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Abstract

By taking the perspective of Social Constructivism and the Discourse-Historical 
Approach, and using the corpus linguistic tool Wmatrix, this study compares the dis-
cursive strategies adopted by Chinese and American banks in their construction of 
corporate identities. The research underlines the shared and unique features presented 
in prominent themes, communication strategies and lexical patterns. It is found that 
Chinese banks prefer to emphasise their historical development, industrial ranking and 
organisational structure to positively construct their identity as industry leaders, adopt-
ing a corporate ability strategy through the frequent usage of numbers and superlative 
adjectives. However, American banks tend to stress care for their employees, commu-
nities and environment. They prefer to use a corporate responsibility strategy to build 
their identity as social contributors through the frequent usage of performative verbs 
to exhibit specific corporate activities. This study may have practical implications for 
Chinese companies wishing to improve their international communication capability 
and may offer educational implications for Business English teaching.
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1 Introduction

Identity has been an area of concern for researchers in the humanities and 
social sciences, and has undergone a shift from a traditional essentialist 
approach to a social constructionist approach. The traditional view empha-
sises the social attributes of identity, believing identity to be relatively stable 
and the role played by individuals or groups in certain social relations, such as 
gender, age, race, position, etc. (Stryker, 1987). However, a social constructionist 
view holds that identity is not fixed. It is the result of continuous construction 
and dynamic negotiation in interactions (Bucholtz and Hall, 2005; Chen, 2014; 
PAD research group, 2016). By adopting a social constructionist approach, a 
large body of literature in linguistics has investigated the identity that is con-
structed in discourse. But, so far, existing research has focused a great deal 
of attention on national identity, ethnic identity, teacher identity, etc., with 
institutional identity being somewhat underexplored. As an important type  
of institutional identity, corporate identity is of great significance to the devel-
opment of companies. It can influence the public’s perception of the corporate 
image and the employees’ recognition of corporate value, and then further 
affect a corporation’s ability to obtain resources (Wu and Zhang, 2019). While 
practitioners have recognised the importance of corporate identity, relatively 
little work has examined how corporate identity is discursively constructed.

Previous studies on corporate identity can be traced back to the 1990s. Most 
of these investigations, however, are conducted from the perspective of man-
agement and marketing to explore the strategic management of corporate 
identity (e.g., Balmer and Gray, 1999). It is understood that corporate com-
munication is the most important element of corporate identity (Melewar, 
2003). However, previous studies have not paid adequate consideration to how 
corporate identity is constructed through corporate discourse. Our research 
attempts to narrow this gap, by adopting a discourse analytical perspective to 
examine how corporate identity is communicated.

Against the background of China vigorously encouraging its companies to 
‘go global’ and promote Chinese brands beyond China via the ‘Belt and Road’ 
initiative, discussing the discursive construction of corporate identity from a 
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linguistic perspective is of great theoretical and practical significance, as it can 
have practical implications for corporations on how to enhance the recognition 
and acceptance of overseas stakeholders. In order to enrich studies on corpo-
rate identity construction, both theoretically and methodologically, the current 
study integrates linguistic approaches to conduct a comparative analysis of the 
discursive construction of corporate identities by Chinese and American banks, 
so as to deepen the understanding of the similarities and differences between 
Chinese and foreign corporate identity discourse and, subsequently, to provide 
corporations with helpful suggestions.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Corporate Identity
“Institutional identity” is defined as “the way an organization is commonly 
represented” (Christensen, 2008: 1016). Therefore, institutional discourse is 
inseparable in this self-representation. In line with the constructionist thinking, 
institutional identity is not static, but emerging and discursively constructed 
through the ongoing communication. As an important institutional identity, 
corporate identity in this study is defined as the self attributes discursively 
communicated in corporate communication. A handful of recent studies have 
focused on how institutional identities are discursively constructed, including 
university institutional identity (e.g., Chen, 2016, 2017), governmental identity 
communicated in publicity discourse (see Chai and Han, 2017) and corpo-
rate identity discursively constructed in annual reports or corporate social 
responsibility reports (e.g., Wu and Zhang, 2019; Liu and Wu, 2015). These stud-
ies have provided some insights for our study. More specifically, Chen (2016) 
proposed an analytical framework for comparing the discursive construction 
of institutional identity by Chinese and Western universities. This framework 
is based on the discourse-historical approach, integrating the macro analysis 
of historical context, the meso analysis of identity dimensions and the micro 
analysis of discursive strategies. Chen (2017) further enriched and refined the 
micro-level discursive strategies in the above research framework, revealing 
the commonalities and unique patterns present in institutional identity con-
struction in different social cultural contexts. By referring to this study, Wu 
and Zhang (2019: 222) proposed an analytical framework for the discursive 
construction of corporate identities and compared the discursive strategies 
adopted by Huawei and Apple when constructing their identities in annual 
reports, respectively.
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Based on Wu and Zhang’s framework, our study adopts the discourse-
historical approach to compare how the corporate identities of Chinese and 
American banks are discursively constructed.

2.2	 Corporate	Identities	Discursively	Constructed	in	Corporate	Profiles
Contrastive analysis of business genres in different cultures has received con-
siderable attention in recent years. Most of these previous studies have been 
either comparing two comparable business reports in different cultures on, for 
example, Italian and English letters to shareholders (Garzone, 2004), English 
and German letters to shareholders (Böttger and Bührig, 2004), or contrasting 
the original and translated business text (e.g. House, 2011), to explore some 
specific linguistic features like personal pronouns, meta discourse and linking 
words, or to examine the translation strategies. Although previous studies have 
discussed business communication in different cultures and provided strong 
evidence in companies’ distinguished preferences in communication across 
cultures, far less attention has been paid to corporate identities discursively 
constructed through business communication and their detailed linguis-
tic realizations. Even fewer studies look into this issue with a cross-cultural 
perspective, contrasting Chinese and western companies’ identities communi-
cated in business contexts. While Chinese companies are becoming more and 
more involved in international markets, how Chinese companies communi-
cate their identities to the international audience deserves academic attention.

Regarding the business genres which communicate a corporate identity, 
a wide range of types have been identified in the literature, such as annual 
reports, corporate social responsibility reports, corporate websites, social 
media, corporate profiles, etc. Of these, corporate profiles are considered to be 
the main medium for constructing a corporate identity. A corporate profile pro-
vides a basic answer to ‘who am I?’, which generally consists of an introduction 
to the corporation’s historical development, its business scope, corporate val-
ues, corporate social responsibilities, corporate strategies, award-winning and 
other business-related information. The information is disseminated under 
close scrutiny, and discursively and strategically presents the corporation 
to the public. Therefore, corporate profiles, as a tool for corporate branding, 
have attracted attention in previous studies (e.g., Pollach, 2005; Shi and Shan, 
2019). For example, Pollach (2005) discussed the discursive strategies used by 
corporations to present themselves in their corporate profiles. An array of per-
suasive appeals was identified when constructing a credible identity, such as 
appeals to the credibility of sources, appeals to reason and appeals to emo-
tions. Besides, other linguistic features, such as self-reference and audience 
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address forms, were also adopted, to form and maintain a relationship with 
the public. Apart from the few studies mentioned above, the majority of pre-
vious studies on corporate profiles have focused on the quality of translation 
from the Chinese version of a corporate profile into English (e.g., Lu, 2019). Few 
studies have considered the discursive construction of corporate identity via 
self-representation in corporate profiles. In current society, English has been 
widely acknowledged as the lingua franca, thereby has been employed by 
Chinese companies as the primary choice for international business commu-
nication. Therefore, this study explores how Chinese companies communicate 
their corporate identities through corporate profiles on their official English 
websites, in contrast with the American counterparts.

2.3	 Wmatrix	as	a	Significant	Corpus	Tool
Regarding research methods, many previous studies have been carried out 
by either conducting a case study of a company’s webpage or by qualitatively 
comparing the discursive identity presented by two different companies in 
several written business texts. For example, the PAD research group (2016) 
analysed how a British company communicated its identity via textual and 
multimodal discourse on its website. Few studies have employed a corpus-
based approach to explore the linguistic patterns in large amounts of data. 
However, corpus tools can reduce researcher bias and facilitate the micro anal-
ysis of the linguistic features involved in identity construction (Baker, 2006; 
Chai and Han, 2017). Of these corpus tools, Wmatrix breaks through the limita-
tion of the simple descriptive analysis of keyword frequency and can identify 
prominent semantic categories in texts (Rayson, 2008), which helps reveal 
the value system running through business discourse (Breeze, 2018). Given its 
automatic semantic tagging tool, it is not surprising that Wmatrix has been 
used to explore corporate communication. For example, Sun and Jiang (2014) 
used this tool to identify metaphors in the mission statements of Chinese and 
American corporations, and found that Chinese enterprises tend to portray 
themselves as competitors, while American corporations prefer to project 
themselves as responsible community members. Similarly, Breeze (2018) inves-
tigated the evaluative discourse employed in annual reports by using semantic 
tagging and found that companies from different sectors have different value 
preferences. For instance, financial companies tend to highlight the keyness of 
semantic area S1.2.5[tough, strong] to shape a dynamic and masculine image. 
These studies confirm the rationale behind, and the appropriateness of using 
the corpus tool Wmatrix to study corporate discursive identity.
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2.4	 A	Theoretical	Framework	for	the	Construction	of	Corporate	
Discursive Identity

Inspired by the analytical framework proposed by Chen (2016), this paper 
adopts the discourse-historical approach as the theoretical framework. As an 
important branch of critical discourse analysis, discourse-historical analy-
sis focuses on the mutual construction of discourse and society, that is, how 
discourse constructs social reality and how social reality affects discursive 
practice (Wodak, 2001).

The discourse-historical approach advocates that discourse should be 
placed in its social context to explore its social construction function from 
three dimensions: theme content, discursive strategies and linguistic means 
(Wodak, 2001: 72), and it has been widely used when studying the discursive 
construction of corporate identity. Following this analytical path, this paper 
proposes a research framework (as shown in Figure 1) involving the macro 
analysis of thematic preferences, the meso analysis of communication strat-
egies and the micro analysis of linguistic features, in order to compare the 
discursive construction strategies adopted by Chinese and American banks 
and further reveal the identities communicated.

Analysis of Thematic Preferences
Semantic Areas

Themes Communicated

Analysis of Communication Strategies
Communication Strategies

Types of Identities Constructed

Analysis of Micro-linguistic Features 
Word Frequency
Parts of Speech

figure 1 Analytical framework for the discursive 
construction of corporate identity
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At the macro level, this study compares the main thematic differences in the 
corporate profiles of Chinese and American banks. In order to reduce human 
bias, this paper adopts the corpus tool Wmatrix to automatically identify key 
semantic areas, and then analyses the resulting collocations and concordance 
lines to obtain the main themes communicated by Chinese and American 
banks. Wodak (2001: 69) pointed out that when researchers use the discourse-
historical approach to explore a specific social problem, they should not only 
choose appropriate linguistic analytical perspectives and tools, but should also 
choose appropriate theories to interpret the results. At the macro level, Chinese 
and American cultures are the most direct social contexts for the discursive 
construction of corporate identity. Therefore, the study resorted to Hofstede’s 
cultural dimension theory (2010) to analyze the possible impact of national 
cultural differences. Even though Hofstede’s theory is not without flaws, it  
has been acknowledged as the most referred and testified cultural typology, 
especially in studies on intercultural business communication (Moura et al., 
2016). Since this model has been criticized mainly for its validity in statisti-
cal analysis, to avoid this problem, the current study primarily relies on the 
model’s analytical function to explore the intercultural reasons for different 
identity constructions.

At the meso level, Chen (2016) pointed out that a meso analysis needs 
“insight into the content of a corpus, induction and reflection, and combina-
tion of relevant discipline theories to form an analytical framework” (p. 33). 
The research object of this paper is corporate discourse, which falls within 
the context of business discourse. Therefore, this study, based on Kim and 
Rader’s (2010: 60) theoretical discussion on corporate communication strate-
gies, forms three observation dimensions, namely, corporate ability strategy, 
corporate social responsibility strategy and hybrid strategy, to investigate 
the preferred communication style used in the construction of Chinese and 
American corporate identity. Corporate communication strategy in the cur-
rent study is content-orientated, which can not only reflect macro themes 
communicated, but can also give an insight into micro-linguistic features, thus 
effectively connecting macro and micro analyses. According to Kim & Rader 
(2010), corporations tend to create publics’ different cognitive associations by 
communicating their expertise and ability in terms of products and services, 
or their social responsibility activities. A corporate ability strategy focuses on 
introducing products and services, corporate development, business scale, risk 
control capability, etc. It is aimed at enhancing the audience’s rational cogni-
tion of corporate strength and expertise. For the most part, a corporate social 
responsibility strategy presents the corporation’s fulfilled social responsibili-
ties, such as care for its employees, environmental protection and community 
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services, which helps to win the public’s trust. A hybrid strategy indicates that 
companies not only attach importance to presenting corporate abilities, but 
also to communicating corporate social responsibilities. The above three com-
munication strategies are important observation dimensions for examining 
corporate communication style and further revealing the main corporate iden-
tity types that are constructed.

Finally, a micro-linguistic analysis will combine the word list, parts of 
speech (POS) distribution and concordance lines that are automatically gener-
ated by Wmatrix to compare the actual forms that are used to realise corporate 
identity discourse at the micro level. Based on the above analytical framework, 
this paper aims to answer the following three questions:
1) Are there any differences in the semantic areas identified in the corporate 

profiles of Chinese and American banks? What themes are communi-
cated at the macro level, respectively?

2) Are there any differences in the communication strategies deployed by 
Chinese and American banks for self-representation? What types of cor-
porate identities are constructed, respectively?

3) Are there any differences in the micro-linguistic features of the corporate 
identity discourse used by Chinese and American banks?

3 Research Methodology

3.1 Data Collection
In this study, the rankings of Fortune 500 Companies in China and the United  
States were selected as sample frames, respectively. To avoid the influence of 
industrial differences, we confined the sampled companies to one specific 
industry, i.e., listed banking companies. In the two rankings, 23 Chinese banks 
and 20 American banks are listed, which are representative of the banking 
industry in the two countries. Since the official English websites of two of 
the Chinese banks were still under construction and could therefore not be 
accessed, samples were finally limited to 21 Chinese banks and 20 American 
banks. Corporate profiles can give an insight into the discursive strategies 
used by corporations and can reveal the corporate identities that they intend 
to construct. Therefore, we collected text from the ‘About us’ section of the 
official English websites of the sampled Chinese companies and the official 
websites of the American companies. All extracted texts were assembled into 
two comparable corpora: the corpus of Chinese Corporate Identity Discourse 
(hereafter known as CCID) and the corpus of American Corporate Identity 
Discourse (hereafter known as ACID), respectively. As corporate websites are 
constantly updated, it should be noted that the data collection was conducted 
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from June 17th to June 19th, 2019. The CCID corpus has a total number of 56,886 
tokens and the ACID corpus has a total of 55,780 tokens.

3.2 Corpus-Based Critical Discourse Analysis
As mentioned above, this study employs Wmatrix, an online corpus tool devel-
oped by Dr. Paul Rayson of Lancaster University, to conduct a textual analysis of 
the two corpora. The embedded CLAWS and USAS (UCREL Semantic Analysis 
System) can automatically perform parts of speech (POS) and semantic tag-
ging (accuracy rates are 96–97% and 92%, respectively). Key semantic areas 
in the observation corpus can be pinpointed by comparing with the embed-
ded reference corpus (BNC Sampler Written is selected in this paper) (Rayson, 
2008). The UCREL Semantic Tagset includes 21 broad semantic areas (A-Z), and 
each semantic field contains multiple sub-semantic domains, totalling 232. 
The semantic area ‘I: Money and commerce in industry’, for example, can be 
divided into four subsections: ‘I1: Money generally’, ‘I2: Business’, ‘I3: Work and 
employment’ and ‘I4: Industry’. The current paper aims to identify abnormal 
or overused semantic categories in the observation corpora (Log Likelihood 
LL ≥ 6.63, p ≤ 0.01), which will facilitate the analysis of thematic preferences 
and communication strategies at macro and meso levels. At the same time, 
this semantic tagging tool can generate a keyword list and parts of speech 
table, which will be analysed through a qualitative analysis of the concordance 
lines of high frequency words, so as to further reveal the micro-linguistic fea-
tures of the two corpora. By using this corpus tool, therefore, it will be possible 
to compare the thematic preferences, communication strategies and micro-
linguistic features in the corporate profiles of Chinese and American banks, so 
as to effectively explore the types of corporate identities that are discursively 
constructed, thus providing a response to the above three-dimensional ana-
lytical approach.

4 Findings

4.1	 Analysis	of	Thematic	Preferences
By using the semantic tagging tool Wmatrix, the top 20 semantic fields that 
are communicated in the Chinese and American corporate profiles are firstly 
compared, with common and unique semantic fields being given in Table 1 
and Table 2, respectively. Then frequent word families and concordance lines 
in each semantic area are analysed to highlight the similarities and differences 
in the preferred communicated themes of the Chinese and American banks. 
As shown in Table 1, the five semantic categories of I1 [Money generally], 
I2.1 [Business: Generally], I1.1 [Money and pay], I2.2 [Business: Selling] and 

Downloaded from Brill.com09/19/2022 09:45:52AM
via free access



322 Cheng and Shi

Contrastive PragmaticS 3 (2022) 313–335

A5.1 + + + [Evaluation: Good] head the list in the Chinese corporate identity 
discourse corpus, and are similarly salient in the American corpus, as might be 
expected, introducing basic business information about the corporations and 
answering the question of ‘who am I?’.

As shown in Table 1, there is some degree of similarity between the lists cre-
ated from the Chinese and American corpora. However, the rankings of these 
semantic categories differ and the concordance lines of high frequency words 
in each semantic area are also found to be different. For example, the semantic 
area A5.1 + + + [Evaluation: Good] appears more frequently in Chinese banks 
(ranking 5th, 7th and 19th respectively), while ranking 19th in the American 
corpus. Under this semantic tag, popular words are superlative adjectives, such 
as ‘best’, ‘excellent’ and ‘great’, that are used to describe the ‘industrial status’ of 
the banks (see Example 1), which is the most direct and positive construction 
of corporate identity.

table 1 Common semantic areas and high frequency words in Chinese and American 
corporate identity discourse

Common semantic 
areas

CCID ACID

Ranking High frequency 
words

Ranking High frequency 
words

I1: Money generally 1 banks, financial, cash 9 financial, bank, 
insurance

I2.1: Business: 
Generally

2 business, financial 
service

1 business, financial 
service

I1.1: Money and pay 3 asset, investment, 
capital

6 investment, 
shareholder

I2.2: Business: 
Selling

4 customer, market, 
transaction

3 client, customer, 
market

A5.1 + + +: 
Evaluation: Good

5, 7, 19 best, excellent, top 19 best, excellent, 
greatest

S8 +: Helping 9 service, support 2 help, serve
S5 +: Belonging to a 
group

10 branch, group 5 community, team

A1.8 +: Inclusion 16 comprehensive, 
include

10 inclusion, include
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Example 1. The Bank was awarded the title of the “Best Corporate Bank in 
China” by Global Finance … (ICBC)

By comparison, Chinese banks use superlative adjectives more frequently, and 
tend to quote positive evaluations from third-party organisations (such as indus-
trial rankings and awards) to prove their industrial status, thus highlighting their 
competitiveness. This evidence-based narration makes their identity construc-
tion more reliable (Wu and Zhang, 2019: 226). As summarised by Singh and 
Matsuo (2004: 866), the mention of awards and quality certifications that have 
been presented by international or local agencies is an online cultural marker 
of power distance. In terms of power distance, China’s score (80) is twice that 
of America’s (40) (Hofstede et al., 2010: 57). Influenced by the culture of high 
power distance, Chinese banks are more likely to indicate their industrial lead-
ership and corporate competence in providing financial services.

The semantic area S8 + [Helping] is mainly accounted for by the frequent 
presence of words such as ‘service’, ‘support’ and ‘help’ to illustrate the cor-
porate social concern being exercised. Table 1 shows that both Chinese and 
American banks prefer to portray themselves as service providers by describing 
their corporate services and social activities (Liu and Wu, 2015). By comparison, 
this semantic area is more salient in American corporate self-representation, 
ranking 2nd, while ranking 9th in the Chinese corpus. This finding is in keep-
ing with previous studies. For example, Shi and Shan (2019: 77) identified the 
prominence of the semantic category ‘Helping’ on the official websites of 
American financial companies. Interpreted from a cultural perspective, such 
phenomena can be attributed to the higher Uncertainty Avoidance Index 
(UAI) in the United States than in China (46 compared to 30) (Hofstede et al., 
2010: 194). As Example 2 shows, American banks are more inclined to commu-
nicate their high quality service to reassure customers about their reliability 
and to eliminate their customers’ perception of risk.

Example 2. We responsibly provide financial services that enable growth 
and economic progress. (Citi Bank)

Similarly, in the common semantic area S5  + [Belonging to a group], differ-
ences are found in the high frequency words and concordance lines of the 
Chinese and American corpora. Chinese banks prefer to use lexical terms that 
are related to branch and group to stress the corporation’s business scale and 
strength, as shown in Example 3. In the American corpus, this semantic area is 
dominated by the notions of ‘community’ and ‘team’. American banks tend to 

Downloaded from Brill.com09/19/2022 09:45:52AM
via free access



324 Cheng and Shi

Contrastive PragmaticS 3 (2022) 313–335

indicate their social roles and contributions to communities on the one hand 
(see Example 4), and to value the team spirit of their employees on the other 
hand (see Example 5).

Example 3. The Bank … smoothly rolled out the systems of ICBC Mexico, 
Zurich Branch and Prague Branch. (ICBC)

Example 4. We are investing $150 million on community grants and 
support to help more Americans. (Capital One)

Example 5. Our team members are our most valuable resource. (Wells 
Fargo)

For the semantic area A1.8  + [Inclusion], the high frequency word ‘compre-
hensive’ collocated with ‘comprehensive strategy/risk management’ presents 
corporate strategy, risk management and control ability. However, in the 
American corpus, a frequently occurring concept is ‘Diversity & Inclusion’, 
which appears a total of 48 times. The emphasis here is on corporate inclusiv-
ity and cultural diversification in an attempt to show care for employees. This 
can be attributed to the individualistic culture of the United States (Hofstede 
et al., 2010: 97), which leads American banks to value individual interests more 
than their Chinese counterparts.

In summary, although some common semantic areas are found in the dis-
course used in the corporate profiles of Chinese and American banks, there are 
some differences in terms of specific high frequency words and collocations. 
Chinese corporations tend to communicate ‘industrial status’, ‘business distribu-
tion’ and ‘risk control’ to highlight their corporate strength. However, American 
corporations attach importance to demonstrating corporate social responsibili-
ties such as ‘social service’, ‘community contribution’ and ‘multiculturalism’.

Besides the common semantic areas discussed above, there are several 
unique semantic categories in the two comparable corpora (see Table 2). 
A detailed analysis of high frequency words and concordance lines in each 
semantic area shows that Chinese banks prefer to communicate their develop-
ment process, materialised in the sematic areas N1 [Numbers], A2.1 + [Change] 
and T2 + [Time: Beginning]. As shown in Example 6, a corporate history is often 
presented by Chinese banks to reflect their corporate capabilities. In tradi-
tional Chinese culture, a long corporate history is an indication of the strength 
of an enterprise. Another semantic area, S7.1 + [In power], is prominent in the 
Chinese corpus, which demonstrates how the organisational structure (see 
Example 7) can be used to construct an authoritative identity. This phenomenon 
can again be attributed to the high power distance of Chinese culture (Hofstede 
et al., 2010), which emphasises social status, management level and authority.
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table 2 Unique semantic domains and high frequency words in Chinese and American corporate 
identity discourse

Chinese banks Ranking High frequency 
words

American banks Ranking High frequency 
words

N1: Numbers 8 2018, billion I3.1: Work and 
employment: 
Generally

7 employees,
workplace

A2.1 +: Change 11 development,
reform

A6.3 +: 
Comparing: 
Varied

11 diversity, variety

M7: Places 15 international L1 +: Alive 14 life, lives
S7.1 +: In power 17 board, committee A15 −: Danger 17 risk
T2 +: Time: 
Beginning

18 establish, set up W5: Green issues 18 environment, 
conservation

A13.2: Degree: 
Maximizers

20 most, total N3.2 +: Size: Big 20 growth, big

Example 6. Industrial and Commercial Bank of China was established on 
1 January 1984. (ICBC)

Example 7. Currently, the Bank’s Board of Directors is composed of 17 
directors, including … (Bank of Communications)

As shown in Table 2, unique semantic areas in the American corpus include I3.1 
[Work and employment: Generally], A6.3 + [Comparing: Varied], L1 + [Alive], 
W5 [Green issues], etc. The first two semantic domains stress care for employ-
ees in two respects: the working environment and corporate culture (see 
Example 8). High frequency words in L1 + [Alive], ‘life’ and ‘lives’, on the one 
hand demonstrate cultural inclusiveness and diversity (such as a wide variety 
of life experiences) and, on the other hand, present the vision of improving 
the quality of life for customers, employees and local communities (such as 
making life better for …). The semantic area A15 − [Danger] is used primarily to 
stress the attention paid by American banks to potential risks and their ability 
to control these risks, with high frequency phrases such as ‘social/environmen-
tal risk’ and ‘risk assessment/management/reduce’. N3.2 + [Size: Big] is salient 
for presenting ‘corporate business scale’ and ‘development history’, which is 
comparatively less common in the American corpus, being ranked 20th.
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Example 8. We value our differences and work together to create a diverse 
and inclusive workplace where everyone can contribute to the success of 
our company. (PNC)

In addition, American banks also highlight ‘environmental protection’ (see 
Example 9) (materialised in W5 [Green issues], ranked 18th), while this semantic  
area is less visible in the Chinese corpus (ranked 84th), which shows that 
American banks pay more attention to emphasising their awareness of envi-
ronmental protection and sustainable development.

Example 9. We work hard every day to address the environmental chal-
lenges our planet faces in ways that will create long-term value for Fifth 
Third Bank. (Fifth Third Bank)

In summary, in keeping with common semantic domains, the above-mentioned 
unique semantic areas and high frequency words also reflect different the-
matic preferences in the self-representations of Chinese and American banks, 
which could be due to cross-cultural differences. Influenced by the high power 
distance culture of China, Chinese banks tend to highlight their ‘development 
history’ and ‘organisational structure’ and construct an authoritative identity 
by emphasising their long history and hierarchical management structures. In 
comparison, influenced by the individualistic and low power distance culture 
of the United States, American banks attach more importance to individual 
development and needs, and highlight corporate social responsibilities, such 
as care for employees, cultural diversification, environmental protection and 
community contribution, to construct a responsible identity.

4.2	 Analysis	of	Communication	Strategies
From the perspective of corporate communication strategies (Kim and Rader, 
2010), both Chinese and American banks communicate corporate ability and 
corporate social responsibility related information. It is apparent that banks in 
both countries adopt a hybrid communication strategy, but their focuses are 
different. As for their corporate ability strategy, the sampled banks illustrate 
their industrial status in similar ways, with A5.1 + + + [Evaluation: Good] being 
salient. In this semantic area, the superlative adjectives ‘best’ and ‘excellent’ 
are used by both banks to stress corporate competitiveness. However, seman-
tic categories and high frequency words related to corporate ability are more 
prominent in the Chinese corpus (see Table 1). Of the top 20 semantic areas in 
the Chinese corpus, only one, S8 + [Helping], is used to communicate corporate 
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social responsibility, while the other semantic areas are all used to illustrate 
corporate capability. Thus, it can be seen that Chinese banks focus on demon-
strating their corporate strength by making credibility appeals (Liu and Wu, 
2015), in an attempt to win the public’s trust. Even the lower-ranked semantic 
areas, S7.1 + [In power] and T2 + [Time: Beginning], are used to index organ-
isational structure and development history in an attempt to stress corporate 
ability, since in a high power distance culture, a clear hierarchical management 
structure and long corporate history are symbols of corporate strength.

Although American enterprises also present corporate ability related infor-
mation, relevant expressions are not prominent and their focuses are different. 
Comparatively speaking, American banks pay more attention to constructing 
soft power, such as ‘risk management and control’ and ‘corporate culture’. For 
example, in the semantic area A15 − [Danger], ‘risk’ is found to be a high fre-
quency word. This word aims to index corporate risk management and control 
ability through the phrase ‘managing risk well’ and to stress corporate aware-
ness of internal risk through the phase ‘risk is inherited’.

In comparison to Chinese banks, American banks prefer to adopt a corporate 
social responsibility strategy in their self-representations. They tend to show 
their care for multiple stakeholders with semantic areas related to employees, 
communities and environmental protection. For example, the semantic areas 
A1.8 + [Inclusion] and A6.3 + [Comparing: Varied] are salient for illustrating the 
inclusive and diversified culture of American banks. The prominent semantic 
areas I3.1 [Work and employment: Generally], S5 + [Belonging to a group] and 
W5 [Green issues] are used to construct American banks as caring for employ-
ees, serving the community and protecting the environment, in an attempt to 
win the public’s trust through affective appeals (Liu and Wu, 2015). In compari-
son to American banks, Chinese banks communicate less information related 
to corporate social responsibility, which validates the findings of cross-cultural 
research on Chinese and American corporate websites by Shi and Shan (2019). 
Thus, there is still room for improvement in terms of elaborating on social 
responsibility information in Chinese corporate publicity discourse.

In summary, at the meso level, it is found that Chinese banks tend to adopt 
a corporate ability strategy to highlight their strength and to construct their 
identities as ‘industry leaders’ with long histories and hierarchical manage-
ment structures. By comparison, American banks prefer to adopt a corporate 
social responsibility strategy and to construct themselves as ‘social contribu-
tors’ who care for their employees, serve their communities and protect the 
environment.
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4.3	 Analysis	of	Micro-linguistic	Features
4.3.1 High Frequency Words
According to the word list generated by Wmatrix, the top ten high frequency 
words in the Chinese corporate identity discourse corpus include ‘bank’, 
‘financial’, ‘China’, ‘management’, ‘business’, ‘customers’, ‘rank’, ‘Chinese’, ‘com-
prehensive’ and ‘best’, while the top ten high frequency words in the American 
corpus are ‘our’, ‘we’, ‘communities’, ‘employees’, ‘clients’, ‘diversity’, ‘business’, 
‘financial’, ‘customer’ and ‘corporation’. The most frequent words in both cor-
pora are self-referential words. Address forms are the most obvious sign of 
identity (Chen, 2014). Chinese banks tend to address themselves as ‘the bank’ 
to maintain distance between themselves and their customers and to indicate 
their respect for their customers through the use of impersonal and more for-
mal expressions (Liu and Wu, 2015). At the same time, it helps to construct 
their own authoritative identity. American banks often use ‘we’ and ‘our’ in 
self-reference to construct an internal group identity, personifying the corpo-
ration in an attempt to reduce the distance between themselves and the public 
(Liu and Wu, 2015) and to create a sense of affinity. This finding contradicts 
Wu and Zhang’s (2019) research on corporate annual report discourse. They 
found that Chinese companies prefer to construct their identity as being that 
of a friend who has a close relationship with the public, while American banks 
focus on the construction of an authoritative identity. This contradiction may 
be due to the different types of companies that were examined in these two 
studies. Most Chinese state-owned banks have an abundance of funds, attach 
more importance to maintaining an authoritative position when constructing 
their corporate identities and tend to use more formal and impersonal com-
munication styles.

In addition, Chinese banks often use words that are related to the country 
(such as ‘China’ and ‘Chinese’), while American ones do not. Interpreted from 
a cultural perspective, China is a collectivistic culture (Hofstede et al., 2010: 97) 
and attaches significant importance to collective interests. Therefore, Chinese 
enterprises pay more attention to showing affiliation to the nation and demon-
strate a readiness to follow national policies (see Example 10).

Example 10. In response to the national macro policy of economic 
development, Hua Xia Bank matches financial services with customers’ 
demand … (Hua Xia Bank)

Only one stakeholder, the customers, is mentioned in the top ten high fre-
quency words in the Chinese corpus. Other high frequency words, such as 
‘comprehensive’ and ‘management’, aim to present corporate strategy. ‘Rank’ 
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and ‘best’ are used to describe ‘industrial status’, which once again proves 
that Chinese banks tend to use numbers and rankings to present their cor-
porate ability. American banks introduce a variety of stakeholders in their 
self-representations, including ‘communities’, ‘employees’, ‘clients’ and ‘cus-
tomers’. The word ‘diversity’ is frequently used to present a diversified and 
inclusive corporate culture and to stress care for their employees. These high 
frequency words further support the above analysis of thematic preferences 
and communication strategies at macro and meso levels, namely, American 
banks prefer to communicate corporate social responsibility and to construct 
their identity as that of ‘social contributors’.

4.3.2 Parts of Speech (POS)
Observing the POS distribution table generated by Wmatrix, it can be seen 
that Chinese and American banks often use positive evaluative words, such 
as general superlative adjectives (JJT) and superlative general adverbs (RRT) 
to construct their corporate identities, confirming that companies favour a 
positive introduction in their corporate profiles, which is consistent with van 
Dijk’s (2000) claim that “the general communication strategy of ideological 
discourse is usually positive self-presentation” (p. 44). In addition, cardinal 
numbers (MC) and numeral nouns (NNO) appear frequently in the Chinese 
corpus: these are used by banks to legitimise their statements on corporate 
‘development history’ and ‘business scale’ in order to enhance their credibil-
ity. First person plural subjective personal pronouns (PPIS2) and possessive 
pronouns (APPGE) often appear more frequently in the American corpus, 
for example ‘we’, ‘your’ and ‘our’, and these pronouns make the communica-
tion more dialogic in nature. This finding corresponds to Wang and Bu’s (2018) 
research on corporate annual report discourse, which found American corpo-
rate discourse to be more interactive.

Subsequently, the current study pays particular attention to the high 
frequency verbs that are used in the American and Chinese corpora (see 
Table 3). Verbs can be used to index corporate behaviours and activities. As 
Table 3 shows, Chinese banks frequently use the verb ‘has (VHZ)’ to present 
their abundant resources or to show corporate achievements in perfect tense. 
According to the six types of processes in the Transitivity System described by 
Halliday and Matthiessen (2004: 170), ‘has (VHZ)’ is often used in the posses-
sive process of relational processes, that is, this carrier has certain attributes, 
which can endow it with various resources. Therefore, Chinese banks tend to 
construct their identity as that of ‘industry leaders’ by describing their own 
possessions and achievements. However, American banks tend to use the 
base forms of lexical verbs (VV0) more widely, with the majority of them 
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being active performative verbs. As active performers, American banks tend 
to construct their identity as that of ‘social contributors’ by describing specific 
activities (Liu and Wu, 2015). Similarly, the ING-participle forms of lexical verbs 
(VVG) that are used by American banks belong to positive performative verbs, 
such as ‘helping’ and ‘providing’. In addition to describing corporate services, 
Chinese banks also use the continuous tense of verbs, such as ‘representing an 
increase …’, ‘ranking’, ‘operating’ and ‘admitting to the rule …’ to demonstrate 
their corporate ability from the perspectives of corporate performance, indus-
trial status, business scope and values. Verbs that describe specific corporate 
activities are seldom used by Chinese banks. In that sense, differences also 
exist in the verbs used by Chinese and American banks. Chinese banks tend 
to stress their own capabilities while American banks emphasise their social 
contributions, which confirms the analytical results obtained for thematic 
preferences and communication strategies.

In summary, in terms of micro-linguistic features, Chinese banks often use 
the phrase ‘the bank’ to refer to themselves and high frequency words such 
as ‘comprehensive’, ‘rank’ and ‘best’ to show their corporate capabilities in a 
formal and official communication style. In contrast, American banks prefer 
a dialogic communication style, using more self-references such as ‘we’ and 
‘our’ to narrow the distance between themselves and the readers, and they 
are more likely to show concern for various stakeholders such as employees 
and their communities in their self-representations, to reflect their corporate 
social responsibilities. In addition, in terms of parts of speech distribution, 
banks in both countries tend to use positive evaluative adjectives and adverbs 

table 3 Distribution of verbs in Chinese and American corporate profiles

Chinese corporate 
profiles

High-frequency 
verbs

American corporate 
profiles

High-frequency verbs

VHZ (has) has VV0 serve, work together, 
help, support, deliver, 
strive

VVG representing, 
providing, 
covering, oper-
ating, adhering, 
ranking

VVG providing, helping, 
building, investing, 
working, delivering, 
lending
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to positively construct their identities. As far as verbs are concerned, Chinese 
banks often use ‘has’, ‘representing’ and ‘ranking’ to highlight their strong cor-
porate assets, performance and status; however, American banks prefer verbs 
like ‘helping’, ‘providing’ and other positive performative verbs to communi-
cate their corporate social contributions.

5 Conclusion

With the assistance of the corpus tool Wmatrix, in conjunction with the three-
dimensional analytical framework of the discourse-historical approach, this 
paper conducts a comparative analysis of the corporate profile discourse of 
Chinese and American banks, respectively, from three perspectives: the-
matic preferences at the macro level, communication strategies at the meso 
level and linguistic features at the micro level. Many similarities and differ-
ences are found in Chinese and American corporate identity discourse. The 
discursive features at each level are not independent, but are related to one 
another, which jointly construct, negotiate and interpret corporate identities. 
This study explores the corporate identity discourse of Chinese and American 
banks from the perspective of social constructivism, which enriches research 
on institutional identity discourse, and also verifies the effectiveness and theo-
retical value of this theoretical framework.

Besides, this study explores the similarities and differences between Chinese 
and American corporate identity discourse in terms of linguistic features, com-
munication strategies and identity types from a cross-cultural perspective, and 
confirms the influence of culture in the mutual construction of identity and dis-
course. The manifestation of this influence on the discursive features at different 
levels has been revealed. The research findings remind academics, and even 
industrial professionals, of the importance of cultural adaptation when vigorous 
efforts are being made to improve the international communication capability 
of Chinese companies.

Also, this study reminds us that although English is the medium used by 
Chinese companies for publicity discourse, English versions of Chinese corpo-
rate profiles still reflect typical Chinese cultural characteristics, for example, 
power relations are clearly communicated. However, in international commu-
nication, an effective measure is to understand the differences between their 
own communication strategies and those of the target countries, and then 
to make adjustments accordingly, to improve the capability of international 
communication. Another suggestion for Chinese companies is to enhance the 
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communication of their corporate social responsibilities to create a positive 
impression with international stakeholders.

In addition, this paper conducts multi-faceted analyses of American and 
Chinese corporate discourse and discusses its social function of identity con-
struction by taking social and cultural backgrounds into consideration. The 
relevant findings could be informative for Business English teaching and may 
have implications for students learning about the discursive features of busi-
ness discourse.
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