
Communications that pay dividends
David Coe



1. Easy absorption of 
information.

2. Informative visuals to 
support the message.

3. Packaged to entice the 
reader and aid navigation.

4. Published in a format that 
reflects the content and suits 
its use.

.
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Utilises the three learning styles:
• Auditory
• Visual
• Kinesthetic

Result is a congruent message that 
is compelling on all levels.

Appeals to both sides of the brain.
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• Finance & general reporting
• Editing & production journalism
• Information & graphic design
• Investment banking
• Magazine production
• Technical analysis

.
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“Have something to say and say 

it as clearly as you can. That is 

the only secret of style.”

- British poet Matthew Arnold

Good writing matters
Plain English makes understanding easyPlain English makes understanding easy
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• Start with the most 
important point.

• Be compelling.

• Tell clients how they will be 
affected. 

• Aim for 30 words or fewer.

• Avoid starting with 
subordinate clauses.

Examples of catchy introductions

The first time 53-year-old Sidney 
Anderson was seen drunk was the 
last time he was seen alive.
Prison escapee Peter Brown went 
for a swim yesterday and came 
face to face with an off-duty 
policeman – in swimming trunks.
James Wilson lit a cigarette while 
bathing his feet in dry-cleaning 
fluid. He may live.

From Harold Evans’ 
Newsman’s English (Heinemann)

bathing his feet in dry-cleaning 
fluid. He may live.

(Heinemann)

Introduce yourself



Introduce yourself

• xxxxxToo general Better for being specific

The federal budget was handed down 
last night.

Capital gains tax will be scrapped after 
July 1.

The long-running inquiry into 
pensioners’ living standards has finally 
reported to the federal government.

Pensioners will get a $50 a fortnight 
increase if the federal government 
accepts the long-awaited 
recommendations of its inquiry into 
their living standards.

Telstra released its interim profit 
to the ASX yesterday.

Telstra has halved its dividend after 
suffering a 60 per cent fall in its interim 
net profit.

Telstra has halved its dividend after 
suffering a 60 per cent fall in its interim 



Quick tips
Limit sentence ideas
Be active, not passive
Be positive, not negative
Avoid clichés like the plague
Be specific about specifics
Use nouns and verbs
Avoid boring monotony
Avoid repetition again and again

Quick tips
Avoid jargon and TLWs *
Avoid monologophobia
Cut out padding
Abstraction is too abstract
Detail should drive out generality
Watch for ambiguities
Write in English, not Latin
Stop when you’ve said enoughStop when you’ve said enough

* Three-letter words

Mind your language



In need of editing After editing
No positive results overnight. No one was found alive last night.
Buildings were seriously impacted. Buildings were damaged seriously.
The accident was caused through the 
dangerous nature of the spot.

The accident happened because the 
spot was dangerous.

The theatre has seating 
accommodation for 600.

The theatre seats 600.

The prime minister said the sanctions 
position will then be reviewed.

The prime minister said the 
sanctions will then be reviewed.

The carbon price issue will be given 
serious consideration.

A carbon price will be 
considered seriously.

The prime minister said the 
sanctions will then be reviewed.
A carbon price will be 
considered seriously.

Mind your language



• Magnet for the eyes. 
• Reinforces the message.
• Draws attention to critical 

elements.
• Summarises an issue.
• Adds to understanding.
• Easily absorbed.
• Time efficient to read.

Tell it visually
Strong graphs are informative
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.

When the brain fights itself



The grand principles 
Edward Tufte’s rules ensure graphs serve your clientsEdward Tufte’s rules ensure graphs serve your clients



Design rule 1
Content counts most





Where to start



Where to start



Where to start







When only 

a diagram

will do



Design rule 2
Show smart comparisons





Comparison 

of company 

dividends, 

yields and

net profits 

during the 

reporting 

season.



Design rule 3
Use small variations



Students can see clearly 

the slight changes between 

letters and movements 

which may be otherwise 

lost if presented across 

several paragraphs, pages 

or even documents.



Small 

variations 

show up 

clearly 

here too.



Each change in each 

central banks’ official 

interest rate shows up as a 

small variation.

And forecast moves are 

easy to compare with 

actual interest rates, which 

is a smart comparison.



Design rule 4
Show causality



The unemployment 

rate fell as more 

people participated 

in the labour market.

Seasonal trend in the 
gold price (index)
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Major gold headlines during 
September of previous years

1999 Bank of England sale 
restores gloss to gold.
2001 US terror attacks shock 
bullion out of downtrend.
2003 OPEC cut gives gold a new 
shine.
2005 Inflation fears send gold 
price to record levels.
2007 Gold hits 27-year high as 
investors seek hedge.
2008 `Safe haven' gold soars.

Seasonal trend in the 
gold price (index)



Seasonal trend in the 
gold price (index)Monthly moves in the gold price
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Design rule 5
More than one variable



Annual profit and 

loss of a futures 

trading system 

(top) shown 

against the 

cumulative profit 

(bottom).



Calories  consumed, 

those burnt during 

exercise, net 

calories, and the 

person’s target.

Pity about the poor 

labelling.



Design rule 6
Tie related content





Here’s a map of 

stakeholder 

relationships 

after CVC 

bought into PBL.





The eye has 

less work to do

to grasp the 

accuracy 

of this analyst’s 

previous 

forecasts.



Design rule 7
Use a universal grid





Shows relative 
sizes but would 
have been clearer 
if 1st and 3rd

together.

3D can be 
problematic.



xxxxxx

The bulge of baby boomers in the population can be seen clearly 
growing older from 1961 to the 2031 estimate.





Design rule 8
Integrate charts, words and images





At least you 

can see 

quickly

where 

productivity 

doubled





Design rule 9
Document everything



No labels on 

bars or line



This is measuring growth – but in what?  



Recap of the grand principles 



• Tufte’s principles apply.

• Function determines form.

• Start with highest priorities. 

• Enjoyable  client.

experience is prerequisite 

for return visits.

Showcase what’s important
Crisp design = elegant simplicity
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• Engage your audience.

• Answer: ‘What’s in it 

for me?’

• Make it easy to find 

what’s important. 

• Enrich the client.

Showcase what’s important

Plain EnglishPlain English

Crisp 
design

Production 
values

Strong 
graphs

Production 
values



More on d esign and layout
And navigation

.

complicat

Each circled 

element is 

doing a 

specific  job.



More on d esign and layout
And navigation

.

Left: key data

Right: reports



More on d esign and layout
And navigation

.

• Changes in analysts’ 

recommendations

• Changes to the forecast 

earnings of companies.



More on d esign and layout
And navigation

.

• Main report of the day.

• Other reports grouped 

by industry or theme.

• Able to drill down.



More on d esign and layout
And navigation

.

Flashes to make the 

document stand out

under a pile 

of rival reports.



Macquarie research 
• Event
• Impact
• Recommendation
• Analysis

Suggested structure 
• Event
• Significance
• Risk
• Action

.

Function determines form
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• Format aids usage

• Suits users’ expectations

• Fits shape of data

• Enhances message

• Is cost effective

• Triggers transactions

Viable solutions
Production values reflect the message 
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• Plain English = least effort.

• Strong graphs highlight key factors.

• Crisp design engages your 

audience.

• Publish in a format that aids usage.

• Result: client receives a clear 

message and knows how to profit.

Conclusion
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Strong graphs highlight key factors.

Publish in a format that aids usage.
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0422 376 143
david@davidcoe.com.au


