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Abstract

This study investigates how nominal metaphors frame corporate self-representation in top executive letters of sustainability
reports from US Bay Area and China's Greater Bay Area Fortune Global 500 companies between 2018 and 2023. Drawing on
85 letters (80,516 tokens) in the Chinese corpus and 117 letters (69,524 tokens) in the US corpus, quantitative analysis identifies
thirteen vehicle groupings that differ significantly across the two corpora — with PHYSICAL POWER and MOVEMENT the most
strongly overused in the US corpus, and FIGHT/WAR and BUILDING the most strongly overused in the Chinese corpus — while
qualitative analysis further reveals self-representational differences beneath the quantitative similarity of MECHANISM and
THEATRE. The US corpus jointly uses PHYSICAL POWER and MOVEMENT to frame firms as the IMPACT-MAKING FORWARD
MOVER, while the Chinese corpus jointly uses FIGHT/WAR and BUILDING to frame firms as the STRATEGIC NATION-
BUILDER. MECHANISM and THEATRE with similar frequency suggest both similarities and differences in vehicle-topic mappings
and self-representation patterns. The findings suggest that metaphorical framing is sensitive to the analytical level at which they
are examined, and that examining cross-cultural CEO discourse at the vehicle-topic level complements the conceptual-domain-
level analysis predominant in prior research. The study contributes to cross-cultural metaphor research by providing empirical
insight into how a preferred corporate self is framed for US versus Chinese stakeholder audiences. It also guides practitioners in
using metaphor with sensitivity to the cultural-institutional contexts shaping meaning in cross-cultural sustainability
communication.
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1. Introduction

Top executive letters, including CEO letters and equivalent
opening statements in annual and sustainability reports, con-
stitute a distinctive promotional genre in corporate communi-
cation [1]. Within this genre, corporate leaders utilise different
discursive resources to communicate accountability and com-
mitments, manage relationships with diverse stakeholders,
and maintain corporate legitimacy [2, 3]. However, inappro-
priate use of these resources may lead to distorted or negative
stakeholder perceptions of the company [4]. Thus, under-
standing how discursive choices are deployed and co-pattern
to construct corporate self-representation — how a corpora-
tion linguistically frames itself in discourse — is significant
for both corporate communication research and practice.

Among these discursive resources, metaphor occupies a
particularly central role. As a powerful framing device, it is
not merely decorative but constitutive: metaphor constructs
what kind of actor the corporation appears to be, shapes how
its actions and commitments are perceived, and reveals the
ideological values underlying corporate discourse [4, 5]. The
framing power of metaphor does not depend solely on the con-
ceptual structures involved but also on the dynamic interaction
between linguistic choices and their co-textual environment
[6]. As such, metaphor constitutes a primary resource through
which corporations discursively construct their corporate self
to stakeholders [7].

Cross-cultural studies of metaphor in top executive letters
across corporate reporting genres, including CSR reports and
annual reports, have shown that companies from different na-
tional contexts, while sharing certain conceptual metaphors,
vary systematically in the metaphorical resources and scenar-
ios through which they construct corporate self-representa-
tions, with these variations reflecting divergent cultural values,
institutional alignments, and stakeholder orientations [5, 8].

Existing cross-cultural studies on metaphor in corporate
sustainability discourse have focused mainly on conceptual
domains and metaphor scenarios [5, 8], with the patterning of
linguistic metaphor vehicles at the discourse-dynamic system-
atic metaphor level [6] receiving comparatively little attention
in this specific genre. Although systematic metaphor analysis
has been applied to other discourse types [9], its application to
CEO letters, and in particular to cross-cultural comparison of
CEO letters between China and the US, remains underdevel-
oped. Within this level, nominal vehicles are especially con-
sequential: nouns name, label, and categorise activities and
properties, so nominal metaphors directly construct what the
corporation is in promotional discourse. This study contrib-
utes to this discussion by examining the cross-cultural simi-
larities and differences in the distribution of nominal meta-
phors in top executive letters of sustainability reports from US
Bay Area and and China's Greater Bay Area (GBA) companies,
and by interpreting the corporate self-representation patterns
against their cultural-institutional contexts.

This study aims to address the following research questions:
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RQ1: What are the similarities and differences in the distri-
bution of nominal metaphors between two corpora of sustain-
ability reports' top executive letters from US Bay Area and
China's GBA firms?

RQ2: What similar and different corporate self-representa-
tion patterns underlie the systematic metaphors across two
corpora, and what cultural-institutional contexts shape them?

By doing so, this study extends cross-cultural metaphor re-
search in corporate discourse by shifting the analytical focus
from conceptual domains alone to the discourse-dynamic met-
aphor analysis framework [6], while offering empirical in-
sights for corporate communication practitioners navigating
divergent cultural and institutional contexts.

2. Top Executive Letters, Metaphor, and
Framing

2.1. Top Executive Letters as Strategic
Communication

A growing body of studies on sustainability communication
has documented top executive letters as a tool of strategic
communication through which companies establish credibility
and gain legitimacy [10-13]. Across this body of work, a con-
sistent finding is that CEOs' discursive choices are not fixed
but adapted to the cultural and institutional contexts in which
letters are produced. For instance, Nguyen [12] finds that US
bank CEOs employ more emotion/attitude and evaluation
stance devices to express an interactional tone that engages
stakeholders, while Vietnamese bank CEOs use fewer such
markers and rely more on the volition/prediction modal verb
will to signal corporate determination to expand into global
markets. He attributes this variation to low-context Western
versus high-context Asian communicative norms. These stud-
ies establish that CEOs' discursive choices in top executive
letters are systematically shaped by cultural and institutional
contexts.

Comparative studies on CEO letters as strategic discursive
practice have developed along two main lines. One examines
how the genre varies across reporting contexts, particularly
between annual and sustainability reports, to identify genre-
specific conventions [ 14, 15]. For instance, Mikeld and Laine
[14] compare CEO letters in annual reports and CSR reports
and find that CEOs emphasise "well-being" discourse in CSR
reports but economic growth and profitability in annual re-
ports. The other examines how CEO letters vary across cul-
tural and institutional contexts, comparing the discursive re-
sources — stance markers [16], move structures and interdis-
cursivity [17], metadiscursive nouns [18], and metaphor [5]
— through which Chinese and Anglo-American corporations
construct their self-representation and accomplish sustainabil-
ity communication. These studies show that CEOs draw on
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diverse discursive resources to construct corporate self-repre-
sentation across cultural and institutional contexts. Among
such resources, metaphor warrants particular attention given
its potent framing function. Yet metaphor in this genre remains
comparatively underexplored, particularly across cross-insti-
tutional and cross-cultural contexts.

2.2. Comparative Studies on Metaphor and
Framing in Top Executive Letters

Comparative studies on metaphor in top-executive promo-
tional discourse document both similarities and differences in
how Chinese and Anglo-American corporations construct
their self-representation. Hu, Zhang, and Xu [5] examine 256
Chinese and 374 American CEO letters from CSR reports and
identify four metaphors with similar frequency in two cor-
pora— MACHINE & TOOL, FORCE, PLANT and HUMAN. They
find that Chinese CEOs draw more on WAR and BUILDING to
construct the corporation as an active architect following na-
tional policy and a determined environmental protector, while
American CEOs draw more on GAME/SPORTS and JOURNEY to
project it as an environment-conscious traveller and a respon-
sible steward. Wang, Xu, and Hu [8], focusing on banking
CEOs' Letters to Shareholders, identify six genre-specific
source domains and show through scenario analysis that Chi-
nese and American banks construct distinct corporate identi-
ties through differential scenario selection. They find that Chi-
nese banks foreground policy compliance and peer-leadership,
while American banks foreground policy scepticism, peer-
competition, and shareholder stewardship.

These studies examine metaphor use in CEO letters through
a top-down trajectory, moving from pre-specified conceptual
domains toward scenario-level narrative, in which linguistic
metaphors serve primarily as instantiations of underlying con-
ceptual metaphors. These higher-level analyses map broad cross-
cultural contrasts well. However, Semino et al. [19] note that the
framing effects of metaphor are sensitive to the analytical level at

which they are examined: the same source domain can be realised
through linguistic vehicles that carry different evaluative and ex-
periential orientations. Gibbs and Cameron [20] further note that
conceptual mapping is only one of seven forces shaping meta-
phor use; others such as "specific language and culture" can
equally shape how metaphor is used in discourse. The discourse
dynamics framework takes these multiple forces into consid-
eration and holds that systematic metaphors emerge from dy-
namic discourse rather than pre-existing as fixed conceptual
mappings [6]. Systematic-metaphor-level analysis [6] thus of-
fers a complementary lens for identifying systematic meta-
phors® through the situated linguistic choices that frame cor-
porate self-representation. The present study contributes to
this discussion by conducting a comparative analysis of nom-
inal metaphors in top executive letters from China's GBA and
US Bay Area companies, following systematic metaphor anal-
ysis. Rather than treating the two corpora as realisations of
competing conceptual metaphors, it traces, at the level of the
vehicle grouping, both the shared patterns and the cross-cor-
pus distributional differences, and interprets the systematic
metaphors and corporate self-representational patterns they
construct through concordance evidence.

3. Methods and Materials

3.1. Corpus

Two comparable corpora of English top-executive letters
were compiled from corporate sustainability reports published
between 2018 and 2023. The sampling frame comprised all
companies listed in the 2022 Fortune Global 500 and head-
quartered in China's Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater
Bay Area (GBA), the US San Francisco Bay Area, and the US
New York Bay Area. All those that published standalone Eng-
lish-language sustainability reports containing top executive
letters within this period were included, yielding 16 China's
GBA and 23 US Bay Area companies, as detailed in Table 1.

Table 1. Overview of the two corpora.

Feature China's GBA corpus
Number of companies 16

Number of letters 85

Number of tokens 80,516

Reporting period 2018-2023

Representative companies .
P P Resources, China Merchants Bank

1 Systematic metaphors are presented in small italic capitals to distinguish them

Vanke, Huawei, BYD, Tencent, Ping An, Lenovo, China

US Bay Areas corpus

23

117
69,524
2018-2023

Apple, JPMorgan, Goldman Sachs, Intel,
Cisco, Meta, HP, Chevron

from conceptual metaphors that assume pre-existing cross-domain mappings.
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The bay areas from two regions were chosen as institution-
ally contrasting but economically comparable major economic
regions. Fortune Global 500 membership ensures comparable
economic scale, international exposure, and reporting maturity.
As leading multinationals with established stakeholder com-
munication practices, these companies are most likely to pro-
duce top executive letters that conform to genre conventions
and reflect institutionalised discursive norms, making cross-
regional metaphor comparison both feasible and meaningful.
Corpus comparability is further ensured through normalised
frequency measures.

3.2. Metaphor Identification

Metaphor identification followed the Metaphor Identifica-
tion Procedure [21]. The analysis was restricted to nominal
metaphors which directly label and categorise the entities they
describe, and are therefore especially salient in corporate self-
representation. Metaphor identification was then carried out
independently by me and a co-rater’? on approximately 415
candidates randomly selected from 42,284 noun metaphor
candidates. The results show that the reliability of our meta-
phor identification on the 415 metaphor candidates is 'substan-
tial' since the Cohen's k is .689 (p <.001) [17]. Finally, the two

3.4. Analytical Framework

corpora identified 3,290 nominal metaphors in the Chinese
data and 3,283 in the US data.

3.3. Vehicle Grouping

Identified nominal metaphors in both corpora were grouped
into vehicle groupings, drawing on labels from previous stud-
ies and the semantic fields of metaphor vehicles' basic mean-
ings [6]. Because assigning labels to metaphor vehicles is not
straightforward, the labelling proceeded iteratively: initial la-
bels were assigned on the basis of semantic fields, then refined
through examination of co-text to ensure internal coherence
and external distinctiveness. This procedure yielded a final set
of 46 vehicle groupings for the US corpus and 52 for the Chi-
nese corpus, developed inductively from the 3283 and 3290
identified metaphors in the US and Chinese corpus, respec-
tively.

Inter-rater reliability for vehicle grouping was assessed on
73 out of 415 candidates both raters had previously agreed to
be metaphors. Agreement was 'substantial' for the US corpus
(Cohen's k =.876, p <.001) and 'substantial' for the Chinese
corpus (Cohen's k =.674, p <.001) [22]. Disagreements were
resolved through discussion to reach consensus before the full
coding proceeded.

N e ~ Ve
Inout > Top Executive Letters ) CEOs deploy linguistic resources to construct a
% in Sustainability Reports preferred corporate self.
J \
N
e ™~ Vehicle Term Locate nominal
Systematic Metaphor | Identification metaphor vehicles
Analysis [~ . > =
Analysis Metaphor Vehicle grouping
N 4 Systematicity + topic mapping
s ~ Ve ~
Output N Corporate N Shared and different identity pattems across the
Self-Representation two corpora
J AN J

Figure 1. Analytical Framework for Metaphorical Framing of Corporate Self-Representation.

As shown in Figure 1, this study adopts a three-layer ana-
lytical framework to examine how nominal metaphors in top
executive letters construct corporate self-representation across
US Bay Areas and China's GBA companies.

In the input layer of Figure 1, two corpora were compiled
by collecting top executive letters from sustainability reports
of corporations in the China's GBA and US Bay Areas. These
texts are treated as sites of strategic corporate communication

2 The co-rater was a researcher at Foshan University specialising in metaphor
studies with doctoral-level expertise, whose familiarity with MIP and systematic
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[23], in which top executives, writing on behalf of their organ-
isations, draw on linguistic resources — including metaphor
— to construct a preferred corporate self for diverse stake-
holder audiences.

The analysis layer operationalises the analysis through
Cameron et al.'s [6] systematic metaphor analysis frame-
work, which holds that metaphor is an emergent phenome-
non that arises from discourse and exhibits both stability

metaphor criteria ensured reliable independent coding.
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and variability in the discourse process. Following this
framework, the study applies two analytical procedures in
sequence: vehicle term identification, which locates nomi-
nal metaphor vehicles in the two corpora following MIP [21];
and metaphor systematicity analysis, which groups co-pat-
terned vehicles into vehicle groupings that are then mapped to
targeted topics, capturing the stable patterns of metaphors that
emerge from dynamic discourse. Such patterns are connected
to broader cultural and institutional contexts, through which
they both reflect and shape how corporations represent them-
selves.

The output layer synthesises these systematic framing pat-
terns into an interpretive construct of corporate self-represen-
tation, revealing how China's GBA and US Bay Areas corpo-
rations frame themselves through nominal metaphors.

4. Findings and Discussion

4.1. Distribution of Vehicle Groupings

The distribution of vehicle groupings across the two cor-
pora exhibits both similarities and differences. Cross-corpus
differences in frequencies of vehicle groupings were assessed
using the log-likelihood (LL) statistic, calculated following
Rayson and Garside [24], with the precise corpus token counts

(CN = 80,516; US = 69,524) entered as the corpus totals. LL
is preferred over chi-square for corpus frequency comparisons
because it does not assume normality and remains reliable for
low-frequency items. The 13 vehicle groupings that differ sig-
nificantly between the two corpora are shown in Table 2.

As shown in Table 2, 13 vehicle groupings differ signifi-
cantly between the two corpora at p <.05 or below, with the
divergence pattern dominated by US-preferred items at the top
of the ranking. The vehicle groupings with the highest log-
likelihood value is PHYSICAL POWER, which the US corpus de-
ploys at nearly four times the Chinese normalised frequency.
The other vehicle groupings with high log-likelihood values
are MOVEMENT, GAME/SPORTS and JOURNEY, which are over-
used in the US corpus. These vehicle groupings signal a sus-
tained US preference for forward-force and competition-based
vehicles in constructing corporate self-representation, as illus-
trated in (1) and (2). This finding aligns with Hu, Zhang, and
Xu’s [5] finding of overused GAME/SPORTS and JOURNEY in
their US data and also extends existing studies by identifying
PHYSICAL POWER as a further US-side overused vehicle group-
ing alongside MOVEMENT.

(1) It's why we work every day to make our technology an
even greater force for good. (Apple, 2022)

(2) Our aspiration to be a leader in corporate responsibility
is woven into Wells Fargo's Vision, Values & Goals. (Wells
Fargo, 2018)

Table 2. Vehicle groupings with significant cross-corpus differences (sorted by LL descending).

Freq Norm freq per 10,000
Vehicle grouping LL Overused Sig.

CN UsS CN US
PHYSICAL POWER 103 339 12.8 48.8 170.31 US+ ok
MOVEMENT 108 233 134 335 67.24 US+ HorAk
GAME/SPORTS 242 347 30.1 49.9 37.55 US+ ok
PLACE/SPACE 127 200 15.8 28.8 28.97 US+ Horkk
PHYSICAL CONNECTION 29 1 3.6 0.1 28.88 CN+ ok
SOUND 6 33 0.7 4.7 24.76 US+ HorAk
FIGHT/WAR 494 315 61.4 453 18.11 CN+ HrEE
LIGHT/DARKNESS 6 23 0.7 33 13.29 US+ Hrx
BUILDING 327 216 40.6 31.1 9.51 CN+ **
JOURNEY 363 390 45.1 56.1 9.03 US+ *E
SEEING 111 137 13.8 19.7 7.89 US+ **
PHYSICAL DAMAGE 1 7 0.1 1.0 5.99 US+ *
NATURAL PHENOMENON 45 21 5.6 3.0 577 CN+ *

Note. **** p <0001 (LL > 15.13); *** p <.001 (LL > 10.83); ** p <.01 (LL>6.63); * p<.05 (LL = 3.84); "CN+" = overused in the Chinese

corpus; "US+" = overused in the US corpus.
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On the Chinese side, the three highest-ranked overused ve-
hicle groupings are PHYSICAL CONNECTION, FIGHT/WAR, and
BUILDING. For instance, PHYSICAL CONNECTION predominantly
groups together vehicles such as /inks and chain in (3), fore-
grounding relational and supply-side imagery that anchors the
firm within an integrated industrial ecology. FIGHT/WAR such
as mission in (4), depicts a self-chosen commercial goal as an
externally entrusted duty carrying moral weight while BUILD-
ING such as cornerstone in (5) depicts Ping An’s operating
value as an immovable foundation that bears the firm's con-
tinued leadership.

(3) Our strategy is to comprehensively address all links in

the industry chain and all corners of the market, constituting a
one-stop solution for green cities. (BYD, 2019)

(4) Our mission is to deliver "technological innovations for
a better life". (BYD, 2019)

(5)... and"expertise creates value" is the cornerstone of our
continuous leadership. (Ping An, 2018)

In sum, the US-preferred groupings tend to depict firms act-
ing outward on their environment — exerting force, advanc-
ing movement, competing for position, while the Chinese-pre-
ferred groupings tend to depict firms being placed within a
pre-existing structure — linked into a chain, charged with a
mission, and founded on a base.

Table 3. Vehicle groupings with similar frequency in two corpora.

Freq
Vehicle grouping

CN UsS
MECHANISM 227 192
THEATRE 75 69

Norm freq per 10,000

LL
CN Us
28.2 27.6 0.04
9.3 9.9 0.14

Note. Vehicle groupings with substantial frequency in both corpora (each > 50 tokens).

By contrast, MECHANISM and THEATRE are the two groupings
that do not differ significantly across the two corpora, as
shown in Table 3. This grouping-level similarity does not by
itself mean the two corpora share the same vehicles and self-
representation pattern. Section 4.2.1 examines what lies be-
neath it at the vehicle and vehicle-topic pairing layers.

4.2. Self-representation Patterns Suggested by
Systematic Metaphors

Building on the LL-based quantitative comparison in sec-
tion 4.1, this section conducts a qualitative analysis driven by
— and tailored to — the quantitative results. It moves from
vehicle groupings to self-representation patterns through sys-
tematic metaphor analysis, which examines how recurrent ve-
hicle-topic pairings within each vehicle grouping frame the
corporation's self.

4.2.1. Self-representation Patterns Within
Mechanism and Theatre in Two Corpora

Citation analysis of MECHANISM and THEATRE — the two ve-
hicle groupings with similar frequency in two corpora —
shows both similarities and variations in the metaphor vehi-
cles used to write about ESG topics. At the linguistic metaphor
level, both corpora share operation(s) as the dominant lexis of
MECHANISM, as in (6) and (7). Variation is observed in other
frequently used vehicles: mechanism(s) and cycle are fre-
quently used to depict the firm as a self-contained machine in
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the Chinese corpus, as in (8), while part(s) and network/hub
depict the firm as one piece inside a larger machine in the US
corpus, as in (9).

(6) Adhering to prudent operation, we have built a sound
risk management system, and carried out risk identification,
assessment and improvement work. (Vanke, 2021)

(7) On our operations, thanks to innovations in our data
center and office designs, we’ve driven up efficiency and
driven down our environmental footprint. (Meta, 2021)

(8) We optimized our benefit-sharing mechanism, acquired
development resources,. through cooperation with central en-
terprises and local entities. (CR, 2022)

(9) And today, over 250 of our suppliers — accounting for
over 85 percent of Apple’s direct manufacturing spend — are
a part of our Supplier Clean Energy Program. (Apple, 2023)

At the systematic-metaphor level, the linguistic metaphors
grouped under MECHANISM in both corpora suggest CORPO-
RATE SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A MECHANISM, which indi-
cates both similarities and variations in self-representation
patterns across the two corpora. For instance, operation(s) re-
currently co-occur in both corpora with topics of internal per-
formance monitoring such as risk control and footprint reduc-
tion, framing the firm as a SELF-MONITORING OPERA-
TOR whose internal workings are continuously observed,
measured, and reported, as in (6) and (7). On this shared base,
the two corpora differ in who the monitoring is performed for
and how far the machine boundary extends. In the Chinese
corpus, machine-related vehicles recurrently co-occur with
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risk-management and compliance topics, as in (6) and (8), ex-
tending the monitored machine outward toward authoritative
third parties and framing the firm as an AUDITED OPERA-
TOR. In contrast, machine-related vehicles in the US corpus
recurrently co-occur with community programmes and indus-
try-wide initiatives, as in (9) and (10), extending the machine
boundary outward across the industry and framing the firm as
an EMBEDDED PARTICIPANT — one component of a
larger programme.

(10) We work with teachers, advocates, and entrepreneurs
from diverse backgrounds as part of our Racial Equity and
Justice Initiative. (Apple, 2022)

Within THEATRE, both corpora share role(s) as the dominant
linguistic metaphor, as in (11) and (12). The two corpora differ
in their second-tier vehicles: the Chinese corpus extends THE-
ATRE through play and backdrop used with macro-policy or
carbon-neutral conditions, as in (13) and (14), while the US
corpus extends THEATRE through scenario used with stress-test
conditions, as in (15).

(11) AIA looks forward to continuing to play a vital role in
creating a more sustainable tomorrow as we help the people
we serve live Healthier, Longer, Better Lives. (AlA, 2018)

(12) we believe the private sector plays an important role in
creating solutions that help grow the economy and addressing
challenges such as climate change. (JPMorgan, 2018)

(13) We should give full play to the guiding role of the gov-
ernment and prevent market failure. (CR, 2019)

(14) Against the backdrop of a carbon-neutral economy, we
have made green and low-carbon transformation the corner-
stone of our strategic development in 2023. (Vanke, 2023)

(15) We may not have been able to predict this pandemic,
but we have been stress testing our balance sheet for this sce-
nario for decades to ensure we could withstand it. (New York
Life, 2019)

At the systematic-metaphor level, the linguistic metaphors
grouped under THEATRE in both corpora suggest CORPORATE
SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A STAGED PERFORMANCE, Which in-
dicates both similarities and variations in self-representation
patterns across the two corpora. Both corpora recurrently use
role(s) with public-interest topics such as sustainability and
climate in (11) and (12) to frame the firm as a PURPOSE-
CLAIMING PLAYER. On this shared base, the two corpora
also suggest variation in who is on the stage. In the Chinese
corpus, role and play frequently co-occur with collective ac-
tors such as government in (13), staging the firm on a national-
collective scene and framing the firm as a NATIONAL-COL-
LECTIVE PLAYER.

(16) By 2030, we're committed to achieving 50/50 gender
equality in HP leadership and making sure that women repre-
sent greater than 30% of our workforce in technical and engi-
neering roles. (HP, 2020)

(17) Companies have critically important roles to play in
solving these problems — not simply because it's the right
thing to do, but because it's a business imperative. (HP, 2018)

In the US corpus, role(s) frequently co-occur with internal
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corporate positions such as leadership roles and technical roles,
and with sector-level roles in solving societal problems, as in
(16) and (17), framing the firm as a SECTORAL/INTRA-
FIRM PLAYER.

The shared SELF-MONITORING OPERATOR and PUR-
POSE-CLAIMING PLAYER within MECHANISM and THEA-
TRE reflect the globalised generic conventions of CSR report-
ing [25]. The Chinese AUDITED OPERATOR and NA-
TIONAL-COLLECTIVE PLAYER self-representation align
with the setting in which Chinese CEO discourse makes fre-
quent reference to Chinese government policies, reflecting
high-power-distance cultural norms and the prioritisation of
collective institutional authority over individual voice [26-28],
while the US’s EMBEDDED PARTICIPANT and SEC-
TORAL/INTRA-FIRM PLAYER align with the industry-ori-
ented and low-power-distance orientation of US CEOQ letters,
in which corporations position themselves as stakeholder-en-
gaged participants within broader industry and societal net-
works [5, 29].

4.2.2. Self-representation Patterns Within Physical
Power and Movement in the US Corpus

The two most strongly US-overused vehicle groupings,
PHYSICAL POWER and MOVEMENT, are analysed jointly because
their dominant vehicles suggest a mutually reinforcing self-
representation in the US corpus. Both groupings also occur in
the Chinese corpus, but at significantly lower frequencies.

At the linguistic-metaphor level, within PHYSICAL POWER,
impact/impacts dominate, followed by power, force, and resil-
ience. Within MOVEMENT, progress dominates, followed by
pace and motion. These vehicles are illustrated in (18) - (21).

(18) At Apple, we believe the measure of any great innova-
tion is the positive impact it has on people's lives. (Apple,
2022)

(19) At Cisco, we believe in the power of technology and
what it makes possible. (Cisco, 2020)

(20) We share our progress—and our goals—because
transparency and accountability are two sides of the same coin.
(Apple, 2023)

(21) The pace of change in the world around us is acceler-
ating, and so must our efforts to create the future we want to
see. (HP, 2020)

At the systematic-metaphor level, the linguistic metaphors
grouped under PHYSICAL POWER and MOVEMENT in the US cor-
pus jointly suggest two systematic metaphors: CORPORATE
SUSTAINABILITY INFLUENCE IS A PHYSICAL FORCE and CORPO-
RATE SUSTAINABILITY PERFORMANCE IS FORWARD MOTION. The
two groupings are not semantically independent — impact is
what motion accomplishes — and thus jointly construct a
single composite self-representation.

Within this integrated framing, the US corpus is dominated
by two recurrent vehicle-topic patterns. First, impact co-oc-
curs predominantly with external-beneficiary co-text such as
the environment, people's lives and communities—often pre-
modified by positive, as in (22)-(24), framing corporate force
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as outward-directed and socially generative.

(22) At Facebook, sustainability means more than operating
responsibly and minimizing our environmental impact. (Meta,
2019)

(23) Our commitment to positive global impact is embed-
ded in our purpose to create world-changing technology that
enriches the lives of every person on earth. (Intel, 2019)

(24) how our focus on making a positive impact guides the
work we do serving our customers, partners, employees, and
communities. (Cisco, 2021)

Second, progress co-occurs predominantly with reportabil-
ity co-text such as reports and transparency as in (20), framing
corporate motion as continuously inspectable to external au-
diences. Together, these two recurrent patterns within the two
systematic metaphors frame the firm as an IMPACT-MAK-
ING FORWARD MOVER: a corporate agent whose force is
directed outward toward stakeholder beneficiaries and whose
forward motion is made inspectable through transparent re-
porting.

Within this institutional setting, the IMPACT-MAKING
FORWARD MOVER operates as an identity-construction re-
source through which US firms demonstrate measurable, ex-
ternally-directed impact to align with stakeholder expectations,
a pattern consistent with previous findings that US CSR re-
ports systematically favour instrumental rationalization real-
ized through present continuous constructions and quantified
progress claims [29, 30].

4.2.3. Self-representation Patterns Within Fight/War
and Building in the Chinese Corpus

The two most strongly CN-overused vehicle groupings,
FIGHT/WAR and BUILDING, are analysed jointly because their
dominant vehicles suggest a mutually reinforcing self-repre-
sentation in the Chinese corpus.

At the linguistic-metaphor level, within FIGHT/WAR, strat-
egy/strategies dominate, followed by mission and targets/tar-
get, prototypically combative fight and battle together account
for only 5.7% of Chinese tokens. Within BUILDING, support
dominates, followed by platform/platforms and foundation, as
in (25) - (28).

(25) 2018 is the first year for Vanke to implement the strat-
egy of becoming an "urban and rural developer and life ser-
vices provider". (Vanke, 2018)

(26) This mission inspires our employees to join Lenovo’s
efforts to close the digital divide by providing access to...
(Lenovo 2023)

(27) We contributed to the "Beautiful China" education
support program and rural teacher support program to sow
seeds of advanced education on the barren land. (Vanke, 2018)

(28) In terms of ESG particularly, by virtue of a solid tech-
nological foundation and deep integration with internal prac-
tice, Ping An has created the AI-ESG platform that caters to
China's national conditions. (Ping An, 2020)

At the systematic-metaphor level, the linguistic metaphors
within the two groupings suggest two systematic metaphors
that work in tandem: STRATEGIC SUSTAINABILITY ACTION IS A
MISSION-LED CAMPAIGN and GOVERNANCE AND SOCIAL DEVEL-
OPMENT ARE INFRASTRUCTURE-BUILDING.

The recurrent patterns within the two systematic metaphors
seem to frame the firm as a STRATEGIC NATION-
BUILDER. Lexis such as mission and strategy co-occur pre-
dominantly with national-developmental and quality-of-life
commitments, as in (25) - (26), framing corporate action as the
acting of a nationally-aligned strategy. Lexis such as support and
platform co-occur predominantly with governance and social-de-
velopment co-text such as education and technology, as in (27) -
(28), framing corporate action as supporting structures for social
development. Even the most overtly combative vehicle, battle, oc-
curs in a collective-mobilisation frame rather than a market-com-
petition frame, underscoring that the FIGHT/WAR preference is mis-
sion-directed rather than adversarial, as in (29).

(29) General Secretary Xi, Jinping pointed out at the Sym-
posium on the decisive battle against poverty,... (CR, 2019)

The STRATEGIC NATION-BUILDER in the Chinese cor-
pus reflects a state-coordinated institutional context in which
corporate legitimacy is granted by alignment with national de-
velopment strategies and policy mandates [5, 28]. This align-
ment is rooted in a collectivist cultural logic in which the pri-
macy of collective goods over individual rights constitutes a
core value of Chinese socialist ideology [27].

Table 4. Vehicle groupings, systematic metaphors, and self-representation patterns in the two corpora.

Vehicle grouping Corpus  Systematic metaphor Self-representation pattern
MECHANISM SELF-MONITORING
Shared CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A MECHANISM OPERATOR
MECHANISM CN CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A MECHANISM AUDITED OPERATOR
MECHANISM US CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A MECHANISM EMBEDDED PARTICIPANT
PURPOSE-CLAIMING
THEATRE Shared CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A STAGED PERFORMANCE
PLAYER
NATIONAL-COLLECTIVE
THEATRE CN CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A STAGED PERFORMANCE

PLAYER
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Vehicle grouping Corpus  Systematic metaphor Self-representation pattern
SECTORAL/INTRA-FIRM
THEATRE UusS CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY CONDUCT IS A STAGED PERFORMANCE
PLAYER
PHYSICAL POWER + Us CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY INFLUENCE IS A PHYSICAL FORCE, CORPO- IMPACT-MAKING FOR-
MOVEMENT RATE SUSTAINABILITY PERFORMANCE IS FORWARD MOTION WARD MOVER
FIGHT/WAR ~+ BUILD- CN STRATEGIC SUSTAINABILITY ACTION IS A MISSION-LED CAMPAIGN, STRATEGIC NATION-
ING GOVERNANCE & SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT ARE INFRASTRUCTURE-BUILDING ~ BUILDER

Table 4 summarises the vehicle groupings, systematic met-
aphors, and self-representation patterns identified across sec-
tions 4.2.1 - 4.2.3, illustrating how the same systematic meta-
phor can yield both shared and divergent self-representations
depending on its co-textual framing, which is shaped by the
cultural and institutional contexts in which corporate dis-
course is produced [31].

5. Conclusions

Drawing on two comparable corpora of top executive letters
from China's GBA and US Bay Area Fortune Global 500 com-
panies (2018-2023), this study compared the distribution of
nominal metaphors and the self-representation patterns sug-
gested by systematic metaphor analysis.

Quantitative analysis shows that 13 vehicle groupings differ
significantly across the two corpora, with PHYSICAL POWER and
MOVEMENT the most strongly overused in the US corpus, and
FIGHT/WAR and BUILDING the most strongly overused in the
Chinese corpus — while MECHANISM and THEATRE show no
significant cross-corpus differences. The cross-corpus con-
trast resonates with prior findings that Chinese CEO letters fa-
vour war- and construction-related metaphors, while US CEO
letters favour journey- and game/sports-related ones [5]. The
present study additionally identifies PHYSICAL POWER as a US-
side strongly overused vehicle grouping alongside MOVEMENT
— a pattern surfaced by cross-corpus log-likelihood compari-
son at the vehicle-grouping level, complementing the genre-
specific metaphor selection approach of prior research.

Qualitative analysis shows that the US corpus jointly uses
PHYSICAL POWER and MOVEMENT to construct the IMPACT-
MAKING FORWARD MOVER. In contrast, the Chinese cor-
pus jointly mobilises FIGHT/WAR and BUILDING to construct the
STRATEGIC NATION-BUILDER. Even MECHANISM and
THEATRE, quantitatively similar, diverge qualitatively into the
AUDITED OPERATOR and the NATIONAL-COLLEC-
TIVE PLAYER in the Chinese corpus and the EMBEDDED
PARTICIPANT and the SECTORAL/INTRA-FIRM
PLAYER in the US corpus. These differences in metaphorical
framing of self-representations in two corpora support Semino
et al.'s [15] claim that the framing effects of metaphor are sen-
sitive to the analytical level at which they are examined: the
same vehicle grouping, when instantiated through different
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linguistic vehicles and embedded in different topical co-text,
may suggest different self-representational patterns. They also
resonate with previous findings that similar discursive re-
sources in CEO statements are deployed under different insti-
tutional logics and cultural values in Chinese and US contexts
[16, 29]. The findings thus underscore the importance of con-
ducting metaphor analysis not only at the conceptual-domain
level but also at the linguistic-vehicle and systematic meta-
phor levels for cross-cultural studies on CEO discourse.

Theoretically, this study contributes to cross-cultural meta-
phor research on CEO letters by providing empirical insights
into how nominal metaphors in local contexts — rather than
conceptual domains alone — construct corporate self-repre-
sentations. It further shows that a shared vehicle grouping can
carry register-specific self-representational patterns that con-
ceptual-domain and scenario-level analysis overlooks. Practi-
cally, the study invites practitioners to treat metaphor and
other discursive resources not as decorative but as constitutive
of corporate self-representations, and to deploy them with at-
tentiveness to the cultural-institutional contexts that shape
their meaning in cross-cultural sustainability communication.

Despite its contributions, this study acknowledges some
limitations. The current analysis is geographically bounded to
the Bay Area regions and to Fortune Global 500 firms. Future
research can broaden the sampling to smaller firms and to
other regional and national contexts within China and the US,
offering a more comprehensive picture of how firm sizes and
regional institutional settings shape metaphorical self-repre-
sentation. Moreover, the Chinese corpus comprises English-
language top executive letters published for international au-
diences, which may differ from Chinese-language originals in
metaphor choice. Comparing parallel Chinese-language let-
ters in future work would help disentangle translation effects
from culturally-anchored self-representation.

Abbreviations

GBA Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area
CEO Chief Executive Officer

CN Chinese

uUsS The United States
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