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Move structure and communication style of leaders’ messages in 

corporate discourse: A cross-cultural perspective   

 

Abstract 

 

As an important tool to influence stakeholders’ perception, leader messages subsumed 

under public relations discourse, play an integral role in corporate communication. 

Drawing on the analysis of linguistic move structure and communication styles employed 

by researchers, this study adopts a multidimensional framework by using both discourse 

and quantitative analysis to compare how leaders in Global 500 corporations in China 

and the US rely upon specific linguistic features to engage stakeholders in corporate 

discourse published on their websites. The results show pertinent differences in 

communication styles where Chinese corporations tend to be more instrumental, 

elaborate and competitive while US corporations are more affective, succinct and 

harmonious. These observations depart from previous findings on interpersonal 

communication styles in cross-cultural research. This study also extends the boundary of 

corporate genre analysis by suggesting that the moves adopted in the structure of 

corporate messages are highly specific to the particular genre.  

 

Keywords 

Leaders’ messages, corporate public relations discourse, move structure analysis, 

communication styles, cross-cultural, global corporations. 
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Introduction 

Corporate leader-stakeholder communication is imperative in the globalized world where 

the Internet has facilitated the use of narrative discourse as a means of securing 

stakeholders’ support (Segars and Kohut, 2001). Through the construction of public 

relations discourse, corporate leaders are able to extend a ‘positive image of the 

company’ to their stakeholders in order to ‘sustain their confidence in future corporate 

performance’ (Bhatia, 2010: 43). Web-based messages posted on corporate websites thus 

serve as a major form of corporate public relations (Olasky, 1987) discourse. Specifically, 

Corporate Public Relations (CPR in short) discourse is defined as communication from 

senior management (comprising CEOs, chairmen, presidents and managing directors) to 

stakeholders with a view to promoting the image, strategy and mission of the corporation, 

as well as establishing solidarity with stakeholders (Bhatia, 2008; Hamm, 2006; Kitchen 

and Schultz, 2001). Horton (1995: 180) views corporate messages as ‘instruments of or 

complements to actions’, aiming to meet business objectives and achieve business 

success, while corporate addresses are defined as formal speeches targeted at 

stakeholders.  

 

Corporate documents and reports have a wide range of audiences (Bhatia, 2008; Kong, 

2001), who include stakeholders from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

(Amernic and Craig, 2006), such as capital market stakeholders (i.e. 

shareholders/stockholders), product market stakeholders (i.e. customers and suppliers), 

and organizational stakeholders (i.e. employees and managers) (Hitt et al., 2005). 
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Similarly, although the main purpose of corporate documents and reports is to inform 

shareholders about the performance of the corporation, such communication is also 

intended to be persuasive and directive (Bhatia, 2008; Kong, 2001). To ensure 

communicative effectiveness in this context, appropriate linguistic resources need to be 

employed or manipulated. On some occasions, positive news is amplified in messages 

while negative news is downplayed to allay stakeholders’ anxiety about the prospects of 

the corporation.  

 

Bhatia’s (2010) study focused on the four common types of discourses found in annual 

reports: 1). accounting discourse; 2). economics discourse; 3). public relations discourse; 

and 4). legal discourse. He suggests that public relations discourse, specifically, 

Directors’ or Chairmen’s messages which are placed in the annual report, are carefully 

worded to achieve the aim of building stakeholders’ confidence. Kohut and Segars (1992) 

and Bhatia (2010) note that the President’s or Chairman’s letter to shareholders is placed 

together with the annual report and serves as a communicative tool to highlight the 

corporation’s mission, financial performance and objectives. 

 

Apart from Chairmen’s letters, leader messages as another major type of CPR discourse 

are increasingly used in standalone form in leader-stakeholder communication 

particularly due to the growth of the Internet with Ngai and Singh’s (2015) study noting 

that web-based leader messages were more common in building relations in major 

Chinese corporations in 2013 as opposed to 2010. Therefore, the study on leaders’ 

messages in corporate discourse warrants our further investigation. Drawing on discourse 
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analysis, this study examines how linguistic features such as structural characteristics are 

employed in leaders’ messages published on websites in Fortune Global 500 Chinese and 

United States (US) corporations. Through discourse and text structure, leaders in Chinese 

and US corporations exert influence and exhibit different communication styles. In prior 

cross-cultural interpersonal communication research (see e.g. Gudykunst and Ting-

Toomey, 1988; Hall, 1959; Hofstede, 1997), it is assumed that people from a certain 

culture communicate in a certain way. Highlighting the cross-cultural differences evident 

in the structure and communication style of leader messages would thus provide further 

knowledge about how to construct more effective messages to target the intended 

audience.  

 

This paper is structured as follows. First, we review the literature on leader messages in 

corporate discourse. By following Bhatia’s (2008) outlines of the structural 

characteristics of discourse, and the communication styles suggested in previous 

intercultural communication studies, we adopt a multidimensional framework in 

examining the use of linguistic resources in leader messages. An analysis of the 

communication styles of leaders with their stakeholders in Global 500 corporations in 

China and US is then provided as an indication of the key factors involved. 

 

 

Literature review, research questions and hypotheses 

 

Leaders’ messages as corporate public relations discourse 
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Corporate leader messages posted on websites are complex written texts. They are not 

static (Fairclough, 1989) as the messages reflect the beliefs and values that leaders have 

about their intended audience. A leader message in this way can be construed as ‘a 

product of social processes that are subject to further negotiation and interactions’ (Kong, 

2001: 475). Bhatia (2004, 2010) also points out that genres tend to be in hybrid and 

mixed forms and often evolve and change. As such, a method of analysis for delineating 

characteristics of this type of CPR discourse would be significant. Leader messages are 

dialogic too as they are written taking into account past and present messages, which 

leaders may have used earlier (Kong, 2001), and this has been coined as ‘intertextuality’ 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Fairclough, 1992, 1995) where we are cognizant of various voices of 

different people in messages. The potential to shed light on the variables that shape leader 

messages through an extended study is therefore worth pursuing. 

 

Fairclough (1992) suggests that the form and content of a text (e.g. a leader’s message) 

should be analyzed in tandem since content is usually expressed or manifested in form. 

With respect to CPR discourse, communication from senior management to stakeholders 

occurs through the use of standardized letters, reports and press releases as suggested by 

Bhatia (2008). Bhatia’s (2008) study of the Chairman’s letter as a typical document that 

has an opening, a body and a closing structured with the clear intent to deliver certain 

corporate goals and his recommendation to adopt a multidimensional and multi-

perspective approach in gaining an in-depth understanding of the broader context, 

including lexico-grammar and text organization, in addition to the power distance (i.e. 
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cultural context) between corporate leaders and shareholders, have paved the way for 

more scrutiny of other corporate texts such as leaders’ messages.  

 

The variety of discursive strategies including authoritative language and politeness that 

leaders employ are indicative of their ability to influence the perceptions of stakeholders 

and produce a vision and ideals, which in turn influence society (Amernic and Craig, 

2006). Svennevig (2012: 18) argues that ‘leadership is associated with actions that gain 

predominance in mobilizing action and shaping organizational reality.’ CPR discourse in 

the form of leader messages is commonly used by world superpowers such as the PRC 

and the US. In fact, in 2016, there were 103 Chinese and 134 US corporations listed on 

the Fortune Global 500 list, of which 41 out of 103 (40%) in China and 54 out of 134 

(40%) in the US employed such messages for communication with their stakeholders 

(Fortune, 2016). 

 

Since the content of a text is often expressed in form in genre analysis (Fairclough, 1992), 

it is believed that the identification of a set of moves (functional units in text 

organization) that govern the textual structure in leaders’ discourse would allow the form 

and structure of the discourse to be better analyzed. Therefore, the move structure of 

leader messages is scrutinized to reveal their genre-specific structural characteristics.  

 

Move structure analysis 
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According to Bhatia (1993), certain lexico-grammatical features are often used in the 

genre of public relations discourse in the corporate context. In terms of the organization 

of a Chairman’s letter, Bhatia (2008: 171) states that it usually has a standardized 

structure of seven moves:  

 

⚫ Move 1: Overview of past performance/Looking back ; 

⚫ Move 2: Identification of major themes ; 

⚫ Move 3: Explanation of the themes, competitive edge and achievements made with 

evidence and actions cited ; 

⚫ Move 4: Expectations and promises for the future ; 

⚫ Move 5: Looking forward to the future (positive outlook and challenges) ; 

⚫ Move 6: Expression of gratitude to stakeholders ; 

⚫ Move 7: Positive and confident closing and revisiting Move 1. 

 

Each move tends to be associated with lexico-grammatical features so that the flow 

between the various moves is smooth (Bhatia, 2008). For instance, for Move 1, an 

adverbial of time like ‘Last year was …’ is given (Bhatia, 2008: 171). For Move 2, some 

major themes are mentioned using nominalization, for instance, ‘contraction of revenue,’ 

and ‘challenging environment’ (Bhatia, 2008: 171). The way the themes are expressed 

seems to be objective. As for Move 3, the present perfect verb tense is often used to 

highlight the corporation’s achievements, for instance, verbs such as  ‘has enhanced’ and 

‘expanded’ are used (Bhatia, 2008: 171). Concerning Move 4, which focuses on 

expectations and promises, the collective pronoun ‘we’ is often used with verbs like 
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‘expect’ and ‘plan’ (Bhatia, 2008: 171). For Move 5, there is a tendency to use positive 

nouns including ‘prospects for’ while affirmative words and nouns are employed in 

phrases such as  ‘Thanks to the quality and talent of our staff and management’ in Move 

6 (Bhatia, 2008: 171). Meanwhile, for Move 7, with its ties to Move 1, an optimistic note 

on the future performance of the corporation is put forward, for instance, ‘As Chairman, I 

am working with the aim of the making a significant and positive impact on shareholder 

value’ (Bhatia, 2008: 171). Notwithstanding the placement of these letters together with 

the factual and objective annual reports should shareholders want to refer to the objective 

data (Bhatia, 2008), the overall tone affirms the performance of the company and shies 

away from any negative depiction. 

 

Bhatia’s (2008) research on the organization and lexico-grammatical features of 

Chairmen’s letters is revealing, but the extent to which this knowledge is transferrable to 

other CPR discourse such as corporate leader messages warrants further investigation. 

While our study draws on Bhatia’s (2008) research, we acknowledge that there may be 

variations in the move structure in that not all the moves are present in all examples of 

leader messages and the same applies to the sequence of moves in such messages.  As 

noted by Bhatia (1993), moves are distinct elements of each genre and when they vary 

significantly, they may indicate a different genre. Therefore, in order to determine why 

and how leader messages are constructed, our research questions are: 

 

RQ1: Is there a similar move structure observed in corporate leader messages in Global 

500 corporations in the China and the US?  
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RQ2: What differences are observed in the move structure of corporate leader messages 

in Global 500 corporations in the China and the US? 

 

It is envisaged that the discourse of an effective leader is intertwined with the leader’s 

communication style in helping him/her achieve the communicative goals, and therefore, 

the communication styles underpinning leaders’ discourse are also investigated. Research 

suggests that effective communication builds and maintains a corporation’s culture (e.g. 

Hofstede, 1997, 2001; Schein, 1992) and that leaders help to shape and strengthen the 

culture through their actions and bonds with stakeholders (Holmes et al., 2007; 

Neuhauser et al., 2000). Based on this, analysis of whether leaders in Fortune Global 500 

corporations 2016 in the US and China are more harmonious, affective, indirect and 

succinct through the discourse that they use provides an opportunity to comparatively 

examine how leaders in different cultural contexts communicate. 

 

Communication styles in Chinese and American cultural contexts 

 

According to Neuliep (2015), communication is contextual and cultural in that the 

physical and social setting where communication takes place has a determining influence 

on how messages are transmitted and perceived. Based on previous studies of 

communication styles and values in various cultural contexts (e.g. Chinese Culture 

Connection, 1987; Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988; Hsu, 1986; Zhang and Bond, 

1998), we were interested in analysing leader messages from global corporations in the 
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US and China in terms of binding characteristics that facilitate the attainment of their 

communicative intent.  

 

Cultures are inherently difficult to define but can be identified by the similar values and 

shared beliefs among certain groups of people (Neuliep, 2015). Keeping with Gudykunst 

and Ting-Toomey (1988), who examined communication styles (affective-instrumental, 

indirect-direct, elaborate-succinct), we added the harmonious-competitive style, a 

communication style as observed from previous research (e.g. Chinese Culture 

Connection, 1987; Hsu, 1986; Zhang and Bond, 1998) in order to broaden the scope of 

insight to be gained in relation to the values embedded in leader messages.  

 

The first style of communication involves an emphasis on feelings and empathy with 

subtle use of language to express emotions known as affective communication and more 

practical expression that is directed towards outcomes would be a contrasting style 

known as instrumental (Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988). The affective style 

presupposes a sense of being receiver- and process-oriented whereas the instrumental 

style focuses on results, goals and persuading others to take action, and is more sender-

oriented. The affective style is more likely to be found in Chinese corporations since 

China is a high-context culture (Hall, 1959, 1976). Oyserman et al.’s (2002) notion of 

collectivism where a group of people bond, are interdependent on each other and have a 

duty to the group, seems to be more in tune with the Chinese culture. Becker (1986) also 

highlights that the Chinese tend to be more affective as they avoid arguments during 

communication and Lustig and Koester (2013) corroborate that in Chinese 
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communication, the sender and receiver are both actively participating in the process to 

build relationships. Therefore, we hypothesize that: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Corporations in China are more affective in their communication whereas 

those in the US are more instrumental. 

 

With regard to the second communication style, considerations of indirect versus direct 

style are made. The extent to which leaders communicate their intentions by using precise 

and direct language is what this style is concerned with (Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 

1988).  The indirect style entails expressing ideas using indirect, tentative, broad, 

ambiguous and vague statements. Leaders’ intentions are usually hidden with reading 

between the lines often seen. This style is typical in high-context cultures (Hall, 1959, 

1976) like China. In contrast, leaders using the direct style of communication explicitly 

and clearly state their intentions, desires, needs and plans. This style tends to be seen in 

low-context cultures (Hall, 1976) including the US. Thus, we infer the following 

hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 2: Corporations in China are more indirect in their communication whereas 

those in the US are more direct. 

 

The next communication style involves the elaborate versus succinct style of 

communication (Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988). This style is concerned with the 

quantity of talk that is preferred by people from different cultures. Leaders who 
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communicate in an elaborate style are more likely to use flashy, exaggerated, wordy and 

embellished forms (e.g. with additional information about company history and major 

incidents) whereas those who communicate in a succinct style tend to use concise 

sentences and understatements. For the Chinese, silence allows social control to be 

exercised and Yum (1988) highlights that the Chinese look up to those who listen more 

but talk less, while corporations in the US tend to communicate in a more elaborate style 

with the use of lengthy verbal expressions. Therefore, we derive the following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 3: Corporations in China are more succinct in their communication whereas 

those in the US are more elaborate. 

 

Another communication style comprises the harmonious/cooperative versus the 

competitive/personal uniqueness style (Chinese Culture Connection, 1987; Hsu, 1986; 

Zhang and Bond, 1998). For the former style, conformity to group norms is often seen 

and words such as ‘united’, ‘partner’, ‘cooperation’ and ‘diversity’ are a manifestation of 

this style. For the competitive style, individual/company improvements, achievements 

and qualities are valued and rewarded. These two styles of communication are at opposite 

poles of the same continuum and are similar to the cultural dimensions of collectivism 

versus individualism of Hofstede (1997). Leaders in China tend to be collectivistic 

(Hofstede, 1997), aiming to strengthen relations with stakeholders by referring to them as 

a collective entity and focusing on harmony. The last hypothesis thus follows as: 

 

Hypothesis 4: Corporations in China are more harmonious in their communication  
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whereas those in the US are more competitive. 

 

In summary, there is a dearth of literature on leader messages as a form of CPR discourse 

and how the language as well as structure of such communication contribute to the 

promotion of the image of the corporation. This gap can be filled by evaluating whether 

Bhatia’s (2008) seven move structure might be observed in the analysis of other CPR 

discourse types, namely leader messages, and comparing the cross-cultural nature of this 

communication in a contemporary context. 

 

 

Method 

 

We conducted discourse analysis of authentic English leader messages published on the 

websites of Fortune Global 500 2016 corporations in China and the US. We also 

investigated the communication styles adopted by leaders in communicating with 

stakeholders from these regions by analyzing the wording that they used. Our research 

objective was to identify the structural text organization and communication styles of 

leader messages in global corporations. A multidimensional framework was adopted with 

an integrated use of quantitative and qualitative methods with respect to identifying the 

move structure in messages in which a descriptive counting of the moves was undertaken, 

while for uncovering the difference in communication styles from messages, a two-tailed 

t-test was adopted. Since the communication styles could also be gleaned from the 

messages, this rendered our investigation more qualitative. 
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Data sampling  

 

The Fortune Global 500 list in 2016 was screened for Chinese and US corporations. In 

total, there were 103 corporations in China and 134 corporations in the US garnered. 

Then, corporations which had leader messages on their websites with high visibility and 

accessibility were catalogued. The leader messages had to be visible mainly from the 

homepage of the corporation or under the page ‘Overview’ or ‘About our Company.’ In 

addition, the selected leader messages had to be complete messages with full sentences 

instead of focusing on specific issues or annual reports. Messages focusing on financial 

reporting and corporate social responsibility issues were excluded to avoid content bias. 

As a result, we distinguished 70 authentic English leader messages in high-performing, 

moderate-performing and satisfactory-performing corporations from China and the US. 

Please refer to Supplementary Table 1 for the list of selected corporations.  

 

Data analysis 

 

Discourse analysis. For RQ1 and RQ2, we examined whether there was a similar move 

structure (in terms of number of steps and sequence) observed in corporate leader 

messages and what differences were observed in the move structure in global 

corporations in China and the US. The selected 70 English leader messages from 

corporations in China and the US (35 English messages each) were coded for their move 
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structure on a sentence-by-sentence and paragraph basis as adopted by Bhatia (2008) in 

his investigation of Hong Kong corporations’ Chairmen’s letters.  

 

As Bhatia’s (2008) move structure was mainly intended for the analysis of Chairmen’s 

letters and given that variations are apparent in move structures for different genres, a 

few modifications to the description of the lexico-grammatical features in the move 

structure based on our observations of the samples collected were made to better reflect 

the characteristics of leader messages. Table 1 illustrates our adopted seven-move 

structure for structural analysis of leader messages.  

 

 

 

Table 1.The adopted seven-move structure 

Move  Description Examples of Lexico-grammatical 

Features 

1 Overview/ Looking back Our company established… 

Long history… 

We have developed… 

Last year… 

For the past decades of development 

2 Major Themes Challenging environment 

Our mission 

Our values 
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Our responsibility 

…has dedicated to … 

…committed ourselves to serve 

We strived to become 

3 Achievements (Major 

Achievements related to the 

themes/ Evidence/ Action 

Details) 

We have achieved/ enhanced/ improved/ 

stepped up/ strengthened 

…has ranked 

… has grown… 

successfully completed 

4 Expectations and Promises 

(Promises/ Detailed account of 

future actions/ Measures/ 

Plans) 

Great opportunities and challenges 

…to push forward  

…will work to become 

5 Looking forward (Positive 

outlook/ Continued challenges/ 

Prospects) 

In the journey towards… 

…step forward… tomorrow 

Moving forward…will continue to grow 

Looking ahead… 

6 Expressions of Gratitude 

(Appreciation to all/ Specific 

stakeholders) 

Thank you for your support 

Sincere thanks to our partners and friends… 

7 Positive and confident Closing 

(Revisiting Move 1/ 

Summarizing the message) 

Work together for a bright future 

We are confident … 

I’m proud of what we accomplished… 
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Hypotheses testing  

 

To examine the hypotheses proposed, we trained two coders to code the communication 

styles embedded in leader messages on a sentence-by-sentence basis. Then, we measured 

the intensity of each communication style by dividing the number of coded sentences of 

each communication style by the total number of sentences in the message. Please refer 

to Supplementary Table 2 for coding exemplifications of each communication style.  

 

Since coding communication styles in messages might involve different interpretations 

and subjectivity, the two coders were trained comprehensively for the coding exercise. 

They were required to co-code 10% of all the sentences, accounting for approximately 

165 sentences for inter-rater checking. The percentage of agreement for the coders ranged 

between 86.7% and 93.3% with the Cohen’s Kappa in the range 0.657-0.833 (please see 

Supplementary Table 3 for details). Subsequently, a two-tailed t-test was conducted to 

test whether a significant difference between the communication styles in Chinese and 

the US corporations was observed. 

 

 

Findings and discussion  

 

Different move structure employed in leaders’ messages 
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Following Bhatia’s (2008) move structure in Chairmen’s letters, our research question 1 

was to examine the move structure of leader messages to identify whether a similar move 

structure would be observed in the messages of Global 500 corporations in China and the 

US. Our findings suggest that Bhatia’s move structure comprising seven moves was 

exhibited in the leader messages of these corporations yet not every message was 

comprised of these seven moves. Only one message in a Chinese corporation CN27 

aligned with the move structure and specific sequence as suggested in Bhatia’s study. 

However, this finding is not surprising given that not all the moves would be exhibited in 

all leader messages and that the sequence of moves may vary too depending on the 

function of these moves and the specific genre that one is investigating.  

 

Concerning research question 2, a number of notable differences were observed in the 

move structure of leader messages in China and the US. In particular, 32 (91%) Chinese 

messages had missing moves or a difference in the sequence of moves whereas 35 

(100%) US messages exhibited this. In relation to the number of missing moves, it was 

found that most corporations had between two and three moves missing in their messages. 

Specifically, 24 China corporations (69%) and 20 US corporations (57%) had two to 

three moves missing in their messages.  

 

Referring to Figure 1, the most obvious moves that were missing were moves 5 and 6. 

Move 5, which is concerned with looking forward and expressing the challenges ahead, 

was missing in the messages of 19 (54%) Chinese and 25 (71%) US corporations 
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respectively. Move 6, which encompassed expressing gratitude to stakeholders, was 

absent from the messages of 22 (63%) Chinese corporations and 30 (86%) US 

corporations respectively.  

 

 

Figure 1. Comparative missing moves in the structure of PRC and US leaders’ 

messages 

 

For example, the CEO message from General Electric (US03), exhibited moves 3-4 

which are concerned with achievements and promises/plans respectively, but moves 5-6 

were absent. A positive closing (move 7) was observed.  

 

Example text 1 

Through our startup Current, we launched a new business model to accelerate the 

adoption of energy saving solutions [move 3]. Current brings together GE’s LED, Solar, 

Energy Storage and Electric Vehicle businesses as an integrated offering for customers, 
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and leverages GE’s Predix platform to collect data and help customers understand how 

they’re using, and losing, energy. This new offering will reduce energy consumption and 

related emissions, shave 10-20 percent off energy bills and help utilities better manage 

demand on the grid. [move 4] 

Drawing on our long history of integrity, business ethics and sustainability results, GE 

remains focused on pushing for positive change while delivering value for our investors as 

we embark on this exciting new phase of our company. [move 7] 

 

In terms of messages with a reverse order of consecutive and non-consecutive moves, it 

was found that 19 (54%) of Chinese corporations exhibited this while only 6 (17%) of US 

corporations revealed this trend. This was mainly attributed to the sequence of move 6 

which usually appeared after move 3 in the Chinese corporations. For example, the 

Chairman of Sinomach Group (CN22) mentioned the achievements of the corporation 

followed by thanking his/her stakeholders and then moving on to express future promises 

and prospects. 

 

Example text 2 

Sinomach Group has evolved into an internationally influential modern enterprise, 

and witnessed rapid development [move 3], thanks to our staff's wisdom and hard 

work. [move 6] We are also grateful for the generous support and trust from our 

partners and customers in China and abroad. [move 6] It is our obligation to repay 

our investors, customers, employees and society with more achievements. [move 4] 

The world will come into a new stage of development defined by technological 

revolution, industry integration and global competition. [move 5] 
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It is worth noting that 6 corporations (17%) in the PRC and 10 (29%) in the US had one 

additional move in their messages. These corporations usually included additional 

information about a reading guide, the company history, duties, values and policy 

compliance such as improving the corporate governance structure and governing the 

company strictly. For example, the Chairman and CEO of Philips 66 (US07) said:  

 

Example text 3 

‘We encourage you to explore our sustainability site to learn more about how we 

live our values.’ 

 

Meanwhile, the CEO of Citigroup (US06) impressed upon readers the duty of the 

corporation by asserting:  

 

Example text 4 

As the leader of a U.S. based bank with a distinctly global footprint and focus, I 

spend a fair amount of my time traveling around the world, meeting with clients, 

customers and colleagues in the more than 100 countries where we open our doors 

every morning. 

 

 

As indicated by the findings, the move structure of Bhatia (2008) could be observed in 

leader messages but the sequence of moves varied and a possible explanation is that 
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Bhatia was investigating Chairmen’s letters while our study was primarily concerned 

with CPR discourse (i.e. leader messages). It would be reasonable to infer that a different 

move structure is adopted by specific types of discourse in different genres. Although 

both Chairmen’s letters and leader messages encapsulate what comes under CPR 

discourse, it seems that the fact that their communicative purpose and intent differ 

constitutes them as different genres, which have their distinct structures.  In other words, 

for each specific genre, there is a particular move structure observed and extending one 

move structure to all kinds of CPR discourse seems unwarranted.  

 

Leader messages constitute a genre in itself and following our research, we propose a 

move structure for messages in most Global US corporations: 

 

⚫ Move 1 Overview of past performance/ looking back ; 

⚫ Move 2 Major values/ mission/ vision ; 

⚫ Move 3 Major achievements/ performance ; 

⚫ Move 4 Future plans, actions and promises ; 

⚫ Move 5 Looking ahead/ concluding remarks. 

 

With regard to Chinese corporations, some of them included a note on expression of 

gratitude to their stakeholders i.e. move 6 in Bhatia’s study. In fact, move 6, which was 

observed in almost 37% of all messages of the Chinese corporations compared to about 

14% of messages in US corporations, is consistent with the research done by the Chinese 

Culture Connection (1987) who found that the Chinese value filial piety (respect for 
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seniors), loyalty to superiors and harmony with others. To establish solidarity and bond 

with stakeholders who are viewed as superiors, leaders in these corporations are likely to 

resort to the strategy of thanking and showing appreciation to their stakeholders. It is 

interesting to note that what is referred to as in move 6 according to Bhatia (2008) is 

taking place in leader messages as move 3 in our proposed move structure for PRC 

corporations below: 

 

⚫ Move 1 Overview/ looking back ;  

⚫ Move 2 Major values/ mission/ vision ; 

⚫ Move 3 Expression of gratitude to stakeholders ; 

⚫ Move 4 Major achievements/ performance ; 

⚫ Move 5 Future plans, actions and promises ; 

⚫ Move 6 Looking ahead/ concluding remarks . 

 

Move 5, which focused on the positive outlook and challenges ahead, was not present in 

the above move structure for both the PRC and US corporations. This could be ascribed 

to the fact that corporations might be unlikely to speculate on uncertain future 

developments, which may potentially and unnecessarily worry stakeholders as well as 

project a negative image of the corporation. 

 

In the following section, the hypotheses for communication styles are tested. 

 

Variations in communication styles observed 
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Hypothesis 1  

Since the p-value for the US being more affective than the Chinese was 1.13355E-05, 

while the p-value for the Chinese being more instrumental than the US was 0.000169636, 

both of which were statistically significant, hypothesis 1 was not supported. As seen in 

Figure 3, on average, 36% of corporate messages in Chinese corporations exhibited the 

affective style while a staggering 74% of messages in the US were indicative of this style. 

With regard to the instrumental style, as seen in Figure 2, on average, 50% of messages 

in Chinese corporations represented this style whereas only 21% of messages in the US 

demonstrated this style. 

  
 

Figure 2. Instrumental style of 

communication in Chinese and US 

corporations 

*** = p<0.001 

 

Figure 3. Affective style of 

communication in Chinese and US 

corporations 

**** = p<0.0001 
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This finding is inconsistent with the literature of Chinese Culture Connection (1987), 

Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey (1988), Hsu (1986), and Zhang and Bond (1998). It is also 

inconsistent with Becker’s (1986) research which suggests that Chinese communication 

is more affective, and Yum’s (1988) finding that Confucianism has had a great influence 

on Chinese communication in that the Chinese focus on the process of communication 

and tend to be receiver-oriented. Corporations in China tend to be more instrumental as 

they highlight the progress of the corporation and focus on outcomes such as profit. It 

seems that the corporate context in China is driven more by pragmatic and economic 

concerns (Osnos, 2014) rather than culture. Krauss and Bradsher (2015) add weight to the 

notion that China’s growing economic power coupled with its ambition and assertive 

foreign policy has extended its influence on a global scale. The corollary is that economic 

forces may prevail over other factors such as culture in dictating the communication style 

of leaders from the Chinese corporations.  

 

However, messages in US corporations tend to be more affective since an overriding 

theme of inclusion and diversity are salient in them, suggesting that these messages are 

more catered to recipients and focused on the process of communication rather than 

outcomes. As highlighted by Salomon and Schork (2003), almost all US corporations 

have a policy on diversity which goes beyond age, gender and race to encompass 

education and a number of other factors. Considerable factual data exist on the benefits of 

diversity and inclusion, which include better financial performance, improved 

productivity, stronger stakeholder relationships and increased access to talented staff 
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(Salomon and Schork, 2003), and this may account for why messages from US 

corporations tend to more affective, accommodative and inclusive. 

 

Hypothesis 2 

Our findings show that there were no significant differences found for both the indirect 

and direct style of communication (p-value 0.328 for US corporations being more 

indirect and 0.598 for Chinese corporations being more direct). This shows that 

hypothesis 2 was not supported.  

 

Although no major differences were observed between the countries, a marginally higher 

average percentage of messages in PRC corporations (52%) exhibited the indirect style of 

communication as opposed to those in the US (42%). Chinese leaders still appear to lean 

towards the indirect style. As Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey (1988) argue, this style is 

often seen in high-context and collectivistic cultures where ambiguous words are often 

used to prevent any loss of face should issues arise. Hall (1976) reflects that in these 

cultures, communicators rely on their physical and socio-relational environment 

including others’ status for information and as such, meaning does not necessarily have to 

be communicated via words with shorter sentences as communicators are more attuned to 

the social roles of others. 

 

Hypothesis 3 

The p-value, which was 3.94537E-07, was significant for the US corporations being more 

succinct than the Chinese ones, while the p-value which was 3.1206E-05, was also 
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significant for the Chinese being more elaborate when compared to the US. In view of 

this, hypothesis 3 was not supported. As shown in Figure 4, on average, 27% of messages 

in Chinese corporations showed the succinct style while a striking 74% of messages in 

the US illustrated this style. As shown in Figure 5, on average, 67% of messages in 

Chinese corporations demonstrated the elaborate style in comparison to only 29% of 

messages in the US corporations. 

 

  

Figure 4. Succinct style of 

communication in Chinese and US 

corporations 

**** = p<0.0001 

Figure 5. Elaborate style of 

communication in Chinese and US 

corporations 

**** = p<0.0001 

 

 

The finding that messages of US leaders were more succinct but, on the other hand, those 

of Chinese leaders were more elaborate, is contrary to what Yum (1988) found about the 
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Chinese, who tend not to place much importance on verbal communication but instead 

focus more on listening to others. In our study, some US leaders’ messages just identified 

the themes or provided an overview of the company but Chinese leaders’ messages 

embedded more information including the goals, history and achievements of the 

corporation. This might be explained by Wu (2008), who suggests that corporations in 

China have an intention to enter the global arena, so they tend to engage their 

stakeholders by being more detailed in their messages. It appears that in the corporate 

context, cultural influences do not take precedence over other factors like economic and 

political ones in determining the communication style that corporate leaders adopt. With 

policies of affirmative action and corporate compliance in the workplace, US 

corporations might avoid elaborating on issues in messages that might be perceived as 

inappropriate or exaggerated.  

 

 

Hypothesis 4 

The results were statistically significant for US corporations adopting a more 

harmonious/cooperative style of communication as the p-value was 0.000154802. 

However, since the p-value was 0.208 for Chinese corporations adopting a more 

competitive style of communication, the result was statistically insignificant. As a result, 

hypothesis 4 was not supported. As seen in Figure 6, on average, 21% of messages in the 

PRC exhibited a harmonious style of communication while 52% of messages in the US 

manifested this communication style.  
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Figure 6. Harmonious style of communication in Chinese and US corporations 

*** = p<0.001 

 

 

The observation that messages in Global 500 US corporations were more harmonious can 

be attributed to the fact that these corporations usually embrace policies such as inclusion 

and diversity and these themes were often noted in leaders’ messages. In contrast, 

Chinese leader messages appeared to be more competitive with accomplishments 

recognized to emphasize the success of corporations. Studies have found that leaders’ 

messages are often used as a strategic communication tool to create identities and 

influence stakeholders’ perception of corporations in China (Ngai and Singh, 2014; Zorn, 

2001), and therefore, it is likely that Chinese corporations employ messages as a tool to 

showcase their achievements. For these corporations, economic factors seem to exert a 

major influence on their corporate communication given their desire to expand. China has 

become the world’s second largest trading economy and foreign investment has led to its 
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rapid growth and high productivity (Lin, 2012; Morrison, 2013).  It is also a key member 

of the G20 and B20 Summit. The post-80 generation of Chinese employees is better 

educated and more ambitious (Gu et al., 2010; Stanat, 2006) and has been instilled with 

the values of hard work and making a good income, which shapes them into more 

competitive individuals (Stanat, 2006). 

 

Our results are consistent with Hofstede’s (2001) and Osnos’ (2014) view that the 

Chinese have developed an inclination towards more individualistic values on the 

spectrum of collectivism versus individualism. Given that China adopted the open-door 

policy in the 1980s and has been transformed into a world power, the need for her to be 

perceived as more competitive and results-driven is more apparent, and, therefore, these 

findings are not entirely surprising. 

 

 

Conclusion, contributions and limitations 

 

Our study has shed light on the emerging field of knowledge relating to CPR discourse 

with respect to revealing a distinct move structure for leader messages. This finding has 

extended the boundaries of genre analysis by suggesting that there are different move 

structures including the sequence of moves for each specific kind of genre. Leaders’ 

messages as a genre (Bhatia, 2010; Koskela, 2013), which express opinions, factual 

information and emotions, have been used for building relationships with stakeholders 

(Bhatia, 2010; Kong, 2001), and as a strategic communication tool (Zorn, 2001) since 
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stakeholders’ views of corporations have an impact on corporations’ performance. 

Leaders select various linguistic devices in their messages with the intention to realize 

their communicative purpose, which is but not limited to, influencing their stakeholders 

for the benefit of the corporation. Since leaders might have different communicative 

intents, it is possible that there might be a renegotiation of CPR discourse as not one 

genre in itself but a more complicated set of actions embodying the genre.  

 

 

Another contribution of our study lies in the uncovering of noticeable differences 

between the communication styles exhibited in leader messages by US corporations and 

Chinese corporations. Messages of US corporate leaders are more indicative of 

harmonious, affective and succinct styles of communication while those in corporations 

in the PRC are more competitive, instrumental, and elaborate. These findings highlight 

that in the CPR context, cultural influences are often downplayed but economic and 

political factors take precedence over culture in dictating communication style. In light of 

this, the interpersonal communication styles attributed to people from different cultures in 

the cross-cultural context might be disputed and not applicable to leader messages in the 

corporate communication context since leaders focus on issues that they perceive to be 

important to the corporation, and these issues are intricately intertwined with and 

determined by complex economic and political concerns.  

 

This study is not discounting the value of cultural differences put forward by researchers 

(see e.g. Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988; Hall, 1959; Hofstede, 1997; Hsu, 1986; 
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Zhang and Bond, 1998) since they are applicable in certain contexts but rather, corporate 

communication, as manifested in leader messages, takes on a more functional aim which 

may not be congruent with the research on intercultural communication. This has 

implications for practitioners and researchers with a view to understanding how choices 

are made by corporate leaders in their use of linguistic features to achieve their 

communicative purposes and intent. 

 

Since this study was based on a small sample despite the fact that we used 65% and 85% 

of English leader messages from Fortune Global 500 corporations 2016 in the US and 

China, caution should be exercised in generalizing its findings to a larger population. 

However, our study is meaningful as one of only few to closely investigate the 

differences between leader messages in the US and Chinese corporations in terms of 

aspects such as their text structure and communication styles. Furthermore, our study 

employed a multidimensional method incorporating the use of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods in our examination of leader messages. By offering a comparative 

analysis of leader messages in different cultures, this study suggests ways in which 

corporate leaders position their corporations in order to influence and engage their 

stakeholders. This paper contributes to the communication field by linking corporate 

messages to inter-cultural communication. 
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Appendix 

 

Supplementary Table 1. List of selected corporations 

 

Subject 

Code  

Ranking PRC Corporations Subject 

Code 

Ranking US Corporations 

CN01 2 State Grid US01 6 Exxon Mobil 

CN02 54 China Life Insurance US02 9 Apple 

CN03 57 China Railway 

Engineering 

US03 26 General Electric 

CN04 81 Dongfeng Motor Group US04 50 Cardinal Health 

CN05 99 Pacific Construction 

Group 

US05 64 Bank of America Corp. 

CN06 102 China South Industries 

Group 

US06 70 Citigroup 

CN07 110 China Communications 

Construction 

US07 74 Phillips 66 

CN08 129 Huawei Investment & 

Holding 

US08 120 Marathon Petroleum 
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CN09 139 Sinochem Group US09 127 PepsiCo 

CN10 143 Aviation Industry Corp. 

of China 

US10 142 Aetna 

CN11 156 CITIC Group US11 148 Lowe’s 

CN12 160 Beijing Automotive 

Group 

US12 152 Prudential Financial 

CN13 189 China Merchants Bank US13 158 Intel 

CN14 190 Amer International 

Group 

US14 162 Humana 

CN15 200 PowerChina US15 194 Caterpillar 

CN16 207 China United Network 

Communications 

US16 197 Lockheed Martin 

CN17 217 China Huaneng Group US17 198 New York Life 

Insurance 

CN18 234 ChemChina US18 235 Tyson Foods 

CN19 266 CRRC US19 236 American Airlines 

Group 

CN20 275 Baosteel Group US20 239 Delta Air Lines 

CN21 290 China Metallurgical 

Group 

US21 258 Massachusetts Mutual 

Life Insurance 

CN22 293 Sinomach US22 260 Oracle 

CN23 303 Guangzhou Automobile 

Industry Group 

US23 263 Morgan Stanley 

CN24 309 China Energy 

Engineering Group 

US24 283 Allstate 
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CN25 311 Greenland Holding 

Group 

US25 287 Schlumberger 

CN26 314 Jiangsu Shagang Group US26 291 TIAA 

CN27 323 China Minmetals US27 338 TJX 

CN28 327 China National Building 

Materials Group 

US28 340 Rita Aid 

CN29 329 China Electronics US29 348 3M 

CN30 383 China General 

Technology 

US30 375 Tesoro 

CN31 386 China Nonferrous Metal 

Mining (Group) 

US31 377 Northwesten Mutual 

CN32 402 China Poly Group US32 409 Tech Data 

CN33 426 Shandong Energy Group US33 436 EMC 

CN34 495 WH Group US34 469 AbbVie 

CN35 496 Evergrande Real Estate 

Group 

US35 479 International Paper 
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Supplementary Table 2. Exemplification on various communication styles examined 

Communication 

styles 

Examples extracted from the leader message database  

Affective  ‘…better by listening to our customers and clients, and connecting 

them to …’  

‘We value the opportunity to make a difference in the lives of others 

and are committed to collaborating with our stakeholders to 

create …’ 

‘Our goal is to help give children and youth a better chance to 

realize their potential…’ 

Instrumental ‘The Foundation has awarded over … million in grants since its 

inception.’ 

‘… has also constructed more than 14,000 kilometers long 

highways, including over 8,000 kilometers long expressways.’ 

Indirect  ‘…Corporation, the birthplace of China national industry and the 

cradle of the defense industry, boasts a long history and a profound 

culture.’ 

‘Nowadays, the third industrial revolution is being conceived with 

the breakthroughs from new energy technology, smart technology, 

information technology and the Internet technology, bringing an 

unprecedented historical opportunity to China's sustainable 
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development of energy and electric power.’ 

‘…is a catalyst for the 3rd Industrial Revolution.’ 

Direct ‘I encourage you to learn more by reviewing our Annual Report to 

Shareholders and Global Corporate Social Responsibility Report.’ 

‘We invite you to explore this website and learn more about what 

we do.’ 

‘Future energy reforms will focus on cleaner and more economical 

electricity generation, safer and more efficient resource allocation, 

and more convenient and reliable power consumption.’ 

Succinct  ‘Thank you for your interest in...’ 

 ‘One is our recruiting and selecting process, how we get talent here. 

The second is really training… and then third how…’ 

‘Approximately half of the members of our Board of Directors are 

either … or people…’ 

Elaborate  ‘In recent years, Chinese companies have carried out fruitful work 

and made a series of major breakthroughs in theoretical research, 

technical innovation, equipment development, standard formulation, 

engineering construction, and test capacity building, leading the 

edge in the world.’ 

‘Since China’s reform and opening up and especially in the past 

decade…’ 
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 ‘In the rare freezing snowstorm in southern China in early 2008 and 

the "May 12" big earthquake in Wenchuan County of Sichuan 

Province, … staff responded in concerted efforts and with a high 

sense of responsibility to provide agile and robust communications 

support and a vast array of disaster relief services.’ 

Harmonious/ 

Cooperative  

‘When we work together, sharing and challenging one another’s 

ideas…’ 

‘Cooperation is also a key success factor, finding the right partners 

in the right markets, sharing knowledge …’ 

‘We look forward to continuing on this journey and to fostering a 

culture of diversity and inclusion at our company.’ 

‘We would like to express sincere thanks to our business partners 

and friends from all walks of life for your concern and support.’ 

Competitive/ 

Personal 

uniqueness 

‘We measure our success not only by the bottom line, but by how 

well we perform as...’ 

‘The successes of Britain and the U.S. during the first and second 

industrial revolution tell us that whoever takes the initiative 

establishes a competitive advantage and can finally win.’ 

‘We are committed to being part of the solutions.’ 

‘With the development of…has experienced an extraordinary history 

and created a host of branded projects, enjoying global influence, 
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showcasing the splendor of its iconic brands like…in over 120 

counties and regions in the world.’ 
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Supplementary Table 3.  Inter-rater checking results on various communication 

styles 

H Communication Styles % of 

Agreement 

Cohen’s 

Kappa 

Krippendorff's 

Alpha 

N 

1 Affective 92.1% 0.791 0.791 165 

Instrumental 89.1% 0.773 0.773 165 

2 Indirect 93.3% 0.833 0.834 165 

Direct 86.7% 0.72 0.72 165 

3 Succinct 91.5% 0.829 0.83 165 

Elaborate 89.7% 0.794 0.795 165 

4 Harmonious/ Cooperative 87.3% 0.657 0.657 165 

Competitive/ Personal uniqueness 93.3% 0.784 0.785 165 

 

 

 

 




