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  ABSTRACT 
 Writing conventions and communication genres 
are the stuff of corporate message creation. Yet 
their role in reputation management has been 
ignored. Using the communication and percep-
tion of  ‘ innovation ’  to illustrate the importance 
of understanding genre theory in reputation 
management, this article proposes a process 
model of identity, image, and reputation that 
situates message design in the context of dif-
fusion of innovations theory. To demonstrate 
the model ’ s utility and apply genre principles, 
we analyze recent strategic communications 
from selected companies in the Reputation 
Institute ’ s  2008 Global Pulse Project  (five 
rated highly on innovation, compared with five 
companies ranked lower on overall reputation). 
Results suggest common themes, stylistic choic-
es, and discourse patterns used to frame com-
panies ’  identities, produce favorable stakeholder 
images, and build an  ‘ innovative ’  reputation.  
  Corporate Reputation Review  (2009)  12,  245 – 269.  
 doi: 10.1057/crr.2009.18    

   KEYWORDS:     corporate identity   ;    corporate 
reputation   ;    discourse conventions   ;    genre   ;    innova-
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 INTRODUCTION 
 It is no secret that effective crisis commu-
nication is tied not just to what is said in an 
organization ’ s defense, but also  how  it is said. 
Numerous studies of corporate  apologia  attest 

to the fact that genre considerations  –  con-
cerns for the interaction of form and content 
with the situation (and / or purpose of the 
message)  –  are important to immediate image 
repair and a long-term focus on corporate 
reputation. Yet neither the corporate repu-
tation literature nor that of organizational 
rhetoric have focused on the prospective 
(ie future-focused) possibilities that genre 
theory holds for message design ’ s role in the 
promotion of favorable images among stake-
holders and positive corporate reputation. 
Genre theory and message design play a vital, 
combined role in building corporate reputa-
tion, and the communication of organization-
al innovation illustrates this role as companies 
use it as a means to build reputations as inno-
vative organizations. 

 Our essay proceeds through several sub-
jects. The paper begins with a brief theo-
retical discussion of innovation from the 
perspective of communication / rhetoric, the 
reputation process, and message design ’ s 
place within it. Of particular note is a com-
posite model of corporate identity, image, 
and reputation that situates message design at 
its center. The paper also explicates genre 
theory, writing conventions, and their roles 
in the formation and maintenance of dis-
course communities, using a brief review 
of genre theory and its application to organ-
izational discourse. For us the term,  ‘ dis-
course ’  refers to instances of texts that 
include both their form  and  content, not the 
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more-restricted sense of discourse as only ver-
bal utterances in the tradition of  Habermas 
(1985a,   b)  or  Austin (1974)  and  Searle 
(1969) . Then the analysis section examines 
specifi c discourse genres from selected com-
panies in the Reputation Institute ’ s  2008 
Global Pulse Project . The analysis will focus 
on a sample of these organizations ’  recent 
strategic communication efforts to commu-
nicate innovation. The results suggest com-
mon themes, stylistic choices, and discourse 
patterns they typically may use to frame 
expressions of corporate identity to produce 
favorable images in the minds of stakehold-
ers and to build and sustain corporate repu-
tation as an innovator. The paper ’ s fi nal 
section presents implications and questions 
for future research.   

 INNOVATION AS RHETORICAL 
SITUATION 
 Every organization, whether it is for-profi t, 
not-for-profi t, government-sponsored, or non-
government-sponsored, constantly addresses 
to publics and stakeholders what makes it 
different and better than other, perhaps com-
peting organizations. These matters concern 
the reputation process and message design ’ s 
place within it. In a broader way, however, 
these matters refl ect to publics and stake-
holders ideas about an organization ’ s inno-
vativeness. In this way innovation com prises 
a rhetorical situation (ie an attempt to shape 
the environment, not just respond to it) 
and a response to an exigence (ie something 
is provided for the market to meet what is 
lacking in it). In other words, innovation is 
both communicated and perceived. 

 Defi ning the term  ‘ innovation ’  and its 
derivatives (eg innovativeness, radical innova-
tion, and discontinuous innovation) has been 
problematic at best. Studies in the business 
literature (eg  De Meyer, 2007 ;  Garcia and 
Calantone, 2002 ;  Godin, 2006 ;  Goswami and 
Mathew, 2005 ;  McDermott and O ’ Connor, 
2002 ) amply demonstrate the extent of this 
semantic quagmire. What is apparent from 

these and similar studies is that  ‘ innovation ’  
is a word that generally conveys positive 
ideas about newness, uniqueness, value, 
benefi ts, improvement, change, develop-
ment, etc.  1   These ideas are at the heart of 
our project: Corporations address innova-
tion in generally colloquial terms because 
such a semantic approach is appropriate for 
their audiences and communicative purposes. 
Highly intellectualized senses and references 
of  ‘ innovation ’ , although useful in academic 
research, are not as potent in everyday dis-
course between an organization and its pub-
lics. The appeal of  Moore’s (1999)  perspective 
of innovations as a matter of effective mar-
ket positioning and communication is an 
important example of this colloquial, busi-
ness utility and the province of  ‘ real-world ’  
reputation management. Governmental views 
of  ‘ innovation ’  do not stray much further as 
they include basic economic perspectives of 
(1) advocating  ‘ industrialization by actively 
directing the fl ow of resources to fi rms and 
encouraging fi rms to invest such resources 
in technological upgrading ’  for nations far 
from  ‘ the technological frontier ’ , and (2)  ‘ play-
ing a merely facilitating role that allows inno-
vation networks to thrive without restraint ’  
for nations nearest that frontier ( Mahmood 
and Rufi n, 2006: 339 ; also see  Heraud, 
2004 ). 

 The communication of innovations illus-
trates the duality of situations as viewed in 
rhetorical theory. On one hand, organiza-
tions ’  messages are rhetorical responses to 
situations ( Bitzer, 1968 ). On the other hand, 
organizations try to shape the situation 
through such messages in order to make the 
environment more conducive to the intro-
duction and promotion of the innovation 
into the marketplace.  Bitzer’s (1968)  original 
article posited that a situation is not rhe-
torical unless it presents an exigence  –   ‘ a 
fl aw or imperfection ’   –  that must be ad-
dressed with a fi tting response. Surrounding 
this exigence are various constraints and an 
audience to be addressed. This view was met 
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with criticism: that it objectifi es the situa-
tion, because it implies that situation is the 
cause and rhetorical messages are the effect (eg 
 Consigny, 1974 ;  Vatz, 1973 ). In reality, then, 
rhetoric serves both functions  –  to res pond to 
situations and audience perceptions  –  and to 
infl uence both of them. 

 Clearly a completely objectivist view of 
situations cannot withstand scrutiny when 
we consider the complexity of organiza-
tional rhetoric. Organizations address mul-
tiple audiences in their response to often 
competing interpretations of their environ-
ments. Likewise, they are not limited in the 
options about how to respond. What has 
become clear since the initial controversy 
over the  ‘ rhetorical situation ’  is that mes-
sages are instrumental both reactively and 
proactively.  Benoit (1994) , in pointing out 
that the objectivist treatment of situation has 
persisted in the rhetorical literature, observes 
that situations may be framed in a variety of 
ways. Benoit ’ s position is based on Kenneth 
 Burke’s (1969a: xv)  argument that all rheto-
ric is framed using one of fi ve emphases 
known as  ‘ his ’  pentad ’ : Agent (Who did it?), 
Act (What was done?), Scene (Where and /
 or when was it done?), Agency (How was 
it done?), or Purpose (Why was it done?).  

 Innovation as Rhetorical Exigence 
 There are two basic views to innovation. 
From an organization ’ s point of view, inno-
vation concerns its ability to create new and 
better products and services. From the mar-
ket ’ s point of view, innovation concerns 
how new and better things get into socio-
economic systems. We believe innovation 
must be viewed through both lenses simul-
taneously because both parties, organizations 
and consumers / customers, are engaged in 
rhetorical acts that impress their worldviews 
onto each other and attempt to infl uence 
each other through messages about those 
worldviews. 

 How the communication of organiza-
tional innovation is framed is important to 

that innovation ’ s success.  Rogers ’  (2003)     
work emphasizes the importance of organi-
zations presenting innovations to infl uence 
audiences. He advanced the idea of the 
 ‘ adoption curve ’ , which is a  ‘ normal ’  curve 
that accounts for the genesis of products or 
services as they make it to the mass market. 
The adoption curve is made up of several 
components that account for the introduction, 
growth, maturity, and decline of a market. 
The adoption curve progresses from  ‘ inno-
vators ’  to  ‘ skeptics ’ , and everyone on the 
curve is either an organization offering inno-
vations of some degree or a customer seek-
ing and implementing wanted innovations. 
Interestingly, the fundamental attitudes of 
organizations and customers are similar. 

 The fi rst (left) half of the curve accounts 
for the development and growth of a market 
to maturity, from  ‘ innovators ’  to the  ‘ early 
majority ’ . Innovators are the few geniuses 
that identify and solve problems in unique 
ways that present great promise.  ‘ Early adop-
ters ’  have the vision for how to apply inno-
vations ’  value toward creating competitive 
advantage for themselves before anyone else. 
The  ‘ early majority ’  are the fi rst ones in the 
mainstream-market to more broadly apply 
an innovation as the early adopters did 
and try to obtain similar advantages but on 
a larger scale. The second (right) half of 
the adoption curve accounts for a market ’ s 
decline, even as people continue to obtain 
an innovation but to decreasing degrees. In 
this half of the curve, the  ‘ late majority ’  
includes those who have waited to see great-
er proof of an innovation ’ s success before 
adopting it.  ‘ Laggards ’  and, fi nally,  ‘ skeptics ’  
are those who adopt an innovation very late 
and near the end, respectively, in the prod-
uct life cycle because few (if any) alternatives 
exist and they have little choice other than 
to adopt, if at all. By then the next innovation 
has already taken off and the cycle begins 
anew. 

 But the curve from the early adopters to 
the early majority is not continuous. This 
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discontinuity  Moore (1999)  calls the  ‘ chasm ’  
because it is diffi cult for most early adopters 
to cross and join the mainstream market. 
The reason: Early adopters have really only 
worked with like-minded people and organ-
izations, including innovators. So it takes 
a major perspective change and a large 
amount of effective, successful communica-
tion to demonstrate an innovation ’ s value to 
a mainstream audience that operates by very 
different values and expectations than those 
who have enjoyed the innovation almost 
like a new toy that boosts business. 

 The critical communication needed to 
cross the chasm involves an intimate under-
standing of audiences, the environment, and 
other factors. This dimension calls for insight-
ful analysis about message design for innova-
tions that has not been done in the relevant 
organizational communication, public rela-
tions, and similar literature. We must turn to 
 Moore (1999) , who presents a vital approach 
to message design, although he does not 
address its implications for reputation man-
agement. He explains how it is that innova-
tors have a new burden of proof they have 
not experienced before. The innovators and 
early adopters have a natural,  ‘ visionary ’  in-
terest in an innovation itself and communi-
cate the unique, unprecedented value to 
those most receptive to adoption of new 
ideas. But those in the mainstream market 
are  ‘ pragmatists ’  who  ‘ are more interested 
in the market ’ s response to a product than 
in the product itself ’  (1999: 156). The result 
is very different framing of arguments and 
degrees of evidential support for those argu-
ments to audiences about innovations and 
the organizations that offer them. 

  Figure 1  shows an elaboration on  Moore’s 
(1999: 157)   ‘ Competitive-Positioning Com-
pass ’ . The single most-important point in 
the fi gure is that it provides us with a useful 
means for both audience analysis and com-
munication development that includes an 
organization ’ s view of itself. The compass 
shows precisely the kind of audience atti-

tudes and organizational thinking that is 
needed to design an effective message platform 
for any innovation. The process for the dif-
fusion of innovations  –  awareness, interest, 
evaluation, trial, and adoption  –  and the 
effective use of communication channels in 
that process  –  mass media, biased intermedi-
aries, unbiased intermediaries, interpersonal 
relationships, and personal experience  –  are 
instrumental here ( Lattimore  et al. , 2009 ). 
Note in  Figure 1  that the move from the 
upper left quadrant to the lower right quad-
rant is the realm of argument organizations 
need to successfully cross the chasm in the 
product adoption curve. The substance of 
an organization ’ s arguments changes signifi -
cantly from visionary to pragmatic because 
of the mainstream market ’ s pressures on 
organizations considering an innovation. The 
crossing of the chasm should make attention 
to message making an imperative for the 
organization that wishes to create and main-
tain a reputation for innovation. While this 
attention to message design likely occurs in 
practice, the models found within the image 
and reputation literature fail to make the com-
munication process itself central to the process 
of reputation building, which is the very  ‘ stuff ’  
of all reputation management.    

 MODELING THE MESSAGE DESIGN 
PROCESS INTO REPUTATION 
MANAGEMENT 
 Although scholars have given some attention 
to communication ’ s role in reputation mana-
gement (eg  Br ø nn and Berg, 2005 ;  Schultz 
 et al. , 2000 ), that role has been, in the main, 
broadly construed. This is not surprising be-
cause this literature of necessity has focused 
on defi ning and demarcating the key terms 
of identity, image, and reputation. We grant 
that attention to particular communication 
concerns has been paid (eg visual identity 
(eg  van den Bosch  et al. , 2005 ); how narra-
tives may build reputation ( Dowling, 2006 ; 
 Vendel ø , 1998 ); the media ’ s role in infl u-
encing corporate reputation ( Dowling and 
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Weeks, 2008 ), and how messages chosen 
during crises relate to reputation (eg  Coombs, 
2007 ). However, no one model has placed 
message design at the heart of reputation 
building in such a way that any rhetorical 
or communication theory (cf.  Ihlen, 2004 ) 
may be employed to deepen our understand-
ing of how messages may shape identity in 
order to infl uence stakeholder images and 
change or sustain corporate reputation. In 
this brief section we propose a model that 
refl ects extant literature in corporate com-
munication and reputation. 

 As the corporate reputation literature 
clearly indicates, corporate identity is an 
expression of what organizational members 
explicitly recognize as what the organization 
stands for  –  its  ‘ unique characteristics  –  which 
are rooted in the behaviors of the organiza-
tion ’  ( van Riel and Balmer, 1997: 341 ). The 
 ‘ identity mix ’  (communication, symbolism 
and behaviors) infl uence perceptions of or-
ganizational members and external audiences. 

A corporate identity of innovation, we 
suggest from a communication / rhetorical 
point of view, is comprised of at least three 
components: the actual degree of innovation 
that is enacted and / or recognized by an 
organization ’ s own members, the type(s) of 
innovation(s) they view as central to their 
organization, and the resulting external pub-
lics ’  perceptions of the organization as an 
innovator. At the left side of the model, 
then, we begin with corporate identity and 
its link to innovation. The degree and types 
of innovations create perceptions within the 
organization; its members have come to as-
sociate with the organization ’ s distinctiveness. 
(For further discussion of corporate identity ’ s 
refl exive nature (ie as both the product of and 
infl uence on organizational communication), 
see  Cheney and Christensen (2001) ;  Gioia  
et al.  (2000) , and  Hagen (2008) .) 

 In our model, shown in Figure 2, the 
light-gray arrow indicates the infl uence of 
these perceptions on the message design 
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      Figure 1  :        Competitive -positioning compass  



 Leveraging Organizational Innovation 

Corporate Reputation Review Vol. 12, 3, 245–269  © 2009 Palgrave Macmillan 1363-3589250

process. Research necessarily includes (a) an 
understanding of the organization and how 
members perceive it; (b) the situation that 
management, public relations, human re-
sources, marketing, and / or advertising are 
planning to address ( Daymon and Holloway, 
2002 ;  Stacks, 2002 ;  Watson and Noble, 
2005 ); and (c) how audi ences might per-
ceive different message strategies and tactics. 
From this set of information, a public rela-
tions practitioner, for example, creates a 
message platform (ie a simple outline of the 
central idea / thesis / slogan for a campaign and 
key supporting  ‘ proof ’  points, all of which 
the practitioner wants publics to remember 
even if they forget everything else). In com-
munication, like architecture, form follows 
function. Corporate communicators select 
particular communication genres because 
the conventions (ie rules) for using them and 
using them well fi t the purpose of the desired 
communication effort and enable effective 
framing of the message platform in light of 
that purpose and the balance of considera-
tions for both the organ ization and its target 
audience(s). Then, and only then, does the 
writer apply the message platform in detailed 
text with verbal and, perhaps, visual content, 
including the formatting of the fi nal com-
munication piece according to the conven-
tions (see  Smudde and Courtright, 2010 ). 

 The medium-gray arrow indicates the next 
steps in the communication of the message(s) 
to different audiences as defi ned by  Rogers 
(2003)  and  Moore (1999) . We present these 
in their order of audience ’ s receptivity  to  
innovations, not innovators ’  views of audi-
ences, because the value that reputation 
management adds to an organization is ulti-
mately measured by communication out-
comes  –  whether and how well audiences 
responded according to plan. The message-
design factors covered in  Figure 1  come into 
play here for each of the audiences along the 
adoption curve. Whichever audience is tar-
geted, its perceptions of an organization and 
its innovation are based on past experiences, 

current communication, and future expecta-
tions and assumptions. The top box in  Fig-
ure 2 , then, shows that audiences not only 
process information about an innovation, 
but they also process whether the organ-
ization ’ s identity as communicated is consistent 
with the persona conveyed (implicitly or expli-
citly) through the message plus what they 
already know about the organization. 

 The desired result, from a communication /
 rhetoric perspective, is identifi cation, which 
Kenneth  Burke (1966, 1969)  explains as that 
which emphasizes the common ground peo-
ple share. Yet because people are inher-
ently separate from one another, identi fi cation 
also entails division simultaneously with that 
sense of unity. To bridge that division, peo-
ple use language to turn that separation into 
oneness with each other. In this way people 
seek common ground or  ‘ substance ’  with 
one another because it serves as a shared 
context for communication and the basis for 
one ’ s attitudes. There can be multiple iden-
tifi cations achieved by audience perceptions 
(in the form of images). The most enduring 
of these images create and sustain corporate 
reputation, and the examples we cover in 
this article will demonstrate this point. Our 
model, then, necessarily leads us back to the 
organization ’ s corporate identity, because 
feedback from audiences and evaluations of 
communication efforts infl uence how the 
organization communicates in the future, 
but those perceptions also infl uence how the 
organization ’ s members view the organiza-
tion (because they are also members of 
external audiences as well as being internal 
audience members). The production and 
reproduction of corporate identity, there-
fore, includes attempts to identify with audi-
ences and resulting identifi cations that build 
and reinforce reputation.  2   

 The  ‘ corporate identity ’  box in our model 
employ terms from the organizational rhet-
oric literature to alleviate the identity-image 
confusion. One important move is the re-
placement of  ‘ corporate identity ’  with the 
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term  ‘ corporate persona ’ . Owing to the fact 
that some authors use the term image 
to refer to the corporate identity that an 
organization communicates rather than as 
a receiver-based concept (ie image is per-
ceived by audiences (eg  Moffi tt, 1994, 1999: 
14 – 18 )), we prefer the rhetorical notion that 
organizations communicate who they are 
through  personae  ( McMillan, 1987 ; also see 
 Cheney, 1992 ). The reason for our prefer-
ence is because organizations most likely do 
not completely convey their corporate iden-
tities in every message they strategically 
employ. Such personae  –  along with audi-
ence members ’  experiences within a par-
ticular context ( Moffi tt, 1994 ;  Williams and 
Moffi tt, 1997 )  –  result in interpretations that 
help shape images of the organization in the 
audience ’ s minds. Multiple images, of course, 
then lead to long-term reputation. For inter nal 
audiences, corporate identity or  persona  (and, 
by implication, externally derived images and 
reputation  –  see the dotted arrows in  Figure 2 ) 
is recursive because organizational members 

also are part of external publics. This recursive 
infl uence contributes to organ izational iden-
tity through identifi cation  –  organizational 
identifi cation in the sense most frequently 
used in the organizational behavior and orga-
nizational communication literatures. Organi-
zational members manage multiple iden tities 
( Cheney, 1991 ) but, most important for our 
model, identify with the organization in 
ways that other stakeholders do not. 

 To explain the model ’ s center box, in the 
next sections of the essay we provide expla-
nations and examples of what specifi cally 
is meant by  ‘ genre ’  and  ‘ discourse conven-
tions ’ , but a few nuances of our model 
should be noted. Our model shows that each 
box related to and from the central message-
design box includes much more than the 
typical foci of organizational culture, iden-
tity, and reputation. Each of the model ’ s 
three outer boxes links these concepts to the 
specifi c concern of innovation and outcomes 
that should accrue when an organization 
builds its reputation as an innovator. As part 
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innovation 
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innovation(s) 
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innovator
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1. Research

2. Consideration of
audience(s) 
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5. Discourse conventions
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3. Early majority
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Management, PR, HR,
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     Figure 2  :        Genre-based, rhetorical model of corporate reputation management  
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of the organizational culture, innovation 
must become enacted and embedded through 
strategic planning, performance manage-
ment, and processes. Organization culture 
is both the context and the catalyst for 
communication (ie message design and dis-
semination), innovation, action, and all inter-
actions with internal and external audiences. 
Organizational culture also is the realm for 
making sense of internal and external audi-
ences ’  knowledge, opinions, and behaviors. 
With regard to external audiences, reputa-
tion should lead to value, benefi ts, and com-
petitiveness. External audiences, as outsiders 
looking in, must rely on information from 
an organization and others (ie third parties) 
as they observe, evaluate, and act in ways 
that fulfi ll their own needs and expectations. 
External audiences take in organizational 
messages and (1) directly infl uence organi-
zational culture because of their reactions to 
those messages and their behaviors toward 
an organization and (2) indirectly infl uence 
internal audiences through the mass media. 
For internal audiences, organizational identity 
should lead to a shared vision and continued 
organizational viability. Internal audiences are 
subject to discourse from organizational 
offi cials and fi ltered messages from external 
audiences. As insiders looking in and out, 
internal audiences have a direct affect on 
organizational culture and success. They are 
the literal faces of their organizations and 
have the responsibility to ensure that they 
both live up to and live out their organiza-
tions ’  goals for personal, professional, and 
market-based reasons. 

 Perhaps the most important dynamic in 
the model is the  ‘ convection ’  of all discur-
sive actions (written and oral) indicated by 
the arrows between blocks and their affects 
on an organization and message design. 
Indeed, the kinds of people on the adoption 
curve (ie from visionaries to skeptics) are key 
because their marketplace perspectives infl u-
ence innovation internally and externally. 
For example, the loops between messages 

circling back into an organization fuels com-
petition  within  the organization to legitimize 
innovation. The reason is that  ‘ competition 
takes place at the level of the corporate 
agenda, not at the level of competing prod-
ucts ’  ( Moore, 1999: 132 ). At an organiza-
tional level, visionaries within and without 
the organization seek bold change, assist in 
the development of new value propositions, 
and act as sponsors to help overcome resist-
ance to innovation in the organization and 
in the marketplace. Pragmatists seek disci-
plined change,  ‘ are vying with visionaries 
for dollars to fund projects  …  [and] work 
to educate the company on the risks and 
costs involved ’  ( Moore, 1999: 132 ). In this 
dynamism, message design concerns all mat-
ters about innovation and, consequently, 
reputation that hinge upon it. 

 Message design is thus the linchpin in the 
creation and maintenance of organizational 
culture and identity as well as external image(s) 
and reputation. Corporate identity is con-
veyed through message design in the form 
of a desired image, a corporate persona. We 
have argued that message design, therefore, 
is central to reputation building. However, 
before we illustrate how message design is 
of particular importance in linking innova-
tion to an organization ’ s reputation, we pro-
vide a brief explication of genre theory, 
writing conventions, and their role in the 
formation and maintenance of discourse com-
munities so that the examples we provide 
later in this essay may be appreciated fully.  

 Genre Theory, Writing Conventions, and 
Discourse Communities 
 Genre concerns have been with us since 
Aristotle, who argued that three specifi c 
types of situations (forensic, deliberative, and 
epideictic) necessitated the use of specifi c 
forms and types of argument. Logical appeals 
also exhibited a concern for form, with 
the syllogistic reasoning and a particular type 
of argument, enthymemes, associated with 
them. Rhetorical use of genres thus began 
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as guidelines for the creation of messages. 
Although Aristotle ’ s ideas are noted in gen-
eral treatments of organizational discourse 
today ( Cheney  et al. , 2004: 86 ;  Heracleous, 
2004: 181 ), most use of genres in organiza-
tional rhetoric serve as  post hoc  methods of 
rhetorical and literary criticism. We applaud 
(and have used) such methods, for there is 
much to be learned from examples of cor-
porate practices done well or gone awry. 
However, we maintain that genres and their 
attendant writing conventions may be used 
in the same way the Greeks used rhetoric: 
prospectively to address audiences as discourse 
communities. 

 Genre studies within the speech commu-
nication tradition are tied in part to  Bitzer’s 
(1968)   ‘ Rhetorical Situation ’  article referred 
to earlier, for many studies have treated 
speech types or genres as responses to the 
constraints posed by situations and those 
related to audience characteristics or expecta-
tions. Chief among these has been the work 
of  Campbell and Jamieson (nd) , who argued 
that genres are a  ‘ constellation of forms ’ , 
a unique fusion of style, substance, and situ-
ation, recurring over time. Among the gen-
res studied have been eulogies ( Goldzwig 
and Sullivan, 1995 ;  Jamieson and Campbell, 
1982 ), various forms of discourse associated 
with the U.S. presidency ( Campbell and 
Jamieson, 1986, 2008 ), the diatribe ( Windt, 
1972 ), and messages that are prophetic in 
tone; that is, apocalyptic rhetoric ( Brummett, 
1984 ) and the jeremiad ( Johannesen, 1985 ). 
Each of these genres has been shown to have 
specifi c audience needs, situational constraints 
on the message source, style and tone, and 
identifi able message strategies (specifi c content 
may vary, but the broader message strategies 
remain the same). 

 A generic approach  ‘ aims at understand-
ing rhetorical practice over time by discern-
ing recurrent patterns that refl ect the rules 
that practitioners follow  …  Those rules out-
line the parameters within which symbolic 
action will express the rhetor ’ s motives, 

will be acknowledged by the audience as a 
form or recognized as a convention for 
expressing intention, and will be capable of 
satisfying audience expectations ’  ( Campbell 
and Jamieson, 1986: 295 ). This approach to 
generic analysis  ‘ aims to illuminate rather 
than classify ’  ( Swales, 1990: 43 ). So we can 
think of corporate messages as fi tting spe-
cifi c genres of discourse that can be studied 
for their rhetorical and social dimensions. 
Approaches to genre found in linguistics, 
and in applications found in the technical com-
munication literature, emphasize the latter. 

 From a linguistic perspective, genres of 
discourse may be defi ned not only in terms 
of the forms they take  –  the discourse con-
ventions that have been used time and time 
again  –  but by the purposes they accomplish 
( Miller, 1984 ) and the audiences for whom 
they are useful towards those ends. Regard-
ing this latter point, audiences who use and 
respond to a common set of genres and dis-
course conventions may be said to constitute 
a discourse community. For example,  Smudde 
(2009)  explains that there is a large com-
munity that upholds conventions about 
enacting public relations discourse for exter-
nal and internal audiences. Such social agree-
ment about texts gets at the heart of discourse 
genre. As Swales asserts, a genre ’ s commu-
nicative purposes  ‘ are recognized by the 
expert members of the parent discourse 
community, and thereby constitute the ratio-
nale for the genre. This rationale shapes the 
schematic structure of the discourse and 
infl uences and constrains choice of content 
and style . …  In addition to purpose, exem-
plars of a genre exhibit various patterns of 
similarity in terms of structure, style, content 
and intended audience ’  (1990: 58). Swales ’  
perspective thus unites rhetorical and lin-
guistic approaches to genres. 

 In short, multiple audiences use  –  and 
respond to  –  genres and discourse conven-
tions. As  Smudde (2009)  argues, categories 
of public relations discourse derive from 
conventions for discursive action that are 
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upheld by members of the large commu-
nity of people in the fi eld of public relations 
(and other disciplines) in both industry and 
academe. That is, the broad community of 
people (eg professional organizations for 
public relations, university curricula, scholars / 
researchers, publishers, practitioners, news 
media, organizational departments like mar-
keting, sales, legal, and human resources) 
who are competent in or work with public 
relations means that the genres of public 
relations discourse are institutionalized, but 
they also allow people to adapt them to spe-
cifi c organizational needs and communica-
tion situations. 

 The social process of creating any public 
relations discourse type is governed by con-
textual cues about the order of things refl e-
cted in the text itself, which is shared among 
diverse publics to induce cooperation with 
them. As Killingsworth and Gilbertson ob-
serve,  ‘ In selecting appropriate genres, writ-
ers model appropriate actions. They tell 
the audience something about the action 
implicit in the discourse and something 
about how they want the audience to 
respond  …  . Genres are shorthand codes 
for describing typical kinds of communal 
actions ’  ( Killingsworth and Gilbertson, 1992: 
73, 87 ). The categories of public relations 
discourse, then, are major genres of public 
relations that practitioners create and mem-
bers of a discourse community respond to, 
for they exhibit formal appeal: As Burke puts 
it,  ‘ form is the creation of an appetite in the 
mind of the auditor, and the adequate sat-
isfying of that appetite ’  (1968: 31) by refl ect-
ing certain discursive patterns (cf.  Burke, 
1968: 124 – 149 ), that is, genres. 

 What is striking to us is how little has 
been done, particularly in the public relations 
and organizational rhetoric literatures, to take 
what we know about genres and discourse 
conventions and apply them to the creation 
of organizational messages. There are at least 
two reasons for this. First, the majority of 
what we know in the organizational rhetoric 

literature comes, as referred to earlier, from 
 post hoc , retrospective studies of organization-
al crisis communication. Granted, the research 
programs of  Benoit (1995a,   b ;  Benoit and 
Brinson, 1994 ;  Benoit and Czerwinski, 1997 ; 
 Blaney  et al. , 2002 ;  Brinson and Benoit, 
1996, 1999 ) and Hearit (eg  Courtright and 
Hearit, 2002 ;  Hearit, 1995, 1996, 1997, 
1999 ;  Hearit and Brown, 2004 ) have gener-
ated multiple studies of corporate  apologiae  
(for a review, cf.  Hearit, 2001 ), no rhetori-
cal studies to our knowledge have proposed 
that typologies such as  Benoit’s (1995a)  be 
used in  propter hoc , prospective scholarship 
to move beyond the logistics of crisis plans 
to scenarios to develop standby statements 
grounded in an understanding of apologia as 
a genre. We recognize that this is somewhat 
problematic since apologia does not con-
form to the generic parameters set by theo-
rists such as  Campbell and Jamieson (nd) , 
for not all crisis situations have the same type 
of exigence, constraints, or audience needs. 
(For further discussion of this problem and 
an explanation of why this may occur, cf. 
 Rowland and Jerome, 2004 .) 

 Second, there may be a resistance to apply-
ing genre theory more generally to all types 
of organizational discourse because some 
forms (eg memos, news releases, public serv-
ice announcements, etc) may at fi rst blush 
appear mundane and even uninteresting. 
Some of us may resist the idea because there 
are handbooks and writing textbooks that 
have presented any genre or discourse con-
vention as merely following a formula or 
recipe for format, style, and basic content. 
Some industry articles (eg  McCleneghan, 
2005 ;     Pelham, 2000 ;  Ryan, 1995 ) offer 
writers ’  preferred recipes for news releases, 
for example, but at best display an implicit 
and incomplete understanding of the reasons 
behind the discourse conventions they in-
voke. As we explained earlier, however, there 
are theoretical reasons behind the expected 
patterns. Yet, despite a call for studies of cor-
porate communication that employ discourse 
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conventions, genres, and other rhetorical con-
cepts in a prospective manner (eg  Smudde, 
2004 ), we have found no studies of corporate 
communication criticism that lead to concerns 
for message design (for one exception, cf. 
 Courtright and Slaughter, 2007 ). Only one 
experimental design ( Coombs and Schmidt, 
2000 ) has tested  Benoit’s (1995a)  image repair 
typology of apologetic strategies, but the study 
stops short of offering recommendations 
(cf.  Smudde and Courtright, 2008 ). 

 The lack of focus on strategic, prospective 
message design, let alone attention to the 
genre theory and discourse conventions 
associated with it, thus pervades both the 
literatures of corporate reputation and organ-
izational rhetoric. The same is also true of 
the literature that indirectly links innovation 
to corporate reputation management. Our 
model suggests that this is a major gap in 
these and related literatures that it fi lls. What 
few studies in the corporate apologia litera-
ture might capitalize on the importance of 
innovation to image building and reputation 
management do not because of their focus 
on particular strategies used to turn crisis 
situations into opportunities. One such strat-
egy is the use of model and anti-model 
arguments ( Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 
1969: 362 – 371 ). Certain crisis situations 
provide an organization with the opportu-
nity to turn criticism into a justifi cation for 
becoming the innovative leader within its 
industry. The company responds to the cri-
sis by framing the accusations against them 
as the anti-model (ie the pattern of behavior 
that is not acceptable industry practice). 
Companies such as Merrill Lynch ( Brand, 
2007 ) and, we would argue, Johnson and 
Johnson ’ s introduction of tamper-proof 
packaging after the famous Tylenol case, 
created the  ‘ model argument ’   –  that the or-
ganizations now were industry leaders due 
to their innovations. The Merrill Lynch 
study and others like it (eg  Sellnow and 
Brand, 2001 ) look at model / anti-model 
arguments within crisis situations but only 

implicitly relate them to their function in 
conjunction with discourse conventions and 
genre considerations. 

 The need, therefore, exists to place mes-
sage design, genre theory, and discourse 
considerations to the forefront of commu-
nicating corporate identity and managing 
reputation. The next section demonstrates 
the utility of the model we have proposed 
toward that end.    

 ANALYSIS 
 For this study, we have chosen to examine 
three corporate discourse convention gentes: 
news releases, annual reports, and websites.  3   
The discourse analyzed come from the web-
sites of companies ranked in the most recent 
reports from the Reputation Institute ’ s (RI) 
 2008 Global Pulse Project , which ranks the 
top 200 companies based on overall reputa-
tion. We elected to compare organizational 
discourse from those that ranked highest and 
lowest on the measure ’ s  ‘ innovation ’  com-
ponent. Although one would assume that all 
companies perceived to have strong reputa-
tions would refl ect standard characteristics 
of writing genres in public discourse, it stood 
to reason that the discourse of those toward 
the lower end of the rankings might provide 
contrast with that of the companies ranked 
highest on the measure ’ s  ‘ innovation ’  com-
ponent ( RI, 2008b: 8 ). The highest-ranked 
companies include (in order) Toyota, Google, 
Sony, Novo Nordisk, and Ferrero. How-
ever, even though Ferrero ranked fourth 
overall and in terms of perceived innovation, 
the company was omitted from our study 
because Ferrero Group publishes no annual 
reports. To replace Ferrero and maintain our 
focus, we chose Walt Disney, which ranked 
second on innovation and fi fth overall in 
a separate U.S. report ( RI, 2008a ). For com-
parison, the lowest-ranked companies in our 
study were, according to overall global rank-
ing, Fujitsu, Kingfi sher, Samsung, Airbus, 
and Indian Oil. We dropped Poland ’ s PTC 
because no English version of its website 
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existed, and Dufeng Motor Corporation, 
because we could not access its website 
server.  4    

 News Releases 
 The news release genre is ideal for this study 
in that it presents, in effect, the organiza-
tion ’ s ideal news story, if it had complete 
control over what was published or carried 
in the news media. So we can see in this 
genre the most explicit statements about 
an organization ’ s view of itself and, when 
apt, its innovations and innovativeness. As 
might be expected, the news releases from 
our ten companies chosen for analysis are 
straightforward in their use of conventions: 
an attention-getting headline and inverted-
pyramid pattern of organization: a lead par-
agraph that summarizes the main point of 
the story (answering the pentadic questions 
noted earlier), subsequent paragraph(s) that 
expand on the lead, and expendable mate-
rial, not essential to the story should it be 
shortened by the news outlet that uses its 
information. We qualitatively analyzed each 
company ’ s news releases from October 2007 
to September 2008 (downloaded from online 
press rooms), yielding a total of 1029 items. 
In all cases, the releases conformed to this 
basic pattern. 

 There is more at work here than mere 
form, however. Closer examination reveals 
these press releases to be a subset of the 
broader genre that Aristotle called  epideictic . 
Such messages provide speakers the oppor-
tunity to extol the values that the audience 
holds dear and condemn those not valued 
by the audience, community, or culture 
( Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969 ). This 
reinforcement of traditional values  Sullivan 
(1993)  calls epideictic ’ s  conservative function , 
that is, it preserves those values. The acknowl-
edgement or disparagement of values is called 
its  celebratory function . Additionally, Sullivan 
notes that epideictic also fulfi lls an  educational  
function (ie messages inculcate values) and 
a  performative function  (ie a speaker displays 

rhetorical technique and ability with com-
pelling content). 

 These four functions clearly obtain when 
an organization becomes the  ‘ speaker ’ . With 
few exceptions, each of this study ’ s subjects 
employ news releases to invoke and appeal 
to values. Financial news, management-
change announcements, and other standard 
information imply core values shared by the 
organization and its publics, particularly in-
vestors. Product news and reports of innova-
tion, however, capitalize on two important 
opportunities that top innovative companies 
employ  –  and Fujitsu and Samsung, as mem-
bers of the industry that Moore used to ex-
plicate the market dynamics for technology 
innovation. First, product and innovation 
news uses the strategy of language intensity 
(see  Borchers, 2005: 187 – 188 ) to dramatize 
the story ’ s main point and the values con-
nected with it. Samsung, also a technology 
company, does this to some degree, but not 
as much as Fujitsu and the others. Indian 
Oil, for example, tends to highlight awards 
it has won and its CEO ’ s role in trade organ-
izations. Airbus predominantly publicizes 
new orders from various airlines. Kingfi sher 
presents the extreme case because its releas-
es only address values of broader appeal with 
two stories in September 2008 regarding 
environmental sustainability. 

 The second opportunity on which news 
releases capitalize is what  Sullivan (1993)  
adds to his list of epideictic functions: the 
speaker ’ s  ethos , or, for our purposes, corpo-
rate image and reputation building. For ex-
ample, most product and issue-oriented 
messages do this for all ten companies 
through the use of quotations. What sepa-
rates the top innovators from the others, 
however, is strategic use of quotes from ex-
perts and organizations partnering with 
them. Under the heading of Burke ’ s pen-
tadic term,  ‘ Agent ’ , innovative companies 
appear to strive for additional credibility 
by not relying on quotes from company 
offi cials alone. Unsurprisingly, all the news 
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releases we examined announce what an 
organization is doing, featuring innovations 
in the story ’ s lead with the company ’ s name 
as the active subject. Using Burke ’ s pentad, 
the corporate Agent, the organizations part-
ners (if any), and the innovative Act would 
seem to be the most important symbolic 
terms to emphasize. Indeed, the headlines 
are shortened versions of lead paragraphs, 
which is a pattern that places the company 
and then its newsworthy innovation fi rst. 
However, consistent with Miller, Swales, 
and Campbell and Jamieson, Lassen (2006   ) 
suggests that news releases as a genre are 
driven by their purposes in response to 
specifi c situations (ie messages in investor 
relations, product news releases, etc have dif-
ferent purposes that infl uence other aspects 
of the genre when applied to message design). 
For example, Samsung ’ s news releases anno-
unce innovations most often in connection 
with two major trade shows. Similarly, fi nan-
cial performance and personnel announce-
ments appeal primarily to investor publics 
because of their emphasis on matters that 
bear on organizational results and governance. 
Product-oriented news releases tend to be 
more focused on innovation than investor-
oriented news. 

 According to Burke, pentadic Purpose 
easily dissolves into other key terms such as 
Agent and Act. In news releases publicizing 
innovations, the Act implies the quality of 
what the organization does and, by exten-
sion, its character; that is, persona. Novo 
Nordisk ’ s innovations consistently sustain 
reputation built on a fi ght against diabetes; 
Google introduces new user-friendly appli-
cations; Disney, of course, focuses on new 
efforts to entertain. In contrast, Kingfi sher, 
Airbus, and Indian Oil ’ s releases are rather 
pedestrian. Kingfi sher could be perceived as 
coming late to addressing environmental is-
sues since its news supports government 
initiatives; Airbus, might be viewed as in-
terested only in sales of planes and fi nancial 
success; and Indian Oil may be seen as 

concerned most about ledgers and prestige 
within its industry. The innovative compa-
nies examined here capitalize on epideictic 
oppo rtunities to identify with audience values 
and transcend monetary emphases. Yet the 
emphasis on Agent and Act allows for under-
lying Purpose to build company-audience 
relationships without making the purpose 
become an end to itself. As Burke writes of 
purpose,  ‘ ironically, motivational schemes 
that would feature it less may allow it more ’  
(1969: 291). 

 In general, news releases that fulfi ll the 
expected patterns of the journalistic dis-
course community display relatively straight-
forward headlines, leads, and details, and 
therefore become more useful to gain the 
attention and acceptance of media gatekeep-
ers. Standard releases for fi nancial and 
personnel information does the same for 
a particular audience. What sets apart inno-
vative companies is their use of the genre 
and its conventions for broader appeal. In 
particular, Burke ’ s pentad can be used well 
with his theory of form so that effective 
message framing by innovative companies 
invites audiences (particularly consumers 
and investors) to see themselves benefi tting 
from (ie identify with) an innovation, begin-
ning with its purpose and extending into the 
details about its benefi ts. News releases as 
epideictic discourse function to celebrate the 
innovations themselves, educate audiences 
regarding them, preserve values shared with 
target audiences, perform the company ’ s 
role as innovator, and to present organiza-
tional ethos as such.   

 Annual Reports 
 Our second genre is annual reports. Grunig 
explains that  ‘ the  choice  and  use  of symbols 
to communicate impressions of an organiza-
tion ’  is a vital and ethical part of public 
relations ( Grunig, 1993: 129 , emphasis add-
ed). This is presented each year as corpora-
tions publish their annual reports, and of 
special importance in any annual report is 
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the letter to shareholders. In these reports, 
a company ’ s chairperson or chief executive 
truly functions as a  ‘ corporate rhetor ’  
(Cheney and Vibbert, 1987),    because the 
letter to shareholders  ‘ tells readers how the 
corporation performed over the past year 
and clarifi es the company ’ s stance on eco-
nomic or political trends that may affect 
its future ’  ( Hager and Scheiber, 1990: 119 ). 
To the extent that annual reports portray 
a company ’ s view of its environment and 
relevant issues, letters to shareholders espe-
cially refl ect ethics for corporate communi-
cation. Those letters are written for all of 
a company ’ s constituencies, perhaps some 
more than others. Shareholders, for exam-
ple, are the primary owners of a company 
and have a right to honest and accurate 
information. Annual reports are potentially 
the most important documents a company 
can publish during a year, and should be and 
refl ect an ethical representation of the 
organization ’ s performance over the previ-
ous year. 

 The sum of information in most annual 
reports is required (pursuant to a nation ’ s regu-
lations), demanded (on the part of share-
holders and other external constituencies), 
and requested (as a function of a company ’ s 
selected internal constituencies and its over-
all public relations and marketing strategies). 
Balancing all of these concerns is a formida-
ble challenge, and suggests the centrality of 
ethics for any annual report. In general, an-
nual reports contain two basic forms of 
information: a narrative about a company ’ s 
business (usually divided into sections or 
chapters, including the chair or CEO ’ s let-
ter), and consolidated and summarized fi -
nancial data (eg income statement, balance 
sheet, cash fl ows, management discussion 
and analysis, footnotes, and auditor ’ s letter 
assuring compliance with accounting stand-
ards). The fi nancial data paint a general pic-
ture of an organization ’ s fi nancial viability 
over several years, typically three years but 
sometimes more. It is specialized, objective 

information in its own right, complement-
ing the report ’ s narrative as well as the 
detailed data found in the Form 10-K in the 
United States, which is required under Sec-
tion 13 of the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Act of 1934. Thus, the fi nancial data are 
critical from both a compliance and an 
information standpoint; moreover, the data 
support and are supported by the statements 
made in the narrative. 

 A company ’ s constituencies learn from an 
annual report ’ s total narrative  –  from its 
style, tone, and content  –  about who the 
company is and what its values are, what its 
businesses are and how successful they have 
been, and how the company manages its 
environments and interacts with its stake-
holders. Because each audience has a need 
to know how and why a company con-
ducted its business the way it did during the 
year, the narrative portion of an annual re-
port is probably its most important part. It 
tells the story of a company ’ s performance 
over the prior year to all of its publics and 
sets the tone for the year ahead. The narra-
tive is an organization ’ s opportunity to tru-
ly infl uence how its constituencies view it, 
bolstering its identity and public image 
through what is said and how it is said. In 
this regard, the chair ’ s or CEO ’ s letter to 
shareholders alone is likely the most-read 
part of any annual report because people 
look to what the top person in an organiza-
tion has to say about its performance, busi-
ness decisions, and future. 

 In our study, the companies ranked 
among the top innovators in the  2008 Glo-
bal Pulse Project  showed consistent compli-
ance with genre conventions for annual 
reports. Of particular importance is their 
consistent showcasing of innovation and in-
novativeness in featured content. For exam-
ple, Disney made the greatest effort in this 
area with prominent photographic and graph-
ic images of its productions and attractions. 
Novo Nordisk also made sure its innovations 
and innovativeness in its pharmaceutical 
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products  –  especially for diabetes  –  were 
highlighted prominently with feature arti-
cles, photos of leading internal experts, and 
graphics of business-sector performance. 
Other examples of emphases on innovation 
and innovativeness include Sony with a 
detailed corporate strategy, which features 
a revitalization plan, outlook, and specifi c 
initiatives; and Toyota ’ s thorough analysis of 
production competitiveness and business 
overview by market. In contrast, Samsung 
claims that it  ‘ embraces innovation ’ , but 
such innovations are in the planning stages 
and therefore vague in description; that is, 
presented as promises of innovation. 

 The companies at the bottom of  Global 
Pulse  ’ s reputation rankings generally showed 
an expected lesser level of showcasing 
innovation / innovativeness. Indeed, the dom-
inant pattern among these companies is to 
present basic messages about organizational 
performance on the required dimensions of 
fi nances, market, operations, and corporate 
structure. For example, Indian Oil provides 
readers with its annual report totally online 
through dedicated links to it and its sections, 
which seems at fi rst blush innovative and 
appropriate. The document, however, is 
simply divided up into separate PDF fi les of 
black-and-white pages for each section, and 
each section simply presents fundamental, 
factual messages about the business area or 
required topics without innovation high-
lights. In contrast, Samsung provides a full-
color report that features artistic photography 
of personnel and products, but beneath these 
 ‘ fl ashy ’  images are straightforward messages 
about company performance on required 
subjects. 

 Nine of the ten companies ’  reports feature 
texts of their top leaders ’  views of the busi-
nesses, and these texts are the fi rst to follow 
the table of contents and summarized per-
formance data. The one report that does 
not include such a text is Airbus, which is 
a summary annual report produced with 
word-processing software and converted to 

a PDF fi le that has no fi nancials and covers 
basic business operations by product and 
activity, including industry, customer serv-
ice, environment, corporate  ‘ personality ’ , 
and 2008 outlook. Within the texts of the 
annual reports of the fi ve innovative com-
panies in this study, all showed different 
types of innovation, much broader in variety 
than the innovations found in news releases. 
Sony ’ s annual report refers to ongoing restruc-
turing of its business as means of innovation 
and future growth. Google ’ s report plays upon 
the metaphor of the search engine, emphasiz-
ing its innovativeness because the company 
uses research and development; that is,  ‘ Still 
Searching ’   Google Inc. (2008: 1) .     

 It is interesting to note that the reports 
that have texts from top leaders do not 
always come from people with the same 
title across companies. Google ’ s text, for 
example, is almost seven text-heavy pages 
of analysis from the founders; then the rest 
of the report is a reprint of the government-
required Form 10-K. Kingfi sher includes 
statements from the chair and the chief 
executive. Toyota includes  ‘ messages ’  (ie 
letters) from the chair, the president, and the 
executive vice president of accounting. Even 
though Toyota ’ s report has a separate mes-
sage from its president, it includes an inter-
view transcription approach to present the 
leader ’ s views of his organization ’ s perform-
ance. Most of the companies in this study 
(four of the top fi ve and four of the bottom 
fi ve) include sections about corporate respon-
sibility, sustainable / environmental efforts, with 
Toyota and Fujitsu dedicating the most space 
to these kinds of matters and, in the case of 
four of the top fi ve, their associated innova-
tions. The outliers are Google and Indian 
Oil, which do not have such sections in their 
reports. 

 Like the news releases, then, what distin-
guishes innovative companies from others 
with good reputations certainly is the use of 
language intensity. For example, Disney is 
always looking for  ‘ new ways to showcase 
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characters and stories ’ . However, since eight 
of the ten companies used slick visual design 
techniques, their use does not necessarily 
correspond to innovativeness. The lack of 
 ‘ glitz ’  may be due to other factors (eg gov-
ernment reporting requirements, industry 
norms, and the company ’ s character). Mere 
compliance with fi nancial reporting regula-
tions require little visual enhancement. For 
example, Google ’ s products do not lend 
themselves to such strategies, and Airbus 
chose not to. Reports that showcase what 
the company has to offer (most notably, 
those of Novo Nordisk, Disney, and Samsung) 
illustrate increased language intensity and 
dramatic visuals. The written content of the 
report, along with its theme, dictates how 
much visual support is useful or needed. 
Therefore innovativeness is communicated 
through the words in the report, the sub-
stance of what has been accomplished, and 
what the organization plans to do. 

 Therefore, annual reports also function as 
epideictic discourse because the relationship 
between an organization ’ s persona and its 
acts, innovative or not, are central. The 
organization and its message become one. 
This is a particularly powerful strategy that 
could infl uence any audience interested in 
company performance; for example, inves-
tors, consumers, employees, corporate watch-
dog organizations. The company ’ s purposes, 
whether they merely report fi nancial data or 
seek additional ends, including reputation 
building, shape the genre ’ s use and therefore 
lend themselves to showcasing innovation. 
The same may be true of our fi nal discourse 
genre, but we question whether it is being 
used to its potential.   

 Websites 
 What is most interesting to note about cor-
porate websites is that the discourse conven-
tions for them are not unique. Website 
design, when the Internet was very young, 
was a whole new thing. Anyone who had 
the skills and resources to design websites 

did so with vast ranges of effectiveness and 
creativity. Some sites were overly simplistic, 
others were  ‘ over the top ’  with nearly every 
possible design element that could be put 
on a screen. Webmasters quickly surmised 
that some standards were necessary. The 
guiding question was,  ‘ What makes a good 
website? ’  Much work went into answering 
this question from graphic designers to 
human-factors researchers. What emerged 
was a fl exible set of discourse conventions 
using printed documents as the analog. That 
is, the language of Web design was based 
on metaphors about printed material  –  web-
sites have  ‘ pages ’ , etc. Even the name  ‘ web-
site ’  is a metaphor for something physical 
but really is not  –  it exists electronically, and 
we read light, not ink. 

 So Web designers used the discourse con-
ventions for brochures, booklets, indexes, 
etc to fashion Internet-specifi c standards for 
how text and graphics would work togeth-
er on the virtual pages of websites. Subjects 
from the most basic to the most complex 
are indexed and linked page after page. 
A key to good website design is effective 
navigation, which gives website visitors a 
clear sense of what ’ s where, how to get to 
it, and how to get back to something seen 
before by clicking on links to specifi c web-
pages about particular topics. As Web tech-
nology has evolved, the content for websites 
evolved (cf.  Smudde, 2005 ). People have 
written more than 100 million online jour-
nals worldwide called Web logs, or  ‘ blogs ’ . 
There are downloadable audio and video 
shows called  ‘ podcasts ’  (using Apple ’ s iPod 
as the inspiration for the term) that resemble 
radio and television programs. And  ‘ wikis ’  
(which is pronounced  ‘ wee-key ’  and is 
Hawaiian for  ‘ quickly ’ ) resemble dictionar-
ies, encyclopedias, and other reference doc-
uments that anyone can update. All of these 
things are being used increasingly by organ-
izations to communicate with internal and 
external audiences. At this point websites are 
a genre that could use improvement when 
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it comes to demonstrating innovation ’ s full 
potential  –  fi nding the press room is often 
problematic, and most companies bury com-
munity relations and put consumer purpos-
es at the forefront. Major corporate social 
responsibility efforts are often linked unique-
ly and easily. What ’ s more, however, is the 
formatting for blogs, podcasts, and wikis 
are very similar to  –  if not a replica of  –  
websites, using the same software technol-
ogy and design and usability (ie discourse) 
conventions. 

 On the websites for the ten organizations 
we selected we see sophisticated use of the 
website genre. All of them use the conven-
tions for effective website design in different 
and reasonable ways. We ’ ll not critique their 
website designs, because doing so would 
take us away from the thesis of this paper. 
All ten focus on two primary audiences, 
as did their news releases: consumers and 
investors. Nevertheless, the top companies ’  
use of websites enacts important messages 
about innovation that support their reputa-
tion, identities, value, and competitiveness. 
Indeed, if any of these organizations did not 
enact such messages, it would call into ques-
tion why they overlooked such important 
points (at best) or what may be going on 
internally that might signal major change (at 
worst). All the websites use animation and 
interactive links to help visitors go deeper 
into the substance of the organization in 
multiple dimensions, but, among the top-
ranked innovative companies, along with 
Fujitsu, Samsung, and Airbus, dynamic vis-
ual effects like animation and scroll-over 
highlighting of links with the cursor are hall-
marks. The exceptions are Google, Indian 
Oil, and Kingfi sher, which feature com-
paratively static webpages (Kingfi sher ’ s sub-
sidiary companies, focused on do-it-yourself 
projects for the home, are much livelier for 
the consumer audience). All companies ’  web-
sites exhibit reasonably simple page design 
and navigation. These fi ndings are expected 
because of the current state of the art of 

Web design and application of website 
usability research. The depth and breadth of 
information on the companies ’  websites is 
impressive, and the design and interactivity 
of them is stunning. 

 The bottom line, however, is how well 
the messages about innovation are enacted so 
that the companies ’  reputations are upheld. 
Websites function epideictically to provide 
an active and interactive site of performance, 
educating audiences by drawing them to 
Web content based on needs and values. 
Although Google ’ s webpages appear to be 
even simpler in design than those of the 
other companies, the  ‘ Corporate Info ’  link 
from the homepage provides links to discus-
sions of its organizational culture, how it 
 ‘ celebrates diversity ’ , and to  Green News  on 
the company ’ s offi cial blog. Such pages among 
the top companies allow them to present dif-
ferent types of innovations, much more so than 
the remaining fi ve ’ s websites do.    

 DISCUSSION 
 The results across all three genres for the ten 
companies suggest common themes, stylistic 
choices, and discourse patterns that a  Global 
Pulse  company typically may use to frame 
expressions of its corporate identity, produce 
favorable images in the minds of stakehold-
ers, and build and sustain corporate reputa-
tion as an innovator. Like the annual reports, 
a website ’ s visual dynamism is not necessar-
ily indicative of a company ’ s innovativeness, 
but the symbolic value to merely using tech-
nology can be worth noting. The use of the 
term  ‘ innovation ’  in organizational discourse 
is as interesting as it is in the annual reports 
 –  the term seems used to refer to at least the 
idea of being innovative or the presence of 
innovations created by employees. Our ini-
tial reading of these data suggest that those 
companies perceived as innovative use the 
message genres we have examined in ways 
that make them distinct from other organi-
zations. Language intensity can direct audi-
ences ’  attention to evidence of innovation, 
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with product inno vation receiving the most 
attention in news releases. Other genres 
allow more extensive highlighting of inno-
vation, particularly annual reports. Still, orga-
nizations must provide more evidence  –  both 
written and visual support  –  to document 
true innovation, the activity of innovating, 
or the characteristic of innovativeness. The 
top innovators do so. So linguistic and 
visual intensity go hand in hand, yet visual 
impact does not necessarily distinguish 
companies rated highly on innovation from 
others with strong reputations, as our 
examination of these companies ’  websites 
indicates. 

 Additionally, the innovations discussed by 
these several companies in the three genres 
fi t within the types of innovation organiza-
tions can realize, as described by  Keeley 
(2006, 2007)  and shown in  Figure 3 , which 
is based on his typology. Within Keeley ’ s 
framework, we fi nd that all ten types of in-
novation are addressed substantively by the 
top fi ve  Global Pulse  companies, particularly 
in annual reports. All of the companies in 
this study predominantly focused news re-
leases and their websites on two audiences: 
investors and consumers, with particular 
concern for addressing their business models, 
product offerings, or brand. High reputation 
companies did so with news releases that 
included quotations from credible, third-
party sources that could communicate and 
bolster a reputation for innovation. Links 
found on websites can direct audiences to 
innovations in corporate social responsibil-
ity, but they often are hidden by a vague 
link at the bottom of the homepage ( ‘ About 
Us ’  or other such phrasing). When you 
fi nd the pages devoted to the environment, 
diversity issues, and the like, the innovative 
organizations use these more than others to 
mark themselves as innovative. 

 Some examples from our data illustrate 
how top innovative companies appeal to 
audiences with a variety of innovation types. 
Among news releases, Sony demonstrates 

support for workers in Japan ( ‘ Enabling 
process ’  in  Figure 3 ) and hopefully facilitates 
customer perceptions of value beyond its 
products ( ‘ Service ’ ) when it publicizes a char-
ity event featuring cellist Yo-Yo Ma and the 
Sony Philharmonic Orchestra, comprised of 
Sony employees and family members, per-
forming at Carnegie Hall. Sir Howard 
Stringer, Sony ’ s chairman and CEO, is 
quoted to bring home the idea:  ‘ Their pas-
sion for music mirrors their passion for 
engineering excellence. And their commit-
ment to both refl ects the talents and the 
energies of Sony employees around the 
world ’  ( Sony Corporation, 2008: 2 ). On 
their websites, the fi ve companies we stud-
ied provide well-developed pages devoted 
to all of Keeley ’ s categories. For example, 
Novo Nordisk has links on its homepage to 
separate pages for health-care professionals, 
patients, investors, media, sustainability, and 
research and development. Regarding sus-
tainability, the company has multiple pages 
to different facets of social responsibility, 
including one on bioethics, clearly linking 
core processes to customer-centric innova-
tions. The R & D page includes four links to 
short movies regarding  Novo Nordisk’s 
(2009)  enabling and core processes, how its 
researchers look at proteins  ‘ along the entire 
value chain ’ . As noted earlier, annual reports 
allow companies to feature all of the innova-
tion types. In the  ‘ Founder ’ s letter ’  in Google ’ s 
annual report, co-founders Larry Page and 
Sergey Brin tie their innovations together this 
way:  ‘ In all of these efforts, the trust of our 
users is paramount ’  (2007: 2). 

 Our focus on innovation types summa-
rizes well our fi ndings about organizations ’  
communication about their innovations. 
The apparent split between internal and 
external concerns, as  Figure 3  shows in the 
right column, suggests much about the broad-
er rhetorical frames in which the companies 
think about themselves as innovators  and  
express messages about their innovations that 
resonate with their audiences. Specifi cally, 
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those companies that focus on the fi rst four 
types of innovation tend to focus more on 
their internal, big-picture innovative ness  and 
systems to nurture those capabilities to bring 
innovations to market. The companies that 
focus on the remaining six types tend to 
focus on external, customer-centric matters 
that bear on the value innovations add or 
represent to audiences. Top innovators do 

both. By combining  Figure 3  with  Figure 1  
and an understanding of the epideictic nature 
of corporate communications, we gain a 
more potent approach for organizations to 
both (1) understand themselves and the in-
novations they create and offer and, espe-
cially, (2) craft messages in particular 
communication genres that foster identifi ca-
tion about their organizations and the 

     Figure 3  :        Ten types of innovation  
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innovations or innovativeness for target audi-
ences. This combination, which is worked out 
in our analysis and discussion of  Global Pulse  
companies ’  communications, then, is at the 
heart of  Figure 2   –  the message design func-
tion of corporate reputation when address-
ing innovation.   

 IMPLICATIONS AND QUESTIONS FOR 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
 The communication model in  Figure 2  that 
we presented and argued for gives us a way 
to analyze and critique the synergy between 
genres and key messages. Our analysis sug-
gests that style is subservient to substance, 
and form defi nitely follows function. News 
releases, based on our analysis, appear to be 
discursive forms that innovative companies 
use to their advantage. The discourse con-
ventions of annual reports and websites, 
however, appear not to be as distinctive 
when innovation is paired with reputation. 
However, our test of the model has revealed 
that corporate genre conventions may be 
epideictic in character. In the role of inno-
vator, high-ranked companies in our study 
appear more likely to take risks in their mes-
sages and genre use than companies with 
strong but lower-ranked reputations, which 
tend to say and present messages conserva-
tively. This observation is especially evident 
in our analysis of annual reports. 

 The news releases, annual reports, and 
websites we examined fulfi ll the traditional 
functions of the epideictic genre: Reputation 
management ’ s effective use of message design 
may be facilitated through the invocation, 
celebration, teaching, and reiteration of core 
values to key audiences. Communication is 
an enactment of an organization ’ s personae, 
as innovator, responsible fi scal agent, good 
corporate citizen, etc and corporate commu-
nication, in our opinion, works best when it 
employs information in the service of persua-
sion (cf.  Bostdorff and Vibbert, 1994 ). 

 Our approach and model challenges the 
fi eld to take more seriously the discursive 

and rhetorical dimensions of reputation 
management and public relations. We cre-
ated a model that is grounded in linguistic 
constructs about genre and discourse con-
ventions plus rhetorical principles about 
genre and message design. Our model also 
addresses these things within the context 
of message-based decision-making, creative 
thinking, and discourse producing for any 
symbolic action on an organization ’ s behalf. 
All these dimensions are vital so that the 
 ‘ hard organizing ’  work is accounted for as 
part of the symbolicity that makes reputation 
management and public relations successful. 

 Our focus and fi ndings suggest several 
lines of inquiry. First, we foresee further re-
search regarding the epideictic character of 
organizational rhetoric. Would samples from 
other organizations support our contention 
of participation in the broader genre? With-
in particular discourse types, would different 
purposes suggest subgenres (eg news releas-
es; cf.  Lassen, 2006 )? Would other forms of 
publicity (eg biographical statements, back-
grounders, feature stories) also display epi-
deictic qualities? For these and other questions, 
it would not be suffi cient to determine 
within which genre or subgenre certain 
messages belong (see  Smudde and Courtright, 
2010 ). Results would suggest message 
considerations to be applied in discourse 
development  –  and these would provide 
specifi c, strategic choices within reputation 
management. 

 The relationship between Agent, Act, and 
Purpose warrants further study for such 
applications. As Burke argues, a message 
emphasis on Purpose may be  ‘ collective 
or nominalist ’  (1969: 288); in this case, an 
organization may use messages to facilitate 
two-way communication with publics or may 
talk  ‘ at ’  them in one-way communication. 
How might messages directed at employees 
differ strategically, if at all, from those 
designed for external audiences  –  and how 
do the latter address the former? All message 
design, be it focused on innovation or not, 
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must consider the refl exive quality of all 
corporate communication. Whether intend-
ed or not, employees receive multiple mes-
sages, within and outside the company 
confi nes. Furthermore, how does proper 
use of genre considerations affect audiences, 
regardless of role? For example,  Heath 
(1998)  argues that corporate communication 
should use new technologies for generating 
dialogue, connecting people anywhere at 
any time. 

 Our model also uses the corporate iden-
tity and reputation literatures as a broader 
context for message design, raising addi-
tional research questions. With access to all 
innovation scores in a  Global Pulse  study, 
would samples of other organizations con-
fi rm or modify our claims about innovative 
organizations compared to others? Would 
differences in genre-based message strategies 
correspond with differences in scores on 
other factors that  Global Pulse  reports? In 
addition to reputation, what effect does cor-
porate identity (persona) and values, as com-
municated through strategically designed 
messages, have on corporate culture and per-
sonality, organizational identity, and audience 
images that inform reputation? 

 Additional work should be done to under-
stand the rhetorical moves that enable com-
panies to cross Moore ’ s chasm from the 
early adopters to the early majority of the 
mainstream market. This matter includes 
retrospective analysis of past cases but, most 
important, concerns prospective application 
of our approach to organizations ’  future 
communication. Organizations professing 
any degree of innovativeness and innovation 
must understand, plan for, and profi ciently 
enact communication that refl ects the values 
upheld by audiences, depending on where 
they fall in the adoption curve (ie early adop-
ters, early majority, late majority, laggards, 
and skeptics; see  Figure 1 ). Initial ideas about 
such research could include content analy-
tical studies that trace patterns of message 
themes in corporate reputation discourse 

and compare them to the combination of 
Moore ’ s and Keeley ’ s models as message-
design taxonomies, reader-reception studies 
that measure the degree to which actual 
audience members apprehend the messages 
as intended based on Moore ’ s and Keeley ’ s 
ideas, ethnographic studies that examine or-
ganizations ’  message design and discourse-
development processes for specifi c reputation 
management efforts to market segments, and 
case-study research or metaresearch about 
strategic planning, chasm crossing, and rep-
utation management. 

 Finally, how effective is the idea of in-
novation as an analog for the study of repu-
tation management? We believe it is a great 
place to start because innovation involves 
the creation of something new to meet new 
needs. In this way our model enacts a view 
of reputation management and public rela-
tions as  ‘ the measured and ethical use of 
language and symbols to inspire cooperation 
between an organization and its publics ’  
( Courtright and Smudde, 2007 : 4). The com-
munication demands for innovation parallel 
those for reputation management, public 
relations, emergency communication, and 
so on. Message design, seen as central to 
reputation management (and based on our 
limited analysis), rhetorically uses informa-
tion, rather than traditional argument, to 
invite audiences to identify with the values  –  
and innovations  –  supplied by reputable 
organizations.           

  NOTES 
  1      An additional concept is rule breaking to achieve 

real strategic advantage along with customer 
enthusiasm ( Markides, 1997 ).   

  2      Identifi cation also has a role within organizations 
as  ‘ a process closely tied to identity [ie what is 
commonly taken as representative of a person or 
group], both linguistically and conceptually ’ , and 
linked to individual and group commitment 
( Cheney and Tompkins, 1987: 5; 6 – 7 ). Identity, 
identifi cation, and commitment, then, are the result 
of socially constructed symbolic action when people 
organize through communication.   
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  3      Our project is not to evaluate corporate reputations 
on a national or global basis. We are examining 
discourse genres used in managing corporate repu-
tation across geo-political boundaries.   

  4      In the interest of (1) keeping almost 30 additional 
entries in the references list and (2) allowing for 
fl exibility in accessing online documents after any 
website redesign, we only list the website addre sses 
for the 10 Global Pulse companies ’  webpages from 
which the reader may then navigate to specifi c 
links such as online press rooms. The URLs are as 
follows: Toyota  http://www.toyota.co.jp/en/index_
company. html ; Google  http://www.google.com/
about.html ; Sony  http://www.sony.net ; Novo Nordisk 
 http://www.novonordisk.com/default.asp ; Disney 
 http://corporate.disney.go.com/index.html ; Fujitsu 
 http://www.fujitsu.com/global ; Kingfi sher  http://
www.kingfi sher.com/index.asp ; Samsung  http://
www.samsung.com/us/index.html ; Airbus  http://
www.airbus.com/en ; and Indian Oil  http://www
.iocl.com/home.aspx . Please note that organ izations 
sometimes change their URLs, so these addresses 
can change without notice.    
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