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This research paper is examining how corporations can create a rhetorical construction of trans-

parency on digital platforms in order to make their communication appear transparent during 

a crisis. Crisis communication theory and theories of rhetoric and transparency have been used 

in order to analyse the crises situations and the linguistic means used in crisis related messages. 

By using the methods of semiotics and digital rhetoric, an analytical framework was developed 

to be able to analyse the level of both the rhetorical construction of transparency as well as the 

actual transparency by identifying what information has been disclosed and what has been 

withheld.  

The two companies used for the analysis were Toyota and Samsung, who both experienced a 

crisis in 2016. It was found that the two companies used different strategies in their crisis com-

munication, in which Toyota came across as the best prepared corporation in times of crises 

due to a clearer reaction, which was not changed. Both corporations managed to construct a 

level of transparency through their use of language, however, some information was found to 

have been withheld, causing the actual transparency to be of a lower degree than the constructed 

transparency. Thus, by using language in certain ways, corporations are able to convince their 

stakeholders that they are transparent while being able to withhold different information that 

could prove valuable to some groups of stakeholders.  

Keywords: Transparency, Constructed Transparency, Social Media, Interaction, Communi-

cation, Crisis Management 
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Introduction 

An increasing number of individuals are using the internet in various ways, and companies 

too find different ways of using the internet for both corporate branding and as a mean of 

interaction with stakeholders (Translate Media). Both corporate websites and official pro-

files on Facebook are used to communicate with stakeholders, both in times of wealth and 

crisis. With more than 50 million companies present on Facebook, it is interesting to inves-

tigate how some of these are communicating with their stakeholders in times of crises 

(Forbes a, 2015).  

Most companies are visible both through a corporate website as well as on at least one social 

media site. Research has been done on the level of transparency – and lack of same – but 

few with a focus on possible changes in transparency around an appearing crisis in corpo-

rations from different industries. This paper will seek to determine whether there 1) is a 

visible difference in transparency or the rhetorical construction of transparency on the cor-

porate website contra the social media profile on Facebook and 2) if the degree of transpar-

ency changes after a crisis has occurred.  

This will teach us more about how transparency is managed through a crisis situation, and 

whether corporations are transparent about the crises they are experiencing. Moreover, it 

will show us whether a more or less visible description of the crisis has any impact on the 

stakeholders. This knowledge is valuable for crisis communication theory in order to under-

stand what tactics work and do not work during a crisis, with both websites and Social Media 

as media outlets as opposed to just a website and printed newspapers, where two-way com-

munication is not an option. Moreover, the findings will be important to society and stake-

holders as well, as it will provide us with a clear picture of how crises are managed and 

whether the corporation is transparent about it and thus, provides us with all necessary 

information, or if it is necessary to do research and take action by oneself.  

In order to identify the possible changes in the transparency companies construct online, 

different companies who have experienced some sort of crisis during 2016 have been chosen 

for analysis.  

The companies have been found using the Forbes’ 2016 article “The World’s Biggest Public 

Companies List” (Forbes b, 2016). The companies chosen are Toyota Motors and Samsung 

Mobile. These two corporations each represent different areas of our everyday lives; our 

mean of transportation and our mean of communication. Each corporation has experienced 

a crisis in 2016. Toyota had to recall a certain type of air bags, which was used in several car 

models and Samsung Mobile had an issue with mobile batteries catching fire (Finans, 2016; 

Fortune, 2016). Two companies have been chosen in order to be able to compare the results 

that this report will reveal.  
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None of these companies are assumed to be in a secretive industry, however, it is still as-

sumed that their rhetorical construction of transparency is not necessarily representing the 

entire truth.  

The paper will seek to determine how the two companies write on different media platforms, 

i.e. their corporate website and their Facebook profile, in order to maintain a good relation-

ship with customers and stakeholders in times of crises. I will investigate how these indus-

tries possibly differ in their construction of transparency, both on their website versus their 

social media profile, but also how they differ in the different industries. Moreover, whether 

there is a difference in how the different industries react and respond to a crisis.  

Hence, the paper will seek to determine changes in the construction of transparency when 

a corporation experience a crisis related to their brand and how they interact with stake-

holders both prior to and after the crisis has occurred.  

 

Aim and research questions 

The aim of this paper is to analyse and clarify whether the rhetorical use of transparency 

changes during and after a crisis has occurred at a corporation. This is done by analysing a 

sample of news and posts on Facebook through a period of two months: one month prior to 

the crisis and one month after. Differences in transparency on the corporate website and 

the social media profile will be identified in order to determine whether there is a difference 

in transparency on the different media platforms. Moreover, it will be analysed how the 

corporations interact with stakeholders prior to, during and after the crisis occur as well. 

These factors will be investigated to determine whether the corporation appears to become 

more or less transparent in their communication during a crisis or if they remain the same. 

The cases which will be analysed have been chosen as they represent different industries 

which are all a big part of our everyday life. Thus, we can be severely affected by e.g. a mal-

functioning car and in order to keep trust in Toyota, proper information to all stakeholders 

are crucial.  

This will be done by performing a semiotic analysis on news posted on websites as well as 

analysing a selection of posts on Facebook. Moreover, I will identify the rhetorical means 

used by the companies. Finally, using the results of the semiotic analysis as well as the 7 Cs 

of communication as a measurement tool, I have developed an analytic model that will aid 

in determining the degree of transparency.  The 7 Cs is a tool that can help in analysing 

whether the message is clear, concise, concrete, correct, coherent, complete and courteous; 

this will be explained further in the method section.  

Pictures and videos will not be analysed. The paper will primarily focus on the written con-

tent of the corporations.  
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In order to determine the rhetorical construction of transparency as well as the interaction, 

the following research questions will be answered: 

RQ1: Which rhetorical means are used to construct transparency in the corporations’ 

online communication? 

RQ2: How do the corporations interact with their audience prior to, during and after 

a crisis has occurred? 

RQ3: In what ways are the linguistic elements changed during the two-month period 

and how does it affect the construction of transparency? 

 

Previous research 

Previous research on transparency and strategic communication have been found in order 

to aid my own research. Previous studies can aid in both the understanding and use of trans-

parency and communication. 

Transparency 

Readers value objectivity over transparency written by Edson C. Tandoc Jr. and Ryan J. 

Thomas, printed in Newspaper Research Journal (2017).  

This study explores whether objectivity or transparency in news media is the most trust-

worthy aspect. The study used a 2x2x2x4 method, examining both the media platform, the 

objectivity, transparency and message repetition. The study found that while objective news 

were found to be more trustworthy than opinionated news pieces, non-transparent news 

too were deemed more trustworthy than transparent ones.  

This knowledge might be useful in terms of understanding the level of transparency that 

corporations show us. Moreover, it is possible for me to analyse whether a message might 

be perceived as trustworthy or not, by looking at the objectivity level and loaded words. 

 

Understanding modern transparency by Albert Meijer, printed in International Review of 

Administrative Sciences (2009). 

This article explains the different views of transparency, seen in a pre-modern, modern and 

post-modern perspective. Meijer argues (264) that in order to fully understand a specific 

person’s point of view, we need to know which perspective this person is arguing from. The 

study is directing itself towards governmental institutions, but the principles are transfer-

rable to other industries as well. The case study used to explain the different types of trans-

parency was on school performance and consisted of both qualitative research (interviews 

and document analysis) and analysis of quantitative material. For example, the pre-modern 
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perspective needs the parents to show up at school in order to obtain information and more 

information will appear through their children. The modern perception want the infor-

mation to be available online in a neutral voice, both through websites and publications in 

media. In the post-modern perspective, there is a high amount of ambiguity as the perfor-

mance indicators are created in a separate reality and might not be in accordance to the 

parents’ perception. 

This study can create some background knowledge on how customers perceive transparency 

and how companies should interact with customer in accordance to this perception. Is it 

important for the customer to show up and obtain information, or is it more important to 

the customer that he can read online what is what? It is assumed that the chosen companies 

will work with either the pre-modern or modern perception. 

 

Introduction: The Transparency Issue by Jan Teurling and Markus Stauff, printed in Cul-

tural Studies, Critical Methodologies (2013). 

This article is an introduction to a special issue of the journal. The article present several 

contributions with different views on the question of transparency. It argues that transpar-

ency is an aspect that floats between something that is and something that needs to be cre-

ated; transparency is a property of things and can be applied to anything, e.g. the price set-

tings of cars – but it is not necessarily a given, but instead a result of a set of measures (3). 

The article concludes that not necessarily everything should be disclosed in articles and the 

like, but that it should be carefully chosen what to disclose and where. Transparency is a 

complex notion and a “dream”, which is very important to modern society. Nevertheless, it 

is hard to obtain complete transparency due to agencies that monitor and influence the 

world. 

I.e. whereas transparency might be the ideal solution from a stakeholder perspective, it is 

not from the company’s point of view. This will explain why some information on websites 

and social media platforms might be withheld. 

 

Transparency matters: The concept of organisational transparency in the academic dis-

course by Stefan Wehmeier and Oliver Razz, printed in Public Relations Inquiry (2012).  

The article argues that a good definition of transparency within PR is lacking and has there-

fore analysed several articles from other areas. The article also touches upon organisational 

transparency which relies on the idea that organisations need to be more open to the public 

(338). The department within a company that usually deals with this is PR. In PR discourse, 

transparency goes through the PR manager, who makes the internal world transparent to 

the outside and vice versa.  
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The articles used to aid the understanding of transparency within other fields were analysed 

using a qualitative content analysis. It was found that not many provides us with an actual 

definition. Moreover, transparency was mostly presented as something positive and desir-

able without taking possible negative outcomes into account. Transparency is in some of 

these articles defined either as a sender-oriented or a receiver-oriented term (344). It is 

argued that transparency can potentially make ground for public debate and discussion as 

well as form relationships between the different actors. 

Thus, this knowledge can aid in understanding how the corporations are transparent and 

what they seek to achieve with this transparency – are they transparent in order to foster 

debate, to form relationships or something else. 

 

Proactive Transparency in the United States and the Netherlands: The Role of Govern-

ment Communication Officials by H. J. M. Ruijer, printed in American Review of Public 

Administration (2017).  

This article studies the role communication officials have in governmental institutions in 

the US and the Netherlands. It shows that the officials have the opportunity not only to 

enhance but also distort transparency. It states that disclosing information might not be 

enough, if the audience cannot understand the information disclosed. The study focuses on 

the information access and how the information is shared, who it is communicated to and 

whether feedback is possible. It is found that communication officials tend to highlight pos-

itive aspects and not negative when disclosing information, but a few hinted that this does 

happen.  

The study might aid in the understanding of communication disclosed from other fields as 

well. Even though most information will be correct, it is possible that it is insufficient as 

some details might have been omitted.  

 

Organizational Transparency: A New Perspective on Managing Trust in Organization-

Stakeholder Relationships by Andrew K. Schnackenberg and Edward C. Tomlinson, printed 

in Journal of Management (2016). 

This study explores how transparency can contribute to trust in organisation-stakeholder 

relationships. The analysis of the study reveals that transparency is composed of three di-

mensions; information disclosure, clarity and accuracy. Thus, transparency consists of mul-

tiple entities, which should all be upheld in order to obtain this transparency between the 

actors involved. It is argued that the higher level of transparency, through high disclosure, 

clarity and accuracy, will bring higher stakeholder trust in the organisation. As e.g. high 

disclosure of documents from the organisation shows trust in the stakeholders – since this 
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information can be used against the company, and the company therefore shows vulnera-

bility.  

Thus, this study aids in the understanding of the different transparency components that 

are important in order to obtain actual transparency to the audience. It explains how the 

trustworthiness can be withheld and increased by being transparent – which is assumed to 

be even more crucial during crisis.  

 

Pitfalls and promises of transparency in the digital age by Marina Vujnovic and Dean 

Kruckeberg, printed in Public Relations Inquiry (2016). 

This article explores transparency and introduces the term “pseudo-transparency” as well. 

The latter refers to a set of strategic actions through which corporations attempt to appear 

transparent by creating a sense of transparency (122). The word pseudo represents fabrica-

tions and simulations. Thus, pseudo-transparency refers to information the corporation 

choses to share and which might not necessarily be the entire truth, or at least some on the 

truth. The corporation uses its power to choose and stage what information they wish to be 

disclosed for its stakeholders.  

The knowledge and awareness of pseudo-transparency is important for my study, as I as-

sume that these companies do not necessarily wish its stakeholders to know every detail 

about their actions and work. I will, however, work with the term as a rhetorical construc-

tion on transparency.  

Crisis communication 

Examining the Role of Social Media in Effective Crisis Management: The Effects of Crisis 

Origin, Information Form, and Source on Publics’ Crisis Response by Yan Jin, Brooke 

Fisher Liu and Lucinda L. Austin, printed in Communication Research (2014).  

The article focuses on how the public use social media during crisis which is why the com-

munication team involved with crisis communication must understand how to use this 

means strategically. A 3x2x2 mixed-design experiment was carried out in order to deter-

mine the media of choice by the public during crisis. Interviews were conducted to deter-

mine whether the use of media changed before, during or after the crisis. It was found that 

if a crisis was external, the audience were more likely to accept defensive comments coming 

directly from the organisation. Moreover, it was found that the audience tend to feel emo-

tions such as anger, contempt and disgust if the crisis occurs and the organisation does not 

inform about itself, but the info is coming from a third-party. Thus, this knowledge is valu-

able in terms of understanding the response from the corporation in a crisis situation; if the 

crisis is externally triggered, defensive comments are acceptable. If the crisis is internal, the 

response should be different.  
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Communicating with stakeholders during a crisis: evaluating message strategies by Keri 

K. Stephens, Patty Callish Malone and Christine M. Bailey, printed in Journal of Business 

Communication (2005). 

This study discusses the different message strategies developed by Coombs and how corpo-

rations use these strategies to target different stakeholder groups during crisis. In order to 

determine this, ten crises were analysed, all in need of technical translation; a situation, 

were technicians must explain a crisis till non-technicians. It was found that corporations 

use different strategies depending on the stakeholder segment they are targeting. Moreover, 

it was found that one of the most used tactics is mortification – trying to achieve forgiveness 

as well as the attempt to show and explain that they will prevent this crisis from happening 

again. 

This study has provided me with some background information on the most used strategies, 

which I will be able to analyse my chosen crises against in order to see whether they also 

choose this approach or another. I will then be able to discuss why this or another approach 

have been chosen.  

 

Internet-based communication in crisis management by Danielle C. Perry, Maureen Taylor 

and Marya L. Doerfel, printed in Management Communication Quarterly (2003).  

This article analyses how corporations use the Internet to communicate with stakeholders 

during crisis. Data was gathered during an 18-month period and then analysed. If a corpo-

ration used its website to write about the crisis within 24 hours after it occurred, this was 

considered as using the internet. Both the traditional use of the website and the crisis use 

was analysed. It was found that using the Internet as a communication mean during crisis 

is increasing.  

The study is somewhat outdated as Social Media was not as used in 2003 as it is now. How-

ever, the study provides background information on the use of websites during crisis as well 

as how the use of a website might change during crisis. 

 

The Impact of Media Frames and Treatment Responsibility within the Situational Crisis 

Communication Theory Framework by Alicia M. Mason, printed in Corporate Reputation 

Review (2014). 

This study explores how media framing can affect stakeholders’ response to crisis and how 

that might affect reputation. The method used was a 2x2x2 design, where it was explored 

how the response was if e.g. the corporation portrayed the crisis as an accident or as if they 

were a victim in the crisis. Framing involves choosing what to disclose and what not. In case 
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of enhanced treatment responsibility, it was found that this might have a negative effect on 

the corporation’s reputation.  

The study has examined how readers respond to different tactics and how those tactics pos-

sibly affect the reputation of the company. This aids in the understanding of the publics 

responses to the strategy, which the corporations chose during the crisis.  

 

These studies are all concerned with transparency and crisis communication. However, re-

search on transparency during crises is not common, and this paper will seek to fill this gap. 

This paper will focus specifically on the rhetorical construction of transparency by corpora-

tions during a crisis situation in order to see if the level of transparency changes during such 

a period.  

The different articles concerning transparency all aid in the understanding of how transpar-

ency is seen and how it is being used in different research fields. Thus, the understanding 

of how transparency is perceived differently will give an opportunity to identify a suitable 

definition on transparency in this case as well as in other cases of research. By understand-

ing the different approaches to transparency, a greater understanding of the concept itself 

can be developed.  

Another aspect that is important to deal with in terms of transparency, is whether is benefits 

the stakeholders, the company or both, if the company chooses to disclose all information 

or only some – for example, whereas a certain type of stakeholder might be extremely sat-

isfied with a high level of disclosing information, this can potentially harm the company as 

other stakeholders might get offended or dissatisfied with the information that they are 

given. Thus, the concept of transparency is complex, as described in several of these re-

search articles. Moreover, transparency can be contradictory. In some cases, transparency 

can be highly desired, whereas in others, transparency can be potentially damaging to the 

corporation. I will discuss this further in the theory section.  

The research on crisis communication give an overview on how corporations should handle 

a crisis situation in order not to offend or infuriate stakeholders. It is furthermore found 

that a crisis response can potentially affect the publics’ opinion on the corporation, which 

once again points out the importance in having a proper crisis tactic prepared.  

Different tactics and approaches to crisis communication have been drawn up and some of 

these will be further discussed in the theory section in relation to this paper.  

 

Theoretical frame and concepts 

Different theories will be used to answer the research questions. These different theories 

can all be used in order to identify and explain the strategic intent of the companies as well 
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as identify how the communication strategy might change during and after the crisis has 

occurred.  

 

All corporations have a communication strategy. The communication strategy is necessary 

for the corporation in order to maintain its reputation as well as good relationship with 

stakeholders (Cornelissen, 2014:89). The communication strategy can provide the commu-

nication team with knowledge on how to perform a certain campaign and the like. The strat-

egy will seek to minimize the gap between how the corporation is currently seen and how it 

wishes to be seen (ibid). This is also visible in times of crisis; the corporation will be seen in 

one way, but would rather want to be seen in another. Hence, the communication strategy 

must be changed in order to fit the new situation. Most often, however, this gap will increase 

over time and not as sudden as when a crisis occur. 

Thus, the communication strategy for a company will consist of a series of planned events 

(i.e. product launches, events and the like) as well as a series of reactive responses to events 

that might occur during the year (i.e. increasing gaps between company and stakeholders, 

issues and the like) (Cornelissen, 2014:91).  

These reactive responses, however, might not necessarily all be truly reactive; in case of 

crisis, several companies have pre-formulated responses in order to deal with the public and 

stakeholders.  

Another part of the communication strategy is the transparency or the rhetorical construc-

tion of transparency which we, as readers or users, are presented with. Transparency as a 

concept covers the development of clear and coherent messages, which the audience will 

understand in the way they are meant to. Moreover, it also covers the information that cor-

porations choose to disclose and to withheld, both in their everyday use of communication 

and during a crisis.  

Issues management and crisis communication 

An issue is defined as something that can affect the reputation of a company negatively 

(Cornelissen, 2014:181). For example, the recall of cars might lead to a public concern of the 

safety of the cars. A crisis is defined as “..an issue that requires not just decisive but also 

immediate action from the organisation” (ibid). The need for immediate action can be 

caused by e.g. an accident that brings stakeholders in danger, that being employees, cus-

tomers or members of the general public (ibid, 182). A crisis can be triggered by an issue in 

case the corporation e.g. ignores the latent issues, being those issues that media attention 

might trigger in the public. For example, if there is a latent issue concerning cell phones, 

and the media suddenly places a lot of emphasis on this issue, the corporation must via 
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issues management control this before it becomes a crisis that might lead to a decrease in 

customers. Thus, issues can increase over time, whereas a crisis may occur here and now.  

Issues can be managed by scanning the environment surrounding the specific corporation, 

identifying issues and analyse them, develop issue-specific response strategies and finally, 

evaluation (ibid, 183). By doing so, the corporation will be aware of a lot of potential latent 

issues and thus, will be ready with a response in case these latent issues become active via 

e.g. media attention. Due to this, corporations will have a plan to protect themselves, should 

it be necessary. 

Same way, a corporation can prepare itself for different crises that are likely to occur and 

thereby remain in control over the situation (ibid, 200). For example, a flight company will 

be aware of potential threats to their brand; flights can be cancelled due to strikes, weather 

etc. Moreover, a plane can malfunction, which will cause delays and maybe insecurity about 

the safety. Another possibility is the crash of a plane. Hence, the corporation must draw up 

strategies in case of these events happening; by doing so, they will be able to respond im-

mediately after the crisis occur. These examples will need different kinds of planning – the 

weather issue does not have to be as well-planned as e.g. a plane crash, nor does e.g. an 

evacuation of a building require more than some guidelines in order to get everyone out 

safely (ibid, 202).  

Different types of crisis may occur and 

can be caused by different actions; faux 

pas, terrorism, accidents and transgres-

sions (ibid, 206). These are defined by 

Timothy Coombs and are based on two 

dimensions: internal or external, inten-

tional or unintentional.  

Internal refers to situations where the 

crisis occurred due to e.g. the actions of 

management, and external refers to 

when the crisis has been caused by ac-

tors outside the organisation. Intentional tells us that someone caused the crisis deliberately 

and unintentional means that the crisis was not caused deliberately.  

These dimensions together create the four types of crisis that a corporation might experi-

ence. A faux pas is an unintentional action which an external actor turns into a crisis. This 

could be an NGO – if for example an oil company is acting in ways, which Greenpeace does 

not approve of, Greenpeace can create attention to the specific issue. In case the oil company 

ignores this, it can cause a gap between the company and stakeholders, which might turn 

into a crisis.  

Source: Cornelissen (2014:206) 1 
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Accidents are unintentional as well, but are caused by internal actors opposed to the faux 

pas situation. Accidents refer to e.g. product defects or natural disasters. As it is uninten-

tional, the corporation might not be blamed for e.g. product defects, in case they manage 

the situation properly. Accidents can be divided into acts of nature and human made mis-

takes – this division is due to the fact that stakeholders are less likely to blame the corpora-

tion for nature caused crises than for those created by humans.  

Transgressions are intentional acts by the organisation, and thus internal. If the corporation 

is aware that they are selling a flawed product and thereby knowingly place stakeholders at 

risk, or if they are withholding safety information from authorities, it is a transgression.  

Terrorism are intentional acts done by an external actor or organisation. These acts are in-

tended to harm the corporation either directly or indirectly, through e.g. tampering with 

products to harm customers or in order to disrupt production, which will likely cost the 

company a lot of money. Sabotage and workplace violence are examples of terrorism as well.  

By identifying which crisis type the corporation is experiencing, the communication team 

will be more likely to use the correct communication strategy (Cornelissen, 2014:207). It is 

important to identify whether the stakeholders will perceive the corporation as responsible 

for the crisis or not, before the corporation takes a public stand, where they either deny or 

accept the blame. If the stakeholders find that the company is not directly responsible for 

the crisis, the company has a chance of distancing itself from the crisis as opposed to a sit-

uation where the company is seen as responsible and instead will have to either defend itself 

or apologize to stakeholders.  

There are several different strategies which a company can take after a crisis occur, depend-

ing on the type of crisis and whether the corporation has a low or high level of responsibility. 

If the level of responsibility is low, there are four types of strategies: non-existence, distance, 

association and suffering strategies. These involve e.g. denial, excuses, bolstering (remind-

ing the public of positive aspects of the organisation) and victimization, in which the organ-

isation is being portrayed as the victim in order to win sympathy. If the level of responsibility 

is high, two strategies can be used: the acceptance or the accommodative strategy. These 

involve e.g. a full apology and repentance as well as rectification. Repentance is asking for 

forgiveness, rectification is a promise of preventing the crisis from happening again by for 

example taking corrective action (ibid, 208).  

A huge part of the communication plan in case of crisis is to have a clear tactic. This means 

having appointed spokespersons beforehand, as well as having media-trained those person-

alities who might be wished present in interviews. Moreover, having a crisis communication 

team and an area where they can meet and work uninterrupted. Finally, they must be aware 

of agencies such as e.g. the police or the fire department, how to contact them and when 

(ibid, 210).  



Transparency on Corporate Websites and Social Media During Crisis 
Katja V. Kronborg, Jönköping University 

 

15 
 
 
 

 

As the corporations find themselves in a digital world, the possibilities for two-way commu-

nication as well as reaching an indefinite number of people are increasing. Thompson iden-

tified a similar type of communication as mediated quasi-interaction, which means that the 

corporation has the possibility to direct their messages to an indefinite number of people 

and that time and space do not matter (Thompson, 1995:85). However, where Thompson’s 

definition differs from a similar type of communication today is in the fact that the corpo-

rations now have the possibility to interact with their stakeholders online. Thompson iden-

tified mediated quasi-interaction to be a monological or one-sided type of communication 

as the communication forms previously consisted of e.g. books, radio, newspapers etc. 

(ibid). Some of the points that Thompson identified to be part of mediated quasi-interaction 

are still applicable to the type of interaction we experience today, however, everyone now 

has the possibility to comment on posts and messages online, making it a two-way commu-

nication form. This is another aspect which corporations must consider when they are pub-

lishing crisis articles. They must be prepared for individuals to answer them, either with a 

positive or neutral mind-set or maybe even attack them and criticise them for their handling 

of the crisis. It is crucial for the corporations to remember that stakeholders now have the 

possibility to react to online published messages and that the stakeholders might expect a 

response when commenting on an online piece. It is not enough anymore to simply write an 

article and post it in a newspaper – it is necessary for the communication teams to be ready 

to respond to and work with the stakeholders’ comments.  

The types of crises will in the analysis be attached to the crises that the chosen companies 

have experienced alongside an analysis and discussion of the communication strategy cho-

sen to respond to the crises. 

Transparency 

It is argued that transparency on social media is important, as it can increase interaction 

and improve credibility (Matei, Russell & Bertino, 2015:24). The more transparent commu-

nication is, the lower risk there is for wrong conclusions or assumptions from the audience 

(ibid, 218). However, it is argued that companies have some right to not be completely trans-

parent, as it might damage them (Diez & Odrizola, 2015:2). One part of transparency is for 

the company to develop complete, accurate and appropriate information for the stakehold-

ers to see, and thus, not withhold relevant information (ibid, 8). The transparency of the 

corporations will be viewed critically, as it is assumed that these companies might have 

some information they do not wish the public to know about. Hence, the companies might 

appear to be transparent and honest, but the transparency and thus the reality might be 

carefully chosen. 
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Due to this selective way of disclosing information, another concept of transparency will be 

introduced and used throughout the assignment: the rhetorical construction of transpar-

ency. The rhetorical construction of transparency refers to what corporations choose to dis-

close and what one might think they have chosen to withhold, when being critical.  

The concept of transparency is of a complex nature and depending on the field that works 

with the concept, is has different definitions. Due to this, working with the same case sce-

nario within different fields might develop different outcomes, as different aspects are em-

phasised. Within the business field, transparency is, according to Matei, Russell & Bertino 

argued to be important, because of the increase in interaction and the possibly improved 

credibility, making it some sort of ideology which is concerned with transparency as being 

crucial to companies if they wish their stakeholders to be satisfied and to trust the corpora-

tion.  

However, increased interaction is not necessarily due to increased transparency – different 

messages can be constructed in a way that makes individuals answer, not because of trans-

parency, but because of the question posed in the message. If for example Company XX 

writes two posts, the first consisting of a picture of a new product and questions about what 

people think and what colours they would like it to be produced in – and the next message 

is a link to their annual report, which message will receive the most responds? Depending 

on the audience, the first message, as it has a clear call to action, whereas the second con-

tains some of the information it is argued should be accessible for an increased transpar-

ency.  

Depending on the situation at hand, I would argue that transparency is not necessarily im-

portant to a company. During a crisis situation, the company can possibly benefit from be-

ing open and honest about the process, giving stakeholders an opportunity to follow and 

understand what is going on. On a normal day-to-day basis, however, transparency or the 

construction hereof, does not necessarily have to be as clear. If your company is on Social 

Media and its target audience are students between 18 and 25, it will be few of these who 

are actually interested in the annual reports. This report should instead be published on the 

company’s website in as section that is relevant for financial stakeholders. Thus, the concept 

of transparency can be argued to be more or less important, depending on the situation or 

field within which one’s work lies.  

Another issue with too much transparency might be that stakeholders receive too much in-

formation about the company and therefore decides that they do not wish to be part of its 

business anymore. It is obvious that if a company truly has something to hide, they will 

never willingly disclose it – that being using children’s’ labour, money-laundering etc. – but 

if being completely transparent becomes the new black for companies, details that we as 
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consumers are not aware of, might be disclosed to the public, causing us to re-evaluate our 

relationship with said company.  

The idea of a transparent corporation can be rhetorically constructed by the communica-

tions team. By willingly disclosing information, which also might be incriminating, stake-

holders might get the idea that the corporation is honest. However, as a regular consumer, 

one is most likely not aware of the actual situation going on behind the screen. It is easy for 

the company to write that due to cuts, a few employees have been fired. But was it really due 

to cuts? How many employees are “a few”? Is the company in trouble due to financial issues? 

Should the stakeholder be worried about his business with this company? If stakeholders 

are not critical to the news pieces published for them, corporations do not have to be specific 

about anything, as stakeholders will be satisfied just knowing that someone was fired.  

Another way of constructing transparency is to write a long article, discussing several as-

pects of a certain situation – and then leaving out the actual incriminating aspects, such as 

the financial costs for example. If everything else has been disclosed, the public might not 

stop to wonder what this actually means to anyone, financially. Using the 7 Cs (Mindtools), 

it is possible to identify the level of transparency by looking at aspects such as how coherent 

and concise the message is. The concept of the 7 Cs will be further developed in the methods 

section.  

Rhetoric 

Rhetoric refers to how communication practitioners use language, symbols, knowledge and 

discourse to create a specific meaning or to influence the meaning-construction (James, 

2014:51). Thus, rhetorical constructions, i.e. messages or visuals, can be used as a persua-

sion tool, which does not necessarily connote positive associations, as this is also referred 

to as manipulative means. The use of rhetoric can be defined as “the means of creating and 

activating influence (through) a system of linguistic meaning to evoke solidary attach-

ments” (ibid, 51-52). Hence, the communication practitioners in each corporation have the 

possibility to write in a way that will evoke specific feelings and thoughts in the minds of the 

stakeholders. They can construct the message in order to obtain the reaction, they wish the 

stakeholders to have.  

The rhetoric can also refer to a rhetorical analysis, in which it is analysed what the author 

wants to say and how he is saying it; what meaning is intended with the message and how 

the audience perceives it.  

 Transparent rhetoric is written in a language that stakeholders will understand. In 

case of complex language or the use of a lot of metaphors that potentially confuse the stake-

holders, the rhetoric is seen as non-transparent. The stakeholder would have to work with 

the text in order to fully comprehend it, which is not the idea of transparency. By analysing 
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the language used on different media platforms, it is possible to distinguish between the 

transparent and non-transparent rhetoric.  

The rhetorical construction of meaning can therefore be analysed more in-depth via the 

rhetorical analysis, in which it is possible to point out specific words, terms or maybe a spe-

cific use of words that can generate a specific set of feelings in the minds of stakeholders. 

The classic idea of rhetoric also used the concepts of ethos, pathos and logos. Ethos is the 

means of convincing someone of the credibility of the persuader. Pathos appeals to emotion 

and logos appeals to logic. 

The canon of classical rhetoric, developed by Aristotle, consists of five stages (Eyman, 2015): 

o Invention: finding the most persuasive ways to present information 

o Arrangement: the organisation of the speech 

o Style: the use of appropriate language 

o Memory: using devices so you do not forget your arrangement 

o Delivery: presenting the speech effectively 

This idea has been further developed in order to be more suitable for digital media today, 

and is being referred to as digital rhetoric. This concept will be further discussed in the 

methods section.  

 

Method and material 

The methods used for this assignment will be semiotics, digital rhetoric and a framework to 

use for analysing the visible level of transparency. The framework developed will be using 

the different terms and phrases identified in the semiotic analysis as well as the 7Cs for 

communication.  

The material used for the analysis will consist of a sample of news and posts published on 

the corporate websites and social media accounts of the different corporations. The news 

will be collected for a period of two months in order to determine whether the transparency 

changes prior to a crisis and after. Thus, as the different corporations experienced crises at 

different times in 2016, the sample will not be from the same months. If a news piece or a 

post on Facebook does not appear relevant to the analysis itself, it will not be analysed. 

However, it will be noted how big a sample was taken out of the analysis in order to observe 

how many posts are not directly informing the stakeholder about relevant aspects of the 

crisis as well as it will be explained why these posts were not relevant to the aim of the paper. 

The rhetorical constructions have the highest priority and videos and pictures will therefore 

not be analysed.  

The samples for each corporation vary in size. It is obvious that Samsung and Toyota, who 

is selling a product have a more limited number of posts than other corporations, who are 
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in the entertainment industry for example, are assumed to have. This might be due to the 

fact that Samsung and Toyota do not release new models as often as entertainment indus-

tries wish to sell memories, and moreover, they are aware that for example a car is not 

changed once a year and car owners are not going to replace their car every year either. 

Moreover, it differs greatly from industry till industry how much emphasis has been added 

to the crisis. Whether this is a typical reaction from the specific industry, will not be dis-

cussed in this study, as it instead focuses on the transparency and information published 

about the crisis.  

The crisis that Toyota experienced in October 2016 was a recall of a certain type of airbags 

that were used in several car models. The issue with the air bag was that after impact, when 

the air bag deployed, it could result in an inflator rupture due to prolonged exposure to high 

humidity, high temperatures and high temperature cycling. 13 car models are potentially 

affected by this defect. The exact number of cars affected are not mentioned, but the number 

is assumed to be high.  

The news overview provided on the website is a bit messy, as no dates are provided, nor are 

there dates printed when reading the news. Only one piece concerning the call-back of the 

specific type of air-bag has been published and is merely an overview over the implicated 

car models. The tone is neutral and informative. The sample of news from the website con-

sists of nine articles, which is a mix of press releases and news written as “stories”. As no 

dates are provided, four articles published prior to and after the crisis will be investigated. 

Toyota does not provide any information on their Facebook page. The Danish Facebook 

page was the first to be looked through, but as it lacks the official approval mark issued by 

Facebook, the Swedish Toyota page will be used for the sample. The sample size is 42 posts.  

The crisis that Samsung experienced in September 2016 was that a new phone model, the 

Galaxy Note7, had an issue with a battery cell, causing the battery to overheat, which re-

sulted in the phone catching fire. Due to this issue with the battery, Samsung began ex-

changing the phone model with new ones, but eventually it was decided to end sales com-

pletely and affected customers were given the choice of another phone model or a full money 

refund.  

Samsung’s website is easier to navigate in terms of finding news and even provides the user 

with an option to select news pieces published in a specific period of time. The scope of this 

crisis has been extended to a few days extra than just a month after the crisis was first writ-

ten about, as another news piece connected to the crisis was published. Both the UK Sam-

sung webpage and the UK Samsung Facebook page has been used for the sample. The web-

site sample is 14 news pieces, which consist of both news and press releases, and the Face-

book sample is 35 posts. Samsung provides its audience with a lot of information on the 
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matter on the website and they have posted a bit of information on Facebook too. In total, 

five pieces on the website are about the crisis as well as one post on Facebook.  

The number of entries concerning the crises show us different things; for Toyota, this call-

back is being handled as a routine crisis, as it can be defined as an accident if following the 

Coombs model. Toyota is using an association strategy, in which they remind their stake-

holders about the fact that while this call-back might be inconvenient, it is only because of 

on-going monitoring of the performance of cars (Cornelissen, 2014:208). Thus, the safety 

and satisfaction of customers are Toyota’s top priorities, which is why air bags will be re-

placed at no charge. No entries have been made on Facebook.  

Samsung, too, has a crisis in the accident corner. Samsung has five entries on their website 

concerning the call-back of the Samsung Galaxy Note7 phone. First, Samsung uses an ac-

ceptance strategy, remediation, in which they take the full blame and promise compensation 

to customers, first through changing the phones that have had issues. Next, after a short 

period of time, Samsung takes on an accommodative strategy instead, in which they an-

nounce that the production of this specific phone will be stopped in order to prevent more 

issues from happening with the device (ibid, 208). 

In order to analyse the entries from each corporation, semiotics will be used to determine 

the linguistic means used by the company. The digital rhetoric will aid the semiotic in order 

to determine the rhetorical construction of messages and which meanings that are implicit 

in those. 

The framework will be used in order to determine the level of transparency in the rhetorical 

construction. It will identify the lengths of the articles to see whether the crises are explained 

thoroughly or with fewer words than normal articles posted. It will identify how many times 

different words that might be associated with crises are used, both in the articles prior to 

the crisis, the crisis pieces themselves and articles posted after, in order to determine 

whether these words are being used more either before, during or after the crisis, or if no 

change is apparent at all. Finally, it will investigate the build of the articles in order to de-

termine the constructed level of transparency.  

 

Semiotics 

A lexical analysis will be carried out. The lexical analysis can identify words, which are being 

used often as well as words that might be avoided (Machin & Mayr, 2012:30). This might be 

words that are positively or negatively loaded; the meaning will be implicit in the text via 

the choice of words. By using positively connoted words, individuals will automatically as-

sociate said company with something positive. The concepts of denotation and connotation 

will be used in the lexical analysis to analyse text pieces of relevance. Denotation refers to 
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the word written and the actual meaning (Fiske, 2011:80). For example, the word “city” will 

denote a cluster of houses, some streets and people. The connotation is the human involve-

ment; the feelings and emotions one might associate with said word (Machin & Mayr, 

2012:32). Hence, denotation is the what and connotation the how (Fiske, 2011:81). Thus, 

the connotations of the words used have a great influence on how individuals perceive mes-

sages. 

In case certain messages posted are either misunderstood by the audience or somehow 

wrongly received, looking at what is connoted to specific words can aid in the understanding 

of a message. This can also be seen if for example a stakeholder posts something on the 

corporation’s Facebook page and receive another answer than expected. Then this stake-

holder has not written in a clear and concise way which was understandable to the corpora-

tion.  

Redundancy and entropy can also be identified in the lexical analysis. If a message is highly 

redundant it means that the message itself is expected or low of information. It can also be 

a message, which is being published repeatedly (Fiske, 2011:9). Entropy is the opposite to 

redundancy, meaning that an entropic message, which is a non-predicted message, will con-

tain information of high value (ibid). A predictable message is redundant and less predict-

able messages are entropic. In a crisis situation, messages are entropic, as they are not pre-

dicted beforehand. However, there can be a level of redundancy in the information posted 

containing information about the crisis. This means that in the case of for example a product 

recall, publishing the same information several times will make the message redundant. 

Using redundancy can potentially help individuals understand the message clearer, as they 

will be presented with the same information continuously. This is also why having a simple 

and memorable logo or slogan will aid stakeholders in memorizing the corporation and con-

nect the corporation to certain acts or emotions.  

This analysis will also help in determining the rhetorical construction of transparency. What 

is being said and what is being withheld. This will be further developed by assumptions on 

information that might relate to the different crises situations, which has not been made 

official or public. In the case of a call back, it might not be public knowledge how many is 

affected by this call back – however, it is still vital information to some groups of stakehold-

ers.  

The semiotic analysis will aid in identifying words that can be connected to crises and that 

can be divided into groups, which each represent a communication strategy that a company 

can take. This grouping will be done in the analytical model. This semiotic analysis is nec-

essary in order to identify words, which will later be used in an analytical model developed 

by the author of this report. The analytical model will seek to divide the identified words 
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into groups that can identify the communication strategy a corporation use. By further an-

alysing the content of the articles, the semiotic analysis is an important step in order to 

further determine the level of transparency.  

 

Digital Rhetoric 

The term digital rhetoric is based on the original idea of rhetoric, which was based on the 

five stages used to develop a speech: invention, arrangement, style, memory and delivery 

(Eyman, 2015). In the digital part, memory and delivery are not as relevant, but can still be 

rewritten to fit the digital media. Hence, the digital rhetoric is the application of rhetorical 

theory to digital texts. The activities within digital rhetoric include e.g. the use of rhetorical 

strategies in production and analysis of digital text and the potential for building social com-

munities (ibid). Thus, rhetoric is seen as an action and not just a theoretical framework, 

which several theorists agree upon (ibid).  

Rhetoric is considered with both close and distant reading as a method. The close reading 

thoroughly analyses the text pieces as understood by the reader, which is the method I will 

use in this study. Distant reading is the opposite, in which the analyst will look at the text as 

part of a larger sample of text and then analyse the context (ibid). As the sample used for 

this assignment is limited, using the method of distant reading would be too inaccurate.  

When looking at the digital compositions, the different text pieces posted online, qualitative 

methods work well, as they are considering situation, context and media. This means that 

e.g. a rhetorical analysis is very useful in terms of identifying activity in digital environments 

(ibid).  

It is interesting to look at how the concepts of rhetoric are adapted to and carried out on 

online media during crisis situations. How a message is adapted to fit the situation and the 

affected stakeholders as well as how many media outlets the message is published on. More-

over, how the number of media outlets can potentially affect the number of viewers as well 

as the number of shares (in order to reach out to as many stakeholders as possible, by using 

individuals’ relationship to each other) and thus the potential of different media outlets.  

Douglas Eyman mentions in his book the five planes created by Jesse James Garrett that 

each represent a step in the web design process. Eyman has changed these planes in order 

to make them more suitable to the principles of classical rhetoric (Eyman, 2015). These 

planes are: 

o The strategy plane: the audience, their needs and purpose 

o The scope plane: the invention 

o The structure and skeleton plane: arrangement 

o The surface plane: the visual representation of ethos, pathos and logos 
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With the increased use of digital media, it has become necessary to develop a new canon, 

which recognises the world today while still respecting the prior rhetorical canon (Lunsford, 

Wilson & Eberly, 2009). They point out new aspects, which must be considered in connec-

tion to digital rhetoric (ibid): 

o Speed: the primary feature of digital discourse. Using the Internet, text, pictures and 

so forth can circulate around the world incredibly fast 

o Reach: meaning that thousands or millions of people can receive the same infor-

mation  

o Anonymity: it is easy for individuals to create multiple identities and write e.g. news 

pieces anonymously. It also means that one can “hide behind a screen” and therefore 

write in ways which one would not speak to people in real life 

o Interactivity: the possibility of two-way communication 

o Kairos: a message sent online might cause reactions which will be spoken of for days 

or weeks to come 

o Collaboration and community: a new public sphere created by social networking 

sites 

The biggest change lies within the delivery of the message: whereas the classical rhetoric is 

concerned with speech and delivery therefore involved change of pitch and volume, today, 

the delivery has changed form into a digital delivery (Lunsford et. Al., 2015). However, as 

most of the digital delivery includes delivering text pieces online, it is important for the 

communication team to be able to express the same through written language as speakers 

do with their body language and pitch of voice.  

The five planes rewritten by Eyman works well in order to analyse the different messages 

corporations are sending online. The canons suitable for digital rhetoric is describing as-

pects that one must remember to take into consideration when writing online, less than the 

actual construction of messages.  

Ethos, logos and pathos are all still part of digitally written messages, even though ethos is 

the most important of the three principles in the digital world (Lunsford et. Al., 2015). For 

the same reason, the look of the website is important to people in order to choose who ap-

pears to be credible and who appears to be less credible or even frauds.  

 

Analytical model 

An analytical model has been developed in order to determine the degree to which corpora-

tions are transparent in their rhetorical constructions online. Based on the words identified 

in the semiotic analysis as well as the 7Cs of communication, I have created a framework for 

analysing the samples of articles and posts from the corporate websites and Facebook pages.  
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The model will first identify the number of articles posted on the website in the period of 

the sample. The number of articles concerned with the crisis will be counted as well in order 

to determine how many articles are concerned with the crisis. A high number of articles 

concerned with the crisis potentially show that the corporation is interested in making 

stakeholders aware of the situation, and thus, they can appear honest. However, a high 

number of articles concerning the crisis does not automatically make the corporation more 

transparent, as the level of information in these articles might be low.  

On Facebook, the number of entries concerning the crisis will be counted as well. Differ-

ences and similarities in the number of entries on Facebook and websites will be discussed 

in order to determine which platform can be deemed to be the most informative. I will seek 

to explain why one industry might publish more articles concerning the crisis than the other, 

both on the website and on Facebook.  

After determining the number of articles and Facebook posts, a quick overview will be given 

of the length of the articles. This is to determine whether there is a change in the length of 

articles, when the crisis is being explained. A long article can potentially contain more in-

formation than a short article, depending on how it has been written. It can also potentially 

be an article with fillers that are not close to being relevant for the actual case at hand.  

The words identified in the semiotic analysis will be divided into three categories, each rep-

resenting a strategy taken from the corporation’s side: an apologetic approach, a neutral 

approach or a defensive approach. These words will be counted in all articles on the websites 

and they will be identified in Facebook posts concerning the crises. The use of these words 

will help in identifying the approach the corporation has taken on both their website and 

Facebook page. Another approach is to be silent and not comment on a crisis at all. As both 

Toyota and Samsung have published articles concerning their situations, this approach is 

not relevant for this assignment.  

Finally, in order to determine the level of information and the rhetorical construction of 

transparency created by the corporations, the 7 Cs will be used to analyse the construction 

of the articles.  

The 7 Cs of communication has been used as a measurement tool of transparency that will 

be edited to fit the need of this analysis. The 7 Cs each represent different aspects in com-

munication messages that should be considered. These are (Mindtools): 

o Clear – is the message clear and easy to understand? Is there a risk that the audience 

will misunderstand it? For example, if the language is either hard or too complex, 

stakeholders might understand it. It is important to bear in mind that the two cor-

porations have a wide target audience. A lot of technical terms or the like can poten-

tially confuse stakeholders, who will therefore not understand the article.  
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o Concise – does the message stick to point or is it filled with unnecessary words? This 

means that a message is short but gives a lot of information in order to be compre-

hensive.  

o Concrete – does the message have a clear focus? Concrete refers to how well the 

communications team manages to relate to the specific situation or whether they 

give too much irrelevant information.  

o Correct – are there spelling mistakes? Does the language fit the audience? It is im-

portant to write correct and to make the language understandable for all stakehold-

ers. Grammar errors can potentially make the article seem less serious, as well as 

the company can be seen as un-professional with unexperienced and careless com-

municators.  

o Coherent – are the points consistent? Or is the message unfocused, with sentences 

that are not related? Coherent also refers to whether the message is logically con-

nected as opposed to skipping from point to point with no connection.  

o Complete – does the message provide all necessary information, such as contact in-

formation? Especially contact information or where to find more information on the 

crisis is seen as important in this paper. As the crises are concerned with recalls of 

products, it is important for stakeholders to know what to do. If the information 

given to them is too complex, they might end up ignoring the danger of keeping the 

faulty product, because they did not understand what to do.  

o Courteous – does the corporation write in a polite manner that will not create ten-

sions between it and stakeholders? The nature of the language will be identified: 

whether the corporations are neutral, approachable/nice or aggressive in their in-

teraction with stakeholders. 

In a larger sample, it might be possible to compare the approach of the corporation and the 

level of transparency based on the 7 Cs in order to see if there is a possible correlation be-

tween the approach to a crisis and the level of informational value in the articles published. 

However, in this sample size, it is not possible to draw any parallels.  

 

Benefits and limitations to the study 

Both benefits and limitations can be identified using this study design. Benefits consist of 

the possibility to identify possible short-term changes in transparency, as well as identifying 

how much emphasis it placed on crisis situations in the different corporations within dif-

ferent industries. Using the semiotic analysis, changes in rhetoric can be determined, and 

the analytical model helps in determining the level of transparency.  
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However, several limitations too are present in the study. As the analysis is merely a short-

term period of two months and only cover one crisis of each corporation, it is not possible 

to say that this specific reaction is the typical reaction of the corporation.  

It is possible to lay the groundwork for a general reaction to crisis within different indus-

tries, and hereby compare them, but it is not possible to determine whether this reaction is 

the most commonly used. In order to be more precise, though, a larger sample and more 

corporations should have been included.  
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Analysis 

It is important to identify which type of crisis the corporation is dealing with prior to exe-

cuting a crisis communication strategy or reaction. In order to properly react to a crisis to 

maintain good reputation among stakeholders, it is crucial to develop and use a crisis re-

sponse that stakeholders will understand and accept. In the following sections, a semiotic 

analysis of the crises will be carried out in order to identify different words and determine 

the connotation of these. The focus will be on the articles and posts related to the crisis. An 

analysis of the rhetoric used on digital media will be carried out as well. The articles prior 

to and after the crisis occurred will be analysed using the analytical model in order to deter-

mine whether the words connected to a crisis, which will be identified in this section, are 

used more often after the crisis than before. Moreover, the rhetorical construction of trans-

parency will be identified, using the 7 Cs of communication as a measurement tool. Here, it 

will be possible to compare the two corporations’ transparency level.  

Semiotics on corporate websites  

Toyota 

As mentioned earlier, the recall of air bags from Toyota can be classified as an accident. The 

error is unintentional, but has occurred internally in the company (Cornelissen, 2014:206). 

It is a product defect that some have experienced, with the Takata air bag exploding after 

impact. As Toyota is not directly responsible for this, the level of organisational responsi-

bility is low. As explained, accidents can be divided into accidents as result of human error 

and accident as a result of an act of nature; stakeholders will be most likely to blame the 

corporation for accidents or errors that are man-made. Thus, in this case, Toyota must be 

ready to react accordingly: with a low organisational blame, while still being prepared for a 

potential blame of the human made error.  

Toyota’s response is an association strategy, in which they remind their stakeholders of pos-

itive aspects of the company and tell them that this recall is in fact good and necessary, as a 

high priority is to keep their customers safe and to sell only quality products. The association 

strategy is called bolstering (Cornelissen, 2014:208). The article posted on their website – 

the only article they have actually published themselves concerning the call back of air bags 

– begins with “As part of Toyota’s commitment to quality and safety, Toyota is conducting 

a safety recall(…)” (Toyota, 2016). Thus, already in the first sentence, it is stated that quality 

and safety is of high priority. By doing so, Toyota is diverting the attention, moving it away 

from the negative aspect of having to change air bags in several cars, to the fact that they 

are merely doing it in order to give customers the best experience possible and for their 

safety. By writing “commitment to safety”, Toyota also uses a phrase that the audience will 
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connote to something positive. Commitment connotes something pledged and something 

to count on. Next, the article states: “At Toyota, the safety of our customers is our number 

one priority, which is why we continuously monitor the performance of our vehicles(...)”  

Once again, the word “safety” is used to connote the feeling of being safe and secure if driv-

ing a Toyota, because Toyota is committed to keeping their users satisfied and comfortable. 

They continue: “If we become aware of a certain component or aspect of our vehicles that 

no longer meets our strict standards we will take appropriate action, as we have done in 

this instance.” “Strict standards” connotes the sense of a high control of components as well 

as something one can count on being of good quality. “Appropriate action” connotes the 

feeling of the issue being taken care of in a suitable manner. Another word Toyota could 

have used to further evoke the feeling of being treated properly is “immediate action”. That 

way, customers would know that issues are being handled right away and not after possible 

consideration time. However, what also lies in appropriate is the sense of something being 

tested again and again to make sure that the same mistake will not happen again. This in-

troduction is now followed by a list of cars that may be subject to the recall. The next sen-

tence to connote feelings is “How we are supporting our customers”, supporting being the 

important word, meaning that the customers can feel safe, as Toyota will take care of them. 

This article published on their website contains several words, which connote specific 

thoughts in the mind of the reader. Thus, even though the issue is quite serious, customers 

will feel safe and comfortable with having this issue, as Toyota, through their choice of 

words, influences them to be so. The article provides the reader with a guide on how to check 

whether one’s own car is subject to the recall or not, as well as all contact information and 

where to get the air bag change performed. 

In general, the language connotes positive feelings in the mind of the reader. Feeling safe 

and being certain about the high quality of one’s car is presumably a feeling everybody 

would like to have. Hence, Toyota achieves what they wish to – people will most likely not 

panic after reading this piece, nor will they call Toyota again and again to make sure that 

their car is safe. Due to the car checker Toyota provides the reader with, the reader can easily 

test online, if he should bring his car to an auto shop. If he is in doubt, Toyota has provided 

him with the information that he can contact his local Toyota auto shop. The message is 

constructed in a way that will first ensure the car owners that they are in good hands, should 

their car be part of the damaged ones. Next, the list of cars is provided, giving car owners an 

opportunity to determine if their car is even on the list, before spending time on reading 

more information on what to do, in case it is not. That way, no one wastes time reading 

unnecessary information.  
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However, in order to obtain absolute transparency, Toyota would have had to inform their 

stakeholders the exact number of cars being involved in this. To some groups of stakehold-

ers, the financial impact might also be important to know. Even though the finance itself 

might not be appropriate to disclose in the information-article, another article on the sub-

ject could have been published for those interested. They also do not inform the stakehold-

ers about the time this defect was discovered, and as there is no time stamp on the article 

either, it is not visible at all, when this actually happens. Due to the low number of infor-

mation articles, some people might not realise they need to bring their car to an auto shop 

either. This can potentially damage the relationship between Toyota and some customers, 

in case they rely on Toyota to provide them with crucial information like this, as they will 

feel as if Toyota has withheld information. Moreover, it might be argued that this product 

error should have been detected during product tests. 

On Facebook, Toyota has chosen not to provide any information at all, neither through a 

press statement or a link to the article published on their website. As this is a matter of 

security in case of a car accident, one might expect them to be better at communicating what 

is being done and why.  

Moreover, it is hard to determine how fast after these incidents have occurred that Toyota 

actually takes action. With no other information about the incidents disclosed and with no 

date stamp on the overall article, it is hard to identify how fast Toyota has decided to publish 

the piece. Thus, it is not possible to determine how fast Toyota reacts in a crisis situation, 

and one might wonder how long Toyota has known of this defect in the air bags before in-

forming the public. In case of a more public crisis, it is, however, assumed that Toyota would 

be forced to react quickly, in order to prevent a loss of trust from stakeholders. 

Samsung 

On September 2nd, Samsung published a statement regarding their phone model, Galaxy 

Note7. Customers experienced issues with cell phone batteries starting to burn when being 

charged. Samsung too uses the bolstering method, by repeating how they value their cus-

tomers and that quality and safety are top priorities.  

The article begins: “Samsung is committed to producing the highest quality products and 

we take every incident report from our valued customers very seriously.” Samsung too 

uses the word committed in order to connote the pledge in peoples’ minds. Highest quality 

refers to good products, which people can count on will not break within a few months. 

Samsung uses a word, which Toyota has not – valued. This word will connote happiness in 

the stakeholders’ minds, as being valued connotes warm feeling towards the one who said 

it. Being valued means, or connotes, that Samsung appreciate their customers and want 

them the best. Next, they write: “(..) we conducted a thorough investigation(..)”, thorough 
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connoting that they have been digging deep in order to find the actual issue with the phones. 

Thus, they seem serious about the handling of this situation. By writing thorough investi-

gation instead of just investigation, Samsung comes across as a serious corporation, who 

are doing everything they can in order to satisfy their valued customers.  

In the next section, Samsung discloses the information about the number of incidents re-

ported worldwide, which amounts to 35 (Samsung, 2016). Different reasons can be attached 

to this choice of disclosing that information. First of all, Samsung is guaranteed to appear 

more transparent in their rhetorical construction of transparency. Second, 35 incidents 

worldwide do not sound like a huge amount, which might cause stakeholders to downplay 

the situation themselves, assuming that it is not a large number. However, Samsung is not 

disclosing the number of sold phones. In the same section, Samsung writes: “However, be-

cause our customers’ safety is an absolute priority at Samsung, we have stopped sales of 

the Galaxy Note7.” Once again, safety is used to assure stakeholders that they are in good 

hands when owning a Samsung product. Already in the two first sections of the article, even 

though it is a serious issue, customers have been reading several words that connotes the 

value of customers, that they should feel safe and happy and be aware that Samsung is doing 

everything in their power to rectify this issue.  

At this point in the article, the information on what to do if one has a Galaxy Note7 begins. 

It is stated that Samsung voluntarily will replace current devices with new ones, voluntarily 

connoting that no one will have to fight Samsung in order to get their phone exchanged. 

Contact information, too, is stated, both for customers in the UK and Ireland. In the last 

section, before a Q&A section, Samsung writes “We acknowledge the inconvenience this 

may cause(..)”, in which the fact that Samsung writes that they acknowledge the inconven-

ience, connotes that they are aware of the trouble some customers will have to go through. 

Thus, Samsung manages to have apologized to customers already before starting to ex-

change phones. Samsung finishes their article with a Q&A, most likely made within the com-

munication department, with no actual stakeholders asking the questions, which answers 

several different problem formulations. 

Several words in the article connotes that this is an unfortunate incident, which customers 

should not consider to be as serious as it might appear – which is why the number of inci-

dents has been disclosed. Moreover, the words safety, high quality and valued customers 

connotes positive feelings in the minds of stakeholders towards Samsung. Due to these feel-

ings that Samsung evoke in stakeholders, the latter might be annoyed with a faulty phone, 

but will most likely not change their Samsung for another brand, as Samsung appears to be 

doing everything possible in order to satisfy their customers and find a solution to the issue.  
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Samsung has disclosed information on the number of incidents, which will possibly calm 

down some stakeholders, as the issue is being downplayed to sound as if it is not that seri-

ous. Moreover, they have date stamps on all news pieces, making it easier to follow the de-

velopment in the case.  

However, Samsung also does not disclose any information regarding the financial situation, 

which might be relevant to some stakeholders. And even though they are writing that they 

are working closely with their manufacturers in order to find a solution, and to figure out 

which battery is the issue, more thorough information on this investigation is not disclosed.  

 

In both cases, there is a redundancy in the use of different words. These words are especially 

safety, high quality and valued customers, all connoting positive ideas in the mind of the 

reader. Using redundancy by repeating words that have high signification in a text also helps 

the reader to understand the message clearly (Fiske, 2011:10). Even though the message is 

written and therefore demands a lower degree of redundancy than a spoken message would, 

redundancy is still necessary, as both Toyota and Samsung wishes to reach a large audience 

(ibid, 10-11).  

 

These two news pieces are the first – and in the case of Toyota, also the last – to be published 

concerning the recall of products. Samsung has, however, published a number of articles 

concerning the battery issue with the Galaxy Note7. The second article was published four 

days after the first. 

Once again, the safety of customers is mentioned, despite the fact that “only a small number 

of incidents have been reported globally” (Samsung, 2016). This article is informing about 

the program Samsung has just initiated for customers to exchange their current Galaxy 

Note7 with a new device. Thus, the word exchange has now been brought into play as well. 

The denotation of this word is the actual swap of one phone with another. However, what it 

is supposed to connote, also alongside the initiation is that Samsung is doing this willingly 

and that no customer will have to argue with any distributors about it. A statement from the 

VP of Samsung in UK and Ireland is also included in this article, where safety and satisfac-

tion of customers are the first things mentioned (ibid). It is also quoted that “(…) we are 

encouraging customers to exchange their Galaxy Note7 by taking advantage of the Prod-

uct Exchange Programme.” These words all give positive associations and make Samsung 

appear to be calm and reasonable about this situation – even though they are most likely 

losing a lot of money on both the battery cell issues and the exchange programme.  

17 days after the first article, a new article is published, informing stakeholders that phones 

can be exchanged for a new Note7. The article provides the reader with the information 
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Samsung is confident that the issue has been resolved in this new replacement Note7. Con-

fident connotes that there is no doubt in the mind of Samsung employees that this new 

phone is safe. This certainness is supposed to convince customers that there are no issues 

connected to buying this phone later, nor is there any issues in exchanging the old Note7 for 

the new one. The phrase worked hard is used as well – this word connotes that Samsung 

employees have been working, not physically hard, but intensely in trying to find a solution 

to the battery cell issue.  

In October, more than a month later than the first article, yet another article has been pub-

lished. This is an information piece in which Samsung urge customers to stop using the 

phone, as customers’ safety is a top priority. The article informs users of the phone about 

how to exchange the phone and what choices they have, being either a full refund or an 

exchange to a S7 or a S7 Edge phone. Thus, it becomes obvious to stakeholders, who have 

followed the case, that the new Note7 phones too are faulty. However, this is a piece of in-

formation that Samsung does not share in this article. Even though other information is 

disclosed, this is something that is not put into words, which can potentially trick customers 

who believe they have a safe version of the Note7. The information piece is once again fol-

lowed by the VP’s quote that has been used earlier on as well. In this instance, the quote is 

a longer piece in which Samsung also apologizes for all inconvenience to the customers, but 

the focus is still on the fact that Samsung prioritises safety – thus, by using phrases that 

connotes that Samsung is doing this for the benefit of everyone, customers are more likely 

not to complain. Moreover, the coverage of this recall on Samsung’s website is extensive. 

Samsung, on their website, succeeds in disclosing plenty of information to their stakehold-

ers.  

The last article posted concerning the recall is merely a reminder for everyone to exchange 

their phone and is published one and a half month after the first article.  

 

In general, all Samsung articles concerning the recall are very occupied with terms such as 

safety, safety as a top priority, high standards, customer satisfaction and moreover, the ad-

mission of guilt through apologies that states that Samsung has not lived up to their own 

high standards. Samsung is taking full responsibility, but are still placing emphasis on how 

important safety is. Thus, the actual costs of this situation are not described anywhere, as 

Samsung chooses to point out how crucial they find the safety of their valued customers, 

which connotes more affectionate feelings than actual harm and annoyance.  
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Semiotics on corporate Facebook pages 

On both Facebook pages, it is obvious that the corporations are aiming for interaction with 

their stakeholders as opposed to their websites, where the stakeholders do not have the pos-

sibility to comment on articles. This also means that the language is simple, the posts are 

kept short and a lot of call to action words are used. These are for example “click here and 

see the winners”, “find your perfect shade with the Find Your Colour app” and so forth. 

Different words connoting positive things are used as well. This is assumed to be a deliberate 

action by the communication teams, as posts that are connoting negative feelings are likely 

to cause users to comment negatively on the post. By only promoting positive aspects, the 

companies are more likely to have positive comments in their feed, which is valuable in case 

of potential customers reading through their social media pages.  

 

The rhetoric on digital platforms 

Toyota 

As Toyota must be able to reach a large audience, a clean and simple website is preferred. 

There cannot be a lot of disturbing elements, nor can there be any wild colours present, as 

these might reach a younger audience than intended. Instead, the design must be simple 

and enable the visitor to find desired information or products easy and fast (Frick & Eyler-

Werve, 2010:24).  

Toyota manages to do this and the website has an easy navigation and clear menu, which 

makes it easy to find desired information or news pieces. As previously mentioned, the news 

section is simple to understand as well, however, dates on news pieces are missing, which 

makes it hard to determine what pieces are relevant and which are not. This is especially a 

con when it comes to the recall of air bags.  

Toyota uses stories and news in order to attract the attention of users as well as to meet their 

users’ needs. These stories are informative pieces that each presents the user with back-

ground stories on different car models or for example, information about one’s windscreen. 

The stories are constructed in a way that meet user needs by informing on what to do in case 

one experiences a damage to the windscreen. That is the strategy plane: the purpose of the 

story is to inform. The scope plane, or the invention, is using words that connotes the feeling 

of being in good hands and thus, persuading users to think that Toyota provides an excellent 

service. The structure and skeleton plane, the arrangement, is how the article is built. First, 

the reader is presented to a short introduction, followed by facts as well as confirmation that 

the windscreens are thoroughly tested and finally, the story is ended with a conclusion. The 

surface plane is most suitable for websites, as it identifies the sensory design (Eyman, 2015). 
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Moreover, it represents ethos, pathos and logos, which can also be identified in this news 

piece. Ethos in the form of “your Toyota Authorised Repairer”, pathos in form of the fact 

that “you can rely on”, meaning that you do not have to worry or stress about the quality of 

Toyota’s work, and logos is visible in the sentences that Toyota conducts safety tests on the 

windscreens – thus, they must be of good quality, and therefore, one should be happy to 

drive a Toyota.  

On Facebook, Toyota does not have a saying in the design of the page, as this of course is 

the Facebook standard design. However, Toyota is in charge of changing both cover photo 

and profile photo. The profile photo is the logo of Toyota, which makes it easy to recognise. 

By using the logo several places online – on Facebook, the corporate website, on commer-

cials and so forth – Toyota also creates redundancy, which can help individuals to easily 

recognise Toyota in the future (Fiske, 2011:10). Just as with redundant language, showing 

the same object again and again will cause individuals to easily recognize it. The cover photo 

is at the time of writing a picture of one of the new car models. The picture has been edited 

in order to present the car the best way possible, with the rule of third taken into consider-

ation. The rule of third identifies the four points on a picture, where the reader’s eyes will 

automatically look first. As it is a picture of a Toyota car, the picture has been edited in a 

way that places the Toyota logo on the front of the car almost perfectly into one of these 

points.  

The posts published on the Facebook page are less formal than those on the website, as they 

do not follow the rhetoric canon. Some messages are created as information pieces and 

some are created for a call to action piece, meaning that Toyota wishes for stakeholders to 

interact with them, creating possibilities for two-way communication. Pieces, which are cre-

ated for information, contains facts and possibly conclusions, but they do not include an 

introduction, as long posts might not be read. They are therefore short and stick to the point. 

In call to action posts, the text is a short description followed by a request for readers to 

click on the news article, write their opinion and so forth (Facebook a). The messages might 

turn to readers’ feelings (pathos), for example curiosity – who won the competition? What 

is the impact on nature if you drive a gasoline car opposed to a hybrid car? They can contain 

elements of ethos or logos – it depends on the nature and purpose of the post.  

Samsung 

Samsung too must be able to reach a large audience. Their website is also simple with an 

easy menu system for everyone to browse their way through. It is easy to find the news, 

which all have a date-stamp and thus, making it easier for the reader to determine whether 

the news piece might be relevant or not. Samsung does not have a clear division of news 

pieces – e.g. whether it is an information piece, a story or a press release. Nor do they have 
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photos on all their pieces, which potentially cause them to obtain less attention. If a piece 

has a picture of e.g. a new phone model which the reader finds appealing, opposed to a piece 

which merely states a new phone model will be launched, the users will be more likely to 

notice the piece with the picture. Another function of Samsung’s news page is that the user 

can sort through the dates by using a filter provided by Samsung. Due to that, it is possible 

to select news posted only in for example December 2016.  

The main part of Samsung’s online news articles appears to be long and not necessarily with 

any pictures added. For one of the most recent articles posted, concerning a new 

smartphone, the purpose of the article is to inform the audience that by buying this phone, 

they will be able to discover new possibilities. The scope plane and invention of the text is 

the way it is written: the article uses several adjectives in order to describe this phone and 

sell it to be the best phone on the market right now. Words such as “stunning Inifinity Dis-

play”, “intelligent interface” and “(..) push the boundaries of traditional smartphones” all 

connote that this is a smartphone, one would want to own (Samsung a, 2017). The invention 

therefore is to use several adjectives which connotes positive attributes in the readers’ 

minds. The structure and skeleton plane, or the arrangement of the article, presents the 

reader with a small introduction concerning the phone, which is made for the reader’s at-

tention to be caught in order to succeed in getting him to read the entire piece. The article 

then follows, presenting facts about this phone (specifications) by adding adjectives to ex-

plain the technical terms. Some of these facts are written in points, which ends with conclu-

sions. For example is the performance of the phone described; first of all, the point is named 

Powerful Performance, and readers’ connotation of powerful will be that the phone is fast 

and has the power to work quickly, in the sense that the screen will not freeze, nor will the 

phone be slow during use. This section ends with the conclusion “(…) so users can quickly 

download files, regardless of their size” (ibid). This article has elements of both ethos, pa-

thos and logos. The article is clearly turning to both pathos and logos by using adjectives to 

describe this phone as some great invention – this also applies to logos, because why would 

the reader not want to buy this phone, which is obviously really good? All specifications are 

also attached to the end of the article, so if the reader is in doubt, he can look this through 

and see the logic in buying this phone, if it fits his need, that is. Ethos is seen in both the 

number of links in the article that the reader is presented with, in order to learn more about 

this phone. Moreover, Samsung ends all its articles with a few sentences that explains who 

Samsung is and what is stands for.  

Just as Toyota, Samsung also does not follow the rhetorical canon on their Facebook page, 

and the posts are therefore less formal than their news articles on the website. Samsung 

generally writes very short posts on Facebook, only a sentence or two. Samsung uses their 

posts on Facebook as teaser for new or enhanced products. Some of the posts are call for 
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action as well, as videos in a 360 degree view are posted – in order for the user to experience 

everything, he or she must move around the video. A lot of the posts do not contain links 

either, which might be because Samsung wishes to interact with their stakeholders on social 

media. If not all information is given, the stakeholder is likely to comment on the post and 

wait for Samsung to answer. However, in several posts on Facebook, users are complaining 

about Samsung either answering too slow, giving incomplete answers or not answering at 

all. Thus, if Samsung wishes to interact with their stakeholders on social media, they will 

need to change this experience of bad customer service online.  

The posts are appealing a lot to pathos, emotions, such as curiosity.  

 

Applying the analytical model 

The words identified in the semiotic analysis are safety, customer satisfaction, that quality 

is a high priority and that customers can exchange products at no fee. All of these words can 

be classified into the apologetic or acceptance approach, in which the companies take full 

responsibility for the faulty products and do their best in order to meet customer needs. 

This applies to both Toyota and Samsung.  

However, combining these words with the words used for the rest of the crises articles, 

Toyota seems to have a more neutral approach to the crisis. Toyota does not use the same 

amount of adjectives as Samsung and therefore appears to be more neutral and informative 

in articles. Toyota treats this crisis as an unfortunate incident, but also as something that 

should be corrected immediately. However, as opposed to Samsung, Toyota has not added 

any official statement in the article, giving the impression that they are merely informing, 

whereas Samsung is apologising.  

Toyota 

Toyota has published nine articles during the sample period, and only one is concerning the 

recall of air bags. This sends the signal that Toyota expects stakeholders to search for this 

information themselves: there has been added very little emphasis to the crisis. It is possible 

that Toyota has tried to keep information low in order not to create any panic or too much 

public attention, but it seems a strange way to handle an issue like this that potentially can 

damage drivers in car crashes.  

Toyota has not published any information about the recall on their Facebook page. Thus, if 

a stakeholder is not reading news on Toyota’s website, but only their Facebook, this stake-

holder might not be aware that his car can be an object of a recall. However, the article does 

inform the reader that car owners will be contacted by national distributors in each country. 

This is, however, something I do not have the possibility to check up on. It is assumed that 
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Toyota has contacted car owners affected, but in case of communication errors, it is possible 

that some car owners have not been made aware of the recall. In that situation, even one 

post on the Facebook page could have helped.  

The length of Toyota’s articles varies. However, the piece about the recall is shorter than the 

other articles from the sample period. This once again implies that Toyota is not adding 

much emphasis to the recall, nor are they giving much extra information. They are, however, 

supplying the reader with some necessary information, such as the models implicated, a 

guide to how to check whether one’s car is affected as well as giving the information on who 

to contact in case of questions.  

The words identified in the semiotic analysis are only present in a few articles prior to and 

after the crisis article. The word safety has been identified as well as customers being a top 

priority for the corporation. Thus, there is no change in the use of charged (crisis) words 

from after the crisis. It is very likely that Toyota has a schedule of the content they are going 

to post online and when. With no change in language, they are sticking to this schedule, not 

giving more attention than necessary to the recall.  

The rhetorical construction of transparency in the crisis article will be analysed using the 

7Cs.  

o Clear: the language in the article is formal, yet understandable. However, when ex-

plaining the issue with air bags, Toyota is using several technical terms, causing the 

risk that some stakeholders will be aware that something is wrong with their air bag, 

but not what is wrong.  

o Concise: the message is short and informative. The stakeholders are informed that 

an issue has been detected, what the issue is and what will be done in order to rem-

edy this issue.  

o Concrete: the message is focused on the issue at hand. The fact that Toyota has cho-

sen not to add any apologetic statement also makes the focus of the article even more 

clear. 

o Correct: there are no grammatical errors in the article. The language is formal, yet 

understandable. However, as mentioned, the section about the issue is technical, 

which can lead to confusion. Even though using the technical terms might make 

sense to a big percentage of the stakeholders, it is possible that the elderly couple or 

the young girl, who just bought her first car, will not be able to understand the actual 

issue.  

o Coherent: the article is coherent and in logical order. The stakeholder is presented 

with the recall information, explained that an issue has been detected, how custom-

ers will be made aware of the issue, who to contact for more information, the tech-

nical reason for the recall and finally, how to check whether one’s own car is affected.  
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o Complete: the stakeholders are given the information on who to contact in case of 

questions. However, there is no information on exactly how many cars are involved 

in this recall. It is not stated whether it is all cars mentioned that are affected or 

whether it is only some of the cars. Nor is there any information on when stakehold-

ers will be contacted by their national distributor. Thus, the users will have to do 

some research themselves. 

o Courteous: the article is written in a tone of voice that appears neutral, but which 

has some adjectives that connotes positive attitudes. However, the fact that Toyota 

is explaining how safety is a top priority, but not giving an actual apology might 

cause some gap between them and some groups of stakeholders. Errors in products 

occur, but having to deliver your car to an auto shop due to a production error was 

most likely not part of your plan.  

By omitting certain information, Toyota has constructed an article that might seem trans-

parent to a non-critical reader, but the missing information can be highly relevant to some 

stakeholders. The fact that Toyota has chosen to publish only one article concerning the 

recall and that nothing has been posted on Facebook at all, combined with the missing in-

formation – especially the time frame - is problematic. Looking at the different aspects of 

the 7Cs, there is transparency to some degree in the article. However, in order to be com-

pletely transparent, the mentioned issues as well as financial information should have been 

disclosed as well. Thus, the rhetorical construction of transparency is well-done, as the 

reader is likely to think that he has been provided with the necessary information, but the 

actual transparency is not high, nor complete.  

Samsung 

Samsung has published 14 articles in the sample period of which five are concerning the 

crisis. Thus, if stakeholders are reading information on the Samsung website, it is easy to 

find information on the recall. Most articles published the first month after the crisis are 

concerned with the recall. Only one article, published the same day as the first crisis article, 

is concerned with another topic. This makes it obvious that Samsung is adding great em-

phasis to informing their stakeholders on progress in the case.  

Samsung has posted one post on Facebook informing about the recall. This post was made 

on October 11th, and the original crisis article was published September 2nd. Hence, there is 

a long period on Facebook with no information whatsoever. However, Samsung is posting 

a bit information on Facebook for those who have not been made aware of the issue else-

where.  
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The length of the articles varies, it is not varying much, though. The length of the crisis 

articles is roughly the same length as general articles. Hence, Samsung is interested in writ-

ing articles concerning the crisis that stakeholders are can be affected by. Samsung is writing 

in an apologetic way, and the reason for the longer articles is due to statements from the VD 

of Samsung.  

The length of the posts on Facebook varies a lot, depending on the topic. The crisis post 

appears to be long compared to other posts, as this post is pure text and written in a coherent 

manner, with only one line change as opposed to many other posts that are also accompa-

nied by pictures or videos. The crisis post is pure text, which makes it appear more formal.  

 Because of the added statements that Samsung has chosen to publish in their articles, 

their tone of voice becomes very apologetic. Just like Toyota, Samsung does not use many 

of the crisis-connected words before the crisis occurs. Quality is used in other phrases, but 

most adjectives prior to the crisis are used to sell a specific product. However, as Samsung 

has published several articles concerning the recall after the crisis, words such as safety and 

customer satisfaction have become a theme in the sample period. On Facebook too, in the 

crisis post, safety is one of the first words written. This tells us two things. One is that Sam-

sung is committed to reach affected stakeholders with the information. However, it also 

shows us that Samsung was not necessarily prepared for this type of crisis; the reason for 

the many articles, as well as the Facebook post, is the fact that Samsung first offers to ex-

change the phone and then, after a while, they instead decide to stop sales of the phone and 

exchange the phone for another model. If Samsung had been prepared for this crisis type, 

they would most likely have chosen to take the phone of the market right away, instead of 

spending money in order to locate the issue, produce new phones and start handing those 

out.  

The transparency will be analysed based on the original article concerning the crisis and 

afterwards, the transparency of the Facebook posts will be analysed.  

o Clear: the language is easy to understand. Only one technical term in explaining the 

issue is hard to understand for lay-men, but as it is only one phrase, the user will 

still be able to understand that it is an action in the battery that is not desired. The 

language is formal.  

o Concise: the article is quite long, yet informative. The article is ended with a Q&A 

and by doing so, Samsung manages to answer some questions that might arise. How-

ever, some of these questions can be considered non-relevant to the actual issue.  

o Concrete: the article is focused on the issue at hand. In this article, there is no state-

ment from the VD, which makes it more informative instead of apologetic.  

o Correct: there are no spelling mistakes. However, in the second section, a “ has been 

added just before the paragraph, making it look like a quote or statement. However, 
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this is not ended with another “, which makes it confusing. The quotation marks 

have been added to the beginning of the statement and the end as well, which can 

also cause some confusion, as this is not the case in the other articles. Since there is 

no quote or statement, it is unnecessary.  

o Coherent: the article is coherent in its build. The stakeholder is presented with the 

fact that an issue has been detected, how many incidents have been reported, what 

to do with the phone, who to contact in case of questions and an apology. Finally, 

there is the Q&A.  

o Complete: Samsung is providing the reader with information on who to contact in 

case of questions. They also inform the reader that the devices can be exchanged, 

but not where this can be done – will the user have to go to a local store? Send it to 

the online shop? In order to receive this information, the customer will have to con-

tact Samsung customer service by calling them, which is a bit ironic, given the fact 

that the user was just told that his phone might be dangerous to use.  

o Courteous: Samsung has written this article in a way that stakeholders will be able 

to relate to. The language is clear and easy to understand, and they apologise for the 

inconvenience connected to the phone exchange. 

The rhetorical construction of transparency in this article is high. The fact that Samsung 

willingly discloses the information on how many incidents have been reported is positive. If 

they had chosen to write the number of devices sold, they could have made this number 

seem even smaller. Samsung could have disclosed the information on how to exchange de-

vices in order to be more transparent and in order to receive fewer calls to their customer 

service. This would also take up less time for the stakeholders. Due to the Q&A, the rhetor-

ical construction of this article is high. The actual transparency is high as well. The financial 

impact is not disclosed in this article either, though, which again it necessary in order to 

obtain a higher transparency.  

The post on Facebook is written in a harder language compared to the other posts. This is 

potentially to make sure stakeholders will understand this is a truly serious message that is 

not made to call for action or as fun facts or the like. However, the language is complex, and 

groups of stakeholders, for example younger or non-native speakers might find themselves 

not understanding the message completely. The message is concise and concrete. If a cor-

poration wishes stakeholders to read the entire message, they need to keep it short due to 

Facebook’s design, and Samsung has done so. There are no grammatical errors, and since 

it is a short message, it is coherent with only little information. The information given, how-

ever, is leaving the reader a bit confused. It is said that sales and exchanges of the Note7 has 

stopped, as well as users should power the device down and stop using it. However, as it is 

both said that exchanges have stopped and that one should stop using the device, the reader 
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might find himself confused about what to do with the phone as well as thinking that he has 

now wasted a lot of money. This can potentially create a gap between Samsung and stake-

holders, as they will be unsatisfied with the handling of the issue.  

 

Summary 

As found in the analysis, some words can be associated with crises, as they become much 

more apparent in such situations. These are words such as safety, high quality and customer 

satisfaction. These words can, of course, be used in other instances as well, but it has been 

found during the analysis that they are being used more often in relation to crises. Other 

articles will focus more on positive adjectives and product features and the selling of product 

than actually mentioning safety and customer satisfaction. The articles published online 

have elements of the digital rhetoric canons, which are based on the canons of classical rhet-

oric. However, the digital rhetoric is also concerned with the layout of e.g. websites, as most 

information online is posted in a text-version as opposed to a video speech, where one can 

analyse the speaker’s pitch and emphasis on different words. Finally, it has been found that 

there are more ways for a corporation to react to a crisis: by being silent, apologetic, neutral 

or defensive. However, it can be hard to fully divide words associated with each approach, 

as the environment the words are used in has a great significance as well. Thus, some words 

are applicable in more than one approach. By identifying the approach and analysing the 

different messages using the 7 Cs in the analytical framework, it is possible to determine the 

rhetorical construction of transparency as well as the actual level of transparency.  
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Conclusion 

Several rhetorical means have been identified throughout the analysis. Both the discourse 

on the different media platforms as well as the use of the canons associated with rhetoric 

can be associated with the means of rhetoric. As rhetoric is a variant of a persuasion tool, 

the way Toyota and Samsung each use a specific language on their websites, they are able 

to influence readers into thinking one thing or another. This is especially helpful in crisis 

situations, where the corporation of course wishes the stakeholders to continue viewing 

them positively as opposed to looking towards other corporations. Thus, by constructing 

sentences that will cause stakeholders to connote positive feelings, the corporations are able 

to, on a subconscious level, affect stakeholders into associating the specific corporation with 

specific aspects. For example, Samsung used a lot of adjectives to sell their products, and 

these adjectives can be used to paint a certain picture in the head of stakeholders. Moreover, 

by using discourse to show great concern for customers during a crisis situation, the corpo-

rations can create some associations in the minds of the stakeholders, giving them the idea 

that they are in good hands and that they should appreciate these steps of the recall instead 

of being annoyed by them.  

The discourse on the corporate websites and the Facebook pages are different in the sense 

that the language on the websites are more formal, whereas the language on Facebook is 

more on a conversing level in order to call for action. This general picture is, however, bro-

ken by Samsung, when they on Facebook posted crisis information in a language with a high 

level of formality. This change in discourse can potentially confuse readers, and they will 

therefore also react negatively to the post, especially due to its lack of proper information as 

well.  

The corporations interact with customers in different ways: Samsung responds to messages 

on Facebook, but most often with a pre-formulated standard message, which makes it seem 

like they do not care as much as they claim to. Moreover, the message just refers stakehold-

ers to either customer service or ask them to send a private message on Facebook, and ac-

cording to users, none of these are answered particularly fast. Toyota does not interact with 

their customers at all in the form of answering comments. Their interaction solely consists 

of their call to action posts, where users can answer if they want to. They should not expect 

a reply. This is the general tendency during the entire sample period, and the interaction 

level therefore does not change, even during crisis, nor after.  

When looking at the language used by the two companies, Toyota slightly changes discourse 

during the crisis, or at least the one article connected to it. In this article, they focus a lot on 

the safety and customer satisfaction in order to avoid infuriating customers who will have 

to change their air bags. Thus, they use different linguistic elements by using words that will 
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connote positive mind-sets. Instead of selling or interacting, they are informing in a profes-

sional way with a decent level of information disclosed.  

Samsung changes their language use during and after the crisis. Just as Toyota follows a 

plan for publishing material online, Samsung seems to have changed their schedule and 

cleared it for crisis communication purposes only. After the recall was announced, only ar-

ticles concerning this were posted in the period after. Before the crisis, Samsung would use 

adjectives and interesting phrases in order to sell products. During and after the crisis, a 

great emphasis was added to the crisis related words that have been identified throughout 

the assignment. Thus, Samsung actually changed their linguistic approach after the crisis.  

The rhetorical construction of transparency in the case of both companies is high, the actual 

transparency decent. By reading the articles posted online, one will be inclined to think that 

one has gotten all relevant information even though several aspects have not been disclosed.  

It is especially obvious that financial impact is not something companies wish to disclose, 

nor do they wish to disclose the exact number of implicated products.  

Through the analytical model, it becomes obvious that Toyota is treating the recall as a 

standard situation in the sense that they were prepared for something like this to happen. 

There is nothing about trying to solve it one way and then change it to another, the course 

of action is clear. However, they are also not apologetic in their article, which makes them 

appear to be indifferent about the whole situation. 

Samsung, on the other hand, is very apologetic in all articles concerning the crisis. However, 

they appear to be unprepared for a crisis like this, as they are first trying to solve it one way, 

then completely changing what to do a few weeks later. Due to their Q&A, however, and the 

number of articles they post about the crisis, they are more transparent than Toyota in their 

communication. This can also, again, be due to the fact that they were not prepared. Toyota 

was prepared and knows therefore how to handle it, whereas Samsung must take one day 

at a time and therefore has to publish several articles on the matter.  

Thus, by being prepared for a crisis, it is easier for a corporation to publish articles with a 

high level of transparency in its rhetorical construction, while actually being less transpar-

ent than if the opposite was the course. Hence, a good crisis communication plan can aid 

the company in writing satisfactory and good information pieces, while still withholding a 

lot of information from stakeholders without them necessarily being bothered by it.   
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