
Clichés — words or phrases that have lost all meaning through 

best, clichés convey a lack of original thought; at worst, they signal 
deception. Yet in the investment world, where companies want to be 

issue of Excess Returns considers what clichés say about an investment 
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What Clichés Say About Your Company

nothing.”

Because that’s what clichés communicate: a lack of substance. While researching this article, I did a spot check of 10 

of the following lethal clichés: 

• Seasoned professionals

• Global footprint

• Proprietary research

• Unparalleled client service

In This Issue

What Clichés Say About Your 
Company

Clichés and Deception

It’s Been Said Before 

Alpha Partners is an investment 
marketing firm specializing in 
research and presentation strategy. 
Our goal is to create alpha (excess 
returns) by helping investment firms 
win, keep and diversify assets under 
management.

Alpha Partners LLC 
435.615.6862 
alphainvestmentmarketing.com

September 2014 Volume 4 | Number 8

Excess Returns
Monthly insights for investment marketing and sales professionals

https://www.alphainvestmentmarketing.com/


Excess Returns September 2014 | Page  2

• Singular focus

• Passionate commitment

• A comprehensive array

• A collegial team

• It’s in our DNA

• In today’s complex global markets

Clichés — especially those characterized by unnecessary adjectives and unsubstantiated superlatives — only 
dramatize an investment manager’s inability to communicate true competitive advantages. Why then do so many 

(itself a cliché) while using language identical to the language used by their competitors? Perhaps because they are 
not fully aware of the problem and its negative consequences. 

How to Avoid Clichés 

Develop awareness of the language used by your competitors. 

ago, this might have been understandable. Today, given the availability of competitor information via the Internet, 
it’s inexcusable.

So often, though, 
competitor awareness translates into copycat behavior. For more on the uses and abuses of competitor intelligence, 
see the November 2012 issue of Excess Returns.

way I found all those clichés so quickly was by going straight to the sections entitled “Who We Are” or “Company 

to the largest global multi-asset manager — sell the same thing: consistent returns, risk control, experience, research, 

of their intellectual capital (articles, research papers, investment process documentation, investment commentary 
that provides genuine insight). Intellectual capital does not lie. Either it exists or it doesn’t and, if it does exist, its 

 
about them.

http://www.alphainvestmentmarketing.com/Newsletters/201211_Know_Thy_Competitors.html#thy
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Hire from within — or work only with communications experts who specialize in investment marketing. If 

Write simply by avoiding unnecessary adjectives and superlatives. Simple language tends to be cliché proof. You 

or “laser-focused.”1 Whenever you use an adjective, ask if it is really necessary or if the message might be conveyed, 
minus the adjective, with more convincing simplicity and humility. Avoid unsubstantiated superlatives such as 

 substantiation in the form 
of, say, a regular survey of its clients.

rely on generalities. Using a phrase such as “raising the bar,” for example, has no meaning unless one understands 

is a story unlikely to include a lot of clichés.

of “but we really do an exceptionally good job of understanding and monitoring the risk in our portfolios.” Don’t do 
this. Don’t give up so easily. Relying on clichés tells the world you lack original thought when the facts and details 

Clichés and Deception

Investors increasingly are using linguistic analysis as a research tool, seeking to identify language that signals 

executives “start using a lot of jargon, it makes you wonder about believability,” says David Larcker, a professor at  
the Stanford Graduate School of Business who has studied deception on investor conference calls. Professor Larcker’s 
2012 paper, “Detecting Deceptive Discussions in Conference Calls,” analyzes language clues to deception in the 
Q&A section of earnings calls.2

In her excellent book, Investing Between the Lines May 2014), L.J. Rittenhouse points to “six popular 
CEO clichés” in the 2000 Enron letter to shareholders: 
strength, leverage competitive advantages and  “Not only do these clichés fail to 
inspire trust,” writes Ms. Rittenhouse, “they should cause a prudent investor to wonder what the company might  
be hiding.” 

http://www.alphainvestmentmarketing.com/excess-returns/best-practices-in-letters-to-investors/#lines
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It’s Been Said Before

Consistent with its subtitle, A Guide to the 
Use and Abuse of Clichés, It’s Been Said Before 
by lexicographer Orin Hargraves addresses the 
distinction between frequent usage and cliché. 
Mr. Hargraves explains that he “scaled back his 
ambition as a cliché killer” early during his research 
based on the realization that some clichés facilitate 
understanding based on familiarity and also that the 

noted in the prior article, might be considered 
less a cliché than a simple phrase essential for 
communication. Professor Larcker’s research paper, 
noted above, found that deceptive CEOs and CFOs 
were less likely to reference shareholder value: “We 
speculate that shareholder value and value creation 
words may be used less when deceptive executives 
are concerned about future litigation associated with 
their actions.”

Mr. Hargraves’ book serves as a well-researched, 

you next use a phrase such as “strike a balance” or 
“stay the course,” you may wish to consult It’s Been 
Said Before.

 

1. As documented by Bloomberg in the September 11, 2013 article, “’Laser-Focused’ CEOs Proliferate as Jargon Infects Speech.”

2. Written with Anastasia Zakolyukina of the Stanford Graduate School of Business and published in the Journal of Accounting Research.
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