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Chapter One 
 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 

Reading is a form of human cognition with the ultimate goal of comprehension (Carrell, 1989; 

Grabe, 1991; Stoller, 1994; Ulijn and Salager-Meyer, 1998). Accordingly, the success of a piece 

of text is measured by the extent to which readers understand and comprehend the material 

presented in that text. The level of this understanding and comprehension depends on the 

information derived from the text (Mason and Krashen, 1997). A significant influence on a 

reader’s ability to derive the required information from a text depends on the way the text is 

written and its coherence. Studies on the learning and recall of narratives and expository pieces of 

text have provided evidence of the relationship between the comprehensibility of a piece of text 

and its readability (Carrell, 1987; Kintsch and Yarbrough, 1982; Vauras et al., 1992). 

Regardless of the medium, readability is a cornerstone of communication (Leong et al., 2002) and 

difficulty in reading is one of the most common barriers to communication. Readability is a 

critical factor in the determination of how effective any reading material is (Rameezdeen and 

Rajapakse, 2007). The concept of readability has been used to describe the kind of textual 

organization that facilitates a reader’s task. Coherent and readable text is characterized by various 

types of cohesive links that facilitate text comprehension (Halliday and Hasan, 1976) and, 

consequently, effective communication. Comprehension and the conveying of information are the 

main goals of readability.  

A review of the related literature reveals that text readability is defined as the ease with which a 

person understands a piece of text (Pitler and Nenkova, 2008) and the ease with which a 

document can be read (Wimmer and Dominick, 2005). It is an attempt to match the reading level 

of written materials to the “reading with understanding” level of the reader (Bentley, 1972). Klare 

(1963, p. 15) defined readability as “the ease of understanding or comprehension due to the style 

of writing,” while Hargis et al. (1998) described it as an attribute of clarity. It has also been 

defined as “the total sum of all those elements within a given piece of printed material that affect 

the success a group of readers have with it. The success is the extent to which they understand it, 
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read it at an optimal speed, and find it interesting” (Dale and Chall, 1949, p. 23). Therefore, it is 

assumed that the attention that a piece of text receives from its intended readers can to a large 

extent be associated with its readability. 

In a readable text, the sequencing of ideas makes sense, and the language used to present those 

ideas makes the nature of them and their relationships apparent to the target audience (McKeown 

et al., 1992). In other words, writing is readable to the extent that its meaning can be easily and 

quickly comprehended for an intended purpose by an intended reader operating under normal 

conditions of alertness, motivation, and time pressure (Huckin, 1983). 

Readability is the linguistic complexity of the text, especially its semantic and syntactic 

dimensions (Chebat et al., 2003). Readable text affects how readers process information in the 

content. Poor readability scares readers away from the content and presents particular challenges 

to comprehension. However, implemented correctly, readability allows users to read and 

efficiently take in the information in the text.  

If the reading level is near the suggested average for the target audience, then the authors have 

avoided inserting unnecessary obstacles between themselves and their readers and may be 

successful in conveying their message to the audience. However, when the reading level is too 

difficult, readers will struggle with the text and there is the danger that the message of the text 

will not get through to the readers. 

 

1.2  Problem Statement  

Teachers and educators have long known that a text that is easy to read improves comprehension, 

retention, reading speed, reading persistence, and enjoyment (Fry, 2006). However, readability is 

not just critical for education. Written communication is very much a part of every business. It is 

the vital process through which organizations maintain their relationships with stakeholders such 

as their customers ot employees. Organizations rely on this form of communication to maintain a 

link with the different entities inside the organization and with the outside world (Satyanarayan, 



 3 

2008). Business messages are written in different forms, such as letters, memos, reports, 

proposals, statements, notes, and advertisements, among others. 

In this regard, what constitutes effective business written communication is a global question. 

However, a review of major business communication studies indicates that most business writers 

consider readability necessary for effective business writing (Faris and Smeltzer, 1997; Lesikar et 

al., 1999; Courtis, 2004; Sawyer et al., 2008) and that readability is an important construct in 

business writing. Moreover, regulators, consumer educators, and researchers have suggested that 

more effort is needed to ensure the readability of business written materials (Warren, 2008). In 

particular, they have strongly encouraged companies to make their written communication easy 

for stakeholders to find, read, and recall (Philpot and Johnson, 2007; Lee et al., 2011).  

Readability is an important aspect of business communication. Business messages that seem 

overly simple may not be taken seriously by readers or the readers may even feel that their 

intelligence has been insulted. Hard-to-read texts can result in confusion and misunderstanding, 

and discourage readers from reading them in the first place. Even if they attempt to read a 

difficult piece of writing, readers are unlikely to give it careful attention. Readers in the business 

world shy away from or skim a hard-to-read text, if they read it at all (Fleischhauer, 1982; 

Sawyer et al., 2008). At the very least, businesses should be aware of the readability of their 

written materials (Harrison-Walker, 1995). 

Studies have demonstrated how important readability is in business. Researchers have provided 

evidence that there exists a positive correlation among profitability (Subramanian et al., 1993; 

Courtis, 2004), return on equity (Baker and Kare, 1992), and prediction of corporate failure 

(Smith and Taffler, 1992, 2000) and readability of a firm’s annual report. Readability is 

interpreted to be a measure of the costs incurred by users to process and interpret a firm’s written 

communication after controlling for the operational complexity of the business (Lehavy et al., 

2011). Together, these results seem to indicate that poor firm performance may be a result of 

producing difficult-to-read documents. Therefore, businesses should produce written material that 

is sufficiently readable for their audience. Accordingly, of interest to all organizations using 

written communication is the ease with which the recipients read and understand the text (Leong 

et al., 2002).  
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Whereas readability has been studied and measured in several domains of communication, such 

studies are rarely found in the business literature (Chebat et al., 2003) and relatively few studies 

have been conducted to determine the readability of business-related written materials. This is 

while a significant part of the work of business academia and practice is the communication of 

information to students, managers, clients, customers, stakeholders, and the public. Readability is 

important in business and areas in both practice and academia in which people spend a great 

amount of time reading, trying to understand, and modifying annual reports, mission statements, 

journal papers, websites, advertisements, and other communicative texts. If business texts and 

publications are not readable and comprehensible, they will not succeed with the target audience 

and desirable outcomes cannot be achieved. Clarity, consistency, and conciseness are therefore 

essential to business writing. 

This is despite many companies not always considering whether their written communication 

materials are readable for their intended audience and that many readers may struggle with 

comprehension of them. One might conclude that these companies may be unaware of the role of 

readability and the possibility of text modification for transferring their message to readers.  

As a result, studying the readability of business texts is of great importance. Accordingly, this 

thesis will determine the readability of business documents, how much attention is paid to 

readability in business writing in the literature, and how readable different sources of tested 

materials are in different business disciplines. 

 

1.3 Theoretical Justification 

Communication is a process that involves organizing, selecting, and transmitting an intended 

message in an appropriate way to ensure that the target audience receives the message the 

communicator means to send. This process involves the exchange of ideas by a sender, who 

encodes a message, and a receiver, who decodes the message (Adelberg, 1983). Successful 

communication occurs only if the meanings intended by the communicator (sender) are assigned 

to the messages received by the receiver (Smith and Smith, 1971). 
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Hence, the prerequisite for communication is the message. Effective communication occurs when 

the message is transmitted through different media to the recipient in a way that ensures that it is 

understood by the recipient in the same manner as intended by the sender. One medium for 

sending the message to the target group is written communication. An understanding of how 

communication works, as illustrated in Figure 1, stems from the linear model of communication 

proposed by Schramm (1955) and revised by Fill (2005).  

 

Figure 1. A Linear Model of Communication, Source: Fill (2005) 

 

To comprehend the message within written material, readers must use their cognitive and 

linguistic abilities while processing text that has a specific structure and organization (Flood, 

1984). A cognitive approach considers readability as the result of an interaction between the text 

and the reader (Kintsch and van Dijk, 1978); the understanding comes from the interaction 

between words that are written and how they trigger readers’ knowledge (Kintsch and van Dijk, 

1978).  

Efficient reading depends on the ability to recognize words quickly and effortlessly. If the text is 

difficult, readers use too much of their processing capacity to understand complex words, which 

interferes with their ability to comprehend what is read. In this regard, comprehension difficulties 

may manifest in two ways. First, additional processing and extra time may be required to 

maintain coherence while reading a complex text. Second, if these additional processes are not 

performed, representation of the text will be deficient and recall will suffer (Miller and Kintsch, 

1980).  

More than with comprehension, readability is associated with ease of recall; a highly readable 

text not only conveys its meaning but also facilitates recall of that meaning (Huckin, 1983). An 
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easy-to-read text motivates readers to continue reading. Consequently, apart from being likely to 

be read at all, highly readable writing is more easily understood and remembered (Miller and 

Kintsch, 1980). 

Therefore, while reading, the reader constructs representations of the text that are important for 

comprehension (RAND Reading Study Group, 2002). Those representations include the surface 

code (the exact wording of the text), the text base (idea units representing the meaning of the 

text), and mental models (the way in which information is processed for meaning) that are 

embedded in the text. 

In this regard, in his construction-integration theory, Kintsch (1998) proposed that text 

comprehension follows a two-stage process. The first stage is the construction stage, in which a 

reader constructs meaning progressively in short-term memory. As a word or phrase is visually 

processed in a piece text, its associates (i.e., all the evoked mental images) are “activated in a 

spreading fan” (p. 21). In the next stage, the integration stage, deeper context checks occur as the 

reader moves ahead until contextual constraints are satisfied and a stable interpretation emerges. 

If the text is barely readable, readers with limited linguistic ability show poor comprehension of 

verbal cues and tend to allocate more of their cognitive resources to comprehension processes 

than to storage (Daneman and Carpenter, 1983). As a result, a difficult and hard-to-read text 

forces a reader’s cognitive resources to focus on the complex word or sentence. Briefly, the 

completion of the construction stage is compromised by semantic complexity (mostly complex 

words), and the completion of the integration stage is compromised by syntactically complex 

sentences. 

In reading a complex text, some processing resources related to verbal memory, which is 

correlated with language abilities, are utilized (Weismer and Evans, 1999; Montgomery, 2000). 

The ability to process a written text relates closely to the storage capacity of the functional verbal 

memory (Daneman and Carpenter, 1983; Just and Carpenter, 1992). In brief, unfamiliar words or 

complex phrases force readers to “regressive fixations” (i.e., backward glances). Short-term 

memory is thus emptied by the forced attention to unusual words. If the ability to process the text 
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is low, the storage capacity of the verbal memory provides insufficient cognitive resources and 

the comprehension of complex sentences is compromised.  

Verbal memory is a resource-limited system that includes both storage and processing functions. 

If the storage and/or processing demands of a comprehension task exceed the amount of 

resources available to the verbal memory, a trade-off between storage and processing occurs that 

leads to forgetting some or all of the previously processed information within a complex text.  

In other words, if a piece of text is hard to read, readers typically allocate a majority of their 

resources to comprehension at the expense of storage (Daneman and Carpenter, 1983). Therefore, 

by the time readers reach the end of a complex sentence, the information constructed earlier in 

that sentence may be forgotten and so the full message is not delivered. 

Therefore, having a readable text is theoretically proven to be essential in achieving the ultimate 

goal of any written material: comprehension. This theory is additional evidence that the success 

of a text in receiving the required attention from the intended audience depends largely on its 

readability. Based on this theory, readability is not only important in ensuring that written 

material is read, but it is also important in ensuring that its message is delivered to the reader as 

effectively as possible.  

 

1.4 Research Questions and Objectives 

This thesis raises a number of questions about the readability of business documents and 

publications and the problems that could arise from simply assuming that they are conveying the 

intended message to the target audience. To investigate the issue of readability in business 

disciplines, two research questions (RQs) were formulated and examined in the five studies 

undertaken for the purpose of this thesis:  

RQ1: What are the current trends and situation of readability research in business disciplines? 

RQ2: How readable are written materials within different business disciplines? 
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Through five studies that were conducted in different areas of business, evaluative data on a 

range of texts and publications were gathered to answer these research questions. The texts were 

written mission statements from both business academia (100 master of business administration 

(MBA) programs in the Financial Times rankings of 2009) and practice (100 firms in the Fortune 

500 annual rankings) and web page content (top-selling wine companies in the US and tourism in 

the Middle East). The following section introduces the body of this thesis, the five articles. Each 

of the articles has been developed into a chapter.  

1.4.1 First Article  

Readability Research in Business and Related Journals: A Synthesis of the Literature 

Setayesh Sattari 

Accepted for publication in the Journal of Emerging Trends in Economics and Management 

Sciences 

 

The main purpose of this study was to critically review the studies that have focused on 

readability within various business disciplines to answer the first research question of this thesis. 

Through content analysis, this study summarized the papers devoted to readability in business 

disciplines, identified specific trends and themes in readability research, and then drew inferences 

from them. Among 159 papers, the most frequently cited articles, most popular topics, most-used 

approaches to measuring readability, and the journals that have devoted the most space to 

research on readability in business were identified.  

The other four studies were used to answer the second research question through an evaluation of 

readability of different business written materials (i.e., mission statements and websites) using 

readability formulas and scores.  

1.4.2 Second Article 

How Readable Are Mission Statements? An Exploratory Study 

Setayesh Sattari, Leyland Pitt, Albert Caruana 

Corporate Communications: An International Journal, Vol. 16, No. 4, 2011, pp. 282-292. 
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As an essential first step in the strategic management process, a mission statement is an enduring 

document of purpose that distinguishes one business from another (Pearce, 1982). It is a 

declaration of an organization's business or "reason for being." A clear mission statement is 

essential to effectively establishing objectives, formulating strategies, setting goals, devising 

policies, allocating resources, and motivating employees (Cochran et al., 2008). Given that 

mission statements have strategic and marketing importance and necessarily are aimed at a multi-

stakeholder target, it is not surprising that organizations devote considerable effort to their 

development and adoption. Organizations hope that the different stakeholders not only read their 

mission statements, but also understand what they are trying to communicate. At the heart of this 

comprehensibility of the mission statement is readability. Employing content analysis and 

appropriate readability scores, this study was conducted on mission statements collected from a 

random sample of 100 firms in the Fortune 500 annual rankings.  

1.4.3 Third Article 

Are Business School Mission Statements Readable? Evidence from the Top 100. 

Leyland Pitt, Setayesh Sattari, Dianne Bevelander 

Journal of Strategic Management Education, Vol. 6, No. 4, 2010, pp. 1-16. 

 

For most business schools, mission statements are instrumental in the development of business 

communication. Moreover, these mission statements for business schools have been necessitated 

by the requirements of national and international accrediting bodies to provide direction for 

institutions’ strategic development. Mission statements should use an effective syntactic structure 

and writing style so as to be read and comprehended by their readers. Employing a readability 

calculation tool, this paper investigated the readability of mission statements of the top 100 MBA 

programs in the Financial Times rankings of 2009. 

1.4.4 Fourth Article 

Reading between the Vines: Analyzing the Readability of Consumer Brand Wine Websites 

Adam Mills, Leyland Pitt, Setayesh Sattari 

Accepted for publication in the International Journal of Wine Business Research 
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As websites have become more sophisticated, many web pages have become more difficult to 

read. With the multiplicity and variety of web pages, comprehension becomes a critical issue, and 

a major element of comprehension is readability of content. It is important to ensure that the text 

in web pages is written in an effective and appropriate style that is conducive to comprehension. 

This paper explored the ease of reading the text in the web pages of the 20 top-selling wine 

companies in the world.  In the wine sector, new marketing knowledge is imperative. Structural 

and competitive factors such as a high level of fragmentation, the growing role of modern 

distribution systems, new tendencies in purchasing and consumer behavior, growing international 

competition, and advertising make the website ideal for analysis of its role as a vehicle for 

communication.  

1.4.5 Fifth Article 

Tourism Websites in the Middle East - Readable or Not? 

Setayesh Sattari, Åsa Wllström 

Submitted to the International Journal of Leisure and Tourism Marketing 

 

 

Today, the Internet is a primary resource for information. However, due to its complicated nature, 

the Internet sometimes makes it difficult for users to search for appropriate information, verify its 

relevancy, and read and comprehend it. In this regard, readability of a website is an indicator of 

how easy it is for users and visitors to view, read, and understand its content. The Internet can 

also serve as an effective marketing tool in tourism (Buhalis, 2003; Buhalis and Law, 2008) that 

should deliver information in an effective, useful, and comprehensible manner. This is while 

millions of dollars have been invested in tourism website development without sufficient 

attention to evaluating the effectiveness of the sites (Morrison et al., 2004). Using readability 

measures, this paper investigated whether the English tourism websites of Middle Eastern 

countries, as listed on UNWTO, are readable.   
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1.5 Research Methodology 

Except the first article for which content analysis was used as an observational research method 

to assess the readability literature in business disciplines, assessments based on different 

measures were used to investigate the readability of different business texts in this thesis. Table 1 

summarizes the research methodologies used together with a brief presentation of five articles.  

Table 1: Summary of five articles 
 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 Article 4 Article 5 

Title 

Readability Research 

in Business and 

Related Journals: A 

Synthesis of the 

Literature 

How Readable Are 

Mission Statements? 

An Exploratory Study 

Are Business School 

Mission Statements 

Readable? Evidence 

from the Top 100. 

Reading between the 

Vines: Analyzing the 

Readability of 

Consumer Brand Wine 

Websites 

Tourism Websites in 

the Middle East 

Readable or Not? 

Journal 

Journal of Emerging 

Trends in Economics 

and Management 

Sciences 

Corporate 

Communications: An 

International Journal 

Journal of Strategic 

Management 

Education 

International Journal 

of Wine Business 

Research 

International Journal 

of Leisure and 

Tourism Marketing 

Status Accepted Published Published Accepted  Submitted 

Methodology Content analysis 

Two readability 

indices using MS 

Word and content 

analysis 

Six readability indices 

using read-able.com 

Six readability indices 

using read-able.com 

Six readability indices 

using read-able.com 

Sample 
159 papers related to 

readability in business 

disciplines 

100 mission 

statements of Fortune 

500 companies 

Financial Time’s top 

100 business schools 

20 top-selling wine 

companies in the 

world 

17 English tourism 

websites of Middle 

Eastern countries 

 
 
 

1.6 Readability Measures 

In the 1920s, educators discovered a way to use vocabulary difficulty and sentence length to 

gauge the difficulty of a text. Embedded in readability measures, this method has proven its 

worth over 80 years of application (Du Bay, 2004).  

Progress and research on the measures were something of a secret until the 1950s (DuBay, 2004). 

Writers like Rudolf Flesch, George Klare, Edgar Dale, and Jeanne Chall brought the measures 

and the research supporting them to the marketplace. They were widely used in journalism, 

research, health care, law, insurance, and industry. By the 1980s, there were 200 formulas and 

more than 1,000 studies published on readability formulas and measures attesting to their strong 
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theoretical and statistical validity. Nine of the most widely used and recognized measurements 

for readability are explained in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Details about the best-known readability measures 

 

Measure When? Who? What? How? 

Flesch-Kincaid 

Reading Ease 
1948 

Rudolf Flesch 

and John P. 

Kincaid 

100-point scale 

 

 
The Flesch-

Kincaid Grade 

Level Score 

1948 

Rudolf Flesch 

and John P. 

Kincaid 

Years of 

education   

Gunning Fog 1952 Robert Gunning 
Years of 

education   

Coleman-Liau 1967 
Meri Coleman 

and T. L. Liau 

The U.S. grade 

level    
Automated 

Readability Index 

(ARI) 

1967 
E. A. Smith and 

R. J. Senter 

The U.S. grade 

level    

Läsbarhetsindex 

(LIX) 
1968 

Carl-Hugo 

Björnsson 
100-point scale 

Lix = ( words / sentences ) + 100(words >= 6 characters / 

words) 

Fry Graph 1968 Edward Fry 
The U.S. grade 

level   

 The average number of sentences (y-axis) and syllables (x-

axis) per hundred words 

SMOG 1969 
Harry 

McLaughlin  

Years of 

education   

New Dale-Chall  1995 
Edgar Dale and 

Jeanne S. Chall 

Reading grade 

score 

RGS = (0.1579 x Dale score) + (0.0496 x average sentence 

length) + 3.6365 

 

A readability measure provides an indication on a scale of the difficulty of comprehension of a 

piece of text by readers in relation to the linguistic characteristics of that piece of text. The basic 

process in most readability tests involves counting the number of some combination of syllables, 

words, sentences, and paragraphs to estimate the difficulty of the language used (Woods et al., 

1998). A readability test consists of measures that are the result of a linear regression applied to 

experiment participants, who are asked to comprehend using specific instruments, regarding the 

reading ease of different pieces of text. The purposes of using readability tests in interpretation 

are to ensure that the language style is not too difficult for the average reader and to assist in 

minimizing scientific and technical jargon. 

Robert Gunning, for example, developed the FOG index in the 1940s as a warning against 

“drifting into needless complexity in writing” (Gunning, 1968, p. 12). Readability measures have 

generally been developed as objective measures of writing complexity and to estimate the reading 

or education level required for comprehension of a piece of text (Leong et al., 2002). Many of 
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these newer measures are, however, complex and require a detailed understanding of linguistic 

and grammatical terms, so it is not surprising to find that some of the earliest and simplest 

readability measures, like Flesch-Kincaid Reading Ease as well as SMOG and FOG tests, are still 

the most commonly used.  

 

1.7 Conclusion 

Chapter 1 introduced this thesis by discussing the importance of readability, focusing on its 

relevance to business communication within different disciplines. Next, the overall research 

problem and two research questions were presented followed by a brief instruction on each of the 

five articles and research methodology. This thesis reports on five papers that investigated the 

proposed research questions. The next chapters take the reader through the studies that 

individually address the overall problem of this thesis. Chapter 7 concludes with an overall 

conclusion, managerial implications, limitations and future research.  
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusions, Implications, Limitations, and Future Research 

 

 

“The chief virtue that language can have is clearness, and nothing detracts from it so much as 

the use of unfamiliar words.”   Hippocrates  

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

Communication between business enterprises and their stakeholders occurs continuously and in 

many forms. The traditional vehicle for such communication is written communication. Business 

text will be more or less useful depending on the extent to which its content is readable and 

understandable (Courtis, 1998). Readability is a key measure of the effectiveness of written 

communication and a vital characteristic of texts that inevitably affects comprehension. Hence, it 

is no wonder that readability and understandability are often seen as synonyms. Effective 

communication of business messages will be improved if those responsible for writing them are 

sensitive to the reading and comprehension abilities of their audience (Smith and Taffler, 1992; 

2000).  

This thesis suggests that the readability assessment of texts is important in the context of business 

since success in conveying the right, intended textual message to an audience is directly 

dependent on the content and form of presentation. It is also suggested that along with specific 

explanations of qualitative words and material organized to interest an audience, writers must 

ensure that language is appropriate for the audience’s level of comprehension. If texts in business 

communication are not readable, they are not influential in a real sense. If texts are essentially not 

readable, or even worse, cannot be made readable by the authors no matter how important they 

are, readers will not respond favorably to them. However, because writing is difficult, business 

writers often place the burden of understanding on their readers. Although the audience may 

make a convenient scapegoat, it is the business writer (in academia and practice) who is 
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responsible for clear communication. In addition, because communication problems can cause 

time-consuming and costly mistakes, it is worth the extra effort to develop clear and readable 

text.  

Readers should be able to comprehend what they are reading; if they are unable to do so, they are 

likely to be less motivated to read the relevant text, which will diminish their ability to gain 

knowledge and absorb the content. Motivation and perspiration are important ingredients of good 

writing. Although it is well known that readability is influential in comprehending text, many 

people in business seem to underestimate the requirements for well-written text. Failing to 

maximize a piece of text’s readability is thoughtless and risky, wastes readers’ time, and 

increases the chances of readers misunderstanding the text.  

This chapter provides the rationale behind the study. It summarizes the main conclusions, 

suggests managerial implications, addresses limitations, and offers direction for future research. 

 

7.2 Conclusions 

 

Although separate, the studies presented in this thesis follow a progression in the attempt to 

understand readability and evaluate it in the context of business. Following the research questions 

established in chapter 1, the first paper studied relevant works concerning readability in business 

and related disciplines. Although the business literature contains studies dealing with the issue of 

readability, no one has ever collected and summarized the studies in a way that makes their full 

characteristics apparent. As content analysis is useful in the evaluation of the research trends in 

any discipline, this technique was used for this research. The papers studied reflected the 

evolution of readability research in the business field as a whole and its research themes. The 

findings revealed that interest in this area of research is growing and that most of the themes are 

moving in the same direction. 

The results of this paper provide researchers interested in the area of readability with a better 

sense of what has been contributed to the body of knowledge over the years. This paper is among 

the first to make explicit contributions to the readability literature in business disciplines. Insights 
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gained from this research will be useful to both academics and practitioners and, in particular, 

those who want to contribute to this area of research by learning what the trends and gaps are and 

gaining deeper insight into its established topics and emerging trends.  

Moreover, four of the studies examined for this thesis evaluated the readability level of different 

sources of business written materials. They examined the construct of readability and how it can 

affect reading comprehension as measured by readability formulas. Two sources of business 

communications, mission statements and websites, were evaluated and two studies were 

conducted on each.  

With regard to the first two studies, this thesis sought to answer the question of whether mission 

statements as a means of business communication were “readable” or not. Mission statements 

represent a communication tool used to convey information regarding a company. Due to the 

representative and parenthetical nature of mission statements, the possibility exists for poor 

readability since companies tend to use linguistically complex text. The second and third papers 

reported the results of studies exploring the readability level of mission statements for highly 

profitable companies and highly ranked business schools. One general proposed postulate was 

that the current manner in which these mission statements were written resulted in their low level 

of readability.  Overall, the mission statements examined in these two studies required a reading 

ability in excess of that expected of an average reader. In addition, they were often written at  a  

level  that  was  too  high  for  much  of  the  population. The information provided in these 

mission statements was not written for the potential audience but for a well-educated one, which 

may have compromised the target demographic of the texts. These statements were not written in 

a stakeholder-friendly way; in fact, the complexity of the language could have prevented many 

stakeholders from properly understanding the statements’ intended message. The findings clearly 

indicated that the readability and comprehension levels of mission statements were inappropriate 

for average readers. This does not bode well for many people because, in the class of 2007, for 

example, the most recent year for which data are available, only 68.8 percent of U.S. students 

attending public schools graduated from high school by finishing grade 12 (as in readability 

measures grade level) (Education Week, 2010). This thesis suggests that when the readability of a 

mission statement is low, the chance of that statement being interpreted with less degree of 

commonality by different readers is high. 
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The other two studies evaluated the readability of wine companies and Middle Eastern tourism 

websites. Websites are widely used as a means of business communication, so it is most 

important for them to be written at an appropriate readability level. It is essential that website 

visitors comprehend the site’s text. Different readability measures were used to examine the 

readability level of the websites being examined. Since each readability measure emphasizes 

different characteristics of a passage, it is important to compare the results of the formulas when 

determining the readability of websites’ text to figure the understandability of the text for 

potential readers. These studies determined that although the evaluated websites seemed to be 

insufficiently readable for an average reader in general, there was some variance in their 

readability levels.  

The study on wine companies’ websites, to generalize somewhat, suggested that websites fall into 

two categories: highly readable to most audiences and coherent only to a more sophisticated 

audience. Many of these websites were written at a grade level higher than the grade level for 

which they were intended.  

The fifth paper that assessed the readability of website materials found the reading level to be 

frequently higher than the reading ability of a typical audience as well, which might generate 

problems with confusion and distraction (Philpot and Johnson, 2007). Specifically, regarding 

tourism websites in the Middle East, this suggests that the message that these websites want to 

convey is incomprehensible to a majority of the population, and presumably a significant portion 

of visitors and potential visitors. The results do not convey the impression that all the websites 

exhibited similar textual difficulties, but overall, most were not very easy to read. 

One observation that can be made from the results gained from readability measures used in the 

wine and tourism website studies is that the comparability of measured readability levels in the 

studies in this thesis show that the Coleman-Liau Index is not consistent with other readability 

measures calculating the same thing, grade level; it usually generates a number far different from 

other similar measures. This can be due to the formula it uses, but it still can be considered an 

issue worthy of further investigation.  
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7.3 Managerial Implications and Recommendations 

 

To shape and maintain strategic relationships with current and potential investors, consumers, 

and shareholders, businesses engage in vigorous communication activities in which written 

communication is very widely used  (Laskin, 2009; Lee et al., 2011). With this in mind, it is 

suggested that businesses fully consider the audience for whom their communication is targeted 

so that the audience can better understand the message (Sheehan, 2005; Monticone, 2010; 

Remund, 2010). While many managers may favor a more complex writing style, they should 

remember that their style may not be for everybody. Increased consumer and stakeholder 

satisfaction with text readability would naturally influence their attitude toward a business 

enterprise. Managers should ensure that their business message is written in a way that would not 

be considered false or misleading. Business professionals should exercise more control over the 

level of readability than they do over any other aspect of their writing. They should make their 

written business communication as readable as possible by shortening the length of sentences and 

avoiding complex terminology. Increased readability should be possible while maintaining 

credibility with stakeholders and alignment with business standards. 

This thesis sends a clear message to business practitioners, academics, and communities: The 

readability levels of the business writings evaluated here are inappropriate for people with an 

average level of reading skill. This suggests that if business managers want their readers to 

understand the messages embedded in their written communications, they either have to find a 

way to increase their target’s reading ability to the levels of their business texts (which seems to 

be very difficult) or they must present their texts in a way their intended readers can understand. 

For that reason, people in business should be aware of the importance of text readability and 

strive to resolve the problem of presenting incomprehensible text.  

The key implication of this research for the development of business written communication is 

that managers should begin by evaluating the clarity and readability of their materials. Firms 

should search for ways to ensure that consumers and stakeholders read and comprehend what 

they publish. They must vigilantly review their written business communication to ensure that 
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they provide easy-to-understand information for stakeholders’ use in the decision-making 

process.  

Managers in different business disciplines should not consider readability as just involving 

vocabulary and complex words. It includes all the techniques for clear and precise 

communication, such as planning, designing, and organizing a document, together with writing 

clear sentences and testing the clarity and understandability of the text whenever possible on a 

typical reader.  

This thesis also points out that readability does not mean oversimplifying a text; it means clear 

and effective communication. An old proverb tells us to “keep it simple.” In fact, with respect to 

the cognitive complexity of a text and reading, the general assumption has been to keep the 

wording of a message simple. However, sending an oversimplified message to an audience may 

negatively influence its response. In this regard, readability and precision are complementary 

goals where the choice between having a clear or a precise text is usually a false choice. 

Readability is not only a great clarifier; it also improves the accuracy of a text.  

This study suggests that managers of different business enterprises would be surprized if they 

undertook readability tests on their written materials by the deficiencies they discover in their 

trusted old documents. However, managers should collect before-and-after data and perform a 

cost-benefit study on the document to understand how important it is to offer a readable 

document in the first place. For instance, they can determine how much staff time is worth 

putting into the development and correction of it. They can also calculate how much it would cost 

to develop the new document. This is consistent with the literature showing that when 

stakeholders better understand a document, they tend to make fewer mistakes in understanding its 

content, have fewer questions and uncertainties, and ultimately save money both for themselves 

and the writer’s company (Kimble, 1996; Hartley et al., 2004; Courtis, 2004), reducing confusion 

and complaints and increasing customer satisfaction. Therefore, managers should pre-test their 

written documents using readability measures and formulas or even a sample of the target 

audience to ensure complete and correct message transmission. Until the writer knows how 

readable a piece of text is by actually testing its readability level, he or she is operating under his 

or her own biases and inability to understand the message recipient’s perspective.  
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Based on the results of the studies conducted for the purpose of this thesis, the recommendation is 

that when a manager writes a mission statement, he or she should carefully consider the skill and 

comprehension level of the target stakeholders. Even where target audiences are more educated 

and sophisticated, such as highly educated executives and public officials, they may still prefer to 

read and better comprehend text that is written at a lower readability level. There may be a subtle 

difference between a document being “not difficult” to read (i.e., “I can understand it”) and 

“easy” to read (i.e., “Not only can I understand it, but I can read it easily and enjoy reading it”). 

Moreover, regarding business websites, in line with other written materials, whatever the reason 

for producing the content of a website, the message that it aims to covey is most important. The 

more clearly the message is presented, the more likely it will succeed. On the Internet, the time 

needed to get this message to the audience is short. Attention spans are brief and so too is time. If 

visitors feel confused, the writer of the website cannot expect them to read the content of the 

website. If they feel patronized or confused, they cannot be counted on to read further. The 

content of a website is there for visitors’ benefit and website developers should ensure that users 

can understand the content and, through readability, please the majority of readers. 

By ignoring readability, businesses inadvertently undermine their websites. The content is there, 

the search engines have indexed it, but people just aren’t responding. In an online environment, 

the difference between success and failure ordinarily is just a click and web masters shouldn’t 

give their visitors an excuse to leave by not producing a readable website. Developer should keep 

it simple, keep it clean, and keep it readable. Readable text stands out and is recognizable. If 

readers cannot read the first two sentences of the page they just landed on, they most likely won’t 

stay. Readable text connects to readers and puts them at ease immediately.  

 

7.4 Limitations  

 

Readability measures investigate certain features of text that can be subjected to mathematical 

calculations (Rameezdeen and  Rajapakse, 2007). However, there exist other features that 

promote text comprehensibility, such as the circumstances in which the reader will be using the 

text or form—both the psychological and the physical situations—that cannot be measured 



 115 

directly through these mathematical equations (Klare, 1984). Some proponents have argued that 

comprehension of a text involves a broader range of parameters than those imposed by 

readability measures, which are text-focused in that they examine features of a piece of text 

(Schriver, 2000). For example, the result of a readability measure cannot reveal the role of a 

reader’s reading ability in understanding a piece of text. A reader’s prior education, knowledge of 

the subject matter, reading skill, and interest in and motivation toward the subject matter will, 

intuitively, help to determine his or her comprehension. This is the major limitation of the use of 

readability formulas in the studies of this thesis. Despite the above limitations, readability 

formulas do provide an opportunity to measure readability in numerical terms. 

The studies conducted for this thesis are limited in that they examined a relatively small sample 

of business texts. Further research could evaluate more written business material examining the 

readability level of different types of writing. Furthermore, the results reported in this research 

are restricted to the materials that were chosen for examination, but mission statements and 

websites are, of course, not the only tools that are used in written business communication. 

Generally, such messaging is communicated through a range of communication styles, activities, 

and tools that were not included or assessed in this study.  

Finally, the analysis herein represents data from a snapshot in time and does not reflect any 

changes that may have occurred since then. Indeed, if any of the texts in question have been 

changed or revised significantly since the study, a re-analysis of the data could result in 

significantly different readability scores.  

 

7.5 Ideas for Future Research 

 

As mentioned in chapter one, readability measures concern the cognitive aspects of reading and 

dealing with the difficulty that a reader may have in understanding a text. They are product-

oriented because they are used properly only when applied to finished products, or texts (Stewart, 

1986). However, future research studies might explore the cognitive-psychological approach to 

readability, a process-oriented science, to investigate how people interpret, store, and retrieve 
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what they read in their mind. The major differences in these approaches are that, in the cognitive 

psychology approach, the reader’s familiarity with the material and his or her reading style are of 

great importance. This approach searches for factors that actually cause readability to increase or 

decrease, whereas readability measures are not concerned with causal factors.  Therefore, there 

exists a need for theoretical, methodological, and empirical research to advance readability 

studies beyond readability formulas and measures. Both text difficulty and the variety of 

resources available to different readers, such as word recognition skills, interest in the subject, 

and prior knowledge of the subject, which are equally important factors in comprehension and 

retention of information (McNamara et al., 2002), should be applied in evaluating the readability 

of business written materials. 

Also, samples of business written materials other than those investigated in this thesis should be 

evaluated in future studies with regard to their readability level. Another idea for future research 

would be to investigate whether the overall readability of the business written materials studied in 

this thesis change or remain statistically unchanged over time.  Additional research with more 

texts from different sources, and more sophisticated measurement tools, is now needed to 

investigate the differences between modes of business writing and ways of making business 

writing more readable. 

Regarding websites, another way of extending the line to better understanding of 

comprehensibility with texts in business websites is to identify the effects of a website’s 

appearance and physical attributes on overall comprehensibility of communicated texts. Gaining 

an understanding of these effects might result in more accurate and meaningful future research 

designs.  

Other features of text, such as qualitative factors like vocabulary difficulty, composition, sentence 

structure, concreteness and abstractness, obscurity, and incoherence that cannot be measured by 

readability formulas can be evaluated in future research to examine further the comprehensibility 

of business written materials.  
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