Belinda Crawford Camiciottoli*

Challenges and Opportunities in Accessing Discourse Data in Business
Settings: Some Reflections on Research Experiences’

Abstract

This article offers some reflections on research experiences in relation to both challenges and opportunities involved
in gaining access to authentic corporate data, also in situations where direct personal contacts within companies are
lacking. Business organizations are highly intent on protecting their confidentiality and sensitive information, and are
thus notoriously reluctant to open their doors to ‘outsiders’. Clearly, this sceptical attitude represents a challenge for
discourse analysts who focus on business genres that are produced within companies. The discussion will also include
insights gleaned from contacts with a professional who operates externally to companies, but was nonetheless able to
shed interpretive light on the results of an analysis and possible motives behind access challenges, while suggesting
strategies for going forward. With reference to opportunities, I reflect on an interdisciplinary research experience with
colleagues from the field of marketing that provides a fresh perspective on acquiring data in a non-intrusive way. This
research highlights the fruitful combination of marketing research processes and in-depth language study in order to
collect and analyse data of interest to companies, while exploring new ways to connect business discourse research
with professional practice.

1. Introduction

Discourse analysts who are interested in studying genres used in business communication may
encounter both challenges and opportunities during the research process. On the one hand, they
often face considerable challenges when attempting to analyse authentic texts produced by com-
panies, which can be traced essentially to two interrelated aspects: access to data and interpreta-
tion of the findings. First of all, are the data publicly available or not? Are they in written, spoken
or digital form? This is an important distinction which can be a determining factor in how avail-
able textual data may or may not be. Then, once the data have been procured and analysed, is it
possible to clearly interpret the findings simply on the basis of textual evidence, or is it necessary
to go beyond the text in order to find out more about the context, the participants and the produc-
tion process? If the latter is the case, how feasible is it to do so? On the other hand, the very na-
ture of business communication opens up interesting opportunities for collaboration with scholars
working in other related fields (e.g., management, marketing), thus inviting a mutually beneficial
“dialogue across disciplines” (Bargiela-Chiappini 2009: 11). For example, is it possible to iden-
tify research questions that encompass diverse interests? What can be learned from experiencing
different research approaches and methods?

This article will attempt to respond to the questions outlined above and is articulated as fol-
lows. Section 2 focuses on challenges linked to accessing company-produced data and interpret-
ing the findings of an analysis. With reference to data access, I first provide an overview of how
this issue has been dealt with in the literature and then offer a reflection based on a personal re-
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search experience. In relation to the interpretation of findings, I review three different approaches
that have been successfully implemented in business discourse research. Section 3 reflects on op-
portunities offered by interdisciplinary research, beginning with a review of data collection meth-
ods used in the field of marketing, and continuing with an account of an interdisciplinary study
undertaken with marketing colleagues. Section 4 concludes by highlighting the importance of
strong links between business discourse research and professional practice.

2. Challenges

2.1. Access to data

When business discourse analysts need to gain access to company-produced data, there are three
main factors that create challenges: information sensitivity,? lack of understanding of the under-
lying rationale for business discourse research and the need to establish contacts with profession-
als. With reference to information sensitivity, today’s business organizations are very concerned
about protecting confidential data, and are thus often reluctant to open their doors to ‘outsiders’.
These are obviously legitimate concerns that are driven by the highly competitive global market-
place in which companies operate, but also by the increasingly stringent norms and regulations
that businesses must comply with in order to avoid legal problems. Actually, the issue of access
to business discourse is not a new one; it has been ongoing over the course of the last two dec-
ades. In a relatively early volume of research dedicated to the discourse of business negotiation,
Ehlich/Wagner (1995: 2) were among the first to recognize the difficulties of gaining access to
this type of data, citing concerns about “professional privacy” on the part of practitioners. They
mentioned the problems involved in obtaining consent to audio-record business negotiations, and
suggest that researchers who also aim to investigate non-verbal aspects of negotiation that would
require video-recordings are likely to encounter even more resistance. Focusing specifically on
management communications, Fox (1999: 265) commented “As a rule, companies are unwill-
ing to allow recording of boardroom negotiations, shareholders’ meetings and company policy
discussions.” Indeed, this sceptical attitude is a particular challenge for business discourse ana-
lysts who work with spoken language and therefore need to collect recorded data from corporate
events, which may be perceived by companies as especially intrusive. Moving closer to the pre-
sent day, Kankaanranta’s (2005) study of internal email correspondence between Swedish and
Finnish employees in a multinational company that uses English as a lingua franca found that ac-
cess challenges are not limited to spoken discourse, but can also occur when dealing with written
business communication. In fact, she characterized her data collection procedure as “voluntary”
rather than “systematic”, observing that “access to authentic data from day-to-day corporate op-
erations continues to be difficult” (Kankaanranta 2005: 133). Bargiela-Chiappini et al. (2013: 8)
aptly summarized this situation as it has evolved from the 1990s, while also leaving some room
for optimism moving forward:

Issues of access, data sensitivity and transcription detail often complicate the job of the discourse ana-
lyst. Now, almost two decades later, business discourse researchers are still grappling with the same
problems, but have however acquired much more experience in ethnographic research in corporate
and institutional environments.

The second factor that contributes to the challenges of gaining access to in-house communications
is a general lack of understanding among business professionals of the reasons for language-ori-
ented research. When describing issues involved in data collection for the Language in the Work-
place Project (Victoria University, Wellington, New Zealand), Stubbe/Ingle (1999: 3) pointed out
the need for “face validity”, i.e., making sure that participants understand why the research is be-
ing conducted. In addition, professionals may not perceive the advantages of collaborating with

2 This is actually an issue with very broad implications that extend far beyond the business world. The need to protect
sensitive data and safeguard privacy is a major concern in many facets of modern society, as can be seen in recent wire-
tapping, phone-hacking and information leakage scandals that have reached global proportions.
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business discourse analysts. In fact, they may be chiefly (and understandably) concerned about
“what’s in it for us” (Bargiela-Chiappini 2009: 11). Thus, it is important for language researchers
to be aware of this position when proposing projects that require access to corporate data, both
written and spoken.

The third factor relates to access issues that come into play when establishing contacts with
business professionals. Much of the research that has provided key insights into business dis-
course practices which are normally not accessible to outsiders have taken a case-study or small-
scale approach based on one or a limited number of companies and/or participants. Bargiela-
Chiappini/Harris (1997) carried out one of the first studies on the discourse of business meetings
that centres around a contrastive case study of management meetings in a British company vs an
Italian company. Thus, the focus was on spoken business discourse from the cross-linguistic and
cross-cultural perspectives. In this study, the authors attributed their success in gaining access to
the companies to personal contacts, though they did not provide any further details. Researchers
involved in the New Zealand Language in the Workplace Project who succeeded in collecting
data to investigate the discourse processes of corporate project meetings in three organizations
also made use of personal contacts to initiate the relationship, which is described as a “friend of a
friend strategy” (Stubbe 2001: 8). In a study based on a series of boardroom interactions among
top managers of a UK manufacturing company, Samra-Fredericks (2000: 251) noted that access
was the fruit of an “on-off” negotiation effort that went on for a number of years. Recent work car-
ried out by Evans (2013) describes the findings from four ‘week-in-the-life’ case studies of Hong
Kong business professionals. This ethnographically-inspired study investigated both spoken and
written discourse, with special attention to the phenomenon of code-switching involving written
English and Chinese, as well as spoken English, Cantonese and Putonghua in BELF, i.e., Busi-
ness English as a Lingua Franca, a term coined by Louhiala-Salminen et al. (2005), to character-
ize workplace communication of this type. In this case, Evans (2013: 234) provided some useful
information about the process of establishing collaboration of the participants who

[...] were identified through contacts established over a number of years by the host university’s Re-
search Centre for Professional Communication in English, one of whose aims is to “facilitate joint re-
search and related activities between academics and practitioners in professional communities” (origi-
nal quotes)

Evidently, all the researchers who carried out the studies reviewed above were able to convince
the companies involved to grant them access to the data they needed. This may be the result of
some form of previous contact with the company, e.g., fieldwork experience, consultancy posi-
tions or personal relations with company employees. However, establishing contacts with com-
panies remains a challenge, as Bargiela-Chiappini (2009: 11) pointed out: “Those of us who have
done fieldwork in companies, or perhaps have not always had the benefit of personal contacts,
will know how hard it is to obtain that first meeting with a gatekeeper”.

The cultivation of personal contacts is an important and valid strategy, but it is not always a
feasible option. For example, if research aims to shift onto a larger scale beyond the case study or
small-scale approach in order to perform more systematic types of analysis (e.g., using methods
inspired by corpus linguistics), then data are needed from a wider sample of companies. Clearly,
in this case, the issue of access becomes even more problematic. More specifically, the higher the
number of companies involved, the greater the difficulty in creating personal contacts to access
data. Indeed, it is highly unlikely that an unknown language researcher would be able to establish
direct relations in multiple professional settings.

The final part of this section is dedicated to the challenges I encountered in the context of the
type of larger-scale research mentioned above. More specifically, I recount the lead-up to my cor-
pus-based research in the area of financial discourse (see Crawford Camiciottoli 2013), which I
would characterize as a combination of luck, an open door and dead end streets, i.c., three ‘con-
ditions’ in the access process which I describe in detail in the paragraphs below.
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Several years ago, | started to perceive a disconnect between the genres that are introduced
in business communication textbooks and those that are used in the corporate world, especially
with regard to financial genres and technology-mediated communications. I had the opportunity
to have some informal discussions with a relative who is a finance professional (luck). He em-
phasized the importance of earnings conference calls as a key form of communication between
management and the global investment community. These have become routine events periodi-
cally organized by companies during which teams of executive management give presentations
of economic performance to financial analysts who are connected via telephone in a teleconfer-
ence format. After the presentations, the analysts interact directly with the executives in a Q&A
session. The finance professional also suggested a possible source of data that he often relied on,
i.e., the transcripts of earnings conference calls that are produced and made available through an
Internet service specializing in financial information. At the time, these transcripts were available
only to professionals and at high costs. However, I contacted the Internet service and explained
my research objectives, and they gave me complimentary access to earnings calls transcripts for
one month (open door). During this period, [ was able to collect transcripts from 30 multinational
companies that I compiled into a corpus for subsequent analyses that integrated both quantitative
and qualitative methods. I maintained contact with the professional who became my informant.
He was a financial analyst and a frequent participant in earnings conference calls, though not spe-
cifically in those that were comprised in my corpus.

Over the next few years, I analysed the transcripts from a variety of discursive and linguistic
perspectives, but began to perceive the need for additional input in order to extend the research.
Unfortunately, this led to dead end streets. For example, I was unable to obtain the correspond-
ing audio files of the transcripts, which could have provided important interpretive insights. The
original contact person from the Internet service who had granted me access to the transcripts did
not respond to my inquiries. The service had in the meantime been taken over by another compa-
ny. In the fast-paced corporate world, companies are constantly being bought out and employees
frequently move on to positions in other organizations that may have more restrictive communi-
cation policies. As a result, business discourse analysts may find that important contacts that had
been previously established, and perhaps with considerable effort, can unexpectedly become no
longer viable.

In research on earnings conference calls, it would also be important to know more about the
presentation component, particularly the production process leading up to the presentations, be-
yond what my informant on the receiving end of the communication during the Q&A sessions
could provide. However, this raised other issues, e.g., how feasible is it to try to directly contact
executives of major multinationals? When I posed this question to my informant, he replied as
follows:

I would guess that most wouldn’t have the time or see any of the upside from talking to somebody
from the outside. Their concern is that they’re going to say the wrong thing or they have nothing to
gain by doing it. I would say you’d have better luck to try to talk to somebody who is retired, who used
to do it and doesn’t have to worry about it anymore and may be interested in helping in an academic
study.

Essentially, this response confirmed my initial doubts about the feasibility of direct contacts with
executives of large multinationals, even if the suggestion to target retirees instead of active man-
agers could be promising.

Since establishing contacts with large multinationals did not seem practicable for the reasons
explained above, I decided to scale down my approach and explore possibilities with smaller
companies that operate on a local level, but still hold earnings conference calls. Towards this aim,
I contacted a representative of an Internet portal dedicated to investor relations that serves my ge-
graphical area.’ T asked advice on how to go about identifying companies in the local area that

3 http://www.investor-relations.it/I R/contatti ing.htm
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might respond to these criteria, and perhaps be willing to engage with business discourse analysts.
The response was quick and courteous, but the representative was unable to offer any advice and
did not seem to be interested in pursuing any form of collaboration, and thus another dead end
street.

I would like to conclude this discussion of access challenges on a positive note, suggesting an
‘indirect’ strategy for establishing contacts with companies, i.e., building relations with media
professionals who can act as a bridge between scholarly research and business practice. I will il-
lustrate this possibility through a personal experience with a journalist who writes for an online
magazine dedicated to investor relations.* The journalist contacted me to request a phone inter-
view after reading about my research on earnings conference calls that had been published in a
scholarly journal. A summary of our discussion was subsequently published in the magazine’s
section dedicated to academic research with implications for business activities. If business dis-
course analysts are able to cultivate such relations, their research will gain greater visibility be-
yond academia, which could ultimately favour more open doors for purposes of data access.

2.2. Interpretation of findings

The ‘outsider’ status of business discourse analysts gives rise not only to the access challenges
discussed above, but also to interpretive challenges, i.e., how to accurately interpret the results of
an analysis. Unfamiliarity with the social settings and discourse practices that contribute to mean-
ings expressed in company-produced texts may lead to a certain degree of opaqueness. More spe-
cifically, the interpretation of linguistic phenomena can remain largely speculative unless insights
from vital contextual knowledge can be gained from people who have direct experience in rela-
tion to the type of discourse being analysed. This is especially important when data have been col-
lected from third-party sources, e.g., texts available on the Internet.

In the following paragraphs, I reflect on three different approaches that have been used to en-
hance the interpretation of the findings of business discourse analysis. The first is the use of eth-
nographic methods which allow researchers to gain an ‘insider’ perspective. According to Ham-
mersley/Atkinson (2007: 3), ethnographic research involves “participating, overtly or covertly,
in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what
is said, asking questions through informal and formal interviews, collecting documents and arte-
facts [...]”. The acquisition of this type of knowledge enables researchers to formulate ‘thick’ or
explanatory descriptions of language which take into account the social processes of the commu-
nicative context that contribute significantly to meanings, instead of ‘thin’ descriptions based only
on textual evidence, to borrow two terms first used by the anthropologist Geertz (1973). This ap-
proach is particularly helpful when discourse presents a “rich point” (Agar 1996: 30), i.e., a lin-
guistic phenomenon that cannot be clearly interpreted because of a gap in knowledge between the
world of the researcher and the world being studied. However, as pointed out by Van Praet (2009),
in business discourse studies, there have been relatively few in which linguists were able to en-
ter into companies for extended periods in order to observe communicative practices and collect
data, again likely due to the numerous access issues discussed in the previous subsection. How-
ever, the ones who have succeeded in doing so have made important contributions to the business
communication literature that would not have been possible otherwise. For example, Bargiela-
Chiappini/Harris’s (1997) seminal study in which they were able to observe and record manage-
ment meetings over a number of weeks greatly enhanced our understanding of the pragmatics of
pronoun usage in corporate contexts. Samra-Fredericks’ (2000) research based on the observation
and recording of boardroom meetings over time suggested that, unlike interviews, an ethnograph-
ic approach makes it possible to understand how the participants used language strategically to in-
fluence boardroom processes. Holmes et al.’s (2011: 32) cross-cultural study of leadership in New
Zealand workplaces adopted a “participatory research design”, which not only facilitated the col-

4 http://www.irmagazine.com/
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lection of extensive amounts of data, but also engendered a high degree of trust. The latter is par-
ticularly important when researchers and participants come from different cultural backgrounds,
in this case Maori and Pakeha, i.e., the Maori term for people in New Zealand of European de-
scent. This approach resulted in key insights into how leadership is constructed through language
in “differently ethnicised” communities of practice (Holmes et al. 2011: 25).

The second approach is what is known as micro-ethnography. It has a narrower scope than
traditional ethnography and focuses on interactions that occur within very limited timeframes.
This technique was originally developed by Erickson (1992) for educational research and is based
on a detailed micro-analysis of video recordings. However, the idea can be extended to business
settings by reducing the scope of the research to limited amounts of data and shorter periods of
time. This could be seen by business professionals as considerably less risky and intrusive. Re-
searchers would still be able to benefit from at least some level of access to in-house communi-
cative practices for interpretive insights. Louhiala-Salminen (2002) used this method in her case
study of the discourse of a Finnish manager in an international company. In particular, she adopt-
ed a shadowing technique to collect and analyse the participant’s spoken and written discourse
over a one-day period. This resulted in an enhanced understanding of the company’s corporate
literacy practices in relation its use of English “as a business lingua franca” (Louhiala-Salmin-
en 2002: 215), while also highlighting their multimodal and intertextual dimensions. Gimenez
(2014) recently implemented a micro-ethnographic approach in a study that offered a detailed
analysis of workplace communication over a period of one day, during which the author was al-
lowed to observe the discourse practices of a group of employees from a central vantage point.

Finally, when research is based on data that have not been collected directly in a workplace,
insights can be procured from professional informants who are not actual discourse partici-
pants, but nonetheless have vital real-world experience within a particular communicative con-
text, either as producers or consumers of texts. For this reason, they are able to shed light on “how
the speech events/texts under investigation fit into the overall communicative context” (Garcés-
Conejos Blitvich/Fortanet-Gomez 2009: 72). The reliance on professional informants to illumi-
nate research findings is a well-consolidated method in academic discourse studies (cf. Swales
1998, Hyland 2000, Flowerdew 2002, Samraj 2008), where a spirit of collaboration among aca-
demics for the general advancement of knowledge is perhaps a facilitating factor. For all the rea-
sons outlined in the previous section, finding informants who are willing to be interviewed about
business discourse practices is often challenging, and likely even more so when there has been
no contact between the researcher and the source of the data. Yet the interpretive value of input
from professional informants in such cases cannot be overestimated. For example, in my experi-
ence analysing data collected from a third-party source recounted in the previous sub-section, the
professional informant with whom I engaged provided crucial information relating to the com-
municative event itself, the degree of familiarity and the nature of the relationships among the
discourse participants, as well as their motivations and underlying objectives. Thus, the inform-
ant’s knowledge of the dynamics of this communicative context acquired from his direct experi-
ence in the professional world proved to be indispensable for interpreting the results of the lin-
guistic analysis.

To conclude this section, the research experiences that have been discussed above underscore
the numerous challenges faced by business discourse analysts when accessing data and when in-
terpreting findings, while also highlighting the interrelatedness between the two issues. In other
words, business discourse must be accessed to be interpreted, but its accurate interpretation de-
pends on the possibility to have access to people with knowledge of contextual features that im-
pact meaning. In the next section, I shift the focus away from challenges to move towards oppor-
tunities that can contribute to facilitating both access and interpretation.
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3. Opportunities

In recent years, the academic world has begun to emphasize the importance of interdisciplinary
research. The US government’s National Science Foundation offers the following comprehensive
definition of interdisciplinary research:

a mode of research by teams or individuals that integrates information, data, techniques, tools, per-
spectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines or bodies of specialized knowledge
to advance fundamental understanding or to solve problems whose solutions are beyond the scope of
a single discipline or area of research practice.’

The interdisciplinary approach to research is now often valued and encouraged, with an increas-
ing number of research funding bodies prioritizing projects that cross disciplinary boundaries, as
can be verified from the websites of public finance sources around the world.®

With particular reference to business discourse, interdisciplinary research allows language-
oriented scholars to expand their network of contacts by exploiting the knowledge and practices
of co-researchers in other business-related disciplines. It can thus provide a fresh perspective not
only on how academics working in other disciplines gain access to data, but also on how they es-
tablish ongoing collaboration with companies in a way that is mutually beneficial.

In the following sub-sections, I reflect on an interdisciplinary research experience with mar-
keting colleagues. I begin with some background on data collection methods used in this field,
and then provide highlights of our study, with particular reference to opportunities linked to its
interdisciplinary nature.” In fact, this research demonstrates the fruitful combination of qualita-
tive marketing research processes and in-depth linguistic analysis of data of interest to compa-
nies, while also exploring ways to connect business discourse research with professional practice.

3.1. Interdisciplinary approaches to accessing data

In the context of marketing research, there are three traditional methods for collecting data: ques-
tionnaires, interviews and focus groups. These are used by marketing academics to understand
consumer attitudes and perceptions in relation to companies, products and brands. Although these
techniques are well consolidated in the field, they nonetheless have some drawbacks. Even if
questionnaires can be distributed to many consumers and thus retrieve potentially large amounts
of data, they are constrained by response rates over which researchers have little control. In con-
trast, interviews and focus groups give researchers a high level of control, but they tend to be used
on a relatively small scale and are thus, by their very nature, limited in the number of consumers
they can reach. In addition, these three methods may be seen as invasive by consumers. To over-
come this problem, a qualitative research technique known as netnography has been proposed
by Kozinets (2002).% Essentially, netnography adapts ethnographic methods to analyse consumer
perceptions and behaviours that emerge from the Internet discourse that they produce. In other
words, netnography aims to acquire an understanding of “tastes, desires, relevant symbol sys-
tems, and decision-making influences of particular consumers and consumer groups” (Kozinets
2002: 61). By observing the interactive processes of an online community through their comput-
er-mediated discourse (e.g., blogs or forums), rather than during live encounters with the partici-
pants, netnography offers a more unobtrusive and naturalistic way of collecting data. More spe-
cifically, virtual interactions that take place during online communications are considered by mar-
keting researchers to be spontaneous exchanges among consumers who engage in ‘conversations’
about common interests on digital platforms. According to Muniz/O’Guinn (2001), these online

5 http://www.nsf.gov/od/iia/additional resources/interdisciplinary research/definition.jsp

6 See, for example, the websites of Research Councils UK, the ERC (European Research Council) and the Australian
Research Council (ARC).

7 The complete study is available in Crawford Camiciottoli et al. (2014).

8 Other terms that have been suggested to characterize this research process include digital ethnography (Murthy
2008), virtual ethnography (Dominguez Figaredo et al. 2007), and cyberethnography (Rybas/Gajjala 2007)
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communities are new market spaces that can be studied for research purposes and are free from
the constraints of situations fabricated by external researchers to achieve their objectives (Rhein-
gold 2000). In addition, collecting consumer-related data by means of netnography is also faster,
simpler and less expensive than traditional methods. As a research process, netnography incorpo-
rates several phases, including entrée (i.e., identifying a suitable online community), data collec-
tion, data analysis and data interpretation (Kozinets 2002).

In linguistic research, the use of texts available on the Internet as a source of data has been a
common practice for a number of years, and therefore does not seem particularly innovative per
se. However, what is interesting is the underlying rationale behind the netnographic approach.
This type of data is construed as direct access to the attitudes and perceptions of communities of
consumers, potentially on a very large scale, which can then be analysed and converted into ac-
tionable business intelligence to the benefit of companies.

The importance of the linguistic dimension of marketing research has been recognized by aca-
demics in the field, as seen in the following comment by Kozinets (2002: 67): “Understanding the
language of consumer segments and its specific underlying social motivations is a key aspect to
achieving the market orientation.” However, marketing studies that implement a netnographic ap-
proach have typically been limited to a qualitative content analysis of virtual interactions among
consumers, without focusing on their particular language features (see Kozinets 2002, Dubosson/
Broillet 2008, de Valck et al. 2009). To address this gap, concepts and instruments from the field
of linguistics, specifically corpus linguistics, can be proposed as a method to systematically ana-
lyse language used to describe products and brands in online consumer discourse.

3.2. Highlights of an interdisciplinary study

This research aimed to determine the degree of alignment between how consumers perceive
brands and how companies define them, based on a detailed linguistic analysis of the texts that
they produce, i.e., consumer blogs and company websites. The setting of the study was the fash-
ion industry as a business sector that has significant global influence. According to the market re-
search database Companies and Markets, it has maintained a steady growth rate notwithstanding
the critical economic situation that has characterized global markets over the last few years. In
addition, a considerable amount of scholarly research is dedicated to the fashion industry in pub-
lications such as Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management, Fiber: Online Journal of the
International Fashion and Apparel Industry and International Journal of Fashion Studies. Inter-
estingly, the latter publication describes fashion studies as an interdisciplinary field in itself that
draws from the social sciences, the arts and the humanities, pointing out that “understanding fash-
ion means approaching it from various perspectives”.’ From a linguistic perspective, fashion dis-
course, i.e., “ways of talking about fashion” (Thompson/Haytko 1997: 15) is a particularly rich
source of data. The elaborate visual component of fashion products, the charismatic personalities
of designers and the emotions evoked by fashion brands often translate into vivid descriptions that
are loaded with evaluative adjectives, e.g., stunning, irresistible, cosmopolitan, luxurious. From
a marketing perspective, when consumers use such adjectives to qualify brands, they are actually
expressing their perceptions of it, and are thus entering into a sort of ‘dialogue’ with the brand it-
self. Thus, the possibility to collect and analyse linguistic expressions of brand perceptions con-
stitutes an important way for companies to gauge the effectiveness of their marketing and com-
munication strategies.

In what follows, I summarize the interdisciplinary research process. We first perused Internet
fashion communities until we identified a top-ranking fashion blog as the most suitable source of
data for our research purposes. The blog contains multi-authored posts that express opinions in
relation to fashion brands. Following the original posts, an unlimited number of user comments
can be added to join in the ‘conversation’. Textual data were collected for three leading luxury

9 http://www.intellectbooks.co.uk/journals/view-Journal,id=230/
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fashion brands that operate on an international scale and compiled into three separate corpora of
consumer conversations relating to each brand. For comparative purposes, parallel corpora were
compiled from promotional texts about products on the websites of the same three brands. In this
way, it would be possible to determine the level of alignment/disalignment between how consum-
ers perceive the brands and how companies represent them.

The three sets of parallel corpora were then analysed with methods of corpus linguistics to in-
vestigate the adjectives that had been used (1) by the bloggers to express their perceptions of the
brands, and (2) by the companies to promote their brands. In particular, each corpus was processed
with WMatrix (Rayson 2008), a corpus analysis tool that is able to tag each word in a corpus ac-
cording to its part of speech. It was then possible to query the corpora using the general adjective
tag (JJ), which enabled the extraction of all adjectives in each corpus. When dealing with an open
class grammatical category such as adjectives, the use of automated corpus methods is the only
feasible way to perform exhaustive analyses. The extracted adjectives were then compiled into
parallel lists representing the blogs and company websites, and cross-checked manually to identi-
fy common items. This procedure determined a substantial level of alignment between consumer
perceptions and company representations for all three brands. In addition, ‘themes’ of brand at-
tributes were also revealed, i.e., attributes that were expressed by both companies and consum-
ers, but were extended by the latter, often in creative ways and with different nuances of mean-
ing. Figure 1 illustrates some of the themes that emerged from the analysis of the adjectives used
in relation to the three brands, i.e., lightness (Brand 1), seduction (Brand 2) and softness (Brand
3). For example, within the theme of seduction, the item femme-fatale adds an aura of glamour by
recalling female characters in classic Hollywood noir films. This type of information can be very
important for effective marketing strategies because it provides indications of which aspects of a
brand are perceived most strongly and favourably by consumers. What was also quite interesting
was that each of the three brands had unique themes that did not overlap with the others. This sug-
gests that the three brands have been successful in shaping distinct perceptions among consumers
as a way to distinguish themselves from their competitors.

see
throug
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Figure 1. Themes of consumer perceptions of brands in fashion blogs
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The benefits of the interdisciplinary research briefly outlined above can be articulated on three
different levels: (1) for marketing researchers, (2) for business practitioners and (3) for business
discourse analysts.

For marketing researchers, the use of online texts as a source of data is a methodology that is
less obtrusive than interviews, focus groups and conventional ethnography based on live encoun-
ters. At the same time, elaboration of the data with corpus instruments offers a way to better under-
stand how consumer perceptions of brands are encoded by language. In recent years, some mar-
keting studies have begun to exploit text-mining software to extract information about consumers’
attitudes towards brands from Internet texts in the context of sentiment analysis (see Lee/Brad-
low 2011, Feldman et al. 2008). However, this work has been mainly limited to identifying posi-
tive vs. negative sentiments, without performing finely-tuned analyses of linguistic elements that
encode various facets of meaning that contribute to a consumer’s perception of a brand, which re-
quires expertise from the field of linguistics. In other words, only in-depth linguistic analysis can
reveal important nuances of meaning in relation to consumer perceptions of brands.

For business practitioners, the methodology developed in this interdisciplinary research can
serve as a relatively user-friendly tool to analyse online consumer interactions that focus on their
own brands. Clearly, the implementation of this method would require brand managers to have
a good set of language skills. However, the analytical tools and processes are flexible enough so
that managers could adapt them according to the degree of complexity desired. In this way, com-
panies would be able to enter into a spontaneous natural ‘dialogue’ with their consumers to under-
stand more about their perceptions, especially those that consumers may be reluctant to express
in the presence of researchers when traditional marketing research methods are implemented. All
of this translates into valuable marketing intelligence that can be used in the context of a brand-
ing strategy to reinforce or reshape aspects of brand identity on the basis of the information that is
gleaned. The methodology could also be applied to analyse the brand-related communications of
competitors that are freely available on the Internet and thus easily accessible. This type of knowl-
edge would constitute important input for making decisions about how a company wants to posi-
tion itself in the market with respect to its competitors.

Finally, for business discourse analysts, this type of interdisciplinary research provides oppor-
tunities to understand more about how academics in other disciplines go about establishing rela-
tions with companies that can favour access and encourage on-going collaboration. In particular,
working with marketing colleagues can offer new perspectives on issues that are of crucial im-
portance to those who wish to gain access to company-produced discourse, as well as possible
strategies for overcoming the challenges that this often entails. For example, to establish initial
contacts with companies for research purposes, marketing academics often go through intermedi-
aries, such as trade and industry associations that promote initiatives to bring together educational
institutions and the business community. In addition, they regularly invite working professionals,
e.g., brand managers or communication directors, to speak to students. This creates opportunities
for rapport-building before and after the manager’s intervention in the classroom, which can then
lead to research collaboration.

4. Concluding remarks

In this paper, I have reflected on the challenges and opportunities involved in accessing discourse
in business settings, drawing on insights from previous studies and my own research experiences.
Perhaps what has emerged most clearly is the need to strengthen the connection between research
and profession in a way that is perceived as advantageous for both. In an era that is dominated by
digital technology which is having a growing impact on how companies communicate with their
stakeholders, businesses may become more interested in gathering language-related intelligence,
and therefore more open to collaboration with business discourse analysts who can contribute the
linguistic expertise that they may be lacking. In this way, some of the challenges involved in ac-
cessing data could be mitigated.
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This paper has also shown how an interdisciplinary approach can create opportunities for busi-
ness discourse research with particular reference to the field of marketing. However, other related
disciplines are beginning to pay closer attention to the importance of language in economic activ-
ity. For example, finance academics who carry out practice-oriented research in the area of cor-
porate disclosure have called for more work based on textual analysis that can shed new light on
empirical findings (see Beyer et al. 2010, Berger 2011, Loughran 2014)." Finally, it is worth not-
ing that some types of business discourse (e.g., reporting and informative genres) are becoming
much more accessible with respect to the past. This may be the result of a generalized push to-
wards greater transparency to regain the public’s trust following a series of major scandals in re-
cent years. These are encouraging signs that can lead to more opportunities for business discourse
analysts as we move forward into the future.
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