a printed docum

ent w
ith 

a faxback form
. Each question am

ounts to zero, 
one, or tw

o points. T
hus, a full clarity score 

w
ould be equal to 10 points.

c
W

hat are the sources  
of the CLEAR Form

ula?

T
he C

LEA
R

 form
ula for clarity in com

m
unica-

tion, as presented in this chapter, has been de-
rived from

 various types of evidence. T
he back-

ground of the C
LEA

R
 form

ula can be found in 
our ow

n research, as w
ell as in the w

ritings of 
others. It is based on the insights derived from

 
our case studies on clear com

m
unication in 

com
plex corporate com

m
unication, as w

ell as 
from

 surveys w
e have conducted on clarity in 

e-m
ail com

m
unication, in presentations, and 

in corporate com
m

unication in general. It is 
also based on a review

 of previously developed 
theoretical m

odels of clarity, com
prehensibility, 

and com
m

unication quality (such as the H
am

-
burg com

prehensibility fram
ew

ork). Finally, the 
C

LEA
R

 form
ula is based on sem

inal or classical 
w

orks on clarity ranging from
 A

ristotle to Leib-
niz. Table 3 sum

m
arizes these tw

o “external” 
sources. 

A
 few

 w
ords on the quotes used from

 sem
inal 

sources of classical philosophy are needed to 
understand their m

eaning and context properly: 
B

aruch de Spinoza derived his notion of being 
clear from

 the m
etaphor of a lens (w

hich he 
crafted) and view

ed clarity as a m
atter of clearly 

delineating one’s scope w
hen stating ideas. G

ot-
tfried W

ilhelm
 Leibniz em

phasized that som
e-

thing clear has clearly distinct parts that are 
separate and w

ell organized. For Leibniz, the 
system

atic organization of thought determ
ined 

clarity. W
illiam

 of O
ccam

, in his fam
ous “O

c-
cam

’s razor” principle, stressed that clarity en-
sues w

hen everything that can be left out has 
been rem

oved. R
ené D

escartes view
ed a state-

m
ent as clear w

hen it is clearly distinguishable 
from

 other things and is evident to m
ean only one 

thing. A
ristotle’s concept of pathos argued that 

com
m

unication w
as m

ore likely to be successful 

if a com
m

unicator uses exam
ples and m

etaphors 
that resonate w

ith his or her audience, as they 
put the audience into the right fram

e of m
ind to 

understand (and accept) a m
essage. 

CLEAR Elem
ents

Classic Sources/Quotes
M

odern Sources/Research

Context
“An idea is clear if and only if its  
extension has precise boundaries.”

Baruch de Spinoza (1632–1677)

Langer, 1989; Langer, Thun, & Tausch, 1974; 
Reeves, Ford, Duncan, & Ginter, 2005; Suchan & 
Dulek, 1990

Logical Structure
“Clear m

eans recognizable as clearly 
distinct and m

ade up of distinct parts.” 

G.W
. Leibniz (1646–1716)

De Bono, 1998; Langer, 1989; Langer et al., 1974; 
M

aeda, 2006; Zwijze-Koning & de Jong, 2007

Essential Elem
ents

“Entities should not be m
ultiplied 

beyond necessity.”

W
illiam

 of Occam
 (1285–1347)

Bam
bacas & Patrickson, 2008; Bennett & Olney, 

1986; De Bono, 1998; Langer et al., 1974; M
ousavi, 

Low, & Sweller, 1995; Nonaka & von Krogh, 
2009; Sweller & Chandler, 1994; Swift, 1973; 
Tem

ple, 2002

Am
biguity-free

“Clear m
eans evident and distinct 

from
 other things.”

René Descartes (1596–1650)

De Bono, 1998; Langer, 1989; Langer et al., 1974; 
M

aeda, 2006; Pereira, 2006

Resonance
“You m

ust put your hearers into the 
corresponding fram

e of m
ind.” 

Aristotle (384–322 BC)

Groeben, 1982; Lloyd, 2008; Naum
ann, Richter, 

Flender, Christm
ann, & Groeben, 2007; Schnotz 

& Kürschner, 2007; Schnotz & Rasch, 2005

Table 3: The classic and m
odern 

basis of the CLEAR form
ula.
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c
How can clear com

m
unication be 

institutionalized in an organization?

So far, w
e have looked at clear com

m
unication 

from
 the point of view

 of an individual com
m

u-
nicator and his or her ability to m

ake com
plex 

m
essages clear. T

his every day, individual effort 
is the basis for clear com

m
unication. N

everthe-
less, an organization that w

ishes to address clar-
ity as a strategic asset should also think about 
organizational support for clear com

m
unication. 

M
oving from

 com
plex to clear m

essages in a con-
sistent and sustainable m

anner requires several 
organizational actions; these are sum

m
arized in 

the acronym
 STA

R
T

ER
. T

he elem
ents in this ac-

ronym
 ensure that different organizational levers 

are used to institutionalize clear com
m

unication 
in a com

pany. 

T
he elem

ents of STA
R

T
ER

 are as follow
s. Firstly, 

an organization m
ust define standards regard-

ing clear com
m

unication. A
n organization m

ust 
explicitly define quality criteria for its internal 
and external com

m
unication (and how

 these cri-
teria can be m

et), w
hich is w

hat pharm
aceutical 

com
pany R

oche and the A
ustrian telecom

 group, 

for exam
ple, have done. T

he organization m
ust 

then train its em
ployees to com

m
unicate ac-

cording to these standards (through sem
inars, e-

learnings, events, etc). It m
ust subsequently hold 

em
ployees accountable to m

eet these standards 
and help them

 through sim
ple review

 cycles and 
(diagnostic) tools. In doing so, the organization 
should provide exam

ples as reference points that 
em

ployees can learn from
 (such as a “clarity hall 

of fam
e” or “hall of sham

e”). In this w
ay, the or-

ganization w
ill provide resources (tim

e, m
oney, 

m
anagem

ent attention) that m
ake clear com

m
u-

nication a priority. T
he illustration below

 sum
-

m
arizes this process from

 com
plex to clear m

es-
sages through the STA

R
T

ER
 elem

ents.

Table 4 below
 provides som

e pointers and exam
-

ples of how
 these seven elem

ents can be brought 
to life w

ithin a com
m

unication departm
ent or 

w
ithin an entire organization.

N
aturally, these elem

ents are only effective if 
they are closely aligned and appropriately coor-
dinated. M

ore consistency and focus w
ill ulti-

m
ately lead to any clarity-related m

easures hav-
ing greater im

pact. 

Standards can be articulated in the form
 of a com

-
m

unication charter, as illustrated by the exam
ple 

of R
oche, a global pharm

aceutical and diagnostics 
groups w

ith 80,000 em
ployees. T

he six principles 
outlined below

 set a com
pany-w

ide standard for 
internal and external com

m
unication at R

oche. 
T

he six sim
ple adjectives describe w

hat clear, 
high-quality com

m
unication m

eans w
ithin R

oche.

C
om

paring these six elem
ents to the C

LEA
R

 for-
m

ula show
s that R

oche em
phasizes contextual-

ization in its inform
ative dim

ension (“a sense of 

the broader context”). T
he com

m
unication de-

partm
ent at R

oche also acknow
ledges that “style 

and tone m
ay vary from

 country to country based 
on local language and culture.” T

his relates to 
the resonance elem

ent in the C
LEA

R
 form

ula. 
T

he attribute of ensuring that com
m

unication is 
audience-appropriate is also captured in the res-
onance dim

ension of the C
LEA

R
 form

ula, w
hile 

the credible and consistent criteria regard the 

Standards 
Rules and standards for m

em
os, docum

ents, briefings.
Clear principles and criteria for clear com

m
unication. 

Training 
Training authors in plain language factors and CLEAR elem

ents.

Accountability 
Assigning responsibilities (roles) to docum

ents and key com
m

unications 

Reviews 
Review processes with at least one reviewer for influential com

m
unication.

Inform
al review cycles am

ong colleagues.
Review tools such as checklists or quick surveys. 

Tools 
Readability m

easurem
ent tools such as http://www.readable.com

/.
Authoring tools (visualization, layouting, etc.). 

Exam
ples 

Real-life positive and negative exam
ples with highlighted characteristics.

Before and after (im
proved) exam

ples, such as term
s or phrases to avoid and 

how to replace them
. 

Resources 

Clear com
m

unication guide (for e-m
ails, letters, presentation, m

em
os, briefings, 

press releases).
Corporate wording guide.
Clarity cham

pions as access points.
Tim

e and m
oney for clarity im

provem
ent initiatives.

Table 4: The seven elem
ents 

of the STARTER form
ula.

Figure 3: From
 

Com
plex to Clear through 

STARTER actions.

From
 Com

plex

C 
om

plicated
O

  verloaded
M

  essy
P  olysem

ic
L  inked
E  verchanging
X

  traneous

Through

S  tandards
T  raining
A  ccountability
R  eview

s
T  ools
E  xam

ples
R  e

ources

To Clear

C  ontextualized
L  ogical Structure
E  ssen

ial
A  m

biguity-free
R  esonating

Clarification Process
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logical structure and the reduction of am
biguity. 

T
he E in the C

LEA
R

 form
ula is related to the pro-

active criteria that R
oche interprets as providing 

relevant new
s that has m

aterial significance. 

c
W

hat can we learn from
 the existing 

literature on clarity? 

Suchan and D
ulek’s (1990) statem

ent that “clar-
ity is business com

m
unication’s m

ost sacrosanct 
topic” illustrates the general im

portance of this 
topic. T

heir article on reassessing clarity in w
rit-

ten 
business 

docum
ents 

(Suchan 
and 

D
ulek, 

1990) argued that clarity is the “m
ost serious 

com
m

unication problem
 in business.” O

nly a 
few

 scholars have exam
ined the concept of clar-

ity as explicitly as Suchan and D
ulek, though 

various aspects of clarity have been subject to re-
search studies. W

hile som
e studies have focused 

on clarity in business com
m

unication or w
ritten 

texts and docum
ents (B

ennett and O
lney, 1986; 

Suchan and D
ulek, 1990), others have exam

ined 
the issue of clarity in strategic com

m
unication 

(R
eeves et al., 2005), in instructions (K

ennedy et 
al., 1978), in business education (Feinberg and 
Pritzker, 1985), or in business role allocation 
(H

all, 2007). M
ost research has concentrated on 

assessm
ents of clarity in the above contexts, but 

has failed to provide pragm
atic advice on how

 
to achieve clarity, especially in such com

plex 
dom

ains as strategic m
anagem

ent. T
he topic of 

clarity is often addressed in research using such 
closely related term

s as understanding (Sw
eller 

and C
handler, 1994), clearness (C

arlile, 2004), 
and sensitivity and specificity (R

eeves et al., 
2005).  

c
W

hat can philosophy, literature,  
and journalism

 studies teach us about 
clarity?

O
ne of the first definitions of clarity w

as provided 
by the philosopher R

ené D
escartes, w

hen he w
rote 

that “clear m
eans evident and distinct 

from
 other things.”  T

his definition w
as later 

further developed by the logician and pragm
atist 

C
.S. Peirce, w

ho linked clarity to the notion of dis-
tinctiveness, but also added the elem

ent of evident 
action im

plications to clarity (Peirce, 1878). A
n-

other pioneer of clarity research is G
eorge O

rw
ell. 

D
espite being published as a critique of jargon and 

bad use of English in political debates, his sem
inal 

essay on the topic can be seen as a pragm
atic ap-

proach to clarity. O
rw

ell recognized clear thinking 
as a necessary step tow

ard political regeneration 
(O

rw
ell, 1946). H

is “clarity m
axim

s” for reducing 
texts to their essence seem

 as tim
ely in today’s In-

ternet era as w
hen they w

ere first articulated (see 
the box below

).

G
eorge O

rw
ell’s C

larity M
axim

s:

“Never use a m
etaphor, sim

ile, or other figure of speech 
which you are used to seeing in print.
Never use a long word where a short one will do.
If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.
Never use the passive, where you can use the active.
Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word  
or a jargon word if you can think of                           
an everyday English equivalent.
Break any of these rules sooner than say anything 
outright barbarous.”

T
he dom

ain w
ith the m

ost discussions of clarity 
is that related to scientific and journalistic w

riting 
(Strunk and W

hite, 2008; W
illiam

s, 1990). U
nfor-

tunately, these texts m
ostly consist of lengthy lists 

of w
hat one should do (or not) style-w

ise in order 

to w
rite clearly. Typical suggestions found in this 

stream
 of literature are to avoid com

plex nouns in 
lieu of verbs, passive voice, long relative clauses, 
foreign term

s, jargon, or unstructured texts. A
 no-

table exception to this list-based approach com
es 

from
 überjournalist Joseph Pulitzer and his elegant 

clarity m
antra: 

“Put it before them
 briefly so they will read it, 

clearly so they will appreciate it, 
picturesquely so they will rem

em
ber it and, 

above all, accurately so they will be  
guided by its light.” 

T
his sim

ple form
ula has later been the starting 

point for m
any investigations m

ade by cognitive 
and educational psychologists and pedagogues to 
understand and enhance the readability of texts, 
thereby enabling better understanding and know

l-
edge generation, sharing, or learning. 

c
W

hat do you need to know  
about the psychology of reading?

Educational research scholars regard the process 
of understanding text as an active and iterative 
process 

of 
converting 

text 
into 

understanding 
(Jahr, 2001); it is no longer seen as passive reci-
tation, but as an active construction of m

eaning. 
T

his im
plies that m

odern education challenges 
teachers as m

uch as students in term
s of clarity. 

A
t the forefront of m

odern clarity research in this 
tradition is Langer, Schulz von T

hun and Tausch’s 
so-called “H

am
burger C

om
prehensibility M

odel” 
(Langer, 1989; Langer et al., 1974). T

his em
pirical-

ly-based, inductive fram
ew

ork proposed that texts 
are easy to understand if attention is paid to four 
crucial elem

ents of text design: sim
plicity, struc-

ture and order (inner and outer order), concise-
ness and brevity, and additional stim

ulation (such 

Credible
“W

e seek to inform
 and influence based on factual inform

ation, balanced per-
spectives and sound expertise, rather than on ‘spin’ or accentuating the positive 
while overlooking the negative. W

e com
m

unicate good and bad news alike.” 

Consistent
“W

e speak in one voice, ensuring that m
essages are aligned and consistent with 

com
pany positions, even though the style and tone m

ay vary from
 country to 

country based on local language and culture.”

Inform
ative

“W
e explain and provide perspective, as well as sim

ply conveying facts, so that 
our audiences gain an insightful orientation on the subject, an understanding 
of the reasons behind decisions, and a sense of the broader context.”

Proactive
“Rather than being reactive, we take the initiative in inform

ing internal and 
external audiences of relevant news, decisions, and developm

ents that have 
m

aterial significance to them
 and their decision-m

aking.”

Audience-appropriate

“W
e use appropriate language for each audience, com

m
unicating in technical, 

scientific language to the science, m
edical, and investm

ent com
m

unities, and 
in sim

ple, laym
an’s term

s when com
m

unicating to the broader public, patients, 
and consum

ers.”

Self-confident

“W
e assert our right to deal only in facts, and not in rum

ors or speculation; to 
discuss our own activities and not com

m
ent on those of other com

panies; to 
refrain from

 disclosing financially sensitive or proprietary inform
ation; and to 

defend our position vigorously when criticized or attacked.”

Table 5: Roche’s 
com

m
unication values
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as exam
ples, quotes, anecdotes). In contrast to 

Langer et al. (1974), G
roeben (1982) incorporat-

ed different approaches of cognitive psychology 
and develops a context-dependent m

odel of text 
understandability. 

G
roeben 

distinguished 
four 

factors that affect com
prehensibility: cognitive 

structure/content classification, sem
antic redun-

dancy, stylistic sim
plicity, and conceptual con-

flict (G
roeben, 1982; Jahr, 2001). U

nlike Langer et 
al., the G

roeben m
odel not only takes the text and 

its understandability (content and style, logical 
structure) into account, but also the reader’s abil-
ity (that is, his or her necessary foreknow

ledge) 
to understand a text (G

roeben, 1982; N
aum

ann et 
al., 2007). T

herefore, G
roeben conceived of clar-

ity as a relative, context-dependent construct, a 
perspective that can also be found in another, 
psychological approach.

c
W

hat does cognitive psychology tell 
us about m

aking the com
plex clear?

T
he 

“other” 
approach 

m
entioned 

above 
is 

Sw
eller and C

handler’s (1994) cognitive load 
theory, w

hich has becom
e increasingly influen-

tial in instructional psychology. T
his theory from

 
the field of know

ledge acquisition provides in-
sights regarding the elem

ents of clarity and is rel-
evant to m

aster clarity in com
plex com

m
unica-

tion (Sw
eller and C

handler, 1994; M
ousavi et al. 

1995). T
he necessity of adapting instructions to 

the constraints of the learner’s cognitive abilities 
has been the m

ain concern of this research. C
og-

nitive load theory argues that m
any traditional 

instructional techniques do not adequately take 
the lim

itations of hum
an cognition into account, 

as 
they 

unnecessarily 
overload 

the 
learner’s 

w
orking m

em
ory. T

he theory refers to the ben-
eficial effect of rem

oving redundant inform
ation 

as the “redundancy effect.” Furtherm
ore, it tries 

to integrate know
ledge about the structure and 

functioning of the hum
an cognitive system

 w
ith 

principles of instructional design. C
onversely, 

Schnotz and K
ürschner (2007) criticized cogni-

tive load theory, arguing that a reduction in cog-
nitive load can som

etim
es im

pair learning rather 
than enhance it (Schnotz and K

ürschner, 2007). 
Schnotz also investigated the effects of anim

ated 
pictures on know

ledge acquisition, finding that 
different kinds of anim

ations do indeed have dif-
ferent functions in the process of learning, w

hile 
a reduction of additional inform

ation to avoid 
inform

ation overload is not alw
ays beneficial for 

the learning process (Schnotz and R
asch, 2005). 

T
herefore, 

clarity 
in 

com
plex 

com
m

unication 
cannot sim

ply be described as “reducing infor-
m

ation.” 

c
W

hat are the findings from
  

business-related research? 

W
ith a few

 exceptions, the recent academ
ic lit-

erature on clarity in m
anagem

ent and business 
com

m
unication contains few

 definitions of the 
term

 “clarity.” B
resciani et al. defined visual 

clarity in business diagram
s as the “property of 

the (visual elem
ent) to be self-explanatory and 

easily understandable w
ith reduced cognitive ef-

fort” (B
resciani et al., 2008). W

ithin the dom
ain 

of organization studies and know
ledge m

anage-
m

ent, clarity has been addressed in the literature 
regarding 

know
ledge 

transfer 
and 

know
ledge 

sharing (C
arlile, 2004; N

onaka and von K
rogh, 

2009). In these contexts, a lack of clarity is fre-
quently reported as a know

ledge transfer barrier 
(Szulanski, 2000; V

on H
ippel, 1994; Jacobson et 

al., 2005). Szulanski incorporated findings from
 

educational science for m
anagerial com

m
unica-

tion processes w
hen proposing that “know

ledge 
transfer should be regarded as a process of recon-

struction rather than a m
ere act of transm

ission 
and reception” (Szulanski, 2000). Suchan and 
D

ulek (1990) also linked clarity to know
ledge 

and view
ed clarity, or the lack thereof, as the re-

sult of an organization’s idiosyncratic know
ledge 

and specialized internal language. In Suchan and 
D

ulek’s analysis, clarity-related problem
s often 

begin w
ith the existing m

indset w
ithin an organi-

zation. 

W
ith 

regard 
to 

the 
analysis 

of 
organizational 

com
m

unication, Y
ates and O

rlikow
ski (1992) de-

fined different business com
m

unication genres 
in the style of rhetoric genres, such as com

edy, 
tragedy, novel, or epic. T

heir genres of organi-
zational 

com
m

unication 
encom

pass 
m

eetings, 
m

em
orandum

s, letters, or proposals (Y
ates &

 O
r-

likow
ski, 1992). A

ll of these genres are situation- 
or context-dependent and apply a specific form

 
and structure in relation to m

otives and topics 
of com

m
unication. Identifying and acknow

ledg-
ing the target audience and using the appropri-
ate genre is key for clear com

m
unication in Y

ates 
and O

rlikow
ski’s organizational com

m
unication 

fram
ew

ork. Structure is also im
portant; for exam

-
ple, in letters they em

phasize the use of structure 
and conventions for internal docum

ents, using 
headings w

ith “to,” “from
,” “subject,” and “date” 

as relevant inform
ation for clear and easy identi-

fication by the receiver. In this w
ay, the authors 

point at im
portant elem

ents of clear com
m

unica-
tion in organizations, such as structure, context-
dependency and audience recognition, w

hich are 
incorporated here in the C

LEA
R

 form
ula under 

the letters “L” (logical structure), “C
” (context), 

and “R
” (resonance). A

nother specific genre of or-
ganizational com

m
unication is the narrative. G

a-
briel offers a taxonom

y of storytelling in organi-
zations (G

abriel, 2000). O
rganizational stories are 

im
portant for m

anagers as they provide shortcuts 
to im

portant insights into the organization’s cul-

ture, functioning, stepping stones, and ideolo-
gies. O

rganizational stories offer clarity regarding 
the organization’s m

indset and can be helpful in 
dealing w

ith com
plex processes such as change 

m
anagem

ent.. Stories link up personal and social 
identities. T

his m
akes them

 a central m
edium

 for 
the creation of m

eaning in organizations and the 
developm

ent of a corporate identity.

c
W

hat does all this m
ean for corporate 

com
m

unicators? 

T
his chapter has outlined the five m

ajor ele-
m

ents that can help m
ake com

plex m
essages 

clear to their audiences. T
hese are: m

aking the 
context clear, providing a clear structure, reduc-
ing the m

essage to its essence, m
aking the m

es-
sage am

biguity-free, and w
ording the m

essage in 
a w

ay that resonates w
ith the audience. W

e have 
also outlined the seven organizational m

easures 
for system

atically m
anaging clarity in corporate 

com
m

unication. T
hese are: clearly defined clar-

ity standards, training, accountability (or roles), 
review

 processes, tools, exam
ples, and resources. 

C
orporate com

m
unicators can use the C

LEA
R

 
form

ula as a training and checking tool; they can 
em

ploy it to set clarity standards or m
easure the 

clarity of their m
essages.

From
 the various literature stream

s described 
above, it appears that the concept of clarity can 
be positioned at the intersection betw

een cogni-
tion and behavior. A

chieving clear com
m

unica-
tion m

ust incorporate concepts and application 
from

 cognitive and behavioral science. It is evi-
dent from

 this literature review
 that there is still a 

need for an applicable clarity approach that m
an-

agers and com
m

unicators can use.
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T
he follow

ing three short case studies illustrate 
the organizational context of clear com

m
unica-

tion and the m
any challenges that this context 

creates for corporate com
m

unicators. T
he cases 

cover a w
ide range of com

m
unication areas, in-

cluding crisis com
m

unication, m
edia relations, 

client com
m

unication, and branding. W
hile the 

first case describes a response to unclear com
m

u-
nication in the m

edia, the other tw
o cases focus 

on 
typical 

C
LEA

R
 

com
m

unication 
initiatives. 

T
he case studies also illustrate the use of clarity 

problem
 patterns and the elem

ents of the C
LEA

R
 

form
ula.

c
Clarifying a com

plex crisis:  
How Bilfinger Berger reacted to  
a m

ajor construction failure 

Com
m

unication area: 
Crisis com

m
unication

Com
m

unication form
at:  Press releases, press confer-

ences, interviews
Target group:  

From
 the general public to 

authorities and shareholders 
Involved team

s: 
Executive and corporate 
com

m
unications

Com
plexity: 

High
Key lessons: 

On-site com
m

unicators and 
consistency of m

essages

In A
pril of 2010, M

artin B
üllesbach, head of com

-
m

unication 
at 

the 
construction 

group 
B

ilfinger 
B

erger, 
w

as 
review

ing 
the 

persecution 
he 

had 
suffered from

 journalists from
 local and national 

new
spapers and m

agazines. M
uch of their report-

ing had not clarified the key issues, but had instead 
contributed to the general confusion. 

So w
hat had happened? A

t the end of January 2010, 
the public prosecution departm

ent of the city of 
C

ologne, G
erm

any, had detected structural faults in 
one of the new

ly built stations of the C
ologne sub-

w
ay system

. B
ilfinger B

erger w
as the lead com

pany 
am

ong three large building com
panies involved in 

this project. T
herefore, B

ilfinger B
erger received 

m
ost of the m

edia criticism
. T

here w
as another rea-

son w
hy the m

edia had focused on B
ilfinger B

erger. 
Prior to this incident, in M

arch 2009, instabilities 
of the subw

ay system
 and structural failures had 

caused the historical archive of the city of C
ologne 

and another building to collapse, killing tw
o people.  

H
aving review

ed these events, M
artin B

üllesbach 
decided to change his com

m
unication strategy. In-

stead of repeatedly discussing the m
istakes of the 

past and the question of w
ho w

as to blam
e, he de-

cided to focus his attention on B
ilfinger B

erger’s 
other building projects and success stories. B

ülles-
bach also knew

 that organizational changes w
ere 

needed to clarify B
ilfinger B

erger’s com
m

unication.

W
hat were the com

plexity drivers?

O
ne of B

ilfinger B
erger’s m

ain recent building pro-
jects involved constructing a new

 underground 
rail line in C

ologne. O
n February 3, 2009, in the 

course of construction, the C
ologne city archive 

collapsed above one particular construction loca-
tion, killing tw

o people and causing m
any price-

less historic docum
ents to be lost. T

he m
edia 

reported extensively on this event; how
ever, not 

everything that had been reported w
as correct and 

journalists copied this m
isinform

ation from
 each 

other. A
ccording M

artin B
üllesbach, “T

he m
edia 

failed on a large scale due to the com
plexity of this 

story.” T
he challenge of com

m
unicating clearly 

during this first crisis situation resulted from
 a 

num
ber of com

plexity drivers: 

1. 
T

hree large building com
panies, as w

ell as the 
city of C

ologne, the C
ologne traffic agency, and 

a large num
ber of experts, w

ere involved in 
this com

plicated building project of the new
 

C
ologne subw

ay system
. C

onsequently, it w
as 

difficult to keep an overview
 of activities, re-

sponsibilities, 
com

m
unication 

actions, 
and 

decision-m
aking. 

2. A
ll activities took place in diverse parallel pro-

cesses, from
 decision processes up to im

ple-
m

enting the building project. 
3. 

A
 further com

ponent of com
plexity w

as the po-
litical dim

ension, since the project fell w
ithin 

an election period for the city council. In addi-
tion, it w

as a prestige project that every m
ayor 

used for his ow
n political argum

entation. 
4. T

he 
conflict-loaded 

interaction 
betw

een 
the 

project’s tw
o m

ost im
portant people –the m

ay-
or of the city of C

ologne and the C
EO

 of B
ilfin-

ger B
erger – added an additional personal com

-
ponent to the com

plexity of this case. 
5. 

T
he conflict potential w

as centered not on fi-
nancial topics, but around the question of guilt, 
w

hich w
as a m

ain focus for the city authorities. 
H

ow
ever, the focus of B

ilfinger B
erger’s action 

and com
m

unication w
as m

ore on the future. 

T
hree m

ain clarity problem
 patterns can describe 

the challenges that B
ilfinger B

erger faced during 
the tw

o peaks of the C
ologne crisis in 2009 and 

2010.

Just too late
In tim

es of crisis, relevant and on-tim
e infor-

m
ation is im

portant. If the necessary infor-
m

ation is not available, rum
ors and incorrect 

inform
ation can spread. 

Solution: A
 pro-active com

m
unication strat-

egy can help avoid this threat. Present rel-
evant inform

ation and set reliable tim
elines 

for w
hen m

ore inform
ation w

ill be available. 

Chinese W
hispers

M
edia com

m
unication relied on trivial and 

incorrect inform
ation copied from

 other m
e-

dia articles. In this w
ay, fabricated facts m

ade 
their w

ay from
 the local level to national and 

international m
edia. 

Solution: C
onvince the m

edia of your ow
n 

stories and tell them
 in full detail, w

ith pre-
cise and correct facts.

Too far to connect
T

he project location w
as too distant from

 
the 

headquarters 
and 

com
m

unication 
de-

partm
ent, w

hich m
eant that com

m
unication 

flow
s w

ere slow
 at the beginning of the crisis. 

Solution: T
here should be an on-site com

m
u-

nications expert for each large-scale project. 

To address these issues, the com
pany took several 

m
easures, as described below

.

Case Studies:  
Addressing Clarity in Com

plex 
Com

m
unication

 W
hat can be said at all can be said clearly.

Ludwig W
ittgenstein
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m
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How was clarity im
proved?

In this crisis situation, clear com
m

unication had 
to be directed tow

ards the public and the m
e-

dia in a constant and persistent m
anner. A

fter 
initially focusing on lim

iting the dam
age and 

clarifying the legal im
plications, B

ilfinger B
erger 

shifted its focus to tw
o clear m

essages: it w
as co-

operating to resolve the crisis and that this cri-
sis w

as an exception. H
erbert B

odner, chairm
an 

of the executive board at B
ilfinger B

erger, w
as 

reported as saying: “T
hrough close cooperation 

w
ith the client and the authorities involved, as 

w
ell as through open com

m
unication, w

e w
ant 

to help to re-establish confidence in this con-
struction project.” T

his shift helped rebuild the 
com

pany’s trust in the public and w
ith share-

holders. 

A
t the start of the crisis com

m
unication, repre-

sentatives of B
ilfinger B

erger w
ere m

issing on-
site. T

his cam
e to be seen as a m

ajor problem
 

and had to be solved. C
lear definition of persons 

and their responsibilities, such as an on-site m
e-

dia contact person, w
as necessary and helped to 

deliver clear and correct inform
ation. For M

artin 
B

üllesbach it w
as clear w

hat had to be done: “I 
knew

 a journalist from
 C

ologne, a w
ell-connect-

ed one, w
hom

 I could put at the front to deliver 
inform

ation to the m
edia and to serve as B

ilfin-
ger B

erger’s outpost.” For the initial crisis, this 
strategy of being present on-site w

orked very 
w

ell. 

A
t the sam

e tim
e, the m

edia speculated that the 
financial value of B

ilfinger B
erger w

ould col-
lapse in the sam

e w
ay as the city archive had. 

H
ere, instead of focusing on the crisis, B

ülles-
bach chose to present the results from

 a very suc-
cessful 2008. In a press release tw

o w
eeks after 

the catastrophic event, B
üllesbach w

rote: “B
il-

finger B
erger concluded the 2008 financial year 

w
ith clear increases in both output volum

e and 
earnings.” T

he presentation of B
ilfinger B

erger 
success stories from

 other large building pro-
jects in public transportation w

as a good m
aneu-

ver w
ith w

hich to rebuild the im
age of B

ilfinger 
B

erger. 

W
hat can be learned from

 this experience?

In this case of crisis com
m

unication, B
ilfinger 

B
erger w

as facing great com
plexity and respon-

sibility. T
he lessons from

 this crisis com
m

unica-
tion event can be sum

m
arized as follow

s: 

 >R
ealizing large infrastructure projects in the 

public sphere requires thorough preparation 
for a crisis situation. C

lear definition of roles 
and responsibilities during a crisis is crucial.   

 >C
onsistency 

and 
constant 

repetition 
of 

the 
m

ain m
essages are im

portant elem
ents of ef-

fective and clear crisis com
m

unication. 
 >Tim

ing played an im
portant role in ensuring 

clear reporting in the m
edia. It m

ay be better to 
com

m
unicate early than to w

ait for all relevant 
facts to em

erge. 
 >B

eing close to the m
edia, close to the public, 

and close to the site of events enabled the 
com

m
unicators to deliver appropriate, correct, 

clear, and convincing m
essages.

In term
s of m

essage clarity, the follow
ing actions 

lead to clear com
m

unication:

CLEAR elem
ents

Corresponding actions of Bilfinger Berger’s com
m

unication team

Contextual 
Bilfinger Berger explained its role and position in the consortium

; thus, the course of events 
becam

e m
ore understandable to outsiders. Clear com

m
unication of the project’s context 

m
eant that the m

edia better understood the scope of Bilfinger Berger’s responsibility.

Logical structure
A clear (chronological) structure of m

essages m
ade it easier for the audience to understand 

what had happened and to develop a fair assessm
ent of the catastrophe.

Essential

In com
plex cases such as this one, a focus on the key elem

ents was necessary in order 
to enter into dialogue with the m

edia, the shareholders, and the public. The com
pany 

focused on two essential m
essages: (1) W

e are cooperating to resolve the crisis; and (2) W
e 

are professional and won’t let this happen again.

Am
biguity-free

Consistency and coherence in crisis com
m

unication led to distinct m
essages, and the  

repetition of correct inform
ation reached the audience. Am

biguous or technical term
s 

were system
atically avoided.

Resonating 
Convincing com

m
unication with success stories led to m

ore public recognition and share-
holder support, rather than only focusing on the crisis. 

Table 6: The CLEAR form
ula 

applied to the 
Bilfinger Berger case
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c
Clarifying custom

er com
m

unication: 
How AXA conducted a clear  
com

m
unication initiative to m

eet 
custom

er needs

C
om

m
unication area: 

Client com
m

unication
Com

m
unication form

at:  
W

ritten com
m

unication, 
insurance docum

ents, 
letters, policies

Target group:  
Private and institutional 
insurance clients

Involved team
s: 

Product m
anagem

ent, 
underwriting, IT, Opera-
tions, M

arketing
Com

plexity: 
Very high

Key lessons: 
Use of fam

iliar language 
in a consistent m

anner

A
X

A
’s clear com

m
unication initiative w

as start-
ed at the international group level in 2009 as part 
of an effort by the com

pany to redefine insurance 
standards and differentiate itself through custom

-
er service. T

he overall project objective w
as to en-

sure clear m
essages in all custom

er-related com
-

m
unication. R

ichard Lüthert, head of m
arketing 

docum
ents at A

X
A

 Sw
itzerland, and Eleni Strati, 

head of the clear com
m

unication project at A
X

A
 

Sw
itzerland, w

ere planning their next steps and 
forthcom

ing activities in the third phase of the 
clear com

m
unication initiative. Since the project 

started in January 2009, Lüthert and Strati and 
their team

 had changed underw
riting processes, 

review
ed and edited hundreds of insurance doc-

um
ents, produced a clear com

m
unication guide 

w
ith before-and-after-exam

ples of clear letters to 
custom

ers, and reduced and aligned dozens of 
text m

odules. B
ecause the insurance business is 

com
plex, the challenge of m

aking the com
plex 

clear has provided several useful insights. 

W
hat were the com

plexity drivers?

T
he challenge of com

m
unicating through clear 

docum
ents w

ith the custom
ers resulted from

 a 
num

ber of com
plexity drivers:

1. 
Letters to clients often contain difficult and 
unfam

iliar 
term

s. 
Even 

insurance 
experts 

som
etim

es struggle w
ith the term

inology. In 
addition, different term

s are often use to de-
scribe the sam

e things.  
2. C

lients often do not know
 w

hat to do w
ith the 

inform
ation they receive from

 their insurer. 
M

ost insurance letters have no direct call to 
action.

3. M
any letters to clients contain a kind of sum

-
m

ary of an underlying insurance calculation 
process. T

his process is com
plex and not 

transparent for the custom
er. T

he target of 
lim

iting such docum
ents to one page does not 

m
ake this task easier. 

4. A
s soon as m

utations occur in an insurance 
contract, the docum

entation changes, w
ith-

out m
aking the m

utations clear to the client. 
5. 

A
 typical client receives a large variety of 

docum
ents 

(m
odifications, 

contracts, 
bills, 

institutional 
inform

ation, 
etc.) 

throughout 
the year. It is not alw

ays clear to the custom
-

er w
hich docum

ents are really relevant and 
w

here action is required.
6. T

he initial docum
ents often only include a 

general Internet address and a com
m

on tel-
ephone num

ber. T
he custom

er has no w
ay of 

reaching a service officer. Even the existing 
online help inform

ation is difficult to find on 
the com

pany’s w
ebsite. 

T
he 

challenges 
that 

A
X

A
 

w
as 

facing 
in 

the 
course of its clear com

m
unication initiative can 

be described using six m
ain clarity problem

 pat-
terns: 

Too big to fail
M

any insurance product docum
ents have 

grow
n to a point w

here everybody agrees 
w

ith them
; therefore, no one w

ants to m
odi-

fy them
, even though they contain m

any un-
clear passages and are difficult for custom

ers 
to understand. 
Solution: R

ecreate the docum
ent from

 the 
beginning via a collaborative team

 w
ork-

shop.

Im
plicit im

plications
M

any letters to custom
ers are perceived as 

unclear because they do not specify the con-
sequences for the addressed target group. 
Solution: N

ew
 and clear form

ulations of a 
call-to-action.

Insight without oversight
M

any billing or insurance prem
ium

 letters 
create confusion because they do not pro-
vide the necessary big-picture context. It is 
not possible to recognize the m

ost im
portant 

things at first glance. 
Solution: H

ighlight the m
ost im

portant in-
form

ation 
and 

om
it 

unnecessary 
details; 

give the docum
ent a subject title. 

Sam
e but different
M

any of the labels that the insurance docu-
m

ents use are confusing because they de-
scribe the sam

e thing using different term
s. 

Solution: Exactly the sam
e term

s should be 
used on docum

ents of the sam
e type; use a 

collaborative team
 w

orkshop to elaborate.

M
issing in action

D
ocum

ents sent to custom
ers often lack a 

clear statem
ent about how

 to obtain further 
inform

ation. O
ften only a general internet 

address (e.g., w
w

w
.axa.ch) is provided. 

Solution: 
personalize 

the 
inform

ation 
op-

tions. Indicate a contact person w
ith their 

nam
e and direct telephone num

ber. 

How was clarity im
proved?

T
he follow

ing m
easures w

ere taken to im
prove the 

clarity of client com
m

unication.

C
onsistent design: D

ocum
ents w

ere redesigned 
in such a w

ay that the custom
er could re-identify 

them
 easily at first glance. T

he position of contact 
inform

ation, the logo and com
pany m

otto is now
 

alw
ays the sam

e.

C
lear w

ording and fam
iliar language: T

he ter-
m

inology used in all docum
ents w

as adjusted to 
laym

an’s term
s, using w

ords that are friendly and 
sim

ple, but significant. T
his w

as done through col-
laborative team

w
ork involving experts from

 prod-
uct 

m
anagem

ent, 
underw

riting, 
and 

m
arketing 

through a facilitated discussion led by the clear 
com

m
unication team

. 

C
onsistency and readability: T

he consistent use of 
term

inology and the use of the sam
e w

ords/sen-
tences for the sam

e idea w
as crucial and is now

 
the norm

. A
X

A
 is speaking w

ith one voice, and 
the style and w

ording of letters is now
 consistent 

throughout A
X

A
. T

he m
ost im

portant issues are 
highlighted for better readability. 

Explaining the num
bers: T

he num
bers on insur-

ance bills or reports are now
 depicted in a clearer 

w
ay or explained in an online tutorial. T

his m
eans 

that custom
ers are now

 able to understand the log-
ic of m

ost calculations by them
selves. 

O
ptions to obtain detailed inform

ation: Each doc-
um

ent provides a new
 heading, including contact 

options for the custom
ers, such as an individual 
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custom
er service person and various telephone 

num
bers for different purposes. 

W
hat can be learned from

 this experience?

In this case of w
ritten custom

er com
m

unication, 
A

X
A

 faced a great am
ount of com

plexity. Seeing 
the problem

 from
 the custom

er’s perspective is one 
m

ajor lesson. A
X

A
 w

anted to m
ake things easier, 

clearer, m
ore readable, and m

ore understandable 

for any type of custom
er. It achieved this goal by 

applying a consistent and easy logic. A
 fresh de-

sign of the docum
ents helped identify docum

ents 
that belong together. T

he perm
anent developm

ent 
of online help tools, the continuing enhancem

ent 
of custom

er services through the training of call 
center em

ployees and in-house training on clear 
com

m
unication helped establish a “clear com

m
u-

nication m
entality”. T

hese action are sum
m

arized 
below

 in relation to the C
LEA

R
 form

ula.

c
The corporate wording project  
of m

obilkom
 austria:  

Clarity with a strategic twist

Com
m

unication area: 
Institutional and client 
com

m
unication

Com
m

unication form
at:  

W
ritten com

m
unication, 

custom
er docum

ents, 
letters, polices, presenta-
tions, contracts

Target group:  
Clients, em

ployees
Involved team

s: 
M

arketing, legal,  
custom

er service, sales, 
e-business, external 
consultants, advertising 
and PR agencies

Com
plexity: 

M
edium

Key learnings: 
Aligning clarity to 
the corporate brand; 
m

anaging frictions and 
resistance points when 
addressing clear com

-
m

unication

m
obilkom

 austria is a leading m
obile netw

ork 
operator in A

ustria. Since 2001, the com
pany 

has been collaborating w
ith an external w

ording 
consultancy (called w

ortw
elt), to develop m

o-
bilkom

’s corporate w
ording and align its com

m
u-

nication w
ith its strategic values. T

his case study 
is about the w

ording project that m
obilkom

 has 
conducted over the last three years to im

prove 
w

ritten com
m

unication w
ith its custom

ers. C
lar-

ity in this context w
as im

proved by creating a 
clear term

inology that is aligned w
ith the com

-
pany’s brand values.  

W
hat were the com

plexity drivers?

A
s is the case in m

any other countries, the m
obile 

phone m
arket in A

ustria is highly com
petitive 

and saturated. m
obilkom

 austria (and its service 
brand, “A

1”) differentiates itself from
 com

petitors 
through high-quality service. T

he A
1 service strat-

egy has focused on developing custom
er service 

as a value generator, w
ith its highly skilled service 

em
ployees being a point of differentiation. W

hile 
this strategy initially focused on training people 
w

ho w
ork in service lines and in shops, the focus 

shifted to people w
ho w

ere not concerned w
ith 

talking, but rather w
ith w

riting to custom
ers.

Since 2001, m
obilkom

 has conducted a num
ber of 

projects regarding its corporate w
ording. T

he m
ain 

objective of this initiative w
as to m

ove m
obilkom

’s 
w

riting culture tow
ards a unique “A

1 style.”   

T
he w

ording project affected approxim
ately 900 

of the com
pany’s total of 2000 em

ployees. T
he 

project w
as developed in cooperation w

ith the 
follow

ing 
departm

ents: 
custom

er 
service 

and 
sales, m

arketing, legal, e-business, business sales, 
corporate com

m
unication, and residential sales. 

T
he com

pany decided to involve em
ployees in 

the entire process to strengthen the general in-
volvem

ent and thereby support the project’s suc-
cess. A

ccordingly, betw
een 15 and 20 of these de-

partm
ents’ em

ployees w
ere actively involved in 

the project. T
he project targeted all kinds of texts, 

including letters, faxes, em
ails, and fact sheets. 

T
he project did not affect the com

m
unication of 

back-office 
functions, 

such 
as 

com
m

unication 
w

ith suppliers or w
ithin the hum

an resources 
departm

ent.

CLEAR elem
ents

Corresponding Actions

Contextual 
AXA redesigned thousands of docum

ents in term
s of context, wording, and style. The 

context of a docum
ent is now clear at one glance.

Logical structure
A clear structure of docum

ents and the elim
ination of duplication in docum

ents m
ade it 

easier for custom
ers to understand the purpose of a docum

ent.

Essential
By highlighting the m

ost im
portant facts in an insurance docum

ent, readers can now m
ore 

easily understand what docum
ents are about. 

Am
biguity-free

Consistency and coherence in wording and style led to clearer docum
ents. The use of 

everyday term
inology rather than insurance jargon has m

ade it possible for non-experts 
to understand the m

eaning of the used term
s.  

Resonating 
Special em

phasis was given to a hum
ane, personal, and friendly tone in all custom

er letters. 

Table 7: The CLEAR form
ula  

applied to the AXA case

Clarity in Corporate Com
m

unication
Case Studies



44
45

T
he 

com
pany 

defined 
four 

objectives 
for 

its 
clear w

ording project. T
he first w

as to reinforce 
custom

er orientation and the second w
as to re-

duce costs. To this end, m
anagem

ent w
anted to 

be m
ore proactive in its com

m
unication, giv-

ing custom
ers the necessary inform

ation before 
they even knew

 that they needed it. T
his w

as 
able to significantly reduce costs given that the 
num

ber of custom
er inquiries com

ing in directly 
contributes to the cost of a service call center. 
H

ence, costs can be reduced by being m
ore cus-

tom
er-oriented and by giving relevant and clear 

inform
ation to the clients right from

 the start. 
m

obilkom
’s third objective w

as to translate its 
brand values into a “unique” language in order 
to strengthen the A

1 brand. T
he fourth and final 

objective w
as for m

obilkom
 to have a consistent 

corporate language. T
his m

eant using the sam
e 

w
riting style in all of its com

m
unication, rang-

ing from
 product fact sheets all the w

ay to the 
general conditions and contract term

s.  

O
ne of the greatest challenges of the w

ording 
project w

as to m
ake em

ployees aw
are of the 

need for and the benefits of such a project. It w
as 

challenging to engage em
ployees and m

otivate 
them

 to change their ow
n texts and w

riting hab-
its in order to align them

 to the new
 standards

How was clarity im
proved?

T
he A

1 brand values w
ere at the center of the 

clear w
ording project. External experts acted 

as w
ording-coaches, m

eaning that they did not 
rew

rite the texts of m
obilkom

 austria, but they 
did support the em

ployees during the revision 
process.   

T
he w

ording project w
ent through four m

ain 
phases:

First phase: Text analysis
T

he consultants analyzed the com
pany’s exist-

ing texts and com
pared them

 w
ith the A

1 values. 
T

hey looked for texts, w
ords, or sentences w

hich 
did not fit w

ith the brand values. T
he aim

 of this 
first stage w

as to find specific exam
ples for the 

em
ployees of w

hat needed to change.

Second phase: Style finding workshops
T

he external consultants organized w
orkshops at 

w
hich the representatives of the involved depart-

m
ents (such as legal, m

arketing, and custom
er 

support) had to define the im
plications of the A

1 
values for their ow

n w
ording. To do so, they first 

described w
hat these values m

eant for them
, and 

then w
hat they m

eant for their texts. For exam
-

ple, the brand value “quality” m
eant clear and 

direct texts, active instead of passive, easy syn-
tax, etc. T

his phase laid the groundw
ork for an 

A
1 language. 

Third phase: Training workshops in the different 
departm

ents
D

uring this stage, each departm
ent m

et separate-
ly in order to define its ow

n objectives. In addi-
tion, each departm

ent’s staff defined w
hat each of 

the A
1 values m

eant for the achievem
ent of their 

departm
ent’s goals. It w

as necessary to conduct 
w

orkshop separately in different departm
ents as 

each departm
ents had specific needs and targets. 

For exam
ple, training w

orkshops w
ere signifi-

cantly different for m
arketing staff than for in-

ternal law
yers, due to the different types of texts 

upon w
hich each departm

ent focused. 

Fourth phase: Text Coaching
A

t this stage, the em
ployees had to rew

rite their 
texts. T

hey rew
rote standards briefs, factsheets, 

and other texts, by applying the new
 w

ording 
style and follow

ing the objectives that they had 
established. T

his phase w
as often tim

e-consum
-

ing and energy-consum
ing. T

he involved em
-

ployees had to rew
rite the texts and send them

 for 
review

 to the external w
ording consultants. A

fter 
the texts w

ere checked, the consultancy sent them
 

back and offered advice about w
hat needed to be 

changed. T
he em

ployees took the feedbacks into 
account and rew

rote the texts again. T
his process 

w
as repeated until the texts m

atched the objec-
tives and the A

1 w
ording style. A

 law
 firm

 sup-
ported the text coaching of the legal departm

ent 
to ensure that the new

 texts w
ere legally sound. 

m
obilkom

 austria also introduced a quality check 
process. A

n internal “coach,” w
ho w

as not neces-
sarily a m

anager, w
as responsible for the w

ording 
quality of each departm

ent. T
hese coaches con-

trolled the em
ployees’ texts at random

, checking 
that the w

ording standards w
ere being respected 

or w
hether further w

ording training w
as required. 

A
longside these coaches, w

ording trainers w
ere 

appointed so that m
obilkom

 austria could train 
its em

ployees internally. B
ecause it is not alw

ays 
possible to change one’s language in only a few

 
m

onths, follow
-up w

orkshops w
ere also orga-

nized to support the em
ployees in the long term

.

T
he results of the project w

ere printed and dis-
tributed to the em

ployees in the form
 of an attrac-

tive “A
1 W

ording H
andbook.” T

he handbook w
as 

m
ade available in three different versions, one for 

each of the m
arketing, legal, and custom

er service 
and sales departm

ents. T
he handbooks are divid-

ed into tw
o parts. T

he first part is the sam
e for all 

departm
ents and contains the basic and form

al 
w

ording standards, such as abbreviations, sig-
nature, out-of-office em

ail, and text layout. T
he 

second part dealt w
ith the w

ording specificities 
of each business area.

T
he handbook describes the brand values and 

their m
eaning for the w

ording of m
obilkom

 aus-
tria. In addition, several exam

ples w
ere included 

to concretize the new
 w

ording styles and rules. 
G

enerally, each page contains one w
ording rule, 

illustrated by one or m
ore exam

ples, show
ing 

“before” (old texts) and “better” (texts how
 they 

should be). T
he exam

ples w
ere selected from

 
existing texts from

 the first stage of the project 
and from

 the text coaching stage. C
onsequently, 

the m
obilkom

 em
ployees are able to understand 

w
hat the w

ording rules and the new
 standards 

m
ean for their daily w

ork and how
 they can ap-

ply them
. A

ll em
ployees have access to the hand-

book’s content, both in paper form
at and on the 

com
pany’s intranet. W

ording training based on 
the book w

as added to the orientation program
 

for new
 em

ployees. In addition to the handbook, 
m

any new
 standards w

ere adopted, such as in the 

Figure 4: Key Values of 
m

obilkom
 austria and 

their im
plications word 

clear wording
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area of custom
er letters, in the internal inform

a-
tion system

, on the w
ebsite, and so on. A

ll texts 
w

ere revam
ped to give them

 a clearer structure 
and a shorter scope. T

he use of everyday lan-
guage m

ade the texts easier to com
prehend.  

W
hat can be learned from

 this experience?

T
his initiative is inform

ative in term
s of the fric-

tions and challenges that a clear com
m

unica-
tion initiative m

ay encounter. U
ndoubtedly, the 

m
ain challenge during the project w

as to change 
em

ployees’ m
indsets about w

ording and clear 
com

m
unication and to m

ake them
 aw

are of the 
need for and benefits from

 such a project. It w
as 

essential to convince em
ployees that the project 

w
as vital to the com

pany’s success. Furtherm
ore, 

em
ployees had to understand that they each 

had to m
ake an effort to change their com

m
uni-

cation in order to achieve the com
pany’s goals. 

M
ost clear com

m
unication initiatives are likely 

to face the sam
e problem

: convincing em
ployees 

that they are not already clear com
m

unicators. In 
m

obilkom
’s case, shifting the m

indset of the cor-
porate law

yers constituted a m
ajor challenge. A

t 
first, the law

yers did not even understand w
hy 

they w
ere being integrated into the w

ording pro-
ject. T

hey felt that they w
ere the com

pany’s le-
gal arm

y, protecting and defending it against the 
“hostile outside.” T

hey did not feel that they w
ere 

part of the custom
er service. C

onsequently, m
any 

discussions w
ere held during the style-finding 

w
orkshops 

before 
the 

legal 
staff 

understood 
w

hy they w
ere involved in the project, and that 

their contribution w
as crucial for the successful 

developm
ent of the A

1 w
ording. A

lso, during 
later training w

orkshops, the legal staff w
as not 

alw
ays enthusiastic about clear com

m
unication. 

T
hey w

ere som
etim

es m
otivated and am

bitious, 
w

hile at other tim
es they felt like they could not 

change their language at all, as clarification w
as 

not “serious enough,” and that no one w
ould be-

lieve they had studied law
 to w

rite in such plain 
language. A

s a result, it w
as a continuous chal-

lenge for the external consultants and the project 
m

anagers to m
otivate these legal staff. H

ow
ever, 

the law
yers did m

ake the necessary changes and 
succeeded in rew

riting texts such as the G
eneral 

Term
s and C

onditions in line w
ith the A

1 w
ord-

ing. U
nfortunately (but perhaps typical for cor-

porate contexts), their texts w
ere not accepted 

by Telekom
 A

ustria; w
hen the tw

o com
panies 

m
erged, the old legal texts w

ere brought back.  

A
nother 

lesson 
learned 

regards 
collaboration 

w
ith external advertising and PR

 agencies. A
s 

the w
ording of m

obilkom
 austria changed, its 

agencies had to adopt the new
 w

ording as w
ell. 

T
his created a num

ber of conflicts, even though 
the agencies w

ere involved in the w
ording pro-

ject from
 the very beginning. T

he agencies found 
it difficult to accept criticism

 and advice from
 

another agency (the w
ording consultants from

 
w

ortw
elt). 

Effectively, 
these 

external 
agencies 

considered 
clear 

com
m

unication 
skills 

to 
be 

their core com
petence and did not see the need 

to change their texts. T
he agencies interpreted 

the new
 rules and w

ording style as m
eaning “w

e 
know

 better than you how
 to do your job.” T

he 
agencies reacted in tw

o counterproductive w
ays: 

T
hey either argued for hours about w

hy their 
texts should not be changed, or they appeared to 
agree w

ith the w
ording style, but then did not ap-

ply it in their w
ork for m

obilkom
. Subsequently, 

the m
arketing departm

ent had to review
 each 

agency’s m
aterial and re-w

ork its texts w
ith each 

of them
 – an extrem

ely labour-intensive process.    

m
obilkom

 austria’s eight-year-long w
ording ef-

fort had a m
ajor im

pact on the aw
areness of its 

em
ployees. M

ost em
ployees w

ho w
ere actively 

involved in the w
ording project becam

e con-
vinced about the benefits of the A

1 w
ording ap-

proach. T
heir ow

n com
m

itm
ent m

otivated other 

em
ployees to care about clarity. T

he use of the 
new

 w
ording style also strengthened the A

1 cul-
ture and the w

ay in w
hich em

ployees w
rote to 

another. H
ow

ever, a constant and ongoing chal-
lenge has been keeping this style alive and re-
new

ing efforts regarding clear w
ording and com

-
m

unication. T
herefore, any clear com

m
unication 

initiative should foresee m
easures to re-m

otivate 
em

ployees to m
anage clarity system

atically.

 

 

CLEAR elem
ents

Corresponding actions

Contextual 
Title sections in custom

er letters clearly indicate the context of the docum
ent.

Logical structure
Letter tem

plates, product sheets, and general conditions were re-form
atted from

 essen-
tially flat texts to docum

ents with a clearly visible structure and topic-focused paragraphs.

Essential
The general term

s and conditions were reduced to the bare m
inim

um
.  

Am
biguity-free

Vague and technocratic term
s were system

atically replaced by specific, com
m

on, everyday 
words. Potentially am

biguous sentences were clarified through short exam
ples.     

Resonating 
Letters to custom

ers always address the custom
er by nam

e, state what has happened and 
what it m

eans, and list available options for action as well as contact possibilities. 

Table 8: The CLEAR form
ula 

applied to the m
obilkom

 
austria case
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c
W

hat evidence is there to support  
the CLEAR form

ula?

T
he C

LEA
R

 elem
ents presented in the previous 

sections have been validated through three sur-
veys: a survey of 145 business students (m

ost 
w

ith w
orking experience) on clarity in com

plex 
slide presentations; a survey on clarity in e-m

ail 
m

essages answ
ered by 97 students and m

anag-
ers; and a global on-line survey of 220 profes-
sional com

m
unicators regarding general clarity 

in corporate com
m

unication. In total, 462 people 
w

ere surveyed regarding their view
s on clear 

com
m

unication. 

c
W

hat m
ethod did we use  

and whom
 did we ask?

T
he survey on clarity in com

plex slide pres-
entations consisted of 41 closed questions and 
six open questions, w

hereas the survey on clear 
e-m

ail m
essages involved 44 closed questions 

and six open questions. B
oth specific surveys 

w
ere developed using a five-point Likert-scale 

that m
easured either positive or negative re-

sponses to different statem
ents related to clar-

ity. R
espondents w

ere asked about the effect that 
a lack of clarity has on the audience/receiver, 
as w

ell as issues to be considered w
hen using 

presentation softw
are and e-m

ail. R
espondents 

w
ere also asked about effective m

echanism
s to 

increase clarity. B
oth questionnaires w

ere dis-
tributed 

m
anually 

w
ith 

a 
short 

introduction 
regarding the survey’s purpose. T

he study w
as 

conducted at the U
niversity of St. G

allen and 
at the U

niversity of Lugano. W
e asked students 

and academ
ics from

 different degree program
s 

and nationalities about their view
s on clarity in 

know
ledge-intensive, 

com
plex 

slide 
presenta-

tion, a subject that all respondents had extensive 
experience w

ith as students and course partici-
pants. T

he sam
ple consists of third-year Italian 

and Sw
iss bachelor’s degree students enrolled in 

a program
 in corporate com

m
unication, m

aster’s 
students from

 the U
niversity St. G

allen and Lu-
gano, PhD

 students, as w
ell as A

m
erican and C

a-
nadian M

B
A

 students. T
he final sam

ple includes 
145 com

pleted questionnaires on presentation 
clarity and 97 com

pleted questionnaires on e-
m

ail clarity. T
he response rate for this sam

ple 
w

as 100 percent.

The Com
plex to Clear  

Challenge: Em
pirical Evidence  

from
 three Surveys

c
W

hat did we learn about clarity  
in slide presentations?

T
he results indicate that our form

ula does indeed 
tackle the relevant clarity drivers and provides 
an easy-to-apply guideline to ensure clarity. W

e 
believe that one of the m

ost im
portant points to 

bear in m
ind is “concise content,” in the sense of 

having a clear objective or goal w
hen com

m
uni-

cating and focusing on the essential. T
he survey 

results indicate that this is the m
ost im

portant 
issue to consider in slide presentations (m

ean of 
4.8 out of 5, see Figure 5). T

he survey partici-

Figure 5: Item
s to be con-

sidered when presenting 
clearly with PowerPoint-

based slide presentations 
(listed by overall ranked 

im
portance).
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Your m
ain m

essage / goal  

 

pants evaluated “having a clear structure/slide 
sequence” as the second m

ost im
portant issue, 

w
ith a m

ean of 4.4 out of 5 (see Figure 5). T
his 

issue refers to the “L” of our clear form
ula, w

hich 
stands for “logical structure.” 

A
 third elem

ent to consider for clear know
l-

edge com
m

unication is “your speaking style” 
(m

ean=4.2; see Figure 5). T
his factor refers to “R

” 
for resonance in the C

LEA
R

 form
ula, in the sense 

of being aligned w
ith the needs, preferences, and 

foreknow
ledge of the audience and therefore ad-

dressing the audience in the m
ost appropriate 

style. 

T
he 

m
ajority 

of 
respondents 

considered 
“too 

m
uch text on a slide” to be the m

ost im
portant 

factor resulting in a lack of clarity in presenta-
tions (m

ean=4.3; see Figure 6), w
hich refers to 

the “E” elem
ent (“essential elem

ents”). T
he sec-

ond highest ranking item
 w

as “unclear presen-
tation structure,” validating “L” (“logical struc-
ture”). T

he third highest ranked factor for clarity 
(or lack thereof) concerned “the link betw

een 
speech and slides,” w

hich corresponds to our 
A

=am
biguity-free dim

ension. T
his factor also re-

lates to our dim
ension of providing a clear con-

text for inform
ation, as contextualizing the slide 

text is frequently the m
ain function of orally pro-

vided slide com
m

ents. T
he fourth highest ranked 

negative factor w
as “show

ing a slide too quick-
ly,” w

hich m
eans it w

as not ready or optim
al for 

its intended usage.   

T
he qualitative part of the survey focused on 

people’s 
general 

likes 
and 

dislikes 
regarding 

clarity in presentations. T
he follow

ing quotes il-
lustrate w

hat students like about presentations: 
“I like it w

hen they are filled w
ith essential key-

w
ords follow

ed by verbal explanation.” “I like 
slides that are clear, use keyw

ords, and are thus 
easy to understand.”

Figure 6: Item
s that negatively  

affect clarity in PowerPoint-based 
slide presentations (listed 
 by overall ranked im

portance). 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5
 2.0
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O
n the other hand students dislike slide presen-

tations that are unclear: “I hate it if the slides are 
not explained.” “I hate it w

hen presentations are 
too long and there is too m

uch unexplained text 
on one slide.”

A
 check question revealed that the participants 

generally like slide presentations (m
ean=3.85). 

A
 m

ain argum
ent for the C

LEA
R

 fram
ew

ork w
as 

the prem
ise that clear com

m
unication can be 

learned or trained. T
his argum

ent is supported 
by the results of the survey (see Figure 7). T

he 
m

ost 
likely 

m
echanism

 
for 

achieving 
greater 

clarity in oral presentations is considered to be 
“training the presenter.” T

his is follow
ed by “re-

hearsing the presentation,” w
hich touches upon 

the sam
e idea; nam

ely, professional training and 
exercise of clear and concise com

m
unication. 

issue refers to the “L” in the clear form
ula. T

his 
result corresponds w

ith the findings of the sur-
vey on clear presentations, w

here logical struc-
ture again ranked second in im

portance.  

A
 third issue to consider for a clear w

ritten e-m
ail 

m
essage is “tim

ing” (w
ith a m

ean of 3.9 out of 5, 
see Figure 8). T

his refers to “R
” for resonance in 

the C
LEA

R
 form

ula, in the sense of being aligned 
w

ith the needs, preferences, and expectations of 
the audience, and therefore addressing the audi-
ence in the m

ost appropriate tim
ing. 

W
hen asked for the m

ost negative im
pact on clar-

ity in e-m
ail m

essages, our respondents ranked 
four issues as the m

ost relevant (see Figure 9):

 >M
issing text structure (m

ean=3.84)
 >U

nstated/unclear im
plications (m

ean=3.77)
 >V

ery long e-m
ail m

essage text (m
ean=3.77)

 >M
issing coherence w

ith form
er m

essages 
(m

ean=3.75)

W
hile the m

ost negative effect refers to the “L” 
in the C

LEA
R

 form
ula (logical structure), the 

second highest ranked item
 w

as “unclear im
-

plications,” w
hich applies to the “C

” in C
LEA

R
; 

nam
ely, the contextual m

eaning of a m
essage. 

A
nother factor that gained the sam

e ranking, 
w

ith a m
ean of 3.77, w

as “very long e-m
ails,” 

w
hich corresponds to the “E” (essential) dim

en-
sion in the sense of focusing closely on the m

ost 
im

portant elem
ents in your m

essage. T
he fourth 

factor for clarity (or lack thereof) w
as “m

issing 
coherence w

ith form
er m

essage.” T
his factor 

relates to acknow
ledging the audience’s fore-

know
ledge, as the m

ain function of an ongoing 
e-m

ail conversation is often to contextualize the 
e-m

ail text. 

T
he qualitative part of the survey focused on 

participants’ general likes and dislikes regard-
ing clarity in e-m

ails. T
he follow

ing quotes illus-
trate w

hat today’s w
orkforce likes about e-m

ail 
m

essages: “I like clear, efficient e-m
ails w

hich 
com

e straight to the point.” “W
hat I like about 

e-m
ails is the possibility of having inform

ation 
on tim

e.”

 

Figure 7: M
echanism

s  
that positively affect clarity  

in PowerPoint-based slide 
 presentations (listed by  

overall ranked im
portance).

c
W

hat did we learn about clarity  
in e-m

ail m
essages?

T
he results of the survey on clarity in e-m

ail 
m

essages also indicate a fit betw
een our C

LEA
R

 
form

ula and the use of e-m
ails; accordingly, they 

provide som
e issues to consider in w

ritten elec-
tronic conversations. 

T
he highest ranked item

 to consider w
hen w

rit-
ing a clear e-m

ail m
essage w

as the statem
ent 

“consider your m
ain m

essage or goal,” w
ith a 

m
ean of 4.77 out of 5. W

hen w
riting e-m

ails, one 
of the m

ost im
portant factors to bear in m

ind is 
to have a clear objective or goal w

hen com
m

uni-
cating and a focus on the essential points. T

he 
survey participants evaluated “having a clear 
structure” as the second m

ost im
portant issue, 

w
ith a m

ean of 4.4 out of 5 (see Figure 8). T
his 

Figure 8: Item
s to be 

considered when writing 
a clear e-m

ail m
essage 

(listed by overall ranked 
im

portance).

Figure 9: Item
s that 

negatively affect clarity 
in e-m

ail m
essages 

(listed by overall ranked 
im

portance).
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B
y contrast, m

anagers and students dislike e-
m

ail m
essages w

hen they are unfocused and am
-

biguous: “I hate long e-m
ails w

ith no clear issue/
goal.” “I hate if there are too m

any recipients or 
blind copies.”

T
he m

ajority of survey participants (m
ean: 3.71 

out of 5) gave a positive response to the ques-
tion, “D

o you generally like to w
rite and receive 

e-m
ails?” 

T
he survey on clarity of e-m

ail conversations w
as 

also interested in applicable behavior for turning 
know

ledge about clarity into action. T
he survey 

asked about the positive effects on w
riting style 

to design clear e-m
ails that reach the receiver and 

lead to intended action. T
he m

ost likely m
echa-

nism
 for achieving m

ore clarity in w
ritten e-m

ail 
conversation is considered to be “proofreading 
and style-checking (review

ing),” w
ith a m

ean of 
4.05 out of 5 (see Figure 10). T

he second high-
est ranking m

echanism
 for im

proving clarity is 
“reading good exam

ples” (m
ean=3.89), a m

echa-
nism

 that hits upon the sam
e idea; nam

ely, pro-
fessional training and exercise of clear and con-
cise com

m
unication.

c
W

hat can we learn from
 professional 

corporate com
m

unicators about  
clarity in corporate com

m
unication?

T
his third survey asked corporate com

m
unica-

tors of large organizations around the w
orld about 

their view
s on how

 to com
m

unicate com
plex is-

sues clearly to different stakeholders. T
he issue of 

m
aking the com

plex clear has becom
e increasing-

ly im
portant in today’s business, especially w

ith 
the advent of social m

edia channels. T
herefore, 

clear com
m

unication is defined in this context 
as m

essages that are easy to understand because 
they are contextualized, logically structured, fo-
cused on essential content, free of am

biguous 
term

s, and create resonance w
ith their audience. 

T
he results of this survey not only indicate the 

im
portance of the topic per se (alm

ost 60 percent 
of the com

m
unicators w

ho answ
ered presently 

prepare or conduct projects on clear com
m

unica-
tion in their organization), but also dem

onstrate 
the im

portance of review
ing and collaborative 

com
m

unication w
ork. T

herefore, a “quick clarity 
check by a review

er for every m
essage” w

as high-
ly ranked as a factor that helps increase clarity.

W
hat m

ethod did we apply and whom
 did we ask?

T
he “clarity in corporate com

m
unication” sur-

vey consisted of 64 quantitative questions and 
10 qualitative questions. T

he questionnaire w
as 

developed 
using 

a 
five-point 

Likert-scale 
that 

m
easured positive or negative responses to vari-

ous statem
ents related to clarity in corporate 

com
m

unication, the effect of unclearness on the 
audience/receiver, issues to be considered w

hen 
using avenues such as social m

edia, and strate-
gies to increase clarity. T

he questionnaire w
as ac-

cessible online, w
hich m

ade it possible to reach 
a w

orldw
ide audience of corporate com

m
unica-

tors. In total, 220 com
pleted questionnaires w

ere 
returned. Figure 11 show

s the professional fields 
of the participants. 

How do corporate com
m

unicators  
m

ake com
plex m

essages clear?

T
he qualitative part of the survey asked the pro-

fessional corporate com
m

unicators if they know
 

of any proven practices for increasing the clarity 
of corporate com

m
unication m

essages. Som
e of 

the responses include:

 >“Treat m
essaging like you w

ould treat a cold: 
A

ct early, repeat often and continue layering 
right through to the end.”

 >“T
he clarity relies on the skills of the com

m
u-

nicator – the ability to analyze w
hat is im

por-
tant for w

hom
 and w

hat the essential points are. 
Tools are not the answ

er; training for com
m

uni-
cators is.”

 >“H
ire com

m
unicators w

ith a journalistic back-
ground.”

 >“Em
ploy excellent w

riters w
ho are not afraid 

to challenge senior executives on the clarity of 
their m

essages.” 
 >“Establish a charter betw

een senior executives 
and editorial staff w

hich gives the last w
ord on 

w
ording to those w

ho w
rite for a living.”

 >“Teach people about how
 to m

anage their em
o-

tions and m
ake them

 conscious that w
e essen-

tially com
m

unicate em
otions.”

It is im
portant to highlight the personal side of 

com
m

unication, w
hich w

ould refer to “resonat-
ing” in the C

LEA
R

 form
ula. T

his m
eans keeping 

the audience in m
ind and form

ulating your m
es-

sages in a “picturesque” w
ay so that the reader 

w
ill enjoy the m

essage. 

Figure 10: M
echanism

s 
that positively affect 

clarity in e-m
ail m

essages 
(listed by overall ranked 

im
portance).
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W
hat are the challenges of corporate

com
m

unication and possible solutions? 

T
he m

ost difficult topics for corporate com
m

u-
nicators to convey are “internal change com

-
m

unication” (w
ith a m

ean of 3.44 out of 5) and 
“external crisis com

m
unication” (w

ith a m
ean of 

3.34 out of 5) (see Figure 12). B
oth topics involve 

not only com
plexity, but are closely related w

ith 
issues of uncertainty, and the uncertainty con-
nected w

ith change and crisis com
m

unication 
often refers to expected losses. T

herefore, m
ost 

people react negatively tow
ards change or crisis 

m
essages, w

hich m
akes the com

m
unication dif-

ficult. 

A
part from

 the topic and its com
plexity, other 

problem
s cause confusion in corporate m

essag-
es. A

ccording to survey participants, the follow
-

ing three reasons w
ere the biggest clarity killers:

 >M
aking a m

essage too com
plex by putting too 

m
any inform

ation pieces in it (m
ean=3.61)

 >Involving too m
any people the creation of a doc-

um
ent/m

essage/com
m

unication (m
ean=3.36)

 >M
aking too m

any changes to a docum
ent over 

tim
e, leading to inconsistencies and m

aking 
the docum

ent too com
plex (m

ean=3.36)

W
e 

also 
asked 

the 
survey 

participants 
w

hat 
factor w

ould be m
ost helpful in term

s of in-
creasing the clarity of their m

essages. T
he tw

o 
highest ranking factors w

ere “good tem
plates” 

(m
ean=3.13) and “a quick clarity check by a re-

view
er” (m

ean=3.09). C
hapter tw

o of this study 
proposed a short diagnostic test that com

m
uni-

cators can use to evaluate m
essages and their 

clarity. T
his is not a substitute for having a pro-

fessional colleague read your m
essage, but it 

does offer som
e initial feedback regarding the 

clarity of the m
essage. 

Som
e additional rem

arks on this topic from
 sur-

vey participants include:

 >G
reater understanding of stakeholders w

ould 
be very helpful

 >Exam
ples of poor com

m
unications rew

ritten 
to im

prove clarity
 >C

ross-departm
ent/cross-level conversations      

     

T
he survey participants ranked the follow

ing fac-
tors as the m

ost im
portant benefits of clear, un-

derstandable com
m

unication:

 >H
elp 

people 
understand 

our 
m

essage 
m

ore 
quickly (m

ean=3.68)
 >H

elp 
people 

rem
em

ber 
our 

m
essage 

better 
(m

ean=3.59)

Figure 13 lists all of the benefits in term
s of their 

overall ranked im
portance. 

A
nother question in the survey w

as, “W
hich fac-

tor has the greatest im
pact on m

aking a m
essage 

clearer to your recipients?” T
he factor that had the 

greatest im
pact seem

s to be “unam
biguous term

i-
nology” (m

ean=3.71); w
hich is represented by the 

A
 in the C

LEA
R

 form
ula. T

his involves using clear 
and sim

ple language, form
ulating the m

essage ac-
tively and positively, and trying to avoid w

ords 
that can be interpreted in different w

ays.  T
he sec-

ond factor w
ith the greatest im

pact w
as “focusing 

your m
essage on the essential and leaving out un-

necessary details” (m
ean=3.65). T

his item
, w

hich 
represents “E” (essential) in the C

LEA
R

 form
ula, 

has already been accentuated by Langer, T
hun 

and Tausch in their “H
am

burg M
odel of C

om
pre-

hensibility” (1974) as one of the m
ost im

portant 
and useful factors for m

aking a text clear. Finally, 
the survey asked participants in w

hich dom
ain 

they w
ould target their next clear com

m
unication 

project w
ithin their organization. “Strategy com

-
m

unication” (m
ean=3.42) and “em

ployee com
-

m
unication” (m

ean=3.35) w
ere the tw

o topics 
that com

m
unicators identified as target areas. 

Does social m
edia help to com

m
unicate clearly 

in corporate contexts?

T
he answ

er to this question from
 survey partici-

pants and com
m

unication professionals w
as a 

clear “no.” W
hile they found Tw

itter and Face-
book to be the tw

o m
ost challenging com

m
uni-

cation form
ats in term

s of conveying a com
plex 

m
essage, they also felt that the best channels for 

achieving this are “personal conversation, face to 

Figure 12: Areas with 
 com

plex m
essages to com

-
m

unicate (listed by overall 
ranked im

portance).

Figure 13: Benefits to 
be attributed to investing 

resources in clearer 
com

m
unication. 

 

0 
1 

2 
3 

4 
5 

Product-and service-related com
m

unication 

 Em
ployee com

m
unications in general  

External product and services com
m

unication 

Internal risk com
m

unication 

Internal crisis com
m

unication 

Internal strategy com
m

unication 

External Risk com
m

unication 

External crisis com
m

unication 

Internal change com
m

unication 

.00 
1.00 

2.00 
3.00 

4.00 
5.00

 

reduce costs 

increase sales 

differentiate us from
 our com

petitors  

avoid costly m
isunderstandings 

get m
ore attention for m

y m
essages 

get m
ore response to m

y m
essages 

contribute to our  positive reputation  

help people rem
em

ber our m
essages better 

help people understand our m
essage m

ore quickly 

Clarity in Corporate Com
m

unication
The Com

plex to Clear Challenge



56
57

face” (m
ean=3.84) and “personal telephone con-

versation” (m
ean=3.15). C

om
m

unicators judged 
Tw

itter to be the least suitable channel for com
-

plex m
essages, even if a Tw

itter m
essage could at 

least provide a link tow
ards a clear explanation. 

c
Do these surveys correspond with 
previous studies?

T
he results of the “clear slide presentation” sur-

vey correspond w
ith the findings of a study by 

Z
enthöfer (2008) on the clarity and appropriate-

ness of slide presentations. H
e concluded that 

Pow
erPoint presentations are best suited to giv-

ing your talk a structure. Show
ing correspond-

ing pictures and figures w
hile you are talking al-

low
s the audience to follow

 your thoughts w
ith 

the sam
e structure as it w

as intended to have. 
Z

enthöfer also noted that slide presentations are 
not intended for docum

entation, reporting, proto-
col, art, or for im

pressing clients.

Previous studies also support our findings on 
clear e-m

ail m
essages. In D

eK
ay’s (2010) case 

study, structure w
as one of the m

ost im
portant 

clarity factors in e-m
ail m

essages, as it serves 
“to stylize inform

ation by lending credibility to 
the docum

ent, creating em
phasis, and register-

ing an appropriate tone of voice” (D
eK

ay, 2010: 
114). Structure in e-m

ails im
plies elem

ents such 
as titles, headings, paragraph breaks, and bulleted 
lists. Leaving design issues aside, D

eK
ay found 

that colorful text failed to engage readers. T
here-

fore, our advice to m
anagers for w

riting clear e-
m

ail m
essages is to keep them

 sim
ple and w

ell 
structured. D

an Pallotta argued the sam
e in his 

H
arvard B

usiness R
eview

 article. H
e said, “Less 

is m
ore. D

on’t get fancy, don’t overdo anything. 
Sim

plicity and pow
er are not m

utually exclusive. 
T

hey are often one and the sam
e” (Pallotta, hbr.

org, 2011). 

A
 large-scale international study on corporate 

com
m

unication 
regarding 

reputation 
m

anage-
m

ent w
as carried out in the afterm

ath of the 
Enron 

collapse 
(Laurence, 

2004). 
T

he 
study 

stressed the im
portance of putting the corporate 

com
m

unicators in the right place (or into the 
right structure). O

ur survey also received hints 
on the im

portance of connecting com
m

unicators 
w

ith senior executives for a better internal un-
derstanding of the role of clear com

m
unication. 

 c
W

hat are the m
ain im

plications of 
the three surveys?

T
he conclusions w

e have reached from
 our three 

surveys on clarity in m
anagerial and corporate 

com
m

unication are as follow
s:

1. 
C

larity is an urgent and often unresolved 
topic, especially w

hen it com
es to com

plex 
issues 

2. M
any organizations have started to address 

this challenge through dedicated projects
3. C

om
m

unicators need and request effective 
tools such as checklists, diagnostic tests, and 
tem

plates 
4. Exam

ples of clear com
m

unication help com
-

m
unicators im

prove their com
m

unication 
5. 

C
lear 

com
m

unication 
can 

be 
trained 

and 
learned. 

6. T
he C

LEA
R

 elem
ents correspond to the key 

requirem
ents of clear com

m
unication; for ex-

am
ple, in presentations or e-m

ail m
essages. 

c
W

hat is needed in order to achieve 
clear com

m
unication?

A
s this study has show

n, com
m

unicating com
-

plex m
essages in a clear m

anner is not sim
ply a 

w
riting or speaking challenge. It is also a m

an-
agem

ent problem
. C

onsistently com
m

unicating 
com

plex topics in a sim
ple m

anner requires m
ore 

than just talent; it requires a m
ethod.  

T
his report has attem

pted to present such a m
eth-

od. O
ur approach has been based on a literature 

review
, m

ultiple case studies, and three surveys, 
as w

ell as num
erous expert interview

s and focus 
group discussions. 

T
he cornerstones of the C

LEA
R

 m
ethod are the 

factors that m
ake a m

essage overly com
plex (as 

captured in the C
O

M
PLEX

 acronym
), a set of 

easily identifiable clarity problem
 patterns (and 

corresponding rem
edies), the C

LEA
R

 criteria for 
checking the clarity of a m

essage, and the STA
R

T-
ER

 elem
ents that can help institutionalize clear 

com
m

unication w
ithin an organization. T

he ap-
pendix to this study provides several directly ap-
plicable tools based on this approach, including 
a poster, card set, diagnostic test, pop quiz, and 
decision table. T

he appendix also includes a list 
of articles and books on the topic. M

ost of the ex-
isting publications and resources on the subject 
of clear com

m
unication reduce the topic to good 

w
riting and inform

ation design. B
y contrast, this 

study has show
n that unclear com

m
unication is 

often the result of unclear objectives, ill-aligned 
processes, and fuzzy roles or responsibilities. It 
is difficult to convey clear strategy, change, or 

Conclusion:  
An Agenda for Clear Corporate  
Com

m
unication

M
ore im

portant than the quest  
for certainty is the quest for clarity. 

Francois Gautier

crisis m
essages w

ithout having system
atic, w

ell 
thought out com

m
unication processes in place. 

T
herefore, clarity 

in 
organizing m

ust precede 
clarity in com

m
unication. N

evertheless, com
m

u-
nicators m

ust also educate their colleagues about 
the basics of w

riting, speaking, and visualizing 
clearly. C

om
m

unicating com
plex topics should 

becom
e part of the m

edia literacy of today’s com
-

m
unicators. In doing so, habits such as using sim

-
ple w

ords or w
riting in short, positive, and active 

sentences should becom
e second nature to all 

com
m

unicators. C
om

m
unicators should also be-

com
e aw

are of the im
portance of com

m
unicating 

w
ith a hum

an touch and em
bracing story-telling, 

as w
ell as visualization, w

henever possible. 

c
 W

here can you start?

A
ny study that strives to tackle such a broad topic 

in a reasonably com
prehensive m

anner m
ay leave 

readers w
ondering w

here to start. W
e suggest the 

follow
ing practical next steps to im

prove clarity 
in your w

orking context:

 >Firstly, identify one area in w
hich you are regu-

larly required to convey com
plex and influen-

tial m
essages. Exam

ples of this could m
ay be 

letters to custom
ers, inform

ation for investors, 
press releases, or change m

anagem
ent. 

 >Secondly, review
 your com

m
unication in that 

area 
using 

the 
C

O
M

PLEX
 

and 
C

LEA
R

 
ele-

m
ents, as w

ell as the clarity problem
 patterns. 

W
here can you identify im

provem
ent opportu-

nities? W
hich clarity-related challenges can be 

overcom
e quickly and easily and w

hich ones 
require m

ore sustained efforts? Prioritize your 
clarity challenges.

 >T
hirdly, use one or m

ore of the STA
R

T
ER

 ele-
m

ents, such as an afternoon training session or 
a set of good and bad exam

ples, to system
ati-

Clarity in Corporate Com
m

unication



58
59

cally im
prove the clarity of the com

m
unicated 

m
essages in that area. H

old a tw
o-hour clarity 

pilot training, w
rite a tw

o-page guide to clear 
com

m
unication in that area, or conduct a m

ini-
survey on the current level of clarity. Test the 
w

ater for clarity activities in your organization.
 >N

ext, w
ork system

atically w
ith your colleagues 

to im
prove the clarity of influential m

essages 
in this particular area. In doing so, pay atten-
tion to the co-ordination m

echanism
s, roles, 

and processes. A
re they conducive to clarity or 

do they im
pede it? A

s you go along, try to fine 
tune the steps used to create m

essages so that 
they don’t becom

e an obstacle to clear com
m

u-
nication.

 >Finally, solicit feedback on im
proved m

essages 
and m

onitor im
provem

ents. D
ocum

ent posi-
tive feedback to im

proved m
essages and use 

them
 as a business case for clearer com

m
unica-

tion vis-à-vis your senior m
anagem

ent.

T
his quest for clarity is an ongoing journey, not 

a one-off event. B
ased on the feedback you col-

lect, you m
ay need to devise further actions or 

refine your approach. H
aving im

proved one area 
of com

m
unication, you m

ay decide to tackle an-
other. W

hatever route you take, w
e w

ish you the 
best of luck in your journey to clearer com

m
uni-

cation. 
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Appendix

Figure 14: Guidelines 
for clear com

m
unica-

tion (Clarity Poster).

C ontext  
Indicate purpose, relevance, audience

L ogical Structure  
Explicit parts/sequence/organization

E ssential and Easy  
Focused topic, short phrases, fam

iliar term
s

A m
biguity-free  

Specific or defined term
s; few pronouns

R esonating  
Illustrative exam

ples, graphics, engaging style,
 

 
Positive and active sentence form

at

Think

Guidelines for Clear Com
m

unication

Develop

Clear E-m
ail: inform

ative subject header – personal opening – one topic per  
e-m

ail – reference to previous m
essage – list needed actions – less than one 

screen long – no cc‘s.

Clear Presentation: reduced to the m
ax – provide overview – com

bined with  
flipchart – align talk & slide – provide stim

ulating visuals – <7 points/slide

Clear Social M
edia: catchy headline – tim

ely topic – avoid m
arketing term

s –  
provide full hyperlink – end with call to com

m
ent, rate or answer

Clear Talk: question or anecdote – overview – m
ain point – few, sim

ple exam
ples 

or illustrations – im
plications – sum

m
ary/call to action 

Clear Diagram
: inform

ative caption/title – sim
ple, explicit structure –  

explanatory labels – respect Gestalt laws: proxim
ity, sim

ilarity, closure, sym
m

etry, 
figure-ground – use few colors/cliparts/anim

ations/3D effects

Check

Don’t
✘ Use passive, negative sentences that 

are hard to decode by the audience.
✘ Use long relative clauses, which cause 

confusion and dillute attention.
✘ Use foreign idiom

s, vague concepts,  
idiosyncracies or acronym

s.
✘ Overload diagram

s with 3D, clipart, 
colors or too m

any (undefined) item
s.

Do✔
 Be positive and active.

✔
 Address the audience.

✔
 Use inform

ative titles.
✔

 Use paragraphs & layout.
✔

 Distinguish facts from
 actions

✔
 State im

plications.
✔

 Use sim
ple visual m

etaphors.
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c
 How to Com

m
unicate Clearly:  

A Checklist for M
anagers  

and Corporate Com
m

unicators

B
usy 

corporate 
com

m
unication 

professionals 
need to convey increasingly com

plex m
essages 

to various target groups (w
hich could be dis-

tracted, biased, or indifferent) under great tim
e 

pressure. T
herefore, it is essential not to lose 

sight of the critical elem
ents that m

ake a m
es-

sage clear for its audience. 

In order to com
m

unicate clearly, a com
m

unica-
tor m

ust rem
em

ber the five key elem
ents sum

-
m

arized 
in 

the 
C

LEA
R

 
acronym

. 
C

lear 
com

-
m

unication clarifies its C
ontext, has a Logical 

structure, focuses on Essential elem
ents, con-

sists 
of 

A
m

biguity-free 
term

s, 
and 

R
esonates 

w
ith its audience.

C IS FOR CONTEXT
Provide an upfront positioning; don’t jum

p 
in.
T

he first elem
ent of com

m
unicating clearly 

is to briefly explain the context of your m
es-

sage: W
hy has it been w

ritten (purpose), 
w

hen (date), for w
hom

 (target group) and 
– if necessary – w

hat has com
e before it 

(background)?  
Exam

ple: A
 clear report begins w

ith a con-
text section that describes the report’s ra-
tionale and purpose and positions it am

ong 
related reports. A

 good e-m
ail relates to the 

context of previous m
essages.

 
L IS FOR LOGICAL STRUCTURE

G
ive the m

essage a logical structure; don’t 
just ram

ble on.
A

ny kind of com
plex com

m
unication m

ust 
be m

ade digestible by giving it an easily ac-
cessible, system

atic, and explicit structure. 

U
se tem

plates to ensure a consistent, logi-
cal, and sim

ple structure.
Exam

ple: A
 good structure for an e-m

ail 
m

essage, report, or business presentation is 
the SPIN

 structure (Situation, Problem
, Im

-
plications, and N

ext steps). 

E IS FOR ESSENTIAL
C

ut out unnecessary elem
ents; don’t devi-

ate from
 the m

ain m
essage.

Especially in w
ritten com

m
unication, such 

as e-m
ails or reports but also in slide pre-

sentations, 
w

e 
of 

know
 

w
hat 

w
e 

really 

w
anted to say once w

e have already w
ritten 

it up. T
herefore, rew

riting and elim
inating 

non-essential parts is an im
portant step to 

m
aking your com

m
unication clearer.

Exam
ple: Elim

inate every second slide from
 

your next slide presentation. R
ew

rite and 
shorten an e-m

ail m
essage to focus it on the 

needs of the recipient. Provide an executive 
sum

m
ary for long docum

ents.

A IS FOR AM
BIGUITY-FREE

C
hoose specific, clearly defined and fam

il-
iar w

ords; avoid vague term
s.

W
henever possible, try to use sim

ple term
s 

that you know
 all recipients w

ill under-
stand in the sam

e w
ay. If that is not pos-

sible, provide concise definitions in paren-
theses or at the end of a docum

ent.
Exam

ple: 
A

void 
term

s 
such 

as 
“soon,” 

“costly,” “som
eone,” “quality,” “better,” or 

“in one of your last e-m
ails.”

R IS FOR RESONANCE
Provide stim

ulating elem
ents that resonate 

w
ith the audience; don’t m

ake your m
es-

sage dull. 
Y

our m
essages are better understood if peo-

ple are m
otivated to read or w

atch them
. 

In order to encourage your audience to pay 
close attention to your com

m
unication, ad-

dress them
 directly and personally, offer 

illustrative exam
ples and stories early on, 

and w
ork w

ith fitting analogies or m
eta-

phors.
Exam

ple: B
egin presentations w

ith a ques-
tion or anecdote that you think your audi-
ence w

ould be interested in or is connected 
to the topic. In a report, avoid em

pty con-
cept nouns and replace them

 w
ith specific 

exam
ples or illustrative stories or instruc-

tive diagram
s. 

Clarity Check Questions
Check

Im
provem

ent Actions

Have you analyzed the needs, foreknowledge, 
and preferences of your target audience? 

Interview m
em

bers of your audience regarding their inform
ation 

needs and expectations and their previous insights into the topic.
Check typical prior com

m
unications to the target group in term

s of 
their style, scope, level of com

plexity, etc.

Do you know your m
ain m

essage and what 
you want the audience to know/do/think 
based on your com

m
unication?

W
rite a one-sentence paragraph for yourself that outlines the m

ain 
objective of your com

m
unication.

Align all of your com
m

unication to that single objective.

Is the context of your com
m

unication clear 
at a glance (authors, purpose, date, target 
group, etc.)?

Frontload your com
m

unication with contextual cues, such as author, 
affiliation, date, purpose.
If useful, provide an appendix with contextual background inform

ation.

Have you structured your com
m

unication 
logically and in a way that is instantly visible 
and understandable?

Analyze your com
m

unication in term
s of its m

ain content chunks. 
W

hat groups are there?
Allocate these chunks into a logical sequence, m

oving from
 overview to 

detail.

Have you focused your com
m

unication on 
the m

ost essential elem
ents and avoided 

unnecessary points?

Review your com
m

unication again and elim
inate elem

ents that can be 
left out without affecting com

prehensibility.
Screen and delete distracting deviations or unnecessary detailed infor-
m

ation.

Have you used term
s and expressions that 

can only be understood in one (correct) way?

Check your com
m

unication for am
biguous term

s or expressions and 
replace them

 with m
ore specific, clear-cut expressions.

Provide brief definitions or a short glossary to clarify any am
biguous or 

abstract term
s that you have used.

Does your com
m

unication m
otivate the 

target group to look at it?

Address the m
em

bers of your target group directly and highlight the 
benefits that the com

m
unication has for them

.
M

ake your com
m

unication attractive by leaving adequate white 
space and paying attention to contrast (bigger = m

ore im
portant) and 

alignm
ent. If possible, include an illustrative im

age (such as a photo, 
diagram

, or m
etaphor).

Your com
m

unication should now be clear.
If possible, pre-test your com

m
unication with m

em
bers of the target 

group and incorporate their feedback.

Table 9: Clarity check questions 
and im

provem
ent actions.

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

NoNoNoNoNoNo
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Clear Com
m

unication Basics: A Self-Test

T
his sim

ple self-test can be used to quickly as-
sess your ow

n clarity readiness. 

D
o you know

 the basics of clear com
m

unication? 

Find out by answ
ering the 10 true or false ques-

tions. D
id you get seven or m

ore questions right? 
If you got seven or m

ore questions correct, this 
m

eans you probably have a good personal clarity 
readiness and that you are aw

are of the drivers of 
clear w

ritten com
m

unication.

Statem
ent

True
False

You should generally write like you talk, as this leads to sim
pler, easier sentences.

Negatively stated sentences are easier to understand than positive ones (for exam
ple, 

“this announcem
ent is not confidential” as opposed to “this announcem

ent is  
for everyone”). 

Addressing your audience (e.g., “you should know”) instead of using an im
personal 

style (e.g., “one should know”) causes distraction and should be avoided.

Providing (varied) exam
ples usually m

akes com
m

unication clearer.

Nouns (things such as a “statem
ent”) are easier to grasp than verbs (activities  

such as “inform
ing”)

Using paragraphs to structure a text m
akes its content harder to understand.

Titles should give a sum
m

ary or a “so what” statem
ent about the section beneath it.

Subordinate (or nested) sentences and pronouns m
ake text m

uch harder to under-
stand. It’s better to avoid them

.

M
ost diagram

s or illustrations do not need a caption and can be understood by  
them

selves or by reading about them
 in the text.

M
any problem

s of unclear corporate com
m

unication stem
 from

 organizational rea-
sons (such as too m

any authors, too m
any revisions by different people, too m

any 
divergent interests, etc.)

Figure 15: How to com
m

unicate 
clearly: a Checklist for  

Corporate Com
m

unicators

(1)
 T 

(2)
 F 

(3)
 F 

(4)
 T 

(5)
 F 

(6
) F

 (7
) T

 (8
) T

 (9
) F

 (1
0)

 T

Avoid COM
PLEX m

essages

Com
plicated

Use short and fam
iliar words or phrases 

in the active and positive form
. Avoid 

jargon.

Overloaded
Stick to a m

axim
um

 of seven m
essages 

per com
m

unication.

M
essy

Give your m
essage a visible structure. 

Categorize lists of item
s into logical 

chunks.

Polysem
ic:   

Use unam
biguous term

s or define them
.

Linked
Keep readers focused on your text. Avoid 
providing too m

any distracting links.

Ever-changing:
Use a consistent form

at and structure.

X-tra
Avoid unnecessary elem

ents.

www.clear-com
m

unication.org

Figure 16: Com
plex 

to clear m
em

ory cards.
M

ake your m
essage CLEAR

Context
Have I indicated the purpose and audi-
ence?

Logical structure
Have I organized m

y content in an 
 obvious way that is accessible to the 
target group(s)?

Essential
Have I focused m

y m
essage on the essen-

tial parts? Is there an overview?
Am

biguity-free   
Have I used specific term

s and explained 
vague words or abbreviations?

Resonating
Have I used exam

ples and action item
s 

that people can relate to and which 
stim

ulate   a desired action/response? Is 
m

y m
essage ready to use?

www.clear-com
m

unication.org
Solution: 
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Clear Com
m

unication Check: diagnose your m
essage 

with these five check questions 

–  Version for writers  – 

1. Context: At the beginning of this com
m

unication,  
is there any indication why the com

m
unication is 

im
portant (purpose) and for whom

?
 

  No indication at all;
 

  som
e context indications given; 

 
  com

m
unication context clearly given upfront 

2. Logic structure: ls there a clearly visible, easy-to-
grasp structure to this com

m
unication?

 
  No explicit structure whatsoever; 

 
  explicit but som

ewhat unclear structure; 
 

  very clear and visible structure 

3. Essential content: Are there parts to this com
-

m
unication that are not essential and could be 

left out?
 

  M
any superfluous item

s; 
 

  som
e superfluous item

s; 
 

  no superfluous item
s 

4. Am
biguity-free: Are there any term

s used in the 
com

m
unication that are am

biguous, unclear, or 
otherwise difficult to interpret?

 
  M

any am
biguous term

s; 
 

  som
e am

biguous term
s; 

 
  no am

biguous term
s 

5. Resonance: Does the com
m

unication provide 
useful illustrations to create resonance with the 
audience?

 
  No useful illustrations/exam

ples; 
 

  som
ewhat useful illustrations/exam

ples;  
 

  very useful illustration provided

Clear Com
m

unication Check: let your readers rate 
your m

essage with these five check questions 

 – Version for readers –

1. W
as it clear to you why this m

essage was  
sent to you?

 
  No indication at all;

 
  som

e context indications given; 
 

  com
m

unication context clearly given upfront 

2. Did you understand the structure of this m
essage?

 
  No explicit structure whatsoever; 

 
  explicit but som

ewhat unclear structure; 
 

  very clear and visible structure 

3. Are there parts to this m
essage that are not es-

sential and could be left out?
 

  M
any superfluous item

s; 
 

  som
e superfluous item

s; 
 

  no superfluous item
s 

4. Are there any term
s used in the com

m
unication 

that are am
biguous, undear, or otherwise difficult 

to interpret for you?
 

  M
any am

biguous term
s; 

 
  som

e am
biguous term

s; 
 

  no am
biguous term

s 

5. Does the com
m

unication provide useful illustra-
tions to create resonance with you?

 
  No useful illustrations/exam

ples; 
 

  som
ewhat useful illustrations/exam

ples;  
 

  very useful illustration provided

Figure 17: Clear 
com

m
unication check for 
writers and readers.
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