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Interdiscursivity in Public Relations Communication: Appropriation of
Genre and Genre Resources

“Language is power, and the power of language is the ‘power of genre’. Power of genre is not only to
construct, use, interpret and exploit genres, but also to innovate novel generic forms.” (Bhatia 2004:
189)

Abstract

Undoubtedly, in recent years, the world as a whole, as well as the present world of work, has seen rapid changes which
have served to bring about fundamental changes to work practices. Employees and trainers are thus facing greater
challenges to achieve the required competency needed in this changing workplace environment.

Bhatia (2013) observes that while the analyses of legal discourse have focused largely on ‘discursive practices’,
very little effort has been given to studying ‘critical performance’ in professional legal practices, which is distinct
from discursive practices. For this reason, this paper aims to show why discursive output has proved insufficient in the
dynamic and complex discourse world of the present day workplace, as well as how the application of Critical Genre
Analysis (CGA) greatly assists our understanding of it. By using critical genre theory, this paper looks more closely at
interdiscursivity in public relations (PR) involving professional communication and how this in turn results in greater
understanding of the changing workplace environment of the PR profession and helps individual PR practitioners cope
with the challenges that they face.

To achieve these aims, this study includes (i) in-depth interviews with public relations practitioners to gain their
perceptions of their daily activities and the language and communication skills required by public relations practitioners
to improve their effective professional communication, and (ii) critical genre analysis of the production of PR/
communication plans, in particular, the Executive Summary and the Situation Analysis Section of the plans, to show
the interaction between discursive and professional practices in the “socio-pragmatic space” of public relations contexts
and how interdiscursivity is built into PR genres. For example, in order to examine the appropriation of genre and
genre resources, it is interesting to consider: (i) in what way the Executive Summary of the PR/communication plans
satisfies the requirements of sales promotional materials, and (ii) how in a very subtle manner, promotional elements
are incorporated in the Situation Analysis Section, resulting in a mixed and embedded genre and discourse, achieving a
mixture of communicative purposes in the communicative context: to report and to recommend communicative actions
as well as to achieve ‘private intentions’ within the context of ‘socially recognized communicative purposes’ (Bhatia
2002).

1. Introduction

Undoubtedly, in recent years, the world as a whole, as well as the present world of work, has seen
rapid changes which have served to bring about fundamental changes to work practices, employ-
ment and the patterns involved in recruitment. The need has arisen to develop new proficiencies,
arising from such skills as language, literacy, communication and learning to learn. Employees,
as well as those training them, are thus facing greater challenges to achieve the required compe-
tencies needed in this changing workplace environment.

Up until now, professional discourse has been seen as a simple exercise in discursive construc-
tion, however, in recent years Bhatia (2004, 2010, 2014) has developed the notion of “interdiscur-
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sivity” to examine the real nature of professional discourse as being an interdiscursive collabora-
tive phenomenon. In line with Bhatia, Lung (2014), when examining the needs of hoteliers in the
workplace, maintains that apart from the simple traditional needs analysis approach when training
staff, it is vital that critical genre analysis be employed to arrive at the actual required workplace
compentencies of employees, including the information needed and the communication skills re-
quired.

Bhatia (2013) observes that while the analyses of legal discourse have focused largely on “dis-
cursive practices’, very little effort has been given to studying ‘critical performance’ in profes-
sional legal practices, which is distinct from discursive practices. For this reason, this paper aims
to show why discursive output has proved insufficient in this dynamic and complex discourse
world of the present day workplace, as well as how the application of Critical Genre Analysis
(CGA) greatly assists our understanding of it. For example, by using critical genre theory, this pa-
per looks more closely at interdiscursivity in public relations (PR) involving professional com-
munication and how this in turn results in greater understanding of the real nature of the PR pro-
fession.

2. Genre and Professional Practices

As regards the study of genre, Bhatia (2004) advocates Critical Genre Analysis when he presents
the history of written discourse studies. To quote his words, ‘Critical genre theory offers a com-
plementary methodological alternative in the form of a discourse-based investigation of a range
of professional, organizational and institutional practices’ (Bhatia, 2010: 466). In this respect, he
sees the historical development of written discourse as being accomplished in three stages includ-
ing textualization, organization and contextualization. As regards the latter, he points out, that this
term, contextualization, includes not only the immediate text but the context in which the text
is found. In this sense, it incorporates both the communicative purpose and the communicative
context. Bhatia (2004) also proposes a multi-dimensional and multi-perspectival view of genre
analysis, which includes three overlapping spaces of analysis: (1) Textual Space where discourse
can be analysed as text and as textual knowledge; (2) Socio-Cognitive Space where discourse can
be analysed as genre and genre knowledge, on the one hand, and as professional expertise and
professional practice, on the other; (3) Social Space where discourse can be analysed as social
practice and social pragmatic knowledge.

In this respect, two opposite poles are presented offering a multi-perspectival view. While the
pedagogical perspective on one pole goes from the text towards the social practice, the socio-crit-
ical perspective on the other pole goes from the social practice towards the text. Further to this,
and drawing on this as a framework, Bhatia (2010) maintains that most forms of professional dis-
course operate simultaneously within and across four somewhat different but overlapping levels
S0 as to construct meanings in typical professional contexts. These levels are: (1) textual (dis-
course as realization of textual knowledge), (2) genre-specific (discourse as an instance of genre
in specialized English for Specific Purposes contexts); (3) professional practice (discourse as a
resource to accomplish professional practice), and (4) professional culture (discourse as profes-
sional culture). Thus, a comprehensive and insightful analysis of any professional communication
needs to be considered and integrated with all these semiotic resources, that is, textual and inter-
textual resources, generic conventions, professional practices, and professional cultures.

Moving from text to context and from discursive to professional practice, Bhatia (2010) pro-
ceeds a step further by focusing on interdiscursivity as interaction between discursive and profes-
sional practices in the context of specific professional, corporate and institutional cultures. Go-
ing beyond genre analysis and focusing on textual organization, Bhatia considers external factors
(i.e. discursive practices, discursive procedures, disciplinary or professional cultures) establish-
ing relations both within and across genres as he argues that interdiscursivity explains different
discursive processes and professional practices, often resulting in the ‘mixing’, ‘embedding’, and
‘bending’ of generic norms in professional contexts (Bhatia 1995, 1997, 2000, 2004). Thus, ‘in-
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terdiscursivity’ refers to more innovative attempts to create different forms of hybrid and relative-
ly novel constructs. This is often done by appropriating or exploiting established conventions or
resources associated with other genres and practices. To illustrate, there could be an appropriation
of semiotic resources which may include textual, semantic, socio-pragmatic, generic, and profes-
sional ones across any two or more of these different levels, especially those of genre, profes-
sional practice and professional culture. These appropriations across texts thus give rise to inter-
textual relations; however, where appropriations occur across professional genres, practices, and
cultures, these constitute interdiscursive relations.

Critical Genre Analysis (CGA) is thus an approach “to the analysis of professional genres,
while at the same, extending the scope of the construction, interpretation and use of professional
genres by focusing on the academic and professional “practices” that most academics and profes-
sional experts are engaged in as part of their daily routine within what Bhatia (2010) calls “socio-
pragmatic space” in which such professional genres invariably function” (Bhatia 2012: 17).

In light of the foregoing, then, how has CGA proved an asset in the field of academic and pro-
fessional contexts? In effect, it has done so not only by describing but also ‘demystifying’ pro-
fessional practices or actions through the medium of genres. To clarify the matter further, Bhatia
(2012) goes on to state that this approach focuses on a number of important factors, for example,
on both generic artifacts and professional practices, on what is explicitly said and implicitly said
or perhaps not even said in genres, socially recognized communicative purposes, as well as an in-
dividual’s ‘private intentions’.

To illustrate, the following sections take up the case of applying Critical Genre Analysis to ex-
amine interdiscursivity in public relations (PR) communication by using Bhatia’s multi-perspec-
tival and multi-dimensional genre analysis framework so as to understand the real nature of the
PR profession.

3. Contemporary Public Relations and the World of Business

The Institute of Public Relations’ (IPR) Official Statement defines public relations as “the way or-
ganisations, companies and individuals communicate with the public and media” (IPR). Broom
and Sha (2013: 25) further define it as “the management function that establishes and maintains
mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and the various publics on whom its
success or failure depends”. In turn, The Chartered Institute of Public (CIPR) goes on to state that:

Every organisation, no matter how large or small, ultimately depends on its reputation for survival and
success. Customers, suppliers, employees, investors, journalists and regulators can have a powerful
impact. ... In today’s competitive market, reputation can be a company’s biggest asset — the thing that
makes you stand out from the crowd and gives you a competitive edge. Effective PR can help man-
age reputation by communicating and building good relationships with all organisation stakeholders.
(- Courtesy of Chartered Institute of Public Relations in Broom 2012: 25)

However, in view of the fierce competition that exists in the world of business today, how can or-
ganisations distinguish themselves from the competition in order to win new customers and re-
tain the existing ones? Obviously, there is a need to make a company stand out from the crowd as
well as make it more appealing and interesting to both members of the public and the media. All
of this is achieved by creating and maintaining a positive public image. In this respect, either a
PR specialist or a PR firm can provide assistance. For example, first, by helping them create and
maintain a good reputation among the media and the customers; then, by communicating on their
behalf and presenting their products, services and overall operation in the best light possible. The
result of such a positive, public image is a strong relationship with customers which in turn in-
creases sales. Thus, the CIPR Official Statement defines Public Relations as the discipline which
looks after reputation, and reputation is “the result of what you do, what you say and what others
say about you”. Hayes et al. (2013: 3) simply define it as “relations with publics” and “interrela-
tionships with publics”.
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When defining ‘public relations’, CIPR highlights the aim of earning understanding and sup-
port as well as influencing opinion and behaviour. These efforts are deliberate, planned and sus-
tained in order to establish and maintain goodwill and mutual understanding between an organi-
sation and its publics. Lesly (1998) further maintains that public relations helps an organisation
and its publics adapt mutually to each other. These concepts are essential, as Diggs-Brown (2012:
6) defines:

Public Relations is an applied discipline within the field of communication that uses strategic thinking,
planning, research and practice to help an organization or person establish and manage mutually ben-
eficial relationships and interact with an audience or audiences that ensure success or failure; position
an organization, person, or issue favorably within the marketplace of ideas; and/or affect the attitudes,
opinions, and behaviours of the targeted audience or audiences.

Separately or together, these definitions are useful for reflecting the nature of contemporary pub-
lic relations, highlighting different aspects of today’s public relations, but with the following char-
acteristics in common: PR requires (i) communication, including language and communication
skills; (ii) planned and strategic thinking; (iii) audience knowledge and focus; and (iv) a manage-
ment function within or for an organization. Thus, at its core, public relations is the key to effec-
tive communication.

However, sadly, experience has shown that many enterprises, and in many instances senior ex-
ecutives, are very poor at communication. As a result, they have, therefore, often looked to public
relations practitioners to perform this vital function, at the same time turning to the PR industry
for training in the essential skills of effective communication.

Rex F. Harlow (in Broom & Sha 2013: 28), after collecting 500 definitions of publicrelations,
identifies common elements and incorporates them in the following definition:

Public relations is the distinctive management function which helps establish and maintain mutual
lines of communication, understanding, acceptance and cooperation between an organization and its
publics; involves the management of problems or issues; helps management to keep informed on and
responsive to public opinion; defines and emphasizes the responsibility of management to serve the
public interest; helps management keep abreast of and effectively utilize change, serving as an early
warning system to help anticipate trends; and uses research and sound and ethical communication as
its principal tools.

From the above definition, the discursive and professional practices in public relations seem to
be both strategically and analytically complex. The analysis of related texts has also shown that
public relations practitioners need to possess discursive competence, consisting of textual com-
petence, generic competence and social competence (Bhatia 2004). Discursive competence in a
professional context refers to the ability to identify, construct, interpret and use a specific reper-
toire of professional genres in order to participate in the activities of a specific professional cul-
ture, at the same time exploiting generic resources to create new forms, in this way, as Bhatia fur-
ther elaborates, claiming ownership of a set of relevant genres in a professional context (Bhatia
2009). Thus, not only do public relations practitioners need to be able to have recourse to a range
of linguistic and discoursal strategies, they also need to understand the social components in the
communicative contexts of their workplace, all of this in order to seek collaborative efforts and to
achieve communicative purposes and maintain good relations with the public. Doing so can es-
tablish and maintain goodwill and mutual understanding between an organization and its public.
In view of this, the traditional focus of discursive output (written or spoken) and text-internal
resources seems to be insufficient to analyse the dynamic and complex discourse of the real world
at the workplace. Bhatia (2004) states that both discursive and professional practices are embed-
ded within specific disciplinary, professional and institutional cultures and contexts. Thus, in or-
der to gain a comprehensive understanding of the motives and intentions of professional prac-
tices one must look beyond textual constraints. It is essential to analyse the multiple discourses,
actions and voices used in discursive acts as seen within the contexts of specific institutional and
organizational practices and cultures. In this way, Bhatia has developed the notion of ‘interdiscur-
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sivity’ describing the situation of appropriating both contextual and text-external generic resourc-
es within and across professional genres and professional practices (Bhatia 2004: 7). He further
comments that ‘professional’ contexts are generally rich in ‘interdiscursivity’ (Bhatia 2008, 2010,
2012). In fact, writing within a professional culture, especially in PR contexts, is essentially an
interdiscursive phenomenon to achieve specific professional goals and objectives. In a down-to-
earth or ‘socio-pragmatic’ way, professional identities and more specifically, public relations, are
negotiated through a dynamic range of professional genres (Bhatia et al. 2013).

4. Discursive and Professional Practices in Public Relations

In light of the preceding discussion, this section now looks into language and communication de-
mands in public relations to identify the typical skills and daily activities required by public rela-
tions practitioners. What are some of the discursive and professional practices in public relations
contexts, such as the use of professional genres and the professional practices that public relations
practitioners are engaged in as part of daily routines within their “socio-pragmatic space” (Bhatia
2010)? The section examines the information collected from (i) in-depth interviews with PR prac-
titioners, and (ii) PR/communication plans — in particular, the Executive Summary and the Situa-
tion Analysis sections — as these plans are some of the most important documents in PR contexts
and form the basis for strategic public relations. After that, the section will go on to discuss why
the focus on discursive output (written or spoken) and text-internal resources is not sufficient and
how interdiscursivity in critical genre theory also needs to be applied in order to assist in under-
standing the dynamic and complex discourse of the real world of the workplace.

4.1. In-depth Interviews with PR Practitioners

As an example of a location where the demand for public relations practitioners is becoming more
important, especially in the hotel and MICE (Meeting, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions)
industries, Macao has been chosen. Through in-depth interviews with eight public relations prac-
titioners working in gaming, hospitality, MICE industries as well as government departments,
this part of the study seeks to gain public relation practitioners’ perceptions on their daily activi-
ties and the communication skills they require to improve their effective professional communi-
cation. In order to further understand the challenges that face PR professionals, an in-depth inter-
view was also conducted with a senior PR manager who has been working in the field in Hong
Kong for almost thirty years.

This part of the study sought to answer the following questions:

1. What are some of the daily activities (including genre use) that public relations prac-
titioners need to perform and how important are these activities?

2. What levels of English language and communication skills are required when per-
forming these activities?

3. Do they feel that their English language and communication skills are adequate to
meet the communication demands of their workplace? What are some of their chal-
lenges?

The results of the interviews indicate that communication skills are very important to public re-
lations practitioners. All the interviewees reported that they had to possess good communication
skills in order to communicate with internal staff and external stakeholders effectively. To estab-
lish good relations with these people (whether the media, the employees or the public), having
good interpersonal communication skills is considered a must and possessing language skills, es-
pecially English language skills is certainly an advantage as English is becoming more and more
important in Macao.

These informants reported that the most important daily tasks they had to perform included
promoting the good reputation or image of the company; communicating with the public; commu-
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nicating with the media; planning and organizing events (such as press conferences, open house
and exhibitions); and writing communication plans and press releases. Other important tasks in-
cluded communicating with colleagues and clients. In order to accomplish these tasks, they had
to manage to (i) plan, develop and implement communication programmes and campaigns; (ii)
prepare media kits and writing news for the media, including news releases, fact sheets, back-
grounders, and photo captions; (iii) write speeches and talking points for spokespersons of the
organization; (iv) plan and coordinate conferences and meetings for media and stakeholders; (v)
write and edit publications for internal staff and external stakeholders, such as newsletters and
interim/annual reports; (vi) speak on behalf of the company in news conferences if the spokes-
person is not available; (vii) attend news interviews, special events, conventions, meetings and
other external activities; (viii) devise and coordinate photo opportunities; (ix) collate and analyze
media coverage; (x) organize events such as open house and press tours. One of the informants
said that she was working in a small firm and there was no Public Relations Department, so she
had to handle all the tasks that were related to public relations on her own. Others reported that at
times they had to hire a public relations agency/firm and work with them in order to accomplish
some of the tasks.

They commented that the rapid socio-economic development of Macao over the last decade
had caught the attention of foreign investors to do business there, so their companies and many
large companies had to use English as the language of their workplace, even though the official
languages in Macao are Chinese and Portuguese. They all felt that an excellent level or good level
of the four language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills) would enable them to
perform their daily tasks effectively, as it was important for public relations practitioners to com-
municate with people from different parts of the world. Dealing with the public, clients, media
over the phone and video conferences demanded greater listening and speaking skills than com-
pared to dealing with colleagues. Communication plans, media plans, letters, memos, emails and
faxes, research, reports, social networking and the use of computers would require a higher level
of reading and writing skills. However, the informants remarked that very often they had to use
all four skills in order to accomplish a task, so it would be difficult to prioritize any skill sets over
the other.

When asked whether they felt that their English language and communication skills were ad-
equate to meet the communication demands of their workplace, all the informants reported that
their companies had provided training courses for them focusing on how to use English to com-
municate with clients and the media. For example, how to write press releases, how to handle cli-
ents and respond to complaints or how to speak politely when liaising with and answering enquir-
ies from the media. Even though the informants felt that these training courses were in some way
relevant to their work, they felt that the training courses were of very little help because some-
times their work did not mainly involve language, but very often merely a matter of considering
the best way to do the tasks. Thus, the current overall improvement did not seem to measure up
to the standard required in the workplace when considering the multi-tasks that public relations
practitioners had to perform and the importance of having a high level of English proficiency to
perform these multi-tasks effectively and successfully given tight schedules and stressful dead-
lines.

These informants further commented that they had to make day-to-day decisions on many
practical and specific issues, such as whether they should send a news release or hold a press con-
ference; whether it would be more effective to have an exhibition in a mall or in a convention cen-
tre; and what promotion strategies (print advertisements or publicity brochures) should be used.
More importantly, they had to be involved in the strategic planning of their companies, and to
anticipate or identify problems which were likely to face their companies. To position their com-
panies in a positive light for the public, they had to make use of communication programmes and
campaigns. Thus, the planning of communication programmes/campaigns (including budgeting),
and implementation of programmes/campaigns and problem-solving were part of their job. All of
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these required planned and strategic thinking, effective communication skills as well as collabora-
tive efforts. When asked about the challenges, a senior public relations manager working in Hong
Kong for almost thirty years added:

“I think the most challenging part of a PR practitioner is to be always prepared for an incident to hap-
pen any time ... always stay alert because we don’t know what will happen tomorrow, so we need to
finish the work as soon as possible in case anything unexpected happens... Of course, another chal-
lenge is to be able to respond quickly especially in this digital age. Bad news spreads quickly in a viral
world. You have to compete with time to better manage the expectations of the public...The first one
is the challenge of myself while the second one is more that of the work...”

In this respect, what is the importance of the role public relations practitioners play when com-
munication becomes essential between an organization or individual and their publics? First, they
must not only be aware of the needs of an organization but also those of their publics. Whether
individuals, in-house employees, or consultancies, public relations practitioners must be fully
aware of what is required of them. For example, they need to completely understand the com-
munication process in order to develop strategies ensuring that all forms of communication are
clear, honest and unambiguous, this with the view that the target audience is left in no doubt as to
the message conveyed. Who constitutes these audiences? In many cases, an enterprise can have a
number of audiences or stakeholders. In fact, a stakeholder may constitute any individual or body
who believes they have a stake in, or are relevant to a government, enterprise or individual. Such
bodies may include the media, shareholders of a company, the employees of an organisation, con-
stituents of a politician, customers of an organisation, or the public in general.

As to the tools and methods that a public relations department can use to enhance a company’s
image, there are many. These might include traditionally used news releases and announcements
that are sent to the media. In turn, newsletters are often sent to customers as well as appearances
made at public events, such as trade shows or conventions. Modern technology has also speeded
things up by means of the Internet, while PR departments have tools such as blogs and social me-
dia networks to convey their message.

At this point, it is important to note that certain skills are helpful for people who work in public
relations, including a high level of communication skills, both written and verbal. Multitasking
and time management are also skills essential for a PR practitioner as well as some form of media
background or training to understand how the media work. At the same time, organizational and
planning skills are also essential along with the ability to work well under pressure. Obviously,
things will not always proceed smoothly so diplomacy is needed, for example, to answer a bar-
rage of questions from the media and members of the public and would undoubtedly prove an as-
set if a company comes under verbal attack. By taking control of the situation, the PR department
is thus able to respond to criticism and in this way protect the company’s reputation effectively.

4.2. A closer look at the interdiscursive collaborative construction of public
relations genres

To illustrate the real nature of public relations discourse as an interdiscursive collaborative phe-
nomenon to achieve professional goals in public relations, this section looks into “interdiscursiv-
ity” (as used by Bhatia 2010) and the process of interdiscursive collaboration in public relations
contexts. As PR/communication plans are amongst the most important documents in PR contexts
and form the basis of strategic public relations, this section examines PR/communication plans
collected from forty corporations in both Macao and Hong Kong. It looks closely at two sections:
(1) the Executive Summary and (ii) the Situation Analysis of PR/communication plans to show
the interaction between discursive and professional practices in the “socio-pragmatic space” of
public relations contexts and how interdiscursivity is built into the PR genres. This will demon-
strate how Critical Genre Analysis as a tool needs to be applied in order to describe and “demys-
tify” professional practices or actions in public relations through the medium of genres.
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To proceed, it can be seen that in order for an organization to be successful, strategic planning
is necessary. For example, communication programmes/campaigns need to be designed in order
for an organization to achieve its aims and meet its goals. How is this achieved? Obviously, good
strategies and communication planning are necessary. Such communication planning might in-
clude improving the reputation/image of a company company-wide, or dealing with a particular
opportunity or problem that the company might be facing at the time. Such activity is essential
in order to, amongst other things, quickly repair any problem or gap that may have arisen that
could adversely affect the business. Such marketing gaps or ‘loopholes’ could give rise to serious
problems, for example, the loss of customers to competitors, loss of sufficient market share, the
limiting of the company’s market share to one specific audience, and failure to capture a wider
audience. Rather than the foregoing, a good PR/communication plan could expand a company’s
market share in new ways, for example entering an untested market space with a large potential
enabling a rapid maximisation of opportunities.

The construction of PR genres, in particular, PR/communication plans is an interdiscursive col-
laborative effort, involving different PR specialists at different stages using different resources.
Different planners may construct their PR/communication plans in various ways reflecting a vari-
ety of views of what public relations are and what they should accomplish. However, a PR/com-
munication plan is usually structured in the following way (i) Executive Summary; (ii) Situation
Analysis — SWOT Analysis, Audience Analysis, Problem/Opportunity Statement(s); (iii) Goals
and Objectives; (iv) Target Audience; (v) Key Messages; (vi) Communication Strategies and Tac-
tics; (vii) Budget; (ix) Evaluation and Measurement; (x) Appendices.

The following sections will look at the Executive Summary and the Situation Analysis of PR/
communication plans in order to examine how interdiscursivity is built into PR genres, thus show-
ing why the focus on discursive output or typical textualisation patterns is not sufficient, and how
Critical Genre Analysis (CGA) also needs to be applied in order to assist in understanding the dy-
namic and complex discourse of the real world of the workplace.

4.2.1. Executive Summary

An Executive Summary of a PR/communication plan appears at the beginning of the plan and is
written after the rest of the communication plan is written. It provides a brief synopsis of the key
elements such as (i) the problem; (ii) the goal; (iii) target audiences; (iv) audiences objectives
(what the audiences are expected to do); (v) major strategies and key tactics that will be used in
the campaign; (vi) recommended budget; and (vii) evaluation plans (how to evaluate whether the
campaign is successful and the audiences objectives achieved).

This Executive Summary should certainly summarise the rest of the plan. However, by exam-
ining it closely it becomes apparent that it is quite different from a summary, in actual fact re-
sembling sales promotion material. In order to examine the appropriation of genres and genre
resources, it is interesting to examine such seeming sales promotion material and to consider in
what way an executive summary of a communication plan satisfies the requirements of sales pro-
motional material.

To achieve the communicative purposes, a sales promotional letter contains the following
moves (Bhatia 1993): (1) Establishing credentials; (2) Introducing the offer — offering the product
or service; essential detailing of the offer; indicating value of the offer; (3) Offering incentives;
(4) Enclosing documents; (5) Soliciting response; (6) Using pressure tactics; (7) Ending politely.
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Sales Promotion Letter (Bhatia, 1993:48) Executive Summary of PR/communication Plan
EXAMPLE EXAMPLE
Communicative | Addressed to a selected group of prospective customers in | Addressed to decision makers or corporate managers in order to persuade them to consider favourably the recommended solution to the
Purpose order to persuade them to buy a product or service. problem/opportunity.
Move 1 Establishing We are expertly aware that ... Establishing credential (Optional) (Name of the PR agency) specializes in sports and lifestyle public relations.... In addition, the agency...
credential managing public relations campaigns for XXX Group and the XXX Association with more than 16,000
athletes and 2,500 coaches....
(Name of the PR agency) has also managed public relations campaigns for the national launch...
Coverage of these campaigns has been widespread and included New York Times, Wall Street Journal,
Times of London, ...and many more.
Move 2 Introducing the offer Introducing the offer
Offering Corporate  Treasury ~ Services, | Offering product/service (Specifying | (Name of the PR agency) is proud to work with (Name of the client) in creating a brand identity to
product/service Standard Bank, now provides a | the purpose and the goal of the plan) | maximize exposure. ..
week-long  Treasury ~ Training
Programmed ... The aim of this public relations campaign is to ultimately increase membership numbers for (Name of the
client).
Essential ~ detailing | We explain the mechanics of | Essential detailing of the offer
of the offer foreign exchange and money
market. We discuss risk... We | Detailing the Target Audience / | (Name of the PR agency)’s plan will also engage customers and help (Name of the client) become the
also discuss treasury management | Audience Objectives Japanese restaurant of choice among college students. ...
systems...

Strategies & Tactics At the heart of the campaign are: a series of high profile events in six major cities followed by roadshows
and sponsored events; a programme of international media relations; launch of the ‘(name of the
product)’ to celebrate a new generation of researchers and a strong link with financial reporting.

The recommended strategy is based on a 12-month plan, with three strands of international activity: pre-
launch awareness building; integrated communications focusing on the launch itself and follow-up to
maintain momentum...

By encouraging a healthy lifestyle through online publicity campaigns, (Name of the PR agency) can
more effectively engage clientele.

....the campaign’s strategies and tactics will be divided into two major groups, with the first using online
and digital information channels ... and more conventional promotional material such as brochures ...
for the second group.

Evaluation Plan Ongoing testing of messages and material with customers will ensure the integrity of this approach.
Media monitoring through services like Media Monitors or AAP will also be used as an ongoing method
to evaluate the campaign’s direction.

Budget (Optional) A substantial part of the campaign budget will be allocated to website development and print media such
as brochures and flyers.

Indicating value of | The programme is rigorous and | Indicating value of the offer By creating an identity, (Name of the client) will become more noticeable among potential customers. ...
the offer flexible. It can be tailored to fit
the needs of a whole cor- | Substantiating the benefits for the | (Name of the PR agency) hopes to highlight (Name of the client)’s existing competitive advantages
poration... client compared to other restaurants in ... neighbourhood.
Since (Name of client) is brand new, many of the advantages will be created through this public relations
plan.
Move 3 Offering incentives | .. if your company sponsors 6 or | Offering incentives NIL
more staff for the course, we will
offer you a discourse of US$100
per person.
Move 4 Enclosing For your convenience, [ enclose a | Enclosing documents (Implicitly implied, that is the rest of the document)
documents reservation form
Move 5 Soliciting response | If you have any questions or | Soliciting response (Implicitly implied)
would like to discuss the pro-
gramme in more detail, please do
not hesitate to contact me
(Telephone No. 532 6488 / Telex
No. 29052).
Move 6 Using pressure | As the number of participants at | Using pressure tactics - however, through rescarch conducted, it seems that the general public does not fully grasp what the
tactics each training programme is lim- organization does.
ited, we would urge you to | Problems facing the client
finalised as soon as possible your ... However, there are many well-established competitors who receive regular business from 18 to 23-
plans to participate. year-old college students.
Move 7 Ending politely Thank you very much for your | Ending politely (Optional) (Name of the PR agency) thanks (Name of the client) for the opportunity (o create a plan ..
kind consideration.

Figure 1. Move structures in sales promotion letters and PR/communication plans

As revealed by the side-by-side comparison in Figure 1, the key similarity between a sales pro-
motion letter and an executive summary of the PR/communication plan resides in their commu-
nicative purposes, and consequently on the move structures used to achieve their purpose. In-
deed, while both of them aim at convincing the reader to undertake an action (whether buying a
product/service, or approving an action), the communicative purpose of a summary is to make
the reader go through the whole document in order to quench the reader’s thirst of information.
Hence, an executive summary of a PR/communication plan is not a summary, but sales promo-
tion material. A summary is usually informational, giving information about the purpose of the
whole document and an overview or preview of its content. Its audience could be specialised or
just ordinary readers, so the style sometimes could be technical or static. However, the style of the
executive summary of a PR/communication plan is more managerial, dynamic and enthusiastic.
The executive summary is usually persuasive, persuading readers to buy the recommended solu-
tion to the problem/opportunity and calling for an action. It does not serve to give an overview of
the PR/communication plan and its purpose is to lay down value propositions (for instance, high
profile events; a new generation of researchers; strong link with financial reporting; healthy life-
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style), concentrating on substantiating the benefits for the client (for instance, maximize exposure;
increase membership numbers, become more noticeable among potential customers, highlight
existing competitive advantages, any of the advantages will be created). 1t is a solicited or unso-
licited sales proposal and its private intention is to sell the proposed plan to the audience who are
usually decision makers or corporate managers.

The deliberately promotional effort in the Executive Summary of PR/communication plans il-
lustrates how expert members of professional communities appropriate both contextual and text-
external generic resources to achieve their ‘private intentions’. Now, let us look at the Situation
Analysis of PR/communication plans.

4.2.2. Situation Analysis

The Situation Analysis section is crucial to the process of strategic public relations and forms the
foundation of a PR/communication plan. It consists of three major components: (i) SWOT Anal-
ysis; (ii) Audience Analysis; and (iii) Opportunity/Problem Statement(s). However, in order to
present the current situation facing the company, the practitioner needs to create a research pro-
gramme to collect the information available and analyse the information needed for the decisions
to be made later in the planning process. This calls for a research team and collaborative efforts
to conduct the research carefully.

The SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) Analysis is based on widely
published materials such as annual reports, statements of company’s vision and mission, individ-
ual company websites, media coverage as well as survey research and focus group interviews.
The Situation Analysis section summarises factors affecting the company (both internal and ex-
ternal contexts), lists key competitors and stakeholders as well as the issues involved. Addition-
ally, the details of internal/external factors, diverse stakeholders (their current views of the com-
pany and relationships with the company) and competitors (and their activities) are expanded in
appendices and transferred into a database which includes their full contact information for future
outreach efforts. Key stakeholders (their wants, needs and expectations about the issue) and com-
petitors are listed in this section, stating how and why these audiences and competitors affect the
company. All the information is put into categories and presented in grids or tables to facilitate
reading. Such ‘environmental scanning’ (Grunig et al. 2002) gives marketplace information on
what is going on outside the company and amongst the key audiences, identifying environmen-
tal actions which may force reactions from the organization, and allows for strategic adjustments.
For example an analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of the company
gives information about the company’s place in the market. All the details about the results and
research methods are put into an appendix. The major findings will then be incorporated into the
communication plan.

Thus, the Situation Analysis section is not only rich in intertextuality, but also in interdiscur-
sivity. With the supportive or illustrative results from the research (e.g. Following extensive re-
search and analysis, the factors and situation affecting...), the Situation Analysis section serves
to capture the attention of the reader by highlighting the following points: (i) outline the problem
or opportunities (e.g. After numerous customer complaints about the quality of [company name] s
popular [product name], the company faced a tremendous amount of backlash that questioned its
stand of quality and reputation); (ii) comment on implications (e.g. As a result, [company name] s
stock has dropped nearly 17% in the past year, with a loss in revenue of nearly 40% since last
June); and (iii) identify possible consequences if no action is taken (e.g. In order to reestablish
[company name] s profitability and customer satisfaction, the company must work to rebuild its
brand reputation and standard of excellence).

The Situation Analysis section of a PR/communication plan helps delineate what actions should
be taken and why, including (i) recommendations for communicating; (ii) reevaluating audiences
(prioritizing which publics are most important to the company and identifying their demograph-
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ics, psychographics and technographics) and (iii) formulating core messages. This is the key to
the success of the strategic process because it also helps highlight the issues, identify the stake-
holders and determine the messages. All of these together with the report of the research findings,
on the surface, are the communicative purposes of the section. However, the ‘private’ intention,
in fact, is to capture the attention of the reader and to solicit or develop a business opportunity
through the support of all the research findings. The Situation Analysis section thus looks more
like a marketing document, that is, a marketing discourse incorporating marketing theory (SWOT
Analysis) and marketing concepts.

The Situation Analysis section is designed to achieve a mixture of communicative purposes
in the communicative context: to report and recommend communication actions as well as to
achieve ‘private intentions’ within the context of ‘socially recognized communicative purposes’
(Bhatia, 2002). In a very subtle manner, promotional elements are incorporated into the Situation
Analysis section, resulting in a mixed and embedded genre and discourse.

Thus, a communication plan calls for the following skills: (i) understand research and plan-
ning; (ii) know how to make strategic choices; (iii) make selections from all available tactics; and
(iv) complete the process by evaluating programme effectiveness. In view of this and as deduced
from the earlier section of this paper, the focus of discursive output or typical textualisation pat-
terns seems to be insufficient to analyse the real world discourse. Thus Critical Genre Analysis
(CGA) also needs to be applied in order to assist in understanding the dynamic and complex dis-
course of the real world of the workplace and to unveil the novel generic forms innovated by ex-
pert members of professional communities. For instance, as the senior PR manager working in
Hong Kong commented:

“The term ‘infographic” has become very popular in our field now... It’s the trend....We have to trans-
form all the information into graphics when doing our presentations. ... We usually hire a PR agency
to do the communication programmes with us. ... They need to use PPT to present their plans to us
and they have to incorporate all the information into graphics. When they submit the plans, they also
have to submit the PPT handouts. ... they list out the budget that they need, and we also have to do the
budget for our part... they have their teams and we also have our teams ... we work together ... [ have
to do the coordination ...”.

Thus, this era has proved to be that of an information era, with novel generic forms used to carry
messages to various, ever expanding audiences.

5. Conclusion

This paper has shown why a focus on discursive output (written or spoken) is not sufficient and
how Critical Genre Analysis (CGA) also needs to be applied in order to assist in understanding the
dynamic and complex discourse of the real world of the workplace. By using critical genre theory,
this paper looks more closely at interdiscursivity in public relations (PR) involving professional
communication, in order to understand the real nature of the PR profession.

Further, the paper attempts to display interdiscursivity of critical genre theory when examin-
ing the discursive performance of public relations practices. In other words, it has examined the
interdiscursive collaborative phenomenon in a public relations context, that is, the interrelation-
ship between discursive practices (constructing, interpreting, and using PR genres) and profes-
sional practices (managing PR activities) by looking into the interdiscursivity built into the PR/
communication plan. It has unveiled the specific motivations or “private intentions” lying behind
the choices of interdiscursivity and the underlying force that drives PR specialists to choose inter-
discursivity in their profession. Interdiscursivity thus can be viewed as a function of “appropria-
tion of generic resources” to achieve pragmatic effects.

Of interest is the way, noted by both Bhatia (1995) and Fairclough (1995), professional writ-
ers are often seen to operate not just within but across generic boundaries thus creating new but
related or hybrid forms. In this way, ‘private intentions’ are still able to be voiced within socially
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accepted communicative practices while using shared generic norms. Thus, ‘interdiscursivity’ is
brought into play across such discursive events as genres, professional activities and inevitably,
professional cultures.

Genre analysis examines textual artefacts in terms of pure genres; however, in practice, gen-
res are in mixed or embedded forms in order to achieve a mix of communicative purposes, or in-
dividuals’ private intentions. Tension between ‘genre integrity’ and ‘genre appropriation’ exists
as Hyland (2007: 156) states, “Genres are almost never found in isolation in the real world”.

Thus, it is not only important, but also essential to use Critical Genre Analysis focusing on in-
terdiscursivity as an interaction between discursive and professional practices in the context of
specific professional, corporate and institutional cultures. It is vital to take a multi-dimensional
and multi-perspectival view of genre analysis to look at both the immediate text and the context,
going beyond a genre analysis focusing on textual organization (i.e. text-internal aspects) to con-
sider text-external factors such as discursive practices, discursive procedures and disciplinary or
professional cultures.

As the quality of language and the quality of service in the new economic framework become
synonymous (Fairclough 1992), talk is “the lifeblood of all organisations” (Bodenin 1994: 8) and
“Language is power, and the power of language is the ‘power of genre’. Power of genre is not only
to construct, use, interpret and exploit genres, but also to innovate novel generic forms” (Bhatia
2004: 189). It is through and with interdiscursivity that genres and discourse are constructed, in-
terpreted and exploited to achieve their ultimate goals in the real world. Thus, interdiscursivity in
Critical Genre Analysis offers a lens to look into the dynamic and complex discourse of the real
world of the workplace, assisting in demystifying the complexities of professional practices and
actions. It is hoped that continuing work in critical genre theory will strengthen the analysis of
professional communication in a wide-range of institutional and professional contexts and help
empower practitioners to communicate successfully in the real world of work.
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