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The view beyond the corner office

Thoughts on an interdisciplinary theory of international corporate communications

1. Introduction

No doubt about it: The significance of internatbnorporate communicatiohis
growing, and the complexity associated with itnsreasing almost exponentially. But
systematic understanding of international corpocat@munications (ICC), even in the
corner offices of the German PR industry's top rgan@ent, is not well developed. The
few truly expert agencies are helpful service pdews, but they cannot solve the basic
problem, either in theory or in practice.

There is no comprehensive interlinking of PR kremige with relevant expertise
derived from other disciplines. Anyone who wantsptisition specific content through
specific institutions by means of specific peoplespecific media in a specific country
has one overriding need: specificity and expeuisall those levels.

This essay will illustrate the status quo in @iisa through examples and propose
a heuristic analytical grid, along with its intesdiplinary application. Finally, it will
conclude with a few basic considerations about ftitare of cross-border corporate

communications.

2. The current state of research

The specialized literature about international oose communications (ICC)
dates back more than half a century. The LibrarCohgress registered the first edition
of "Who's Who" in public relations in 1959, and tfwest "Handbook on International
Public Relations" was published in 1967. But omlythe last ten years has there been a
small boom irscholarly research on this topic.

“Internationale Unternehmenskommunikation im Glabatungsprozess,”
"Public Relations ohne Grenzen,” and "Lokal odeolal?” are just a few of the many

monographs and essay collections that have beelsipedh in Germany. Two major



collections by Hugh M. Culbertson and Ni Chen (1986d Krishnamurthy Sriramesh
and Dejan Vercic (2003) garnered the most inteonati attention. A series of titles with
a regional focus, for example on Europe, also apgoeécf. Sievert 1998 and updated
2006). "Each country of Europe has developed aysditerent kind of media,” Cathie
Burton and Alun Drake wrote (2004: 15) in a verggiice-oriented manual. "In fact, the
idea of a European media landscape is in itselfisnemer: nothing much links the
sensationalism of Albania to a British broadsheet tbong French analytical feature." In
PR theory, Betteke van Ruler and Dejan Vercic (20@ve shown in their collection
how differently public relations as a science iagbiced in different European countries,
even while it holds the potential for a very riftuitful exchange.

What is common to all of these essays is that grewarily or even exclusively
link to and develop the discourse within the fielfl PR. Whatever economics, law,
cultural studies, political science, sociology, iabg@sychology, linguistics and even
communications theory beyond the range of PR havsay about the topic scarcely
enters into the picture, if at all. The resulthattterminological distinctions already in use
in other fields for some time have been reinvenitdoke importantly, PR is robbed of the
opportunity to ensure its ability to make relevangh level connections in theory and
practice within a relatively short time. In parti@y international comparative sub-
disciplines within the fields mentioned above couwdntribute a great deal to an
understanding of ICC, and the cross-border comgsnainsome of these fields have a

large lead on PR research.

3. Suggestion for a heuristic analytical grid

To analyze ICC, a heuristic working model thatssd#ferentiated as possible is
required. One starting point is Siegfried Weisclexgls description of the social system
called "journalism," which, with a few modificatisncan be applied to the social sub-
system of "corporate communicatiorfs."

In his essay, Weischenberg, a Hamburg journalisper, distinguishes among
the normative, structural, functional and role eoitsg of journalism that refer to the

systems, institutions, statements and actors agsdcwith the media (cf. Weischenberg



1992: 67-70). He compares these contexts to annommoorder to illustrate mutual
interdependencies and influences. Analogous to &Nersberg's model, the social
subsystem of corporate communications can alsoepeesented by the layers of an
onion.

Economic and political systems and the respectigdia environments in which
corporate communications occur form the normatieetext. In the structural context,
specific foreign target institutions, usually corgitons, are scrutinized with regard to
their financial and leadership structures. The fiom@al context primarily involves
cultural dimensions and conflicts that can (andusdo influence the contents of
international corporate communications to a gredérg. Last but not least, the role
context looks at international target actors adahms backdrop of their different features,

expertise, and attitudes.

Heuristic grid of analysis of (International) Corporate Communications’ sub-systems

Standard context Structure context

* General characteristics
of political and
economic systems

« Typology of company’s
financing (Corporate
Finance System)

¢ Chosen model for
company’s manageme
and controlling (“Corpo-
rate Governance”)

« Concrete characteristicg
of media systems and

media relations in

particular

Function context

« Distinctive dimensions
in describing culture

¢ Other conflict subjects |
with content pertinence
and communication
goals

Diagram 1
Source: Sievert 2007 following Weischenberg 1992

For each of these contexts within ICC, researchbmacarried out regarding the

individual countries which are the targets of intgional communications. This research



would look at the extent to which distinctions das made between the contexts or the
extent to which differences in other industriescorporate cultures flow from them. In
this way, for each communications situation contednin practice, a grid could be
developed that would cover all target countriestiintions, media and actors. PR
agencies could use the grid as they planned arldaggd efforts and strategies.

The examples in this essay are taken from meslaions because universal
examples are not available. These examples areargldoecause media relations still
plays a central, if no longer determinative, rote dorporate communications. The
additional emphasis on non-specific PR contentesety demonstrate the full potential of
a more interdisciplinary approach. Individual madfebm other disciplines are assigned
to a context for the purpose of illustration. e extent possible, individual aspects of
the model are described as pairs of oppositesderdo develop a kind of rough ICC
compass for a specific ICC project at the end isf ¢issay.

4. Interdisciplinary application of the heuristic analytical grid

4.1 Normative context in political science and gemnal communications theory

In considering the normative context of ICC, helgtimuli can be found in the
fields of political science and general communmadi theory. In recent years, two
models have been developed in these disciplingsritegrate a political and economic
perspective in relation to a description of varidyses of media systems. Their authors
are Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini, as welRasger Blum.

Hallin and Mancini (2004) developed a total of threedia and political models
that rest principally on nine indicators. Theseea$p labeled "characteristics" by the
authors, can be illustrated in somewhat abbrevited as pairs of opposites. Building
on these nine distinctions, the authors assigned®&8tern countries to one of three
models. For countries like France, Greece, Itapgis and Portugal, they established a
polarized pluralistic model. In these more direietiopolitical structures, newspaper print

runs are low and the media are closely aligned tigihly polarized politics. Journalism



is marked by opinion, barely professionalized, @agily instrumentalized. The state
intervenes significantly in the media and subsislite press.

Standard context — Characteristics of political andmedia systems
early Time of democratization late
consensus-, Governance style _ majoritarian-
e oriented based
Characteristics Nat ¢ volitical participati
G I{ iti icipation
of political organized < alure ol politica’ participatio » individual
systems
i General role of the state .
liberal <« > dirigist
Denotation of law
high < enotafion o1 ‘& > weak
Reach of newspapers distribution
high < > low
high Parrallelism between politics and media low
Characteristics
T S BENTS L Qualification of communication professions N
high low
Importance of the state in media systems .
low < P Y > high
Diagram 2
Source: Sievert 2007 following Hallin and Mancini 2004

Great Britain, Ireland, Canada and the UnitedeStare assigned to the liberal
model. The market plays a big role, print runsraezlium-high, and there has long been
a commercial, relatively neutral mass press. Jdigmas highly professionalized, self-
regulation is institutionalized (while also weak tines), and the media distance
themselves from politics and play an active ingggtve role.

The researchers classify the media systems indBwana, the Netherlands,
Belgium, Germany, Austria and Switzerland as deatoriand corporatist. Newspapers
have high print runs, the mass press developed eayland the party-affiliated press has

been significant historically, although more reternt has been overshadowed by a
neutral commercial press.



Standard context — Country classification in three nodels of media systems
according to Hallin and Mancini

Mediterranean or
Polarized Pluralist
Model

Nothern European
or Democratic
Corporatist Model

North Atlantic or
Liberal Model

Countries concerned
{examples)

France, Greece, Italy,
Portugal, Spain

Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, Finland,

Germany, Netherlands,

Norway, Sweden,

Britain, United States,
Canada, Ireland

Switzerdand
Neawspaper Industry Low newspaper High newspaper Middle newspapear
circulation circulation circulation
Political Parallelism High political External pularism Neutral commercial
parallelism; especially in national press; information-

commentary-criented
journalism

press; shift towards
neutral commercial
press

oriented journalism;
internal pluralism (in
the UK macre extarnal)

Professionalization

Weaker

Strong

Strong

Role of the State in the

Strong state

Strong state

Market dominated

Media System intervention {including intenvention, but with {except strong public
press subsidies) protaction fort he pres | broadcasting in UK und
freedam Ireland)
Diagram 3

Source: Hallin and Mancini 2004: 67-68; revised by 8i¢2007

A second approach by Blum (2005), a Swiss resegrche be described only
briefly here. Blum distinguishes among six mod#isge of which roughly correspond to
Hallin and Mancini's distinctions. Particularly eatorthy are the East European shock
model (Russia, Turkey, Iran), the Arab-Asian paitionodel (Egypt, Yemen) and the
Asiatic-Caribbean model (China, Vietham, Burma, Ealowe and Cuba).

Taken together, both approaches offer an outsigndopportunity for
communications professionals to adjust at a systae-level to the target country of
their communications and thus prepare three sulese@nalytical steps. The systems of
journalism and their political backgrounds are famin the countries the researchers
assigned to a single model of media system, sw#tyein which media relations can (and
must) operate as a part of corporate communicattams be assumed. Analogously,
journalism and PR in these countries differ sulisiy from journalism and PR in

countries assigned to a different model of medstesys.



4.2 The structural context using the example of lavand finances

When the issue is better communicative understgndina specific foreign
corporation, economics and business administratioparticular are interdisciplinary
sources of insight. An understanding of the legadtesm can contribute interesting
perspectives as well, particularly where it goegope generalities about legal standards
in the target country and looks into their impletagion in corporate reality.

If the goal is to understand a specific corporatod its communicative behavior,
that will not be possible without at least basiowtedge of financial structures and the
cultural implications associated with them. Witliorporate finance, Erik Berglof (1997)
has developed an interesting approach that desambeels of venture capital finance. In
contrast to classical financial literature, heidgiishes not only between equity and debt
capital and direct and indirect financing, but alsetween arm's-length finance and
control-oriented finance. Using the examples of thdated States and Japan, he also
indicates clearly that, while all forms occur in shaountries, there are nonetheless
traditional financial systems and associated cafediorms typical of each country.

Comparative corporate governance research witigrstudy of law makes similar
country-specific distinctions. Cynthia A. Willianad John M. Conley (2005: 494, with
additional references there) begin their analysth #he classic distinction between the
Anglo-American outsider and the Continental Europesider systems. Alongside these
two types, Christine A. Mallin (2006: xii-xiii) disguishes two other groups: a Central
and East European one marked by the privatizafidineol1990s, and a much less uniform
Southeast Asian system with a great deal of stdlieence. Despite this variety, however,
there are nonetheless "certain core features wichrge, such as the importance of
transparency, disclosure, accountability of directcand protection of minority
shareholders' rights.” (Mallin 2006: xiv). Williamend Conley (2005: 550) locate an
"emerging third way." Great Britain is taking thtgrd way by combining the American
and Continental models.

In the case of the structural context, both ofs¢éhesystems offer corporate
communications the possibility of preparing PR\atiis in an international context for a

specific target institution. The existence of cowspecific dominant types facilitates



this work, although it is not a substitute for cddesing the individual corporation and its
classification.

4.3 The functional context using the example of cuwiral and management studies

The target country in general and the target uisbih in a more narrow sense are
not the only factors in the design and implemeatatof international corporate
communications, however. Target content has to drefally considered as well—
whether it can be directly conveyed in a certaifiucal context or whether perhaps it
needs to be transmitted through several interipss{€his factor plays a particular role in
larger, consolidated corporations in which the ooampe culture is not necessarily the
same throughout affiliated national companies.

Function context-Dimensions in describing culture
ow < Power distance > high
Uncertainty avoidance .
< » high
Dimensions low 9
accordingto  1980...
Hofstede - low < Differences in gender role > high
2001
Accentuation of individualit:
low < Y > high
Values perspective in work and life
short-term > long-term
universalisme Understanding of the world » particularism
individualism « Understanding of society » communitarianism
Conflicting N
" Dos)order principle e
values* specificity < (Dos) prnaip > diffusity
according to .
Hampden-Turner/ self- Assignment of status _ assigned
Trompenaars acquired
. Value orientation
inner <« > outer
. Understanding of time .
sequentiale > simultaneous
Diagram 4
Source: Sievert 2007 following Hofstede 1980 and 289%ell as Hampden-Turner and Tompenaars 2000




Geert Hofstede, a Dutch communications expert, thas first to show this
empirically. He identified four different dimens®no describe cultures (cf. Hofstede
1980), to which he later added a fifth (cf. Hof€e2D01). Despite some shortcomings,
his findings provide helpful cultural insight ana@vareness, which can be taken into
account when producing PR content.

Within classical management studies, Charles Hamfdener (Cambridge) and
Fons Trompenaars (Amsterdam) have established tamative distinction centered
around six basic conflicts with regard to commutieatarget contents in management.
This approach is noteworthy in that in additionptwinting out the conflicts, it provides
possible solutions based on case studies.

Much can be written on the issue of designing aanté culturally conditioned
communications. But even the distinctions brieflroduced here can contribute to more

discriminating campaign design for cross-bordeorimfational content.

Country classification in the seven Hofstede’s modglof cultural systems
Name Power Avoidan-ce | Individu- Masculini- | Countries
distance of alism vs. ty vs.
insecurity collecti- femininity
vity
| Developed high high high intermedi- | Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, France,
Latin countries ate Spain
1l Less developed high high low wide Chile, ex-Yugoslavia, Columbia,
Latin countries range Mexico, Peru, Portugal, Venezuela
mn Developed Asian intermedi- high intermedi- | intermedi- | Japan
countries ate ate ate
IV | Less developed Asian high low low intermedi- | Hong Kong, India, Philippines,
countries ate Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand
\% Middle East high high low intermedi- | Greece, Iran, Turkey
ate
Vi Germanic low high low intermedi- | Germany, Israel, ltaly, Austria,
ate Switzerland, South Africa
Vil Anglo-Saxon low low high high Australia, Great Britain, Ireland,
intermedi- Canada, New Zealand, USA
ate
VI | Nordic low low intermedi- low Denmark, Finland, Netherlands,
intermedi- ate Norway, Sweden
ate
Diagram 5
Source: Hofstede 1980 following Henry 2001, translatehttp://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interkulturelle_Zammenarbeit




4.4 Role context using the example of human resows science and journalism

research

Last but not least, the role context of the acioslved and especially their
target actors must be considered. Since comparatiernational data on
communications specialists is not available, thecussion must be limited to PR
professionals working in Germany. However, compegatiata from journalism research
is good, so this professional group will be thejsabof cross-border comparison, with
the focus on media relations as previously mentione

There are already two summaries concerning concations actors in Germany
(cf. Sievert and Thomann 2005 and Lideke and Si@@86), so only the most important
findings will be mentioned here. In a comprehenspersonnel study of 255 PR
professionals conducted in the summer of 2004 leihgen and Sievert 2006 on
methodology and other results), close to a quastethe respondents said they were
responsible for worldwide communications at thedrporations. When these global
communicators in Germany are analyzed, the stisiverage is a 50-year old man with
a liberal arts and social sciences education whoksvain a telecommunications or
chemicals industry.

But at the level of actors, who is the media refeg counterpart to this average
global PR professional? Until a few years ago, stee of research on international
comparative journalism polls was even sparser\i&fischenberg and Sievert 1998). A
pioneering collection of essays by David H. Weasemmarized studies from 21
countries and thus made possible a comparativadsrasion of journalism features and
attitudes formulated according to dichotomies.

In the present case and building on Weaver's wank,can investigate the extent
to which features and characteristics of individtalet actors in ICC are typical for
certain target countries. Among other findings, thesults regarding journalists'
understanding of their role are particularly ingtieg. "There is much disagreement over

how important it is to provide entertainment, t@od accurately and objectively, to
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provide analysis of complex issues and problemd tarbe a watchdog on government,”
Weaver summarized (1998: 478-479).

The great differences in understanding of the odlgurnalists underscores the
importance of intercultural expertise gained thiougterdisciplinary studies in public
relations. The wrong tone in a press release @n avorse, a thoughtless remark that
would be completely harmless in Germany but thamssilting to a "foreign" journalist

can endanger an entire communications process.

5. Summary and perspective

The discussion above illuminates the complexitytled context within which
international corporate communications occur. llistrates how important is it for a
globally-engaged corporate communicator to be kedgéable about the levels of target
countries, target institutions, target contents target actors (or why he or she should
ensure that employees or service providers havedbessary knowledge). With the right
information at hand, PR professionals are in atjposto create a kind of ICC compass
with regard to dichotomies in all four contextsgaeted (cf. diagram 5).

How many and which particular compass axes shdiddselected for an
individual strategic communications goal depend®nuphe situation. In any case,
however, by combining the points on the individagés, a kind of rough map emerges.
When the cultural expressions of the individualteats for all axes are compared to the
map, the biggest cultural differences between gstem in which a communications
project originates and those of the target systewoime apparent. This background
knowledge seems quite useful for professionalsctlirg cross-national and cross-
cultural corporate communications.

This essay intends to make evident the potensafulness of interdisciplinary
approaches in international comparative PR reseawdthout forgetting the core
expertise, which for reasons of space could onlynieationed in passing here. It goes
without saying that this core expertise needs tpdré of PR education (cf. Sievert 2005
and Sievert/Ludeke 2005). The author seeks to poinnta few possibilities in this

direction.
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Put simply, PR professionals are not the firddéeengaged with international and
multicultural comparisons and models. The wheeldneet be reinvented, and a look

beyond the corner office can only be for the better

“ICC-compass” for planning and implementing ICC

Normative context of the
particular target country

Time of democratization
\Z
Z

aduelsIp Jamod

Functional context of the S oo ot the
X particular target
particular target context institution

Diagram 6

Source: Sievert 2007 following Weaver 1998

End notes:

! The terms corporate communications (CC) and pubdiations (PR) are used
synonymously here. The distinctions between theggested by some authors do not
seem to serve a purpose in this context. When pudlitions refers to the narrower field
of media relations, the latter term is used exiici

2 In this essay, the author chose a working modat, ih the final analysis, starts from
system-theoretical concepts from the German-spgakiorld (cf. instructively Sievert
1999). Corporate communications is understood hererefer to a territorially

differentiated subsystem of the economic systene. dilesent essay does not provide the
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necessary space or the appropriate context tostiselated questions. An essay on that
issue is in the planning stages.

Reference List

Berglof, Erik. A Note on the Typology of Financi@ystems. IfComparative Corporate
Governance: Essays and Materiaksglited by Klaus J. Hopt and Eddy Wymeersch.

Berlin and new York, 1997: 151-164.

Blum, Roger. Bausteine zu einer Theorie der Medysteme. Medienwissenschaft

SchweiZ2: 5-11, 2005.

Burton, Cathie, and Alun Drakelitting the Headlines in Europe. A country-by-ctiyn

guide to effective Media Relatiariondon, 2004.

Culbertson, Hugh M., and Ni Chen (ed$n}ernational Public Relations. A comparative

analysis Mahwah/New Jersey, 1996.

Hallin, Daniel C., and Paolo Mancirtomparing Media SystemBhree models of media

and politics Cambridge, 2004.

Hampden-Turner, Charles, and Fons Trompen&aritding Cross-Cultural Competence:

How to create wealth from conflicting-valu€shichester et all., 2000.

13



Hofstede, Geert.Culture’s Consequence. International differences work-related
values Newbury Park/CA, 1980.
Hofstede, GeertCulture’s Consequences. Comparing values, behasjounstitutions

and organizations across natiang™ edition Thousand Oaks/CA, 2001.

Langen, Claudia, and Holger Sievert (edStyategisch kommunizieren and fiihren. Eine
aktuelle  Studie zu Profil und Qualifizierung fir nei transparente

UnternehmenskommunikatioBitersloh, 2006.

Ludeke, Thomas, and Holger Sievert. Mehr als pohedmagebrochiren. Internationale

Kommunikation im Mittelstandpressespreche6: 28-29, 2006.

Mallin, Christine A. (ed.)Handbook on International Corporate Governance. Qo

analysesCheltenham, Northampton/Mass, 2006.

Sievert, Holger. Europaischer Journalismus Theorie und Empirie aktueller

Medienkommunikation in der Européaischen Uni@pladen, 1998.

Sievert, Holger. Begonnen- aber (noch) nicht vgeo Zum “cultural turn” in der
deutschen Publizistik- und Kommunikationswissenfichaln Interpretation,
Konstruktion, Kultur Ein Paradigmenwechsel in Sozialwissenschaftedited by

Andreas Reckwitz and Holger Sievert. Opladen, 1399-329.

14



Sievert, Holger. Harter Wettbewerb. In Osterreichd uder Schweiz haben sich
europaweit anerkannte “Center of Excellence” fUrdPRvickelt.prkarriere 1: 24-26.
Sievert, Holger. Reporting in Europe. Heuristic a&ks on old and new research about
“European journalism”. IProceeding of BledCom 200é&dited by Dejan Vercic, Betteke

van Ruler, Susanne Holmstrém, and Cees J. Haméljukljana, 2006.

Sievert, Holger, and Thomas Ludeke. Internatiomahkunizieren. Studium der Public

Relations in Grof3britannien und den U&ammunikationsmanagdy: 68-71, 2005.

Sievert, Holger, and Michael Thomann. Die unbekanriGlobal Players.” pmagazine

3: 25, 2005.

Sriramesh, Krishnamurthy, and Dejan Vercic (ed3he Global Public Relations

Handbook. Theory, Research and Practidahwah/New Jersey, 2003.

van Ruler, Betteke, and Dejan Vercic (ed®ublic Relations and Communication
Management in Europe. A nation-by-nation introdoictto Public Relations theory and

practice Berlin, New York, 2004.

Weaver, David H. Journalists around the World. Camatities and differences. [fhe
Global Journalist. News people around the worledited by David H. Weaver.

Cresskill/New Jersey, 1998: 455-480.

15



Weischenberg,  Siegfried. Journalistik. = Theorie und  Praxis  aktueller
Medienkommunikation. Bd. 1: Mediensysteme, MedidgetMedieninstitutionen

Opladen, 1992.
Weischenberg, Siegfried, and Holger Sievert. Ddutsanzdsische Journalisten
(forschung). Probleme und Potentiale des internatem Vergleichs in der Publizistik-

und Kommunikationswissenschafublizistik43: 395-410, 1998.

Williams, Cynthia A., and John M. Conley. The eossiof the Anglo-American

shareholder value constru€@ornell International Law Journg38) 2: 493-551, 2005.

16



