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Abstract  

 

Service providers frequently need to break unpleasant post-sales news to private customers 

concerning changes in contracts, increases in fees, rejection of insurance claims, and so on. 

However, although customer communication is widely regarded as a key aspect of business 

communication, limited access to original documents and the lack of insights into their 

background mean that little field research has been done on how such bad news messages 

(BNMs) are formulated in practice, by whom, and how the production process may impact the 

effectiveness of the message in terms of comprehensibility and intended action on the part of 

the recipients. The present study aims to fill this research gap. It adopted basic qualitative 

approach, drawing on exploratory research. Methods to gather data were qualitative 

(unstructured and semi-structured) interviews with representatives of telecommunications 

service providers and insurance companies in Austria, Germany, and Italy, as well as qualitative 

analysis of authentic primary and secondary documents. Thematic analysis was then applied to 

examine the data. Key findings show that no single department within a company is responsible 

for BNMs. In many cases, the process of creating these texts involves, as in a “(text) choir”, a 

complex and dynamic interplay of various “voices” (authors) both internal (e.g., corporate 

managers, lawyers and in-house authors), and external (e.g., communication agencies, 

customers, and even the market regulators). During the entextualisation and recontextualisation 

process, this can result in tensions resolvable only by adopting a recursive text production 

process such as document cycling and through “linguistic” compromises. The final product is 

thus “polyvocal” and/or hybrid. In the latter case, it may not be fully in tune from a linguistic 

point of view, for example when also external (legal) voices must be compulsorily introduced 

into the BNM choir. As well as being of potential interest also to researchers and professionals, 

the findings are expected to have pedagogical implications informing, for example, (tertiary 

level) business communication syllabi with practical contents.  

 

 

Key words: Bad news messages, writing at work, document cycling, “linguistic” compromise, 

“compulsory insertion” of (a part of) one text into another.  
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1 Introduction  

Relationship marketing (RM) is designed to maintain and improve relations in the long term 

with customers and with stakeholders in general (Broom et al. 1997; Lischka 2000; Mast et 

al. 2005, 2016; Menz and Stahl 2008; Godson 2009; Reinmuth et al. 2016; Kumar 2018). 

Due to its potential contribution to raising customer retention and loyalty rates, as well as to 

building up trust in the company generally, it is widely regarded as a crucial aspect of 

customer communication (e.g., Grönroos 2001; Rapp 2005; Kotler and Keller 2006). A 

concept that has recently become central to RM (e.g., Verhoef et al. 2009) is that of customer 

experience, defined by Meyer and Schwager (2007) as “the subjective response customers 

have to direct or indirect contact with a company” during their entire customer life cycle, 

including the post-sales stage. Customer experience has also been described as “a journey 

whose course is marked by touchpoints, each of which is a different way […] a brand 

interacts with and makes an impression on […] [its] stakeholders” (Davis and Longoria 

2003: 6). 

One so far unrecognised but increasingly important form of touchpoint is constituted 

by the numerous “relationship communications” (Delin et al. 2006: 27) or bulk post-sales 

mailings (letters, emails, attachments to the (e-)bill, or text messages) with no sales, 

advertising, or billing character that inform existing (private) customers about some 

development unfavourable to them (e.g., communications from service providers with 

information about, say, a price hike). Such written texts are termed bad news messages 

(BNMs)1. Their growing importance has two causes. First, legal changes mean that 

companies are now required to disclose more information than previously. And, second, 

customers have come to expect a greater degree of transparency on the part of the companies. 

As a result, BNMs have great potential to play a strategic role in RM. 

                                                 

 
1 Colloquially, the term “message” can refer to either the text or its content. The Lexico dictionary (s.v.), for 
example, defines it as:  “A verbal, written, or recorded communication sent to or left for a recipient who cannot 
be contacted directly” and cites as possible synonyms, among others, “letter”, “email”, but also 
“communication”, “announcement” “piece of information”, “news”. It is evident that the difference between 
message as ‘means’ (the medium through which the message is transmitted) and message as the ‘content’ of 
the message itself may be not plain. In this thesis, “message” is understood as the written text (medium) through 
which bad news is disclosed. Section 8.1 will describe in detail the difference between bad news messages and 
bad news.   
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What is more, various surveys conducted by European insurance companies and 

institutes for the supervision of the sector (e.g., ERGO Study 2012; Haug and Haseloff 2018; 

IVASS Study 2021) have suggested that the comprehensibility of service providers’ 

customer communication in general remains low. For example, complex wording and jargon 

often require re-reading and so antagonise recipients (including native speakers) who cannot 

fully understand the message and what action, if any, they are expected to take. Additionally, 

lack of clarity means that many BNMs raise suspicions about their senders’ real intentions, 

arousing negative feelings that a company to which customers may have shown considerable 

loyalty (by regularly paying fees and tariffs) takes no account of their interests when these 

are threatened. 

 It is therefore not surprising that much research has been conducted into BNMs. This 

has covered: what companies consider bad news for their customers; the reasons why 

companies disclose it (e.g., Skinner 1994); and, above all, how they do so through their BNM 

communication strategies – from stakeholder (Stahl and Menz 2014), managerial and 

business communication perspectives (e.g., Wells and Spinks 1996; Ewald and Burnett 

1997; Bovée and Thill 2010; Bies 2013; Locker and Kienzler 2015). However, since 

companies have been generally reluctant to allow researchers access to the production 

context of authentic documents, little field research has been done on how BNMs are 

formulated by service providers in practice and by whom. This represents a significant 

(research) gap in the research area of writing at work in connection with relationship 

marketing. 

 This dissertation therefore aims to help fill the gap identified by posing the following 

research questions.  

RQ 1: How are BNM texts to private customers produced in practice by companies 

in the specific service sectors of insurance and telecommunications? 

RQ 2: Which actors are involved in producing the text and content of such BNMs, to 

what extent, and within which (linguistic) frameworks? 

RQ 3: Does the BNM production process impact the effectiveness of the message in 

terms of comprehensibility and intended action on the part of the recipients? 

In answering these questions, the thesis applies a basic qualitative approach (Merriam 

and Tisdell 2016) making use of exploratory research (ER). The latter has proved its value 

when there is cause to believe that a group, process, activity, or situation is worthy of 

investigation (Stebbins 2008: 327), but little or nothing of a scholarly nature is known about 
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it. To assess the project’s feasibility, in the first stage of the study only a few contacts were 

established and some interviews carried out. Happily, this triggered what Edwards and 

Holland (2013: 6) term snowballing: the acquisition of further productive contacts inside 

(corporate managers and lawyers as well as in-house authors) and outside the companies 

concerned (language experts, communication agencies, and regulators) (see Section 5.1).  

Due to the practical nature of my research questions, data were gathered in the field 

using a combination of different qualitative techniques. These were interviews in domestic 

and multinational settings, email exchange with interviewees, and discussions with 

communication science experts together with the analysis of primary and secondary 

documents such as authentic BNMs – provided during company visits – regularly sent to 

non-business clients by a variety of insurance companies and telecommunications service 

providers in Austria, Germany and Italy (Sections 5.3 and 6).  

The countries were chosen for two main reasons: their economic importance in the 

sectors considered and my personal command of the country languages (Italian and German) 

in which the BNMs considered are usually written. The sectors, on the other hand, were 

selected because of their practical relevance in the everyday life of the common customer, 

who frequently receives BNMs from service providers (details in Sections 2.2).  

As the data accumulated, they were constantly reviewed and (re)coded from a 

“progressive comprehension” perspective (Morse 2012). Thematic analysis according to 

Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) was applied to them to generate “themes” using a bottom-up 

approach, as exhaustively described in Section 7. Given the unfolding nature of the whole 

research structure, key aspects such as research questions, the areas of literature to be 

reviewed, precise theoretical reference model(s), methodological choices, and data 

interpretation procedures were defined gradually in the course of the project, as Sections 3.3 

to 7 will show.  

The thesis makes a twofold linguistic contribution to research on writing at work and 

customer communication in the post-sales stage, and on how these two areas are closely 

interconnected. On the one hand, it represents an attempt to implement the recommendations 

of previous researchers in the field to investigate aspects of authentic wording and revision 

processes (Jakobs 2008: 256) and the genesis of these processes drawing on data empirically 

collected in the workplace (Jakobs 2005: 34). On the other hand, it intends to be of practical 

relevance for BNM writers by providing a detailed analysis of what happens behind the 

scenes of the BNM production process in order to increase awareness of the role of language 
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in business (Hüneberg and Geile 2012). Furthermore, analysing specific aspects of the 

process will show a few of the major linguistic challenges faced by those who manage the 

customer relationship in writing in the after-sales stage. This will be the incentive to analyse 

whether the different writing strategies adopted during the BNM production process give 

rise to possible implications of the readability and, thus, comprehensibility for the BNM 

texts to the receivers and the reasons for this.  

 Comparing BNM text and content production processes of service companies in Italy 

and in two German-speaking countries, the thesis intends also to investigate the possible 

differences or similarities among the linguistic strategies adopted in the countries.  

The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows.  

Section 2 is an introductory section that offers an overview of different aspects of the context 

within which BNMs are produced in the sectors considered. It is divided into three parts. 

The first part addresses the concept of customer communication in order to contextualise the 

potentiality of BNMs within the post-sales relationship between existing customers and 

companies. The second part is dedicated to a few legal aspects of the relationship customer-

company, which have an impact also on the BNM text production process, and to the 

practical implications of the intervention of the market regulators for customer 

communication and BNMs. The third part, then, considers the issue of the generally poor 

comprehensibility of the companies’ written communication to existing customers, which 

involves BNMs, too.  

 
Section 3 is dedicated to the review of key literature in those research areas of significance 

for my endeavour. At the very beginning of the study, disclosing negative news, as part of a 

professional’s daily work, (e.g., Skinner 1994; Wells and Spinks 1996; Menz and Stahl 2008; 

Bovée and Thill 2010; Guffey and Loewy 2011; Bies 2013; Stahl and Menz 2014; Locker 

and Kienzler 2015) and writing in the workplace (e.g., Spradley 1979; Flower and Hayes 

1981; Odell and Goswami 1985; Brown and Herndl 1986; Kogen 1989; Schwartzman 1993; 

Spilka 1993; van Gemert and Woudstra 1997; Dias et al. 1999; Spinuzzi 2014b) were 

identified. Given the exploratory nature of the research and the recursive and iterative 

character of the qualitative analysis process, further subjects to cover will be selected along 

with the coding of interviewees’ responses and the identification of themes, or integrated in 

the methodological and analytical sections, especially in those dedicated to the analysis and 

discussion of the themes generated (thematic review). These cover collaborative writing 
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(CW) in non-academic settings (Couture and Rymer 1989; Winsor 1989; Beard and Rymer 

1990; Cross 1990, 1993; Bosley and Morgan 1991; Debs 1991; Pomerenke 1992; Thrall 

1992; Burnett and Duin-Hill 1993; Anderson 1995; Van der Mast 1996; Lowry et al. 2004; 

Palmeri 2004; Brandt 2005; Gooch 2005; Jones 2005; Schindler and Wolfe 2014; Bremner 

2014; Adamzik 2016) and the “document cycling” process (Paradis et al. 1985; Dorff and 

Duin-Hill 1989; Glover and Hirst 1996; Sharples and van der Geest 1996; Davies et al. 1999; 

Brandt 2005; Jakobs 2005; Schindler and Wolfe 2014; Jakobs and Spinuzzi 2014b).  

The changing and dynamic nature of the text (e.g., Linell 1998; Lillis 2013) led then 

to notions such as “text trajectories” (e.g., Silverstein and Urban 1996; Tusting 2017; Lillis 

and Maybin 2017; Woydack 2019), the entextualisation-recontextualisation process (e.g., 

Bauman and Briggs 1990; Silverstein and Urban 1996; Blommaert 2005; Lillis 2013; 

Maybin 2017), intertextuality (e.g., Kristeva 1980; Devitt 1991; Fairclough 1992; Selzer 

1993; Berkenkotter 2001; Bazerman 2003, 2010; Blühdorn et al. 2006), voices, and 

polyphony (Bakhtin 1963/1984).  

 

Section 4 first presents some of the methodological challenges I faced when structuring the 

study. Second, some key terms such as ‘plan’, ‘methodology’, ‘methods’, and ‘design’ are 

explained. Third, qualitative research according to Hammersley’s (2013) is presented as the 

most suitable way to investigate the BNM text production process under the perspective of 

the so-called “inductive-deductive cycle” (O’Leary 2017). Finally, the section also addresses 

the crucial issue of the meaning of theory and its use in qualitative research.  

 

Section 5 discusses the study design and the study’s practicability. It introduces ‘exploratory 

research’ (ER) as an approach to gain access to the ‘real world’ (see Section 4) when a 

phenomenon has been investigated only partially or not at all and describes how ER was 

applied in practice in the present study. It then presents the reasons why the ‘basic’ 

qualitative study in the sense of Merriam and Tisdell (2016) is the most appropriate ‘style’ 

to apply to the qualitative research in the present study. It also considers a few constraints 

that limited the fieldwork and partially affected the application of the research tools to data 

collection.  

 

Section 6 presents in detail the tools of data gathering used in the study: interviews, and the 

analysis of primary and secondary data as well as documents. The first part of the section is 
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dedicated to the theoretical aspects of interviewing and a few of the most frequent intellectual 

and ethical challenges researchers face when doing interviews, whereas the second part 

describes in detail how interviews were conducted in practice and how the other qualitative 

tools – mentioned above – were used for this study. 

 

Section 7 deals with the analytical approach to the data. Considering the interviews, it gives 

an overview of the techniques used to prepare the audio data for the analysis and the issue 

of the translation of the texts in German and Italian into English. It introduces thematic 

analysis (TA) according to Braun and Clarke (2006), describes the major features of the 

method, and the reasons for applying it to the present study to analyse the interview data as 

well as how the analysis is carried out in practice. It also discusses the validation process 

and the issue of adding trustworthiness to the research process together with notions such as 

triangulation and “grounded eclecticism”. 

 

Section 8 includes the analysis and discussion of the themes and possible subthemes 

generated during the thematic analysis. Generating themes corresponds to what is more 

commonly known as reporting of the ‘results’ (or ‘findings’) (Hackley 2020: 84); therefore 

some specific features of the reporting style are provided in the dedicated account later in 

this section.  

 

Section 9 reports the conclusions.  

 

The reporting style 

Often, the style of reporting used in qualitative research is ‘borrowed’ from quantitative 

research and characterised, for example, “by third person/passive forms, separating out an 

integrated ‘results and discussion’, and including methodological critique in the 

introduction” (Clarke and Braun 2021: n.p.). However, this is not the only style; rather there 

is no widely agreed on single standard for reporting qualitative research (e.g., Taylor and 

Bogdan 1984). For the present study, I have adopted what Braun and Clarke (2021), whose 

approach to thematic analysis was also applied here, called the ‘qualitative centric style’. 

According to the authors, this style “departs from quantitative norms of empirical research 

reporting” and, although often considered not conventional compared to the common 

practice, seems more in line with the values of qualitative research (2021: n.p.).  
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The qualitative centric style implies providing more than a generic description of the 

research process followed in the study. It implies constant reflection by the researchers on 

what they have been doing. This means that researchers should tell the reader not just what 

they actually did but also how they actually engaged with the process (2021: n.p.). 

The jargon used for headings and subheadings should also reflect the style through 

terms such as ‘methodology’, ‘data analysis’, ‘interviews’, etc. Subheadings and content 

should be organised so that the researchers discuss the reasons why they did something and 

then how they implemented it (Clarke and Braun 2021: n.p.). Information and interpretation 

should be contextualised, giving the readers signposting that helps them understand what the 

researcher has done. Furthermore, Braun and Clarke “encourage a writing style that brings 

the ‘voice’ of the individual researcher into the text – such as the use of the first person in 

the methodology section[s]” (2021: 39). Reflexivity (see Section 4.3) should also be evident 

through the writing style and “and, if appropriate, [through] consideration of the researcher’s 

personal positioning in relation to the topic, and the participants” (2021: 41) (see Sections 6 

and 7).  

If no hypothesis was formulated at the beginning of the study (see Section 5), the so-

called results (or findings) section is structured around key themes (or topics) identified 

during the analysis of the data (Scribbr 1: n.p.; see also Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 25; 

Hackley 2020: 84). In this case, in the reporting the combination of analysis (also 

results/findings) and discussion section (Braun and Clarke 2013: 308), where exploring the 

relevance and meanings of the themes helps to demonstrate how the research findings answer 

the RQs, is frequently found. The combination should support the deeper analytic 

engagement with the data and the better contextualisation of the generated themes and 

analytic observations in relation to existing literature, relevant theory, and wider contexts 

(Braun and Clarke 2021: n.p.) (see Section 8). 

However, a general conclusion in which the researcher reflects on her/his study and 

considers future research is still needed (2021: n.p.; see also 2021: 42) (see Section 9).  
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2 The context  

This introductory section will give an overview of different aspects of the context within 

which BNMs are produced in the sectors considered. It will be split into three parts. The first 

one, dedicated to customer communication and the goals and objectives it pursues, will help 

to better contextualise the potentiality of BNMs within the post-sales relationship between 

existing customers and companies. The second part will introduce a few legal aspects of the 

relationship customer-company, which have impact also on the BNM text production 

process. Particular attention will be also given to the market regulators and their controlling 

and statutory regulating power in the sectors considered, which also carries practical 

implications for customer communication and BNMs. Finally, the third part will present the 

language issue relating to the generally little comprehensibility of the companies’ written 

communication to prospects and existing customers, which involves BNMs, too.  

2.1 Customer communication and relationship marketing (RM) 

In business communication, customer communication has been the domain of marketing for 

a long time, considered one of the many instruments available to the company to pursue the 

main aim of acquiring new customers (Mast 2016: 301; Delin 2016: 30-31). Since the 1990s, 

however, the role especially of relationship marketing (RM) and customer care has become 

increasingly important for company communication (e.g., Grönroos 2001).  

 Indeed, the central idea of RM is to intensify the long-term perspective on the customer 

relationship – at the extreme in form of a “lifelong” (emotional) connection between the 

customer and a company – by improving the way the company deals with the customers 

(Siems et al. 2013: 291; see also Godson 2009). RM includes all measures of analysis, 

planning, execution, and control that serve to initiate, stabilize, intensify, resume and, if 

necessary, to terminate business relationships with the company stakeholders – especially 

with the customers (Bruhn 2009: 10-12) – at a profit, so that the objectives of the parties 

involved are met.  

 RM considers future customer transactions, and, so, includes all marketing activities 

in order to meet (and exceed) customer expectations, and to bind customers to the company 

(Bruhn 2015: 23; see also Grönroos 1994, 2001; Rapp 2005; Lischka 2000: 50). Thus, RM 

designed to build, maintain, and improve relations with customers in the long term (Lischka 

2000; Mast et al. 2005; 2016; Menz and Stahl 2008) has become the ultimate aim. 
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The main reason for that fundamental change in approaching communication, which 

is now increasingly customer-oriented, is that a lasting customer relationship – 

communicating with current customers in order to ensure that the customers the company 

worked hard to attract remain as paying customers – is more profitable for the company than 

the pure new-customer acquisition. Furthermore, in very competitive service businesses such 

as those that are subscriber-based (e.g., mobile-phone services), the costs of customer churn2 

may be high (Mast et al. 2005: 49; 2016: 301; see also Delin et al. 2016: 30-31; Rapp 2005: 

10-13; 58). Customers are, indeed, increasingly aware of the multiple options from which to 

choose – especially through the growing possibilities offered by digital media – and willing 

to switch provider, or even, because of dissatisfaction, for example, to terminate the service 

without switching. In these cases, RM may be crucial, since subscription fees make up most 

of the company revenues, and recurring revenues may help to create strong customer 

relationships (Tarver 2021: n.p.). That should be valid also for insurance contracts that, 

although technically not subscription-based as those for utilities, are, however, based on an 

insurance bonus that is regularly paid (e.g., yearly) (Section 2.2). 

It is therefore not surprising that customer retention, understood as “the future 

propensity of a customer to stay with their service provider” (Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003: 

376), has received increasing attention especially by service companies.3 According to 

Kotler and Keller (2006), the key to customer retention is customer satisfaction – the feeling 

resulting from the difference in customer expectations and the perception of being satisfied.4 

Traditionally, customer satisfaction has been considered as a fundamental factor for long-

term consumer behaviour (Oliver 1980), assuming that satisfied customers are loyal to a 

company (e.g., Bruhn 2015: 86).5 But satisfaction is not only determined by rational criteria 

                                                 

 
2 “Churn rate: […] It is most commonly expressed as the percentage of service subscribers who discontinue 
their subscriptions within a given time period” (Frankenfield 2021: n.p.).  
3 The concept of ‘retention’ is usually combined or used as a synonym of ‘loyalty’, which is defined as 
“customers’ intention to continue doing business with a company, increase their spending, or say good things 
about it (or refrain from saying bad things)” (HBR 2011: 4). 
4 “A person’s feeling of pleasure or disappointment which resulted from comparing a product’s perceived 
performance or outcome against his/ her expectations” (Kotler and Keller 2006: 144). 
5 As the literature and empirical studies show (e.g., Jones and Sasser, 1995; Reicheld 1996 cit. in Bruhn), 
satisfaction is an important driver for loyalty. However, it is not necessarily equal to loyalty. Bruhn (2015) 
suggests considering satisfaction as a pre-condition for loyalty, although variables such as a competitive 
environment, switching costs, need for variety, and provider activities may affect the correlation between 
customer satisfaction and retention (2015: 88). Keller and Ott (2019: 51) mention also, for example, monopoly, 
or similar structures. Stahl (2009: 89-98) even distinguishes between three different layers of loyalty: 
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such as product/service features, price, or sales, but above all by the success of the 

company’s communication strategies and consequent communication relationships with 

customers (Mast et al. 2005: 49). Referring specifically to the insurance sector, the Batten 

Study (Steffen et al. 2017: 3) about the expectations of German insurance companies’ 

customers, for example, claims that solid products and competitive prices have long ceased 

to delight insurance customers, since they are simply assumed. It is no longer enough just to 

satisfy the customer. To create true loyalty, the customer must be engaged, and this through 

a stronger and more long-lasting relationship.  

Thus, according to Bruhn (2015), customer satisfaction has been increasingly 

considered from a dynamic perspective, according to which satisfaction has become a 

“relationship satisfaction”, which develops over time during several individual company-

customer transactions. This dynamic understanding includes an affective element based on 

the assessment of the actual performance of a service (or product) after purchasing it. 

However, satisfaction seems to be built on other perceived aspects also of the company – 

such as the interaction – which are only indirectly related to the actual service, but can be 

decisive for customer satisfaction (Bruhn 2015: 87). 

Indeed, as it has already been emphasised in the literature of the 1990s, the concept of 

relationship refers also to that of “promise,” according to which (service) relationships are 

achieved by a perceived mutual exchange and fulfilment of promises (Grönroos 1994, 2001; 

Bitner 1995: 246; Waller and Delin 2003: 63). And this goes beyond the concrete exchange 

between delivering a service and a regularly paid fee or premium. A company makes 

promises to its customers “regarding what they can expect and how it will be delivered”, for 

example through activities such as advertising, sales, pricing (Bitner 1995: 247), and 

“costumers enter into the relationship because they expect to receive positive value from 

their participation” (Angeles 1992, s.v., in Peterson 1995: 280). The expectation created by 

these promises should be fulfilled (Grönroos 2009: 351; 355). So, it is not the promises made 

as such that should be kept, but the individual expectations created by these promises. 

Indeed, according to Bitner (1995; 249-250),  

[c]ustomers benefit from long-term service relationships because such associations can 
contribute to a sense of well-being and overall quality of life. […] A long-term relationship 
can reduce consumer stress as the relationship becomes predictable, initial problems are 

                                                 

 
“deceptive” (accidental rebuying), “conditional” (intentional rebuying based also on appeal and admiration for 
the product/service), and “commitment” (consciously staying in the relationship with the brand).  
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solved, […] and the customer learns what to expect. […] After a period of time, the customer 
begins to trust the provider, can count on a consistent level of quality service, and feels 
comfortable in the relationship. […] A long-term relationship precludes the need to change 
[whose costs] are frequently high in terms of [money] costs of transferring business […] to 
another provider and in terms of psychological and time-related costs. 

Furthermore, the immateriality of the services offered in industries like insurance and 

telecommunications makes just these emotional aspects, such as those expressed through the 

quality of the relationships, customer satisfaction or commitment, decisive factors in 

(re)purchasing [and especially in subscription] decisions (Bruhn 2009: 342). Usually, these 

services are also characterised by high complexity […], which makes difficult to evaluate 

their quality for customers who do not have enough technical knowledge or experience to 

do this (Prete et al. 2010: 256).  

As Mast (2016: 308) stresses, besides prompting to (re)purchase products, today, 

customer retention is characterized by emotional aspects much more than in the past (see 

also Lemon and Verhoef 2016: 72). In addition, the increasing similarity and alignment of 

services (and products) offered by a large number of providers is one of the principal reasons 

why a specialized, comprehensive language is required (Mast 2016: 306) to communicate 

with customers (Section 2.4), especially in the post-sales stage. However, this seems to be a 

challenging task, since communication in that stage – as described above – is often connected 

to subjective elements such as evaluations, expectations, impressions, and feelings.  

Anyway, it is exactly the customer communication and the relationship satisfaction 

that provide the context in which to set BNMs as corporate communication texts in the post-

sales stage, as Section 8 will show.  

2.1.1 A question of trust  

Going a bit further in the reasoning just exposed in the previous section, the customer’s 

emotional tie to the product or manufacturer is important, since for consumers the brand 

takes on the function of an anchor of trust, orientation, or identification (Mast 2016: 308). 

In this role, customer retention (especially of consistent subscribers) bears on trust and 

emotional and on-going customer involvement in the brand that should (also) lead to a kind 

of immunity to offers coming from the competitors (Mast et al. 2005: 52; see also Garbarino 

and Johnson 1999: 70) (see Section 8.1.2.3). Trust is generally defined as the “firm belief in 

the reliability, truth, or ability of someone or something” (Lexico dictionary, s.v.), “which 

results from a positive evaluation of facts, circumstances, relationships […], and which 
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generally produces a feeling of security and tranquillity” (Treccani, s.v.). Bruhn (2015: 89), 

for example, defines it as the willingness of the customer to rely on the company for what 

its future behaviour concerns without further examination. As Kotler and Keller (2006) 

observe, trusting a company depends on interpersonal and interorganisational factors, such 

as the firm’s perceived competence, integrity, honesty, and benevolence. Trust cannot be 

sold or bought but just built in the long term (e.g., Urban 2003).  

Trust has become the key feeling that supports the continued relationship between 

brand/company and customer (e.g., Kotler and Keller 2006), especially in the case of long-

term contractual relationships, as those with insurance companies and telecommunications 

service providers. Companies need to maintain customer trust, not just providing the service 

the customer has subscribed to but also returning trust long after the customer’s subscription 

(Section 2.2), since trust creates business benefits such as higher profit margins, and long-

term competitive advantage (Urban G. 2003: 5).  

The complexity of the customer relationship and its affective dimension should 

provide a further impulse to a more extensive exploration through the present study of the 

potential role of BNMs in the post-sales communication to customers. Indeed, as Section 

8.1.2.3 will show, the emotional dimensions of bad news play an important role in the long-

term company-customer relationship in the sectors considered. Emotional dimensions may 

threaten the customer’s trust in the company, and affect the perception of it, and of the 

existing “pact” originating in the signed contract. This may lead to questioning the 

company’s perceived efficiency and reliability, and, in this way, to challenging the customer 

retention (Section 2.1). 

2.1.2 ‘Touchpoints’ and ‘moments of truth’ in the post-sales stage in the sectors 

concerned  

As described in the previous section, for many years customer satisfaction has been the 

strategic factor in company-customer relationships. A satisfied customer is a faithful 

customer, willing to (re)buy, and a good promoter of the brand. However, changes of the 

purchase processes and of the customers’ attitude and behaviour – e.g., well-informed 

customers through easy access to many digital information sources (see Cavigelli 2019: 363; 

Reich and Zerres 2019: IX) – have contributed to going beyond this scenario, broadening 

the concept satisfaction with that of customer experience (Brachini 2016: n.p.). This concept, 

which has recently become central to RM (e.g., Verhoef et al. 2009; Keller and Ott 2019), is 
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defined by Meyer and Schwager (2007) as “the subjective response customers have to direct 

or indirect contact with a company” during their entire customer life cycle, which includes 

the pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase stage.  

Direct contact generally occurs in the course of purchase, use, and service and is usually 
initiated by the customer. Indirect contact most often involves unplanned encounters with 
representations of a company’s products, services, or brands and takes the form of word-of-
mouth recommendations or criticisms, advertising, news reports, reviews, and so forth (Meyer 
and Schwager 2007: 118). 

The experience, emotionally engaging, consists of the (conscious and unconscious) 

customer’s perception of the set of interactions she/he has with the company. These factors 

determine a new purchase process and create (or not create) trust in and perception of the 

brand value. According to Brachini (2016: n.p), this experience is the more positive for the 

customer, the more it goes beyond the mere satisfaction of her/his needs. 

Customer experience develops during the customer journey [across the customer life 

cycle] whose course is marked by touchpoints, each of which is a “different way [action, 

tactic and strategy], a brand interacts with and makes an impression on customers, 

employees, and other stakeholders” (Davis and Longoria 2003: 6; see also Keller and Ott 

2019: 37-38), all of which are usually considered company customers.  

 During the journey, each company’s interaction especially with external customers 

may be the occasion to reinforce consumers’ beliefs about the company and about what it 

represents for the customers. Through the touchpoints, the company can drive customer 

satisfaction which, in turn, should lead to more loyalty, greater word-of-mouth, etc., and 

most importantly, higher levels of profitability (Davis and Longoria 2003: 6; see also Lemon 

and Verhoef 2016). In contrast, from the customer perspective, what constitutes a 

meaningful touchpoint changes over the course of a customer’s life and not all touchpoints 

are of equivalent value (Meyer and Schwager 2007: 119; see also Bitner 1995: 248). 

Therefore, “[a]lthough it is a complex and difficult endeavor, it is important [for the 

company] to identify critical touch points (‘moments of truth’)6 throughout the customer 

journey that have the most significant influence on key customer outcomes” (Lemon and 

Verhoef 2016: 82; see also Oster 2019: 185; Dlugosch 2019: 97). Indeed, “the gap between 

                                                 

 
6 Jan Carlzon (1987), the former President of SAS Airlines, coined this phrase to define an episode in which a 
customer comes into contact with any aspect of the company and thereby has an opportunity to form either a 
negative or positive impression. In marketing, the ‘moment of truth’ usually defines the moment in which the 
customer compares expectations and performance experience (e.g. Grönroos 1990).   
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customer expectations and experience spells the difference between customer delight and 

something less” (Meyer and Schwager 2007:120). Thus,  

[e]very time a customer interacts with a service organization […], a service encounter occurs 
(Shistack 1984). From the customer’s perspective, service relationships are built from these 
encounters; each encounter tests the organization’s ability to keep its promises. It is during 
these encounters or ‘moments of truth’ that customers receive a snapshot of the organization’s 
quality […]. From the organization’s perspective, each encounter […] presents an opportunity 
to prove its potential as a quality service provider, to build trust, and to increase customer 
loyalty – to build a relationship. Unfortunately, each encounter also presents the possibility of 
reducing perceptions of quality, destroying trust, and decreasing customer loyalty (Bitner 
1995: 248). 

 According to Bitner (1995: 248), a sequence of positive encounters helps to build a 

sense of trust in the company, whereas a sequence of negative ones will have opposite effects 

on the customer relationship. Steffen et al. (2017: 5) claim that just a single negative 

experience can lead to dissatisfaction and even to customer churn. However, a “combination 

of positive and negative interactions will leave the customer feeling unsure of the 

relationship, doubtful of its consistency, and vulnerable to the appeals of competitors” 

(Bitner 1995: 248). This seems to correspond to what happens when long-term customers 

receive bad news from the insurance company or telecommunications service providers after 

a series of positive interactions, as Section 8.1 will describe in greater detail.  

 Depending on the company sector, and type of service provided every time, either few 

or multiple encounters (or touchpoints) may constitute the entire experience. As Figure 1 

shows, also at which moment of the customer’s life cycle the encounter takes place may 

affect the touchpoints’ type (e.g., digital, or physical), amount, and quality.  

The insurance sector – one of the two considered in the present study – where 

companies operate in a context often characterized by undifferentiated products, and by 

customers satisfied mostly only with the price but who are not very loyal even if they are 

satisfied7 (Brachini 2016: n.p.), has just recently begun to deal with the management of the 

customer experience and to increase the awareness of the need to create further touchpoints. 

These seem to be not many, especially in the post-sales phase. Indeed, considering, for 

example, the “search” stage, namely the first part of the customer’s journey, during which 

before the purchase products/services are searched for, selected, and compared by customers 

                                                 

 
7 Clients’ loyalty to their insurance company is often not based on a positive performance experience, but rather 
is due to barriers to change (Steffen et al. 2017: 4; see also “switching costs” in footnote No. 5).  
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according to their needs, common touchpoints are mostly digital (websites for comparisons 

or estimates, and the company website) (e.g. Keller and Ott 2019: 31; Lohse and Will 2019: 

9-10). In contrast, the physical visit to the agency for an appointment and talk with an 

agent/broker is limited to two or three insurance companies (Francesconi 2017: 60; see also 

Dahl et al. 2019: 301). In the “selection” stage, common sources for price comparisons and 

information gathering are again company websites, or paper and/or digital advertising/sales 

material, and/or the physical visit to the agency. In the “purchase” stage, a physical 

appointment with the agent/broker is usually necessary to sign the contract and to pay the 

policy bonus. Here, the contact with the company is minimal, just one time a year (or at least 

twice in case of a six-month contract) in order to sign the contract the first time, or to renew 

it at its maturity. The contact is minimal also when signing a contract online, a procedure 

increasingly adopted for temporary contracts, such as short-term travel policies. The 

“delivery/use” of the service follows only in case of accidents (very low frequency)8 and 

when a claim for damages – regardless of whether this is covered by the insurance or not – 

is brought (mostly physical) (Francesconi 2017: 60), after the customers may have had little 

or no contact for several months or years with the company (Cole et al. 2016: n.p.). Indeed, 

once the purchase, which involves various contact options, has been completed and the 

prospect has become a client (policyholder), there are usually few reasons9 for the client to 

contact the insurance company (Cavigelli 2019: 370). 

Also from the insurance company’s point of view,  

[i]nteraction between policyholders and the insurance company tends to take place only in the 
purchasing cycle and when a claim must be filed, and the lengthy gap between those two 
events leaves very little room for the insurer to develop any sort of meaningful customer 
relation (Cole et al. 2016: n.p.). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 
8 On average, a customer only makes a claim every 10 years. Life insurance policies have terms of over 15 
years. The necessary adjustments to the portfolio during the customer life-cycle are also subject to phases 
lasting several years (Dahl et al. 2019: 301).  
9 For example, when the client requires any changes in the existing contract/policy, when she/he cancels the 
insurance contract, or when she/he may have questions about the existing policy (Cavigelli 2019: 371).  
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Figure 1: A few of the most frequent digital and physical touchpoints during the customer journey in insurance 
companies (green) and telecommunications service providers (blue), as well as BNMs as potential touchpoints 
(red), and accompanying channels used to break bad news (red-bordered dot). Source: Adapted from Brachini 
(2016: n.p.) and Neumann (2017: n.p.).  
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Oster (2019: 184) confirms this as a real problem for insurers. Indeed, they usually 

communicate with (potential) policyholders almost only when the latter (re)subscribe10 to a 

motor vehicle insurance and in the event of a claim. But in between there is silence. It is 

hardly better in case of life insurance, when the company has contact with customers almost 

exclusively when they subscribe to a policy and make payments. After subscribing to a life 

policy, customers receive also the annual statement, which, however, thanks to falling 

interest rates and profit shares (which are bad news, see Section 8.1.1.3), does not necessarily 

create a positive customer experience. But for the majority of a life-policy holders these 

“letters are one of the few occasions to come into contact with their insurer [in the post-

purchase phase], in addition to a claim form” (Herz 2015: 27).  

According to Francesconi (2017: 60), there is simply no post-sales phase in the 

insurance sector, the only exception being rare contacts of a commercial or financial nature 

promoting, for example, new products/services, or reminding customers of payments. 

Furthermore, the low frequency of the accidents – as described above – does not allow 

insurance companies to use these occasions as mass touchpoints (Francesconi 2017: 60).  

The period between when customers purchase an insurance product and when they 

need and use it is in the literature rather dramatically called “valley of desolation” (e.g., Cole 

et al. 2016: n.p.; Oster 2019: 184), a phrase that suggests the immobility and lack of company 

action and communication initiative (e.g., Corvi 2019: 31; Musto 2019: 13), which cannot 

fulfil the aims of a satisfactory communication relationship with the customers as described 

in the sections above. Indeed, as Cole et al. (2016: n.p.) observe,  

[e]ven during the purchase stage there is very little customized communication; rather much 
of it is tedious due to the regulatory and compliance environment. During the gap between 
purchase and claim the only interaction may be during renewal time or if there is a change in 
pricing [one of the most common bad news, as Section 8.1 will show, A/N], leaving the 
policyholder with the impression that the only time the insurer contacts them is when they are 
asking for money.  

In contrast, the telecommunications market is typically “high tech” and “high touch” 

(e.g., Grönroos 2001: 49-50), namely technology-intensive and characterised by high-

                                                 

 
10 In Italy, for example, a car-insurance contract is not automatically renewed upon its expiry. The insured must 
go to their agency to sign the renewal. This is not a new contract, but the continuation of the previous one 
which, therefore, is extended for another year at the same economic conditions as the previous one 
(Leggepertutti 2018: n.p.).  
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frequency contact with the customers. Thus, in the “search” stage, touchpoints11 are usually 

websites for comparisons or estimates, and the company website (digital). In the “selection” 

stage, common touchpoints are mostly digital (websites for comparisons or estimates, and 

the company website), advertising/sales material (digital and physical), and/or the physical 

visit to a store. In the “purchase” stage, the customer subscribes to the service either on the 

website and/or in the web-shop/app or physically in a store, whereas the “delivery/use” phase 

begins immediately after the purchase (e.g., sim card activation) or physically at home, for 

example, when a device (e.g., modem) is delivered. In the after-purchase phase, in contrast 

to what happens in the insurance sector, the customer may want to actively get in contact 

with the company (customer-initiated encounter) seeking for information or solutions to 

(mostly) technical problems arising after the purchase. In this case, digital or physical 

encounters with the company may take place in different forms. Examples include: 1) the 

company’s website, when customers are looking for specific information of a different 

nature, for example, those provided by newsletters12 online, or those regarding new offers; 

2) the customer service, when an occasional call is necessary to make use of specific 

technical services, to ask for technical support, to receive information about the contract or 

current promotions, to complain, etc.; 3) flagship-shops and retailers.  

From the telecommunications company perspective, the contribution to the customer’s 

after-purchase experience consists of creating mainly advertising and commercial-

promotional touchpoints whose aim is to try to maintain the customer relationship, 

incentivising further purchases after the first one. Common activities here are, for example, 

sales promotions, direct mail, telemarketing, loyalty programs, and so on. This also includes 

providing a prepared and professional customer service.  

These correspond almost entirely to the many post-purchase touchpoints already 

identified in the literature. According to Davis and Longoria (2003: 7), for example,  

post-purchase brand touchpoints are all the interactions that are leveraged after the sale to help 
maximize the total brand experience. The usage or consumption of the product [or service] is 
experienced at this stage as well. Typical post-purchase experience touchpoints include 

                                                 

 
11 In the telecommunications sector, the touchpoints during the whole customer experience may be much more 
than those just exemplarily mentioned in this section (e.g., Verhoef 2009). However, since the present research 
project focuses on messages to existing customers, going into greater detail about touchpoints in the pre-
purchase and purchase stage would go beyond the scope of this section.  
12 “Newsletter: A printed or electronic document containing information about the recent activities of an 
organization, sent regularly to its members or customers” (Cambridge dictionary, s.v.). 
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product and package performance, customer service, customer satisfaction surveys, loyalty 
programs, loyalty coupons, Web site visits and newsletters.  

Others refer also to warranty and rebate activities, and reminders about the brand’s 

innovations on its products or services (Dunn and Davis 2003: 35), loyalty programs, prize 

games, brand events (which are not exclusively for existing but also for potential customers), 

sponsoring, direct mails (Mast et al. 2005: 298-299; 341-354).  

However, another occasion of contact with existing customers still acknowledged too 

little as such is the (e)-bill that, indeed, has to be sent to each customer monthly, or, anyway, 

on a regular basis, and that is the main bad news carrier in this sector, as Section 8.1.1.2 will 

describe.  

To sum up, post-sales touchpoints offered by the companies in the insurance sector are 

almost non-existent besides a claim procedure or sending information about premium 

increases. The post-purchase touchpoints sought by customers are equally rare, except for 

filing a claim, or (re)subscribing yearly to the contract during a physical visit to the agency 

(or virtually through the bank). In the telecommunications sector, instead, there seem to be 

more post-sales touchpoints. However, they are mostly occasional and of a commercial, 

sales-promotional or advertising, informative, and (technical) supporting character. The only 

regular occasion to create a relationship with the customer seems to be through billing 

correspondence (see Delin 2006; Section 8.1.1.2), which is very often used to deliver also 

bad news, as Section 8.1 will describe in greater detail. In contrast, customers get in touch 

with the company when occasionally looking for information or support, and regularly just 

when paying the contractually agreed fees. Almost always, though, the latter is delegated to 

the bank through a standing order, which makes the contact with the provider or insurer even 

more abstract.  

Given that, it seems evident that any other kind of unilateral post-sales communication 

from the company to the customer takes on greater importance in building and maintaining 

a long-term relationship with customers. This is one of the reasons why – in my opinion – 

the role of BNMs in the post-sales stage and during the insurance “valley of desolation” 

period should be (re)evaluated. However, that is rarely the case, as Section 8.1.1.2 will show.  

2.2 A contract-based relationship  

In order to contextualize the customer-company relationship in the sectors considered even 

better, this section will first outline some technical aspects of the insurance and 
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telecommunications industries. Second, specific legal features of the relationship will be also 

described since they seem to be relevant in the BNM discourse.  

The telecommunication sector is made up of companies that make communication possible on 
a global scale, whether it is through the phone or the Internet, through airwaves or cables, 
through wires or wirelessly. These companies created the infrastructure that allows data in 
words, voice, audio, or video to be sent anywhere in the world. Telecom equipment, telecom 
services, and wireless communication are the three basic sub-sectors of telecommunications 
(Beers 2021: n.p.). 

The insurance sector is made up of companies that offer risk management in the form of 
insurance contracts [policies]. The basic concept of insurance is that one party, the insurer, 
will guarantee payment for an uncertain future event. Meanwhile, another party, the insured 
or the policyholder, pays a smaller [amount, called] premium to the insurer in exchange for 
that protection on that uncertain future occurrence (Beers 2021(a): n.p.). 

 The customer-company relationship in the two sectors just described is established 

within the related markets, which are huge in terms of turnover, although both are already 

mature and generally characterized by highly competitive pricing strategies (e.g., Oster 

2019: 172; AGCOM 1 2019: 85), and in terms of density,13 since they provide services which 

people commonly and frequently make use of. For example, an insurance contract that 

covers future risks is traditionally bought – in compliance with the duty of care on the part 

of the customer – to receive protection or reimbursement against financial losses from an 

insurance company. Losses may result from damage to the insured property, or from liability 

for damage or injury caused to a third party. There are many types of insurance policies. 

Life, health, homeowners, and motor are the most common forms of insurance (Kagan 2021: 

n.p.). This preventive action is usually taken on a voluntary basis. However, in some cases, 

being covered is prescribed by law, for example, in the case of obligatory insurance when 

owing a motor vehicle.  

 On the other hand, due to the increasing consumption of digital, information and 

communication technologies (ICTs), the use of wireless mobile and Internet technology and 

related devices is steadily growing in everyday life (Eurostat Statistics: n.p.; Reiff 2021: 

n.p.), both in professional and private contexts. This means facing new technical challenges 

for telecommunications service providers but also a great opportunity to expand their market. 

For example, buying online or using different online services requires Internet access, or 

                                                 

 
13 The ‘sector’s density’ “is used as an indicator for the development of a specific sector within a country”. 
‘Insurance density,’ for example, “is calculated as the ratio of the total insurance premiums to the whole 
population of a given country” and indicates the amount that each resident spends annually on insurance. 
(Statista.com: n.p.). 
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connections for mobile devices. The landline penetration rate in Europe has fallen steadily 

as people’s reliance on this service decreases.14 As a consequence, calling requires almost 

always wireless telephone service. This situation has created increasing demand among the 

customers for wireless services, as well as for Internet data and video communications, 

which have been considered essential for some time.  

 The distinctive legal nature of the relationship customer-company in the insurance and 

telecommunications sectors is a further central aspect to consider in order to characterise 

more precisely the bond between the two sides involved, customer and company. Indeed, 

this relationship is of a contractual nature, which means that it is based on a contract.  

 Generally, a contract is “a written (or spoken) agreement, especially one concerning 

employment, sales, or tenancy that is intended to be enforceable by law” (Lexico dictionary, 

s.v.), thus legally binding for the parties involved.  

 In the telecommunications industry, the contract belongs to the rich group of the sales 

contracts. It is a ‘supply contract’ and, specifically, a ‘subscription’ one (diritto privato in 

rete: n.p.). The latter is an agreement 

based on the idea of selling a product or service to receive monthly or yearly recurring 
subscription revenue. […] Subscription business models focus on the way revenue is made so 
that a single customer pays multiple payments for prolonged access to a good or service instead 
of a large upfront one-time price (Tarver 2021: n.p.). 

 Regarding its legal nature, a subscription contract is a ‘duration contract’, as it allows 

and guarantees the satisfaction of a specific customer need that lasts over time. Considering 

its duration, contracts of this kind are divided into categories: contract with periodic (supply 

according to the needs of the customer) or continuous performance (supply on a regular 

basis). The agreement is also consensual since it is concluded with the consent of the parties, 

without requiring the transfer of the product’s or service’s ownership (bt Studio legale 

online: n.p.).  

The question – which spontaneously arose – if the insurance contract, having some 

characteristics in common with the subscription one, should also be included in the supply 

category seems to be not interesting enough for jurisprudents (yet), with few exceptions (e.g., 

Concas 2013: n.p.; Bugli 2020: n.p.). Indeed, the literature and the legal discussion about 

                                                 

 
14 In Europe, the penetration rate has fallen from nearly half of the population in 2005, to less than a quarter 
(24 percent) in 2017 (Statista.com.2: n.p.). 
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this question still seems to be too poor, at least as far as I have been able to verify for writing 

this section. That may be due to the fact that – as reported by the Final Report of the 

Commission Expert Group on European Insurance Contract Law (2014: 39) – there is “lack 

of a meaningful definition of insurance at EU level, either as an activity or as a contract.” 

Indeed, according to the report of the Expert Group (2014: 39), 

it is generally acknowledged that defining insurance as an activity or as a contract is a perilous 
task and, arguably, a futile one: by its nature, insurance is closely linked to human activities 
and is therefore in a constant state of evolution which a fixed definition may hinder. In 
addition, insurance can be defined differently depending on whether one contemplates the 
legal relationship (insurer, policyholder, insured and beneficiary), the technical process (the 
mutualisation of a large number of risks) or even the tax qualification (e.g., in the case of life 
insurance or pensions). 

In Italy, the insurance contract is regulated by the Civil Code, the general rules on 

contracts and on consumer contracts, and the insurance code (see below), and in Austria and 

Germany by the insurance contract act.15 However, none of these acts offers a legal 

definition of the insurance contract. According to the Expert Group (2014), “the main 

features of insurance contracts often result from case law” and usually there are three.  

- “A risk, defined as a future uncertain event independent from the will of the parties 

[and that generate the need for the contract]; 

- A premium [a consideration paid in advance and calculated according to the actuarial 

mathematical technique]; 

- The payment of a sum of money or the performance of an agreed task in case the risk 

materializes” (2014: 39)16 (see also Bugli 2020: n.p.).  

                                                 

 
15 Definition of insurance contract. Comparative law tables from the Expert Group, based on information 
provided by insurance experts or insurance organisations from the respective country. 
Italy – Art. 1882 General Civil Code (where not derogated by the Code of Private Insurance): Insurance is the 
contract with which an insurer (in exchange of the payment of a certain premium) obliged himself: 1) to pay 
an indemnity to the insured equivalent to the damage caused by an accident; 2) to pay an income or a capital 
if a life-related event occurs (Brocardi.it 1882: n.p.).  
Austria – § 1 VersVG (Austrian insurance contract act): In the case of indemnity insurance, the insurer is 
obliged to compensate the policyholder the financial damage suffered. In the case of life assurance and accident 
insurance, the insurer is obliged to pay to the policyholder the agreed amount. The policyholder is obliged to 
pay the agreed premium (Jusline.at: n.p.). 
Germany – In German law there is no legal definition. § 1 VVG (German insurance contract act) deals with 
the main obligations of both parties: By making a contract of insurance the insurer undertakes to cover a certain 
risk of the policyholder or a third party by paying a benefit upon occurrence of the agreed insured event. The 
policyholder is obligated to pay the agreed contribution (insurance premium) to the insurer (Vvg 2008: n.p.) 
(Expert Group 2014: n.p.).  
16 Basically, this description corresponds to the one reported above in the description of the insurance sector.  
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However, the Expert Group further claims that, despite the scarcity of legal definition, 

“the qualification of a contract as insurance is rarely an issue for the parties and there is no 

indication that consumers consider this as a concern from a contract law perspective” (2014: 

40). 

 Anyway, to better understand the link between contracts and BNMs, it will be 

interesting to highlight some features that the contracts in the two sectors have in common. 

Indeed, the above suggests the following remarks.  

 First, the services offered in both sectors are not bought on-the-spot, on impulse, or 

just occasionally by likely customers. Indeed, before the contract is entered into, careful 

considerations and comparison among different competitors’ offers are usually required on 

behalf of the prospects. This partially depends on the second remark. The services under 

discussion can be provided over a certain period of time only, which means that these 

contracts are not fulfilled with a one-time performance of service and consideration like, say, 

at the hairdresser’s or in a restaurant. In contrast, as the Austrian Federal Ministry of Social 

Affairs claims, they are designed for a longer period (BMSGPK online 1: n.p.), such as some 

weeks in case of travel insurance, or even an unlimited period, such as several months or 

years in case of car insurance, and even lifelong in case of life insurance. As Franceschetti 

(2016) points out, also in the telecommunications sector, the delivery of the service is 

generally of an undetermined duration. Therefore, both the overall size of the contract and 

the extent of the individual services are also generally indefinite (2016: n.p.). In this way, 

the contract entails permanent or recurring obligations on the part of the contracting parties 

(BMSGPK online 2: n.p.). Through the contract (a written text), a ‘pact’ (Sections 2.2 and 

8.1.2.3) in form of a reciprocal promise is established between company and customer. 

Indeed, the telecommunications service provider delivers a service on a regular basis (e.g., 

the opportunity to use Internet, landline, or mobile communications) and the customer pays 

a bill – an agreed price – for each delivery at regular times (Franceschetti 2016: n.p.). The 

insurance company provides insurance coverage – pays money back – in case of an accident 

and, in exchange for this, the customer pays the yearly insurance premium.  

What is also interesting to consider is in which form the contract is subscribed. In the 

countries concerned, in the telecommunications sector, consumers can usually conclude a 

contract in three different ways: 1) in writing in a flagship shop or by a retailer where offeror 

and prospect are personally present at the same time; 2) on the Internet; 3) on the phone. If 

the contract is signed in a shop, the new customer will immediately receive a copy of the 
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contract. However, even if the contract is concluded on the phone or online, customers will 

receive – by post or email – a confirmation letter and a written copy of the whole contract, 

as prescribed by the respective market regulatory authorities (Section 2.3) in Austria (RTR 

3: n.p.), Germany (BnetzA 1: n.p.), and Italy (AGCOM 2: n.p.). Thus, in the end, the 

customer will always get the contract in written form.  

 In the case of an insurance policy, the contract can be established 1) traditionally, by 

meeting in person an insurance agent or broker in the agency, or authorized financial 

advisors/investment intermediaries, at bank or post counters (Ania online: n.p.); 2) remotely, 

by phone or on the web (possible for specific contracts) (Pensioni e lavoro.it: n.p.). 

According to the Austrian insurance contract act, in the latter case, customers will receive 

the insurance certificate on paper or electronically from the insurer. In Germany, the general 

rules of the Civil Code apply. Thus, “the insurance contract needs not to be in writing, 

however, the insurer has to issue a policy. The policy [and a confirmation letter] has to be 

handed over in writing. As long as the insurer has not issued the policy the applicant is not 

obliged to pay the premium” (Expert Group 1 2014: n.p.) (see also Gondring 2015: 136). In 

Italy, the Civil Code and the Code of consumers prescribe that for evidentiary purposes the 

contract has to be in written form and that the insurer has to deliver a copy of the contract 

together with a comprehensive information note to the policyholder.17  

 The written text form seems to be a particularly relevant feature of the contract in 

relation to BNMs in the industries considered. Indeed, generally according to the Civil Code, 

changes in a written contract must also be made in writing, as far as the changes are not 

insignificant. Since BNMs are often about changes in the contract, this is one of the main 

reasons why BNMs have also to be released in written form, as Section 8.1.1.1 will show in 

greater detail.  

 

As described above, contracts submitted must be observed by both consumers and 

companies. However, changes cannot be excluded. This is not an issue if the parties mutually 

agree on an adjustment – usually in form of a subsequent change, which is possible both in 

insurance and in telecoms contracts. Nevertheless, it is unpleasant if the company wants to 

unilaterally modify some technical, legal, or economic contract terms or conditions during 

                                                 

 
17 Italian Civil Code, article 1888; legislative decree 209/2005, article 185; Code of consumers, articles 58-61. 
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the duration of a long-term contract (BMSGPK online 2: n.p.), and to the detriment of the 

customer, for example, increasing price or fee, or changing the service. Indeed, this makes 

the contractual relationship customer-company asymmetrical especially when, for example, 

telecommunications service providers in Italy and Austria are legally allowed to do it 

(AGCOM 3: n.p.; RTR 2012). In contrast, according to German law, when a 

telecommunications service provider wants to change something in the contract subscribed, 

customer consent is required (Stotz 2006: 203; see also Kuch 2019: n.p.). Regarding this 

point, the senior customer relations manager of a German telecommunications service 

provider said in an interview:  

And we would have to change that almost unilaterally in the contract. According to the law, 
this is not possible in Germany. So, contracts can only be changed symmetrically. That means, 
if I change something as a contracting party, the other contracting party has to agree, right? I 
can’t just modify. There are a few exceptions for minor changes. But generally, that’s the way 
it is for the time being (Senior customer relations manager, telecommunications service 
provider, Germany, interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation). 

 Unilateral changes to the contract are not possible with the only exception when they 

have been contractually agreed, for example in the general terms and conditions. 

Furthermore, a tariff increase would be legitimate if the provider gives a clear reason: 

commonly, cable providers cite causes such as increased energy costs or investments in 

network expansion (see Kuch 2019: n.p.). However, sometimes companies are in the 

challenging position to have to make (and to communicate) them18 – of course in observance 

of contract terms and related law, and in compliance with sector regulations (Section 

8.1.1.3), as confirmed by the German manager: 

What do we have to tell the customer anyway? Or how do you communicate this [change in 
the contract] to the customer? And first of all, what do we want the customer to do? What are 
the legal frameworks of contract law and regulation authority, right? (Senior customer 
relations manager, telecommunications service provider, Germany, interview Nov. 2018, 
author’s translation). 

Customers, on the other hand, can either accept the changes or have the right to 

withdraw from the contract without penalties or deactivation costs or to switch to another 

operator following a special procedure prescribed by Italian and Austrian law (special right 

                                                 

 
18 These kinds of messages form a particular kind of BNMs, as will be fully described in Section 8.1.1. 
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of termination) (AGCOM 4: n.p.; BMSGPK online 3: n.p.).19 These procedures generally 

require that the customer meets some specific deadlines, and sometimes pays fees. 

 Table 1: Examples of possible channels to use to withdraw free of charge from a contract with a 
telecommunications service provider, when customers do not agree with the changes in contract proposed by 
the provider (Source: Real documents provided by the companies). 

                                                 

 
19 Recently, according to the requirements of the European Code for electronic communication, the German 
Telecommunications Act has been amended in favour of more effective customer protection. 
The new act, which has been in effect since December 1st, 2021, states that: 
A provider can reserve the right to unilaterally change the contract by means of general terms and conditions. 
If the provider makes this change, the client can terminate the contract without observing a notice period and 
at no cost. The client can give notice of termination within three months after the provider has informed the 
client about the planned change to the contract. However, the contract is terminated at the earliest from the 
point in time at which the amendment to the contract also takes effect. 
Exceptions. There is no right of termination in the following cases: 
1) Changes to the contract are solely for the client’s benefit; 2) Changes are purely administrative in nature and 
have no negative effects; 3) Changes are due to European or national law (BnetzA 1: n.p.).  
However, a detailed description of the amendment would be beyond the scope of this section.  

AUSTRIA (2021) 

The client has the right to withdraw free of charge until the changes go into effect 30 days later. There are 
no remaining fees for a possibly still existing minimum contract period or any benefits that have been used. 
The provider must receive the notice of withdrawal by the above-mentioned date. The withdrawal becomes 
effective when the provider receives the notice. The client’s contract ends at this point. Alternatively, the 
client can specify a desired date (but no later than the time the changes come into force) in the notice of 
withdrawal. Clients have to note the deadlines for any phone number portability.  
 

GERMANY 

If the client does not agree to the price increase, she/he can object to it in writing within 6 weeks of receipt 
of the related communication, for example: 
- by post (a letter usually to the company’s customer service) 
- by fax.  
If the client does not object within this period, the price increase will take effect and the contract will 
continue under the new conditions. 
(Procedure valid until 1st December 2021). 
 

ITALY  

According to the Italian authority for communications guarantees, AGCOM [see next section], under 
section 70 §4 of the Electronic Communications Code, except for changes exclusively for the benefit of 
the end users, providers inform the users concerned with adequate notice - not less than one month - of any 
changes in the contractual and economic conditions of the contract (AGCOM 3, Article 6).  
To communicate the withdrawal, customers have at their disposal “at least” the same channels that the 
company has used to acquire them.  
 

- Registered mail to the company  
[sending such mails is usually more expensive than standard letters]  

- Certified email [known in Italy as ‘posta elettronica certificata’ (PEC), a special type of email that 
provides a legal equivalent of the traditional registered mail] to the company’s client service 

- Personal visit of a flagship-store  
- Calling the client service to submit the request (identity confirmation is required) 
- Sending a request from the dedicated area on the company’s web-page. 
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Not to be underestimated is also the fact that the customer must have time to find an 

alternative provider or insurance company and to dedicate to the procedure that could be 

time-consuming – as the real examples reported below show (in most cases customers have 

to write a letter of cancellation).  

Moreover, in the three countries considered, customers are generally subject to the 

contract for at least one year (or two or more, depending on the sector and on the contract 

terms), before they will be able to withdraw from it, or to switch to another insurance 

company or telecommunications operator without penalties.20 

 As far as insurance contracts are concerned, as shown in the previous section, these 

are regulated by the national Civil Code and insurance law, which is quite complex in each 

country considered. Basically, it is generally provided that an insurance contract and 

especially the premium or the insurance coverage cannot be adjusted unilaterally by the 

company. As it was confirmed during my interviews, 

we cannot increase premiums unilaterally or cancel contracts. Our customers always get what 
was arranged at the beginning of the contract (IT-employee, life line of insurance, insurance 
company, Austria, email Aug. 2018, author’s translation). 

The customer consents to an agreed service. There is no reason for a change. There is an 
agreement. The customer gets what was stipulated (Head of the market research, insurance 
company, Austria, interview Jan. 2019, author’s translation). 

 The only exceptions are some very few reasons also provided by law (e.g., the Austrian 

Consumer Protection Act: n.p.)21 such as – just to mention a few – the index22 (see Section 

8.1.1.3), the frequency with which the insurance services have been used, or in health 

                                                 

 
20 The Italian market authority, for example, prescribes that in contracts concluded between operators and 
consumers concerning the supply of electronic communications services, the provider cannot impose an initial 
commitment period exceeding twenty-four months (AGCOM 3: n.p.).  
On its website, the Austrian regulatory authority for broadcasting and telecommunications, in the section 
“Contracts,” clarifies that a minimum contract duration for a contract for telephone and Internet services may 
not be longer than 24 months due to a statutory provision. However, it may only be 24 months if the client also 
receives a corresponding consideration from the provider (e.g., discounted device, deduction of the activation 
fee or production costs) (RTR 3: n.p.).  
Traditionally, in the insurance industry, coverage has been generally fixed within yearly cycles. Insurance 
has been paid for via lump-sum premiums, with an annual renewal that has also given customers an option to 
switch providers (EY: n.d.).  
21 Austrian Consumer Protection Act, Paragraph 6, (2) 3.  
22 Indexation clause or stable-value clause; clausola di indicizzazione (Italian); Wertsicherungsklausel 
(German). Indexation is a system or technique used by organizations or governments to connect prices and 
asset values. Indexation means adjusting a price, wage, or other value based on the changes in another price or 
composite indicator of prices. Indexation can be done to adjust for the effects of inflation, cost of living, or 
input prices over time, or to adjust for different prices and costs in different geographic areas […] (Investopedia 
2021: n.p.).  
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insurance, the average life expectancy. The compliance with the information obligation 

regulation is also prescribed by law. That means that in case of changes the company must 

inform the customer about the reasons in writing and within a specific period (Austrian 

Consolidated Federal Law; IVASS 1). 

 However, it is interesting to note for BNMs what can happen in case of a motor vehicle 

insurance, one of the most common policies. I will report here the specifications of insurance 

companies operating in Italy, but the case is very similar also in other European countries.  

Usually, a motor policy has a one-year validity. However, its renewal is not automatic. 

It requires that the customer explicitly sign again, every year, the same contract with the 

same (or a different) insurance company. Nevertheless, the Italian Code of Private Insurance 

allows companies to freely withdraw from the previous motor contract, even without specific 

reasons. This is possible if the company communicates this intention to the insured with a 

registered letter with acknowledgment of receipt no later than 60 days before the annual 

contract expires. If this deadline is met, the customer cannot object. Not until the previous 

contract is cancelled, the company is allowed to reinsure the customer as a “new” customer, 

proposing a new contract but under different conditions, for example, by increasing the 

premium.23  

 On the other hand, it is also worth mentioning that in each of the three countries 

considered customers are also legally protected when they buy a service or subscribe a 

contract. In Italy, for example, the whole EU consumer protection legislation has been 

collected into a consolidated act called Codice del Consumo (Consumer Code) that came 

into force in 2005.  

The approval of the Consumer Code [is] a milestone in the consumer protection field in Italy, 
especially due to the importance that the new legislation acquires in terms of public policy 
law: consumer issues were previously covered by specific regulations that were adopted from 
time to time, without coordination, mostly to implement EU directives. The Consumer Code 
[…] covers and consolidates all the different stages in consumer dealings, from advertising to 
correct information, from consumer contracts in general to product safety, access to justice 
and consumer organizations (Codice del consumo: n.p.) [italics added]. 

                                                 

 
23 In this case, the Italian Code of Private Insurance (2005) protects the autonomy and freedom of private 
companies to change the contractual conditions, as companies are not required by law to always guarantee the 
same treatment to their customers. This behaviour is often criticised because it hides (or could hide) the intent 
of companies to cancel contracts when they become uneconomical for them. This happens, for example, with 
long-term customers who, as a result of the bonus/malus mechanism, have managed to benefit from low 
premiums (Leggepertutti 2018: n.p.).  
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  Similarly, the Austrian consumer protection law has been in force since 1979 and the 

consumer law applies in Germany, too.  

 

What has been reported above about the contract revealed the distinctive nature of the 

relationship company-customer in the sectors considered. This relationship is based on a 

written contract and is profoundly shaped by legal requirements and regulations. Its specific 

nature makes the relationship even stronger and more binding for both parties than in other 

types of sales/supply relationship. This circumstance assumes a key role in connection with 

BNMs in the post-sales customer relationship, since BNMs from telecommunications 

services providers and insurance companies very often are about changes in the contract 

conditions unilaterally introduced by the company or refer to specific contractual clauses.  

 The consequent partially legal character of BNMs represents an unexpected 

perspective from which to explore these messages, which lets already foresee its probable 

impact on the effectiveness of their content. Indeed, partial legal character of BNMs will 

imply in practice the inevitable use (also) of legalese, the common technical language of 

legal documents, in the BNM formulation. This language, however, is – in most cases – 

obscure for customers who are not familiar with it. Furthermore, the influence of the legal 

context in which BNMs are produced – that will prove to be preponderant – may also shed 

a first light on the complexity of the BNM text production process, in which also corporate 

lawyers will likely play a significant role, as Sections 8.3 and 8.5 will describe in greater 

detail.  

2.3 Very strictly regulated sectors  

The area of competence of the market authorities furtherly expands the legal context in which 

insurance companies and telecommunications service providers exercise their business 

activity. Indeed, the markets considered are strictly regulated (telecommunications) and 

supervised (insurance), which for the companies implies to fully comply with the 

prescriptions of the related authorities, often even in customer communication.  

Let us first have a look at what regulatory authorities are and do and, second, at how 

they are organised in the three countries considered. According to Clarich and Cassano 

(2009: n.p.), the notion of regulation refers to the set of measures that can be introduced by 

the government to correct, in certain sectors of the economy of particular public importance, 

the failures of the market and of private law. Common law (see the Civil Code) is considered 
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inadequate in order to guarantee certain primary public interests when supplying certain 

services. Nor are the provisions of competition law considered sufficient. Indeed, these take 

the form of ex post control over the economic behaviour of individual operators, but have 

little value in terms of preventing abuses or in terms of more general programming. In 

regulated sectors, there is therefore a third level of normative measures, aimed at promoting 

competition by limiting the market power of larger economic operators and, on a practical 

level, by setting a series of ex ante obligations [regarding, for example, price or new 

products] to the companies (Clarich and Cassano 2009: n.p.). Thus, 

[a] regulatory agency is a government agency or body that exercises authority over a certain 
domain of activities. These agencies are established by legislative act and may be either part 
of an arm of government or be independent agencies with statutory (legal) authority. […] They 
are also known as regulatory authorities or regulators (safeopedia.com 1: n.p.). 

Because the “regulations that they adopt have the force of law, part of these agencies’ 

function is essentially legislative; but because they may also conduct hearings and pass 

judgments concerning adherence to their regulations, they also exercise a judicial function” 

(Britannica, s.v.).  

Specifically, regulatory agencies enforce certain areas of legislation, create regulations 

and rules, and they are empowered to impose penalties for non-compliance. Their 

responsibilities usually include imposing requirements, conditions, and restrictions on 

businesses and organizations; drafting, issuing, and revising standards as well as enforcing 

them by issuing fines and other consequences for violations. They may be also in charge of 

protecting consumers and adjudicating controversies (safeopedia.com 2: n.p.). “Independent 

regulatory agencies are required when the area they specialize in is particularly complicated 

and where there is a need for rapid response times, as well as the elimination of political 

interference” (safeopedia.com 1: n.p.). 

Several regulatory bodies oversee different sectors of the economy and public life. 

Telecommunications, postal, railway, broadcasting, gas, and electricity as well as water 

supply markets are usually regulated sectors. 

An overview of the regulators’ origins and of a few specific features of their activity 

in Austria, Germany, and Italy will be given in the following. I will begin with the 

telecommunications industry.  

 

Telecommunications industry  
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The provision of telecommunication services (originally, telephone and telegraph) has 

always been subject to public control, given the strategic nature that these activities have for 

the national economy and for social progress itself, namely for the full participation of 

citizens in the civil life of the country (Clarich and Cassano 2009: n.p.). In the second half 

of the 1990s, telecommunications and postal services were privatised in most of the 

European Community countries, and, so, in the three countries considered in the present 

study, too. “Until that time, telecommunications services were largely provided under states’ 

monopoly conditions and thus limited regulation existed because the government was acting 

as both operator and regulator” (Blackman and Srivastava 2011: 9). At the end of the 1990s, 

when the market was finally opened for competitors (new service providers and new 

services), national regulatory authorities were established by specific national laws as 

independent administrative authorities with supervisory, sanctioning, and dispute resolution 

power in areas considered to be particularly sensitive or highly technical, such as in the 

telecommunications and posts markets. These bodies exercise regulatory authority to 

perform their functions. This is the power that the legislature gives them to enforce statutes, 

to develop regulations that have the force of law, and to assist the public in complying with 

laws and regulations (encyclopedia.com: n.p.).  

Although there is no organic discipline to regulate their functioning, a feature common 

to all the authorities is the independence from the political power, which nevertheless 

appoints the top management of the bodies (openpolis: n.d.). Due to the awkwardness of 

some regulatory tasks, autonomy has been a required condition for the authorities’ activity 

in order to guarantee neutrality towards the public and private interests involved (BNetzA 2: 

n.p.).  

Since the complete liberalisation of the telecommunications market, the regulatory 

framework has made a significant contribution to the observable diversity of companies and 

the dynamism they have created in the market. Market regulation is, among other things, 

committed to the goals of ensuring equal competition and promoting sustainable, 

competitive markets for the benefit of consumers (BNetzA 3: n.p.). It also pursues the aims 

of avoiding market failure and increasing access to technology and services (Blackman and 

Srivastava 2011: 10). As effective competition is not always possible in the markets, 

authorities also usually regulate prices dominant firms can charge, in order to prevent price 

increases above competitive levels from harming companies’ customers (Blackman and 

Srivastava 2011: 50), ensuring in that way that consumer interests are protected. 
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The following Tables (2 to 4) describe in detail the regulatory authority for 

telecommunications in Austria, Germany, and Italy.  

Table 2: TKK and RTR, the Austrian telecommunications market authorities: main features [bold added].  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Telecommunications industry: Austria  

During the process of liberalising the telecommunications sector in the 1990s, the Austrian 
Telecommunications Control Committee (Telekom-Control-Kommission, TKK) was established in 1997 
to regulate and monitor the Austrian telecommunications market. Its tasks and responsibilities are specified 
in the Telecommunications Act (2003), through which the European legal framework for 
telecommunications was implemented in Austria (RTR 1: n.p.). 
TKK is “an independent panel authority with the powers of a court” and it is “chaired by an appointed 
judge.” According to the Federal Constitutional Act (B-VG), the members of the TKK are not bound by 
any instructions in the performance of their official duties (TKK: n.p.). 
Among other things, TKK is responsible for competition regulation, frequency allocation procedures, 
supervision of electronic signatures, and approval of general terms and conditions as well as fees of 
telecommunications companies (tariff transparency) (TKK: n.p.). 
The Regulatory Authority for Broadcasting and Telecommunications (Rundfunk und Telekom 
Regulierungs-GmbH, RTR) was established in 2001 and is completely owned by the federal government 
and is accountable for its actions to the Federal Minister for Agriculture, Regions and Tourism.  
It fulfils its statutory mandates acting as the branch office of the TKK and so managing operations for it. 
Among other things, it is the regulator in various areas of telecommunications. It promotes competition 
and media diversity in the telecommunications and postal market and protects users through 
arbitration procedures, ordinances, and supervisory activities (RTR 2: n.p.). 
It is primarily responsible for usage rights, general terms and conditions, electronic signature, central 
data collection, provision, and publication of relevant information for customers and providers, 
frequency allocation procedures, and competition regulation (TKP: n.p.).  
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Table 3: “Bundesnetzagentur”, the German telecommunications market regulation authority: main features.  

 

Telecommunications industry: Germany     

The German Regulatory Authority for Telecommunications and Posts was established in 1998 in the 
course of the liberalization of the postal and telecommunications market (Bund.de: n.p.). As a 
consequence of its successes and expertise in regulation from 2005, the agency has supervised the 
development of competition in the energy market too and, from 2006, it also assumed responsibility for 
rail regulation” (BnetzA 5: 32). Since 2005, it has been called Federal Network Agency 
(Bundesnetzagentur, BNetzA).  
“The Bundesnetzagentur’s core task is to ensure compliance with the Telecommunications Act (TKG)*, 
Postal Act (PostG) and Energy Act (EnWG) and their respective ordinances” (BNetzA 4: n.p.). 
The Bundesnetzagentur, in its role as the independent regulator, monitors the markets concerned and 
establishes the framework for fair and non-discriminatory competition between suppliers and makes it 
possible for new players to enter the market. As the supervisory authority, it also takes on network 
expansion and consumer protection tasks (BnetzA 5: 6-8). 
It works as an independent institution under the authority of the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Climate Protection (Bund.de: n.p.). “To achieve its regulatory aims, the Bundesnetzagentur has 
effective procedures and instruments at its disposal, including rights of information and investigation along 
with the power to impose graded sanctions. […] In the area of telecommunications and post, the 
Bundesnetzagentur ensures with its regulatory decisions, [among other things]: 

• fair and workable competition across Germany 
• provision of basic telecommunications and postal services (universal services) at affordable 

prices throughout the country 
• protection of public safety interests” (BNetzA 4: n.p.). 

The authority also fulfills numerous sovereign tasks such as assigning frequencies and phone numbers and 
takes care of data protection and public safety in telecommunications. The Federal Network Agency is 
also active in the field of market supervision (BNetzA 4: n.p.).  
 

* The Telecommunications Act (TKG), which came into force in 1996, basically regulates competition in the telecommunications 
sector. By integrating the Telecommunications Customer Protection Ordinance (TKV) as well as some modifications of the law, the 
TKG now also contains several regulations regarding data protection. For this reason, it is also relevant for companies. 
https://www.datenschutzexperte.de/telekommunikationsgesetz-tkg/ (accessed 12-16-2021). 
 

 

https://www.datenschutzexperte.de/telekommunikationsgesetz-tkg/
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Table 4: AGCOM, the Italian telecommunications market regulation authority: main features.  

The telecommunications sector is strongly influenced by common regulatory 

frameworks introduced and requirements issued at international and, above all, European 

level. As Blackman and Srivastava (2011: 21) point out,  

[r]egulatory reform may accelerate in countries that make global and regional commitments 
to open their telecommunications markets to foreign investment and harmonize local 
legislation with that of other countries in similar geographic or economic situations.  

Telecommunications industry: Italy 

Authority for Communications Guarantees (Autorità per le Garanzie nelle Comunicazioni, AGCOM) 
 
In 1997, following the opening of the telecommunications markets to competition, which took place with 
the national transposition of some directives of the European Parliament and the Council into national 
legislation, the communications authority was established by law as an independent body. Its competences 
were confirmed in 2003, when also the Community directives on the regulation of electronic 
communications networks and services were transposed into Italian law issuing the Electronic 
Communications Code [DL 259/2003] (Clarich and Cassano 2009: n.p.).  
AGCOM is a guarantee authority: the instituting law entrusts the authority with the dual task of ensuring 
the correct competition between the operators on the market and protecting the users’ rights (AGCOM 
6: n.p.). 
AGCOM is a ‘converging’’ authority. As such, it carries out regulatory and supervisory functions in the 
telecommunications, audio-visual, publishing, and, more recently, post sectors. The profound changes 
brought about by the digitalization of the signal, which has standardized the transmission systems of audio 
(including voice), video (including television) and data (including access to the Internet), are the basis of 
the choice of convergent model, adopted by the Italian legislator and shared by other sector authorities at 
European and international level (AGCOM 6: n.p.). 
Like the other authorities of the Italian legal system, AGCOM is accountable for its actions to Parliament, 
which established its powers, defined the statute, and elected its members (AGCOM 6: n.p.). AGCOM 
submits an annual report on the activities carried out to the Prime Minister who then sends it to Parliament. 
AGCOM’s competences range from issuing regulatory measures, such as, for example, resolutions that 
aim to improve the competitive conditions of a market, to exercising supervisory and control functions 
on the conduct of regulated companies. […] The authority can settle disputes that arise between 
communication operators involving the violation of a regulatory obligation, as well as those between 
operators and users. […] AGCOM must also ensure the transparency of prices and tariffs (price 
regulation) as well as the general conditions in force regarding access and use of telephone services 
accessible to the public (Clarich and Cassano 2009: n.p.). It issues regulations and guidelines, and can 
impose administrative and pecuniary sanctions. 
It also invites the government to make regulatory interventions; disciplines the granting of concessions and 
authorizations to be proposed to the Minister for Communications; adopts measures to avoid the creation 
of dominant or otherwise prohibited positions [in the market] (openpolis 1: n.p.). 
The acts published by AGCOM are divided into: 
- Communications: They are used to make activities known (such as the initiation of investigative 

proceedings) or to disseminate useful information for operators in the sector and users. 
- Resolutions: They are normative acts used to settle disputes, assign tasks, approve regulations, issue 

warnings and sanctions, and more. 
- Presidential resolutions: They are acts through which the president of the authority carries out his role. 

They are used to assign tasks, issue regulations and guidelines, issue injunctions and recalls. 
- Determinations: They are administrative acts that give effect to the decisions taken by the authority 

(openpolis 1: n.p.). 
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In Europe, for example, the market context has been increasingly characterized by the 

supranational integration of operators and the direct impact that the decisions of individual 

national authorities can have on the entire community economy (Clarich and Cassano 2009: 

n.p.). This has required a uniform application of the rules. Thus, the Council of Ministers 

and European Parliament adopted in 2009 a new directive on universal service and users’ 

rights which had to be transposed into the national laws of the European member states by 

the next two years (see Blackman and Srivastava 2011: 22). The telecoms reform package 

comprised different previous directives and a new one establishing the European Body of 

Telecoms Regulators (BEREC).24 The new regulatory framework has been intended to guide 

national regulatory authorities (NRAs) of the 27 EU-member countries in the exercise of 

their new responsibilities, establishing a close interdependence between them and the 

European Commission and between themselves. In this way, the national organization of the 

regulator and its functioning have become the object of community legislation, with the 

consequence that NRAs must take maximum account of the recommendations of the 

European Commission. 

 

Insurance industry  

Similarly to that in the telecommunications sector, the reference legal framework for 

insurance companies is also made up of national (Section 2.3), European,25 and international 

rules (non-EU legislation and international protocols and agreements) specifically designed 

for the insurance sector and of rules regulating the financial system in general. Due to the 

increasing complexity of financial markets, banks, insurance companies, pension funds and 

securities, firms are subject to specific supervision (oversight) of their compliance with a 

specific regulation. 

                                                 

 
24 According to the BEREC’s mission, it aims to “ensure a consistent application of the EU regulatory 
framework and […] to promote an effective internal market in the telecoms sector, in order to bring even 
greater benefits to consumers and businesses alike. […] Furthermore, BEREC assists the European 
Commission and the national regulatory authorities (NRAs) in implementing the EU regulatory framework for 
electronic communications. It provides advice on request and on its own initiative to the European institutions 
and complements, at the European level, the regulatory tasks performed by the NRAs at the national level. The 
NRAs and the Commission have to take utmost account of any opinion, recommendation, guidelines, advice 
or regulatory best practice adopted by BEREC” (BEREC online: n.p.).   
It also promotes full connectivity, supports sustainable and open digital markets, and empowers end-users.  
25 Depending on whether they are binding or non-binding and to how they are applied in EU-member states 
(regulations, directives, recommendations etc.), the tools used by the European Union have different features 
(IVASS 3: n.p).    
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The following Tables (5 to 7) describe in detail the supervision insurance market 

authorities in Austria, Germany, and Italy. 

Table 5: FMA, the Austrian insurance sectors’ supervision authority: main features.  

Insurance sector: Austria 

 Financial Market Authority (Finanzmarktaufsichtsbehörde, FMA)  

 
“The Financial Market Authority (FMA), established by law [FMA Act] “in 2002, is an independent 
and autonomous supervisory authority. It is subject to monitoring by the Parliament and to legal 
supervision by the Ministry of Finance” (BMF/FMA: n.p.).  

The FMA “integrates previously split supervisory competencies, i.e., the supervision of banks (in 
cooperation with the Austrian Central Bank), insurance companies, pension companies and the 
financial securities sector, including stock exchanges. To promote the co-operation on financial market 
issues and financial market stability, the Financial Market Committee has been set up. The Committee 
consists of representatives from the FMA, the Austrian Central Bank and the Ministry of Finance” 
(BMF/FMA: n.p.) [italics added]. 
The FMA monitors the Austrian financial market and ensure compliance with regulatory requirements. 
Supervision of the insurance sector 
“The tasks of the supervisory system are governed by a range of individual laws, such as the Financial 
Market Authority Act and Insurance Supervision Act. In order to carry out these activities, the FMA 
exercises solvency, market and conduct supervision.”  
“The goal of solvency supervision is to ensure that the banks, insurance undertakings and financial service 
providers are able to pay out at all times and to meet their contractual obligations. The market and 
conduct supervision should ensure that business conducted in the markets is fair and transparent, and 
should monitor compliance with minimum standards in corporate management as well as in the advice and 
information provided to customers” (FMA 2: n.p.). 
FMA is able “to issue binding standards, like regulations and administrative decisions, to take 
coercive measures, such as withdrawing licences, to remove directors or to impose administrative 
penalties” (BMF/FMA: n.p.).  
Fields of supervision 
The activity of the Department of insurance and pension supervision, dedicated to the insurance sector, 
consists “in particular of the continued supervision of all business activities of insurance undertakings and 
pensions funds. These include, for example, on-site inspections, proposals for the continued development 
of legislation applying to insurance and pension supervision, sending representatives to international 
bodies within the scope of this department, as well as licensing issues and legal supervision” (FMA 2: 
n.p.). 
Protecting consumers, investors, and creditors 
“The most important contributions of the FMA to the protection of consumers, investors and creditors are 
in its work on solvency and in monitoring of compliance with the statutory rules of conduct for banks, 
insurance undertakings, pensions funds, and investment service providers, as well as in its standing up for 
transparency and fairness within the Austrian capital market. Nevertheless, the FMA is not a traditional 
consumer protection organisation. In order to guarantee [this], it maintains the required equal distance 
from all market participants that is incumbent on a supervisory authority[;] the FMA has no legal basis on 
which it can assist complainants in pursuing claims for compensation in the civil courts” (FMA 2: n.p.). 
“The FMA works in many international, particularly European, committees to draw up common 
supervisory standards and in so doing to represent the interests of Austria as a financial marketplace” 

(FMA 2: n.p.). 
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Table 6: BaFin, the German insurance sectors’ supervision authority: main features [bold and italics added].  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Insurance sector: Germany 

Federal Financial Supervisory Authority (Bundesanstalt für Finanzdienstleistungsaufsicht, BaFin) 

“Unified state supervision of Germany’s insurance industry stretches back over more than a hundred years” 
(1902). […] Since 1992, the supervisory law has largely been based “on developments at the European 
level, which have had a major impact on German regulatory standards” (BaFin 1: n.p.). 

In 2002, the Federal Insurance Supervisory Office was merged with the Federal Banking Supervisory 
Office (Bundesaufsichtsamt für das Kreditwesen) and the Federal Securities Supervisory Office 
(Bundesaufsichtsamt für den Wertpapierhandel) to become the Federal Financial Supervisory Authority, 
Germany’s integrated financial supervisor (BaFin 2: 9). 
“BaFin is an autonomous public-law institution and is subject to the legal and technical oversight of the 
Federal Ministry of Finance. It was funded by fees and contributions from the institutions and undertakings 
under its supervision” (BaFin 3: n.p.). 
According to the description of its functions, it “operates in the public interest with the primary aim to 
ensure the proper functioning, stability and integrity of the German financial system in order to 
foster the confidence of bank customers, insurance policyholders and investors in the financial 
system” (BaFin 4: n.p.) [bold added]. 

Regarding the insurance sector, BaFin’s “insurance supervision” power “is based on the Insurance 
Supervision Act” (Versicherungsaufsichtsgesetz, VAG), according to which “all private and public 
insurance undertakings and pension funds, which […] have their registered office in Germany, are subject 
to supervision either by BaFin or by the supervisory authorities of the Federal States,” who have combined 
responsibility for this task. “The insurance undertaking must conduct its business in a proper manner and 
comply with all statutory and regulatory provisions. The main statutory requirements are set out in the 
Insurance Supervision Act, as well as in the Insurance Contract Act and the Civil Code” (BaFin 1: 
n.p.) [bold added]. 
BaFin “monitors all authorised undertakings and collects information, evaluates it and observes the way 
in which the insurance undertaking conducts its business, in order to avoid undesirable developments or to 
identify any such developments.” According to the Insurance Supervision Act, “it may issue any 
instructions that are “appropriate and necessary” in order to prevent or eliminate undesirable 
developments that threaten to harm the interests of policyholders (e.g., failing to comply with the statutory 
and regulatory requirements applying to the carrying-on of insurance business)” (BaFin 1: n.p.) [bold 
added]. 
The Insurance Supervision Act gives BaFin a number of special powers in order to avert certain typical 
threats.” Among other things, “it may appoint a special commissioner to replace the board of 
management, the supervisory board or other governing bodies of the company. It can even revoke an 
undertaking’s authorisation to operate.” BaFin “can also conduct ad-hoc surveys into, for example, the 
effects of falling equity prices on the guarantee assets (for example by way of projection calculations)” 
(BaFin 1: n.p.) [bold added].  
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Table 7: IVASS, the Italian insurance sectors’ supervision authority: main features. 

Regulatory standards are increasingly being developed and defined on an international 

rather than on a national level, as they once were. Cooperation between national supervisory 

authorities is becoming increasingly important also in the insurance industry (FMA 1: n.p.).  

In 2011, a new financial supervisory architecture was introduced in Europe for two 

reasons. First, “integration and globalisation have led to the establishment of cross-border 

banking groups and financial conglomerates26 [which involved financial services offered by 

insurance companies] that required intensified cooperation and coordination between the 

supervisory authorities, as well as a harmonised supervisory framework” (BMF/FMA: n.p.). 

Second, it seemed necessary to overcome the system’s weakness revealed by the financial 

crisis just few years before. Therefore, new bodies were created.  

                                                 

 
26 A financial conglomerate is a group or subgroup formed of companies that operate both in the banking or 
investment sector and in the insurance sector (BaFin 5).  

Insurance sector: Italy  

Italian institute for the supervision of insurance (Istituto Italiano per la vigilanza sulle assicurazioni – 
IVASS) 
 
IVASS was established by law in 2012, in order to ensure full integration of the supervisory activity in the 
insurance sector, also through a closer link with banking supervision (IVASS Act 2012). Indeed, it adopts 
an institutional model that is different from that of a sectoral authority but also from that of a single 
supervisor. The “Integrated Directory” of IVASS, responsible for the strategic direction of the supervision 
carried out by the same institute, is in fact constituted by the Directorate of the Bank of Italy, integrated by 
two directors specialized in insurance matters (Molteni 2016: n.p.). In this new form, IVASS replaced the 
previous supervisory institute, which had operated exclusively in the insurance sector in the period 1982-
2012.  
According to IVASS Act 2012, IVASS is a fully autonomous and independent institute not subject to the 
directives of other public or private subjects. It submits an annual report on its activities to Parliament and 
the Government.  

Except for the rules of the Civil Code [Section 2.3], “the national insurance legislation consists of primary 
and secondary rules and regulations issued by IVASS” (IVASS 4: n.p.). 
“IVASS exercises its supervisory functions over” the Italian insurance market; it “adopts regulations for 
the implementation of the Insurance Code (IVASS 2)* and of the directly applicable EU provisions, as 
well as of regulations for the implementation of recommendations, guidelines and other provisions issued 
by the European supervisory authority (EIOPA). […] It “verifies that the behaviour of” the market 
“participants complies with sectoral regulations, […] with special regard to fairness and transparency 
in relations with customers. […] It establishes the rules of conduct for undertakings and intermediaries 
must observe when supplying and executing contracts and monitors compliance with them” (IVASS 3: 
n.p.). 
 
 
*The Italian Code of Private Insurance “is a framework of principles and powers laying down the fundamental rules and defining 
IVASS’ competence. Specifically, it assigns IVASS the power to issue secondary legislation (regulations, orders, etc.) and adopt 
prudential measures. The code of private insurance codifies the rules relating to insurance with the sole exception of those contained 
in the Civil Code, in the law establishing IVASS […] and some accounting rules” (IVASS 5: n.p.).  
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The European System of Financial Supervision, as one of the pillars of the new 

framework, was established to be responsible for the micro-prudential aspects of financial 

supervision. “It consists of three sector-specific European Supervisory Authorities, the 

European Banking Authority (EBA), the European Insurance and Occupational Pensions 

Authority (EIOPA)27, and the European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA) as well 

as the national supervisory authorities.”  

Its task is to improve cooperation between the national supervisors of cross-border companies. 
The three new European authorities are responsible for the consistent application of the rules 
agreed at EU level. To this end, they can draft binding technical standards (although the final 
decision lies with European Commission) and issue interpretive guidelines. In principle, 
responsibility for the supervision of the individual financial institutions remains with the 
national supervisory authorities (BMF/FMA: n.p.). 

Regarding the insurance sector in particular, the regulatory and implementing 

technical standards, drafted by EIOPA and adopted by the European Commission with 

regulation, have become of growing relevance for the companies, since they aim to 

harmonise more complex and specific aspects of the market regulatory system as well as to 

make it more comprehensive, homogeneous, and unified (IVASS 2: n.p.).  

 

The plurality of the legal sources (rules, regulations, laws etc.) and different types of 

legislations (national and European) presented above makes evident the complexity of the 

legal, regulatory and supervision framework within which companies in the two sectors 

considered must work. In the last few decades, this situation has implied an increasing need 

on behalf of the companies for well-versed corporate lawyers and more and more often for 

experts in regulatory law. This seems to be particularly interesting in relation to the BNM 

text production process. Indeed, among their general task to guarantee consumer protection, 

the national regulators, for example, monitor also the transparency of companies’ 

information to customers, especially that about contract conditions. The degree of their 

regulatory intervention in customer communication, especially in the telecommunications 

                                                 

 
27 “EIOPA is an independent advisory body to the European Commission, the European Parliament and the 
Council of the European Union. We are one of the EU agencies carrying out specific legal, technical or 
scientific tasks and giving evidence-based advice. In this way, we help shape informed policies and laws at EU 
and national levels. […] Our main goals are: To improve consumer protection and rebuild trust in the financial 
system; to ensure strong, effective and consistent regulation and supervision, taking account of the interests of 
all member states and the different nature of financial institutions; to bring about more harmonised and 
consistent application of the rules for financial institutions and markets across the EU; to strengthen the 
oversight of cross-border groups; to promote coordinated supervisory responses from the EU” (EIOPA: n.p.).  
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industry, may be very high. It can therefore be expected that besides the corporate lawyers 

– as already mentioned in the previous section about the contract-based nature of the 

customer relationship – also regulatory-law experts and the authorities will somehow play a 

role in the BNM text production process (Sections 2.4.2, 8.3.3.1 and 8.3.5). However, what 

exactly and to what extent will be fully addressed in the discussion sections.  

2.4 The language used: New pressure on companies  

In the last decade, the need for so-called business communication transparency, mentioned 

in the last part of the previous section, has depended on different factors at the social and 

economic levels. According to the editor28 of an Austrian communication agency 

specialising in corporate language consulting, whom I interviewed for the present study in 

January 2019, one of the main reasons for this different approach to communication has been 

that the access to information has been changing. This new approach has at least three causes.  

The first cause is digitalisation, one of the megatrends that drive the current social 

development. The widespread use of computers and the Internet has resulted in the 

availability of many more channels than before, which allows faster and constant access to 

traditional and new information sources. Considering customer behaviour, this means, for 

example, that in the pre-purchase phase meetings with the consultants or professionals are 

becoming less frequent since information (or part of it) is now available on the Internet much 

more easily and exhaustively than before. In this way, customers have become more 

confident and able, for example, to directly compare costs of contract-based products and 

services (e.g., on comparison portals), which would have been unimaginable until recently. 

At the same time, they also have higher expectations of service (Section 2.1.2).  

The second cause is the people’s struggle to keep pace with an everyday life that, due 

to technical innovation, has generally become faster and complex to manage. The same 

easily available information mentioned above can also overload customers in such a way 

that they have begun to read much more selectively, not having time for too long or 

incomprehensible texts.29 Drawing on her long-time practical experience in collaboration 

with service companies, the editor further explained:  

                                                 

 
28 “Someone whose job is to edit books, documents, or films” (Macmillan dictionary, s.v.).  
29 The editor confirmed what is commonly found in the literature about this subject (see, for example, Haug 
and Haseloff 2018). However, similar comments were made also by interviewed German and Italian managers 
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If the text is not good, the customer will skip it. If the headline or the first sentence is boring, 
the customer will read over the rest of the text, and when the text has not been read, it is useless 
and its importance gets lost (editor, corporate wording agency, interview, Jan. 2019, author’s 
translation).  

 Third, customers themselves would prefer – and apparently are increasingly asking for 

– more straightforwardness in (digital) communication and for a more comprehensible 

design of products and services, especially of those from the insurance and bank sector (e.g., 

Breitschopf 2016: 55), as also a huge number of articles in European industry journals 

reported since the mid-2010s.  

At the same time, the topic of more clarity in corporate communication has stimulated 

the discussion in the press, in financial and economic newspapers or magazines,30 

specialised magazines and professional journals,31 and blogs. The matter has been discussed 

in academic journals and dedicated volumes (e.g., Jakobs 2005, 2007, 2008a, 2014a; Lutz 

2015), as well as at academic and sectorial conferences. Market and opinion research 

institutes and customer protection associations32 have conducted studies on the subject. 

German universities (e.g., Braunschweig33 and Hohenheim) even carried out different 

projects on the analysis of comprehensibility, especially of documents and information 

disclosed by insurance companies. Furthermore, a few communication agencies in different 

European countries have been specialising in corporate language and language-

comprehension consulting.  

On the other hand, the matter has become increasingly relevant in the companies’ 

practice, too. Indeed, in recent years, companies have come under severe new pressures just 

because the information they send especially to customers has apparently been not easily 

comprehensible. Relating to this, the sources of discontent have been different.  

                                                 

 
in telecommunications service providers, corporate wording experts, and by the legal expert of the Austrian 
regulatory authority for broadcasting and telecommunications.  
30 Germany: Handelsblatt; Donaukurier; Der Spiegel; Zeit online; Austria: Format; Italy: Corriere della Sera 
- L’economia; Il Sole 24 ore.  
31 Examples of reviews for the insurance industry. 
Italy: Insurance Review, posts and articles on the website of Ania (National Association of Insurance 
Companies), Assiteca, AMCA, Segugio, Insurance trade; Tutto intermediary; Ius letter.  
German speaking world: Pfefferminzia, Versicherungswirtschaft, Kreditwesen, VersicherungsJournal, posts 
and articles on the website of GDV (German Insurance Association).  
32 Deutsches Institut für Service-Qualität; Marktwächter Finanzen;  
 33 “Babylon” study. Research project on language understanding in the target group 50 plus (“Babylon”. Zum 
Sprachverstehen der Zielgruppe 50 plus (Zimmermann 2009); Police Direkt-Transparenzstudie zu den 
Standmitteilungen (2019).  
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2.4.1 Request for clarification and negative feedback in surveys  

First, as mentioned above, companies have been receiving large numbers of requests for 

clarification, which put pressure on their call centres, increasing costs and demand for more 

resources, as some of the managers interviewed in Germany, Austria, and Italy in both 

sectors have forcefully confirmed (e.g., senior customer relations manager, 

telecommunications service provider, Germany, interview Nov. 2018; project leader, 

insurance group, Austria, interview Nov. 2018; customer experience manager, insurance 

group, Italy, interview Jan. 2019) (see also Brettschneider 2016: 188).  

Second, since the early 2010s, telephone suppliers and insurance companies have often 

received negative feedback in formal satisfaction surveys34 about communication because 

of the poor clarity of the written texts delivered to customers. A few European insurance 

companies’ surveys (e.g., Ergo Study 2012; Haug and Haseloff 2018; IVASS Study 2021), 

for example, highlight how just the comprehensibility of information is one of the 

companies’ biggest ‘pain points.’35 This regards not only, among other things, patient 

information leaflet enclosed with medicines or tax return forms and the related explanations 

by the tax authorities, but also contract and product information (information sheets) by 

(mobile) telephone suppliers and insurance companies. The main problems identified by 

customers usually involve the use of technical terms, sentence length (common in Italian 

and German), font size readability, and overall text comprehensibility, especially in 

descriptions of what needs to be done.36 In the insurance industry, especially in German-

speaking countries, the documents most criticised have been, for example, information about 

the yearly annuity of pension funds and key information documents. In telecommunications 

industry, the contract’s general terms and conditions. 

Figure 2 shows, for example, a few results of the survey conducted in Germany by a 

market and opinion research institute about the comprehensibility of information in everyday 

life. Only a very low percentage of the respondents – 11% and 5% respectively – said that 

                                                 

 
34 These surveys were usually commissioned by the companies to market research agencies and market 
watchdogs, or conducted online by the companies themselves among their customers, for example, just after 
the latter have bought a product or subscribed to a service (Section 8.1.2.3). 
35 A pain point is a brand touchpoint (Section 2.1.2) that disappoints consumers because it is poorly designed 
or managed (Glossar, s.v.).  
36 See, for example, Pfefferminzia 2015 and 2016, and Insurance Review 2015. 



43 

 

product information from telephone suppliers and insurance companies is “easily understood 

by everyone”.  

Figure 2: Survey of comprehensibility of information in various areas, Germany. (Source: forsa-market and 
opinion research institute for ERGO, 2012: 15) (author’s translation). 

Indeed, as generally confirmed by the literature on this topic, just over half of the 

customers have been satisfied with the companies’ written language. For example, almost 

10 years after the first similar surveys conducted in other European countries, the first 

research conducted at a national level in 2020-21 on Italians’ insurance knowledge and 

behaviour still showed that the situation has not changed much.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Communication effectiveness index in the insurance sector, Italy (Indice di efficacia comunicazione) 
(Source: IVASS Study, 2021) (author’s translation).  

Indeed, as Figure 3 illustrates, the average score of the evaluation of the 

communication’s effectiveness is 56.3/100. This means that more than 50% of respondents 
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expressed dissatisfaction with the comprehensibility of the insurance industry 

communication and found policy documents opaque or hard to understand (IVASS Study 

2021).  

2.4.2 New legal requirements  

Besides what has been described above, companies are facing a further demanding challenge 

at legal level. Indeed, in response to the persistent consumer dissatisfaction and the huge 

number of litigations between customers and service companies, especially because of the 

different interpretation of the contract’s clauses, since the mid-2000s both the EU and 

national governments have introduced new legal requirements about the transparency of the 

information given to customers.37 The aim has been to provide customers with an objective 

basis for more conscious decision-making in a competitive market and, in this way, to make 

the offers available on the market fully comparable. On the other hand, they wanted to place 

requirements on the clarity of information companies provide to customers about price, 

quality, and characteristics of products and services.38  

                                                 

 
37 Examples of such regulations include EU transparency guidelines such as the Insurance Distribution 
Directive 2016/97 (IDD) and the Directive 2018/1972 European Electronic Communications Code (Recast), 
and related national implementations and regulations, as well as national legislation (see also Section 2.3):  
Austria, telecommunications service providers: Information Requirements Ordinance (MitV) 2012, RTR, 
Regulatory Authority for Broadcasting and Telecommunications 
Germany, telecommunications service providers: Measures aimed at promoting transparency for 
consumers and on measuring procedures, amendment to the telecommunications act, 2012; 
Telecommunications Transparency Ordinance promoting transparency in the telecommunications market, 
2016, German Federal Network Agency;  
The new Telecommunications Act (TKG) for the implementation of the new EU customer-protecting 
regulations, December 2021. Insurance: Non-binding recommendations for drafting yearly communications 
on pension-funds’ annuity, 2014, GDV (German Insurance Association).  
Italy, telecommunications service providers: Electronic Communications Code (dl 259/2003), national 
implementation of the community directives on the regulation of electronic communications networks and 
services; Resolution 519/15/CONS, AGCOM, the Italian Authority for Communications Guarantees. 
Insurance: Code of Private Insurance about the contract wording in 2005 and modifications by the 
implementation of the relative European directive in 2015; Regulation, 2018, IVASS, the Italian Institute for 
the Supervision of Insurance; Guidelines, 2018, ANIA (National Association of Insurance Companies).  
38 As the Italian Authority for Communications Guarantees points out, for example, the development of the 
electronic communications system has reached a high degree of competitiveness. Citizen-users are benefiting 
from this development, since they can now choose from a wide range of services offered by fixed and mobile 
operators. However, the greater quantity of offers in a constantly evolving technological market requires a 
strengthening of the principles of transparency, correct information, and communication to users (AGCOM 7: 
n.p.).  
The Austrian financial market authority confirmed in a report on the business conduct of insurance companies 
(FMA 4 2016: 51), clients and prospects want clarity of information before, during and after the purchase to 
have the opportunity to make a well-informed decision based on the information provided. Therefore, insurance 
products, which are becoming increasingly complex, require greater transparency, particularly with regard to 
the associated risks, opportunities and costs for the policyholder.  
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Common requirements that emerge from the different legislations especially 

concerning insurance companies’ communications are the need for clearer and more 

complete information and that information has to be given in a correct, comprehensive and 

easily understandable way (Italian Private Code of Private Insurance 2005, Section 2.3). The 

IDD directive39 (2016, article 23), for example, requires “all information […] to be provided 

shall be communicated to the customer in a clear and accurate manner, comprehensible to 

the customer.” The Italian IVASS Regulation (2018, Art. 4) prescribes that the pre-

contractual and contractual documentation: a) is written in a clear and synthetic language 

and style to facilitate the understanding of the information contained in it; b) is presented 

and structured in such a way as to be clear and easy to read, and has characters of legible 

size. 

However, the urgency of the interventions has involved both sectors considered. The 

legal prescriptions for the telecommunications sector have been of the same tenor as those 

for the insurance industry but much more specific and detailed especially regarding the post-

sales customer communication. Thus, regulations and laws have affected also the drafting of 

BNMs in their main task of conveyors of changes introduced by the companies exactly in 

areas like tariffs and service features. This supports the supposition about an even more 

direct and significant involvement of the regulators in the BNM text production process, as 

Sections 8.3.5 and 8.9 will show in detail.  

 The language comprehensibility issue has added a further facet to the context in which 

the BNM text production process takes place.  

2.5 Section summary  

Section 2 discussed some crucial elements that helped to better contextualise the BNM text 

production within the company activity in the sectors considered. First, customer 

communication and relationship marketing were identified as the two areas where to situate 

BNMs as a post-sales channel of communication. The meaning of increasingly customer-

oriented communication in the long-term relationship customer-company was highlighted 

together with concepts like customer satisfaction, loyalty and retention, as well as pact, 

promise, and trust. Strictly related to this, the relatively new marketing/communication 

                                                 

 
39 Directive (EU) 2016/97 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 January 2016 on insurance 
distribution (recast). Text with EEA relevance. (Directive EU 2016/97).  
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concepts of “customer experience” and “touchpoints” were presented in general, and how 

they have been developed – at least partly – in the two sectors considered, especially in the 

post-sales stage, was described in particular. In this regard, differences between the two 

sectors were illustrated. Telecommunications service providers seem livelier, offering more 

occasions also for post-sales touchpoints – even if just of a commercial, advertising, 

informative, or (technical) supporting nature – than insurance companies, which, in contrast, 

are characterised by poor or missing post-sales contacts with customers (“valley of 

desolation”). Therefore, it was argued for the strategic role of further unilateral post-sales 

communications to existing customers, such as BNMs, whose potential communicative 

importance has often been underestimated.  

Second, the peculiar contract-based nature of the company-customer relationship was 

explored as well as its practical implications for BNMs, which are very frequently just about 

changes in the contract: the needed written form and the use (also) of the legal language in 

their formulation. The not self-evident partially legal aspect of BNMs has suggested that 

also corporate lawyers may have a role in the BNM text production process. Since they 

protect certain primary public interests in very competitive markets and their power 

comprises controlling and statutorily regulating also customer communication transparency 

– especially in contract matters – the particular function of the national telecommunications 

regulatory and insurance supervision market authorities was also addressed. 

Third, the challenge of more comprehensibility in companies’ customer 

communication (including the post-sales phase) was discussed, taking into account different 

factors such as the large number of requests for clarification companies have been receiving 

for the last decade and the negative feedback they often obtain in customer surveys about 

language clarity. As closely related to the BNM text production, the legal requirements 

recently introduced at EU and national level about the so-called transparency when 

providing information to customers were also illustrated.  
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3 Current state of the research  

As mentioned in the Introduction, the nature of exploratory research influences some key 

aspects of a qualitative study, such as the type of subjects to cover in the literature review, 

and especially the moment, during the study, when the researcher comes to select them. So, 

in the present project, all sections dedicated to the literature review are reported in the present 

chapter, although the literature has been reviewed during different research phases and so in 

different moments in time.  

The first two sections below were written at the very beginning of the study with the 

aim to position the study within existing knowledge and evaluate the current state of research 

about bad news and bad news messages (BNMs). They give an overview of revealing bad 

news as a possible task in everyday working life, and of the writing activity in the workplace 

since in the sectors considered bad news is usually disclosed in written form. The third and 

richer part, in contrast, has been integrated only during the analytical process-phase of the 

project and is organised around specific topics (themes) generated during this phase (see 

Section 7). The reason for that is that not until the first stages of data collection and thematic 

analysis, did I come up with new ideas and conjectures about possible answers to the RQs, 

which required further literature research. However, the exact kind or extent I could not have 

foreseen in advance. In the methodological sections (4 to 7), specifically related literature 

will also be reviewed.  

3.1 Bad news and disclosing bad news as a professional task  

Revealing bad news is common both in private and working life. The present study, however, 

considers this activity only when performed as a professional task in everyday working life 

and not in the context of so-called “amateurs,” understood by Bies (2013: 138) as those who 

may do this in not work-related occasions. 

 Disclosing bad news has already been identified in the literature as a subject of research. 

It has been investigated in various disciplines, such as medicine, journalism, corporate 

communication, and management, where researchers have explored different aspects of such 

activity using different methodologies and in different contexts.  

 Depending on the discipline, the main occasions in which bad news is disclosed 

include:  

• Journalism 
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- TV and press reporting (e.g., Glasgow University Media Group, 1976; Arango-Kure 

et al. 2014) 

• Medicine 

- Physician/nurses-patient talk (e.g., Buckman and Kason 1992; Girgis and Sanson-

Fisher 1998; Maynard 2003; Del Piccolo 2007; Sehouli 2018) 

• Corporate communication and public relations  

- Environmental, public safety, financial, or similar kind of crises, on the management 

of which the body of literature is voluminous (e.g., just to mention a few, Benoit 

1997; Ulmer et al. 2007; Coombs 2007; Crocq 2009; Cornelissen 2011; French and 

Quigley Holden 2012; Baker and Hernandez 2017) (See Section 8.1.1.4) 

- Entire organisation issues like, for example, bankruptcy, corporate downsizing, etc. 

(e.g., Pfeil et al. 2004) 

- Human resources issues such as dismissal, rejection of job applications, negative 

performance reviews (Izraeli and Jick 1986; Cook 1991; Manzoni 2002; Kiesow 

2004; Richter et al. 2016; 2016; Gielan 2016)  

 Reasons to disclose bad news have been studied from the managerial perspective (e.g., 

Wells and Spinks 1996) or that of customer communication (e.g., Skinner 1994). Among the 

many examples of customer communications listed in two works on stakeholder 

communication by Menz and Stahl (2008) and Stahl and Menz (2014), two involve 

imparting bad news to customers about price hikes and reminders. The authors comment 

briefly on the linguistic structure and characteristics (including vocabulary) of such 

communications.  

 The effects of such communications have been analysed by social and consumer 

psychology in studies about, for example, breaking bad news to consumers and its impact 

on consumer sentiment and consumption behaviour (Olivero et al. 2009; Schmid 2012; 

Nguyen and Claus 2013; Sago and Hinnenkamp 2014), or about the equally distressful side 

of revealing bad news for managers, leaders, or professionals and/or receiving bad news 

(also) in a company (Folger and Skarlicki 2001, 2010; Bies 2010). 

Many Anglo-American textbooks on corporate and organisational communication 

traditionally tackle the subject of BNMs, too (e.g., Bovée and Thill 2010; Guffey and Loewy 

2011; Locker and Kienzler 2015). They are intended for students who are learning to write 

different text types according to different corporate needs and occasions. They usually 

analyse the textual structure of these communications, comparing the two common 



49 

 

approaches chosen by companies to communicate unpleasant content as effectively as 

possible: the direct or the indirect approach. With the former, the message “opens with the 

bad news, proceeds to the reasons for the situation or decision, and ends with a positive 

statement aimed at maintaining a good relationship with the audience” (Bovée and Thill 

2010: 281). Following the indirect approach, in contrast, the message opens with a 

preliminary “buffer” introducing the reasons behind the bad news before presenting the bad 

news itself (Bovée and Thill 2010: 283-286; see also Guffey and Loewy 2011: 261-268).  

This kind of textbooks also suggest means of countering common causes of reader 

resistance to bad news such as paying attention to effectiveness and readability of the texts, 

using diplomacy or tact, conveying empathy, and trying to maintain friendly relations with 

the addressees (Ewald and Burnett 1997; Bovée and Thill 2010). Thus, they give advice to 

help to decide which approach to take in any situation; they even offer checklists as 

reminders for successfully creating negative messages. In addition, they usually propose 

writing strategies for negative messages about routine business matters such as unexpected 

announcements to business partners, rejecting proposals or claims, but also organisational 

bad news, crises, and employment issues (Bovée and Thill 2014: 328; 337; Guffey and 

Loewy 2011: 282). 

Most of this literature on BNMs consists of guidelines and “best practice” advice on 

delivery media choice and text formulation. Suggestions usually come from authors who do 

not work within the company and who advise companies on what they (should) do when 

practicing written communication.  

These textbooks often provide real examples of BNMs in different types of 

corporations. However, they consider BNMs only in their final version and address people 

whose jobs will involve imparting bad news, who are identified in general terms only as 

“business communicators,” “communication practitioners”, “professionals”, or “managers.” 

It is interesting to note that, generally, the whole literature mentioned above does not go into 

any depth about the role of the authors of bad news in its creating process. Furthermore, the 

possibility that BNMs may be produced in collaboration between different company 

departments or that the revision, proofreading, and evaluation may be done by others than 

the main author, do not seem to be considered. 

A further common feature of these textbooks is that they fail to explain what bad news 

is. The implicit definition can only be inferred from long lists of reasons for the news and 

occasions when it is disclosed. The lists may include, for example, ending business 
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relationships, declining proposals or invitations, flight delay, misplaced baggage, un-

delivered goods, poor service, and price increases (Guffey and Loewy 2011; Ewald and 

Burnett 1997). Thus, they either do not distinguish between different levels of BNM content, 

giving the impression that the same writing strategy may fit all types of negative messages 

no matter how serious the issue is, or how broad the addressees’ group is, so without 

differentiation between bulk or individual communications. Often, apologies for company 

mistakes such as substandard service, etc., or responding to complaints are presented as 

forms of negative news delivery, without considering that these are different text genres of 

business communications (see Section 8.1.1.4). The only thing they all may have in common 

is tackling an issue that generates a disappointed feeling in the news receivers. 

Recognising the scant attention paid by management scholars to defining bad news, 

Bies (2013) draws on studies in psychology, sociology, and medicine to describe it as 

“information that results in a perceived loss by the receiver, and [...] creates cognitive, 

emotional, or behavioral deficits in the receiver after receiving the news” (2013: 137-138). 

He underlines the subjective perception of bad news due to different “contextual and 

temporal factors” (2013: 138) and, later in the same article, the anxiety connected not only 

to receiving but also to delivering such messages to employees. Nevertheless, in his study 

he does not seem to consider the delivery of bad news to other corporate target groups such 

as customers.  

3.2 Writing in the workplace  

The second research area found to be of relevance is writing in the workplace, which has 

been extensively researched in the US since the mid-1980s, especially as an activity in 

academic settings. However, observing that little was known about writing in non-academic 

settings, researchers began to focus on technical communication and especially on technical 

writing as an everyday work-activity. In the course of this, they dedicated increasing 

attention also to the writing of employees as part of their daily jobs in work contexts other 

than academia, such as business, government, or health care.  

 In their edited volume, Odell and Goswami (1985: vii-viii) – hailed by Jakobs and 

Spinuzzi (2014b: 363) as “a watershed in workplace writing” – present a number of these 

studies, most of which adopt rhetorical, ethnographic, quantitative, or experimental 

methodologies. One contribution of note is that of Faigley, who claims that answering 

questions about writing activity in non-academic settings requires consideration of three 
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different perspectives: 1) the textual one, also called “formal framing” and product-oriented, 

2) the individual one, or that of the isolated writer, which focuses on individual cognitive 

processes (e.g., Flower and Hayes 1981), but also 3) the social one, from which texts are 

seen as “links in communicative chains, with their meaning emerging from their 

relationships to previous texts and the present context” (1985: 235) (also process-oriented). 

In their overview of workplace writing research until the beginning of the 2010s, Jakobs and 

Spinuzzi (2014b: 363) claim that the individual and social perspectives have been then 

prevailing in North America, reflecting the fact that much research there has been process-

oriented. They also mention both perspectives have been often applied to examine team 

writing.  

 The collection by Kogen (1989) gives an overview of the state of writing in the 

business world including contributions not only on, for example, possible reasons for poor 

writing in corporations (Redish) or on the understanding of the writing context in 

organizations (Driskill), but also on interactive writing and collaboration during the writing 

process (Couture and Rymer). Spilka’s (1993) anthology, a sort of follow-up to Odell and 

Goswami, gives an overview of then existing research into professional writing in the 

workplace, identifying gaps and suggesting further investigation. It covers topics including 

the composition process (Couture and Rymer), intertextuality (Selzer), and research methods 

(Doheny-Farina; Bouldin and Odell). 

 Specifically ethnographically oriented studies of professional writing conducted in the 

1980s and 1990s focused on written workplace language and its efficacy (e.g., Brown and 

Herndl 1986; Schwartzman 1993). Social parameters influencing the features of writing 

were investigated, for example, through interviews with internal informants (Spradley 

1979). Where surveys were used, they were conducted mostly in single organisations, or 

from the point of view of a single category of writers such as managers (Swales and Rogers 

1995; Davies et al. 1999).  

 Dias et al. (1999: 17), for example, recall and argue for the social perspective on 

workplace writing, claiming that  

writing does not occur in a social vacuum or institutional vacuum, [and] that the context in 
which any given writing occurs (with all its particularities) is integrally part of that act of 
writing. […] [W]e know how particular relationships can constrain or facilitate inventiveness. 
[…] The contexts of writing not only influence it (facilitating it or frustrating it…) but are 
integral to it. 
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  Since the 1990s, linguistic studies of writing at work have also become more common 

in Europe. They have focused especially on technical texts and on “professional documents,” 

defined as instructions, guidelines, recipes, and directions for use (Alamargot 2007). They 

also consider factors such as institutional and cultural frameworks, and the influence on the 

writing process of the working environments within which writers operate (e.g., Adamzik et 

al. 1997). Among other topics, van Gemert and Woudstra (1997: 103) analyse the production 

processes of industrial documents and technical reports. They also highlight the shift in this 

kind of research “from a mainly cognitive to a more social-cognitive approach”.  

 In recent decades, linguistics and communication scholars have also devoted 

increased attention to the different approaches to writing in professional settings. During the 

present literature review, the collaborative approach, for example, has emerged as one of the 

most interesting aspects of this activity, which is crucial in understanding the BNMs text 

production process. This is the reason why the review on writing in the workplace will now 

move to and focus almost entirely on this specific aspect of workplace writing, as reported 

in greater detail in the next section. 

3.3 Thematic review  

As it will be fully described in Sections 4.3 and 7, the qualitative analysis process “is not 

linear nor sequential but rather cyclical, iterative, and complex” (Peterson 2017: 7). 

Therefore, the precise definition of possible further research fields to be included in the 

literature review – after those in the previous sections – proceeded along with the coding of 

interviewees’ responses and the identification of themes (see Section 7.2.2), as in a 

“horizontal spiral” that progressively moves through analytical phases and literature of those 

research areas that had emerged as significant for the present study (Figure 4).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4: “Horizontal spiral” model for coding-themes-literature. 
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3.3.1 Collaborative writing (CW) in non-academic settings  

‘Document cycling’ has been one of the most interesting themes generated during the 

thematic analysis since it describes the writing strategy adopted by the companies involved 

in the study during the BNM text production process. This has been a substantial contribution 

to the understanding of the process, and so answering RQ1 and partially RQ2.  

 In the literature, document cycling is usually considered a particular form of 

‘collaborative writing’ (CW), a specific type of collaboration between writers working 

together on the same text. The concept of CW, although being intuitively clear, may require 

some more explanation since, in the context of the present study, it refers to further complex 

concepts such as collaboration, in general, and collaboration in writing as a work activity, in 

particular.  

 This section is therefore dedicated to CW, and the next one to document cycling.  

 Defining collaborative (or co-authored) writing or using “a commonly agreed 

terminology to discuss” the subject (Bremner 2014: 488) has been difficult mainly for two 

reasons. Different disciplines, such as pedagogy, composition studies, technical 

communication, organisational science, or business communication, have investigated this 

activity from different perspectives, which has meant to selectively explore or highlight 

some aspects of the process and not others (e.g., Beard and Rymer 1990: 1; Lowry et al. 

2004: 68-69). Second, from a very broad perspective, all writing may be considered co-

authored since it is “shaped by the words and expressions of those who have written before 

us” (Schindler and Wolfe 2014: 160; see also Thrall 1992).  

 As briefly mentioned in Section 3.3, since the 1980s, extensive research has been 

carried out on CW processes especially of student groups working together collaboratively 

on a common text, and to the pedagogical application of the related research findings in 

communication or composition courses (e.g., Forman and Katsky 1986; Nunan 1992; Dias 

et al. 1999). However, as Anderson (1995: 195) points out,  

although there has been some confusion in the use of ‘collaboration’ to refer to both 
collaborative writing and collaborative learning about writing, collaborative writing is now 
identified as writing involving two or more writers working together to produce a joint 
product. 

 Thus, CW may be considered as an activity that generally involves interaction between 

many authors writing on the same document, specifically as the “process in which authors 
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with differing expertise and responsibilities interact during the invention and revision of a 

common document” (Lay and Karis 1991: 5). 

3.3.1.1 CW and the social context 

Couture and Rymer (1989: 73) claim that collaborative learning has been successfully used 

as a technique to the teaching of writing, and that peer review in teaching writing has 

encouraged scholars to research also workplace group writing. Indeed, empirical surveys 

and case studies have revealed that the on-the-job writers collaborate with others more 

frequently than imagined. Thus, scholarly interest in collaborative composing may 

complement teaching methods, emphasising elements such as the process and the context of 

composing (1989: 73). Therefore, as Couture and Rymer continue, the academic model of 

two or three equals who plan, draft, and revise cooperatively may be challenged by the 

authentic process that occurs in practice when people produce a document on the job together 

(1989: 74). They underline the different levels of collaboration during the diverse stages of 

the process and call the workplace collaboration “discourse interactions” namely, “oral and 

written communication pertaining to a document during the process of planning, drafting 

and revising it” (1989: 79).  

 Beard and Rymer (1990) observe that the topic CW has received growing attention in 

business communication and point out that the main reason for this new research interest in 

CW in professional settings was that scholars and researchers at that time increasingly 

focused on the social context of collaboration, “a context that embraces all who have a stake 

in the writing process” (1990: 1). Thus, researchers began to consider “the social nature of 

discourse and construction of knowledge whereas previously many of them limited 

collaborative writing to co-authoring on the job or group activities in the classroom” (1990: 

1, 3). Thus, embracing the idea that knowledge is socially constructed, researchers have  

view[ed] also writing as social action, not only as a cognitive process or a textual product. 
They view learning as a cooperative, social enterprise, not only as a competitive, individual 
activity. [As a consequence, CW has been explored as more than just] a pedagogical technique, 
[…] [but] a way of knowing through writing (Beard and Rymer 1990: 1; see also Faigley 
1985).  

  Burnett and Duin-Hill (1993: 8) also see the new perspective from which to 

investigate CW as “the evolution of a sociocognitive focus for research” that merges social 

and cognitive theory. The first one “focuses primarily on ways in which the organizational, 

institutional cultures create interactions among writers, documents, and readers.” The second 
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one “deals with the way in which individual writers and readers create and construct texts,” 

the context and the responses to the text (1993: 8).  

 However, as Couture and Rymer (1989) underline, the meaning of the term 

‘collaboration’ (when writing) is per se challenging since it has no common definition in 

academia. Indeed, it can include learning by peer review; multiple authorship as division of 

labour on a project too large for an individual or that requires varying expertise; or fully 

shared planning, drafting, and revising by equals (1989: 76). 

3.3.1.2 CW in technical texts and the definition issue 

Undoubtedly, the concept has become increasingly attractive for researchers in professional 

settings and especially in technical fields, where this text production strategy seems fairly 

common (e.g., Faigley 1982; Anderson 1985; Allen 1987; Couture and Rymer 1989; Spilka 

1993; Burnett and Hill-Duin 1993). This has been evident not just from the increasing 

number of talks about the subject at business or technical communication conferences but 

also from the large number of related articles in professional journals starting from the 1990s 

(Jameson 1990: 429).40  

 Research on collaboration in technical communication has been especially diverse in 

topics, questions, and methodologies. Trying to make a synthesis of the purposes of the many 

inquiries related to collaboration in this field, Burnett and Duin-Hill (1993) propose the 

following four: 1) to establish and legitimise that collaboration exists; 2) to identify and 

describe various forms collaboration takes; 3) to understand these various forms of 

collaboration […]; 4) to build theories specific to collaboration in technical communication 

contexts (1993: 5, 9). 

 One of the first major books that extensively deals with the topic is the oft-cited volume 

Singular Texts/Plural Authors by Lunsford and Ede (1990). The personal experience of the 

authors, who had two co-authored articles refused for publication, inspired the book, which 

addresses the process and effects of CW in the workplace, and the implications of the 

findings for the classroom (Jameson 1990: 429). Lunsford and Ede present the results of a 

survey study they conducted on CW of 1,400 randomly selected members in seven non-

                                                 

 
40 Just to give an idea of the number of publications, Thompson (2001), for example, conducted a qualitative 
content analysis of 55 articles with keywords in their titles relating to collaboration published in five major 
technical communication journals in the decade 1990-1999. The trend has constantly grown also in the first 
decade of the 2000s. 
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academic professional settings (business, technical, etc.), 49 of them were interviewed in 

depth, which has been the cue to explore also a few related issues such as power and 

authorship. The authors generally challenge the common assumption that writing is a solitary 

act. Instead, they propose the image of “writers planning, gathering information, drafting, 

and revising collaboratively” (1990: 20; 5). Lunsford and Ede (1990: 15) also tackle the 

definition of the term CW and in order to emphasise the problematic nature of explaining 

the term, they mention the following five different and sometimes conflicting definitions:  

Drawing on the description of experienced collaborators, collaborative writing may be 
considered as a combination of three features: 1) production of a shared document, 2) 
substantive interaction among members, 3) shared decision-making power over responsibility 
for the document (Allen et al. 1987: 84) 

Two or more people working together to produce one written document in a situation in which 
a group takes responsibility for having produced the document (Bosley 1989)  

From researchers in professional or technical communication, they choose:  

Supervisor’s assignment of a document that is researched and drafted by a staff member, but 
carefully edited by the supervisor (Paradis et al. 1985) 

A peer’s critiquing a co-worker’s draft (Anderson 1985) 

Individual planning and drafting of a document that I revised collaboratively (Doheny-Farina 
1986) 

 Lunsford and Ede, considering these definitions as too limited, propose their own, 

although they admit to be not completely satisfied with it. In their first contacts with the 

companies, they call it ‘group writing,’ a term considered more comprehensible for the 

respondents and not pigeonholing the possible survey’s answers. Interesting to note is that 

they deliberately use a broad definition not just of group writing, but also of writing in one’s 

profession, and of written products, describing them as:  

Writing includes any activities that lead to a completed written document. These activities 
include written and spoken brainstorming, outlining, note-taking, organizational planning, 
drafting, revising, and editing. Written products include any piece of writing, from notes, 
directions, and forms to report and published materials. Group writing include any writing 
done in collaboration with one or more persons (Lunsford and Ede 1990: 14) [italics added].  

 Exactly the not specified enough use of the term CW has been a source of criticism of 

the study. However, the findings reported in the book broke new ground in business 

communication at the beginning of the 1990s. According to Storch (2013: 2), Lunsford and 

Ede identify specific features of CW such as: “1) the substantive interaction in all stages of 

the writing process; 2) sharing responsibility for power and decision-making; 3) the 

production of a single written document.” They also suggest, for example, that CW is applied 
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in non-academic settings in producing all types of documents and that it is evaluated by the 

managers as a productive means, although with the disadvantage of possible inconsistency, 

increased time and lack of personal satisfaction due to loss of individual control (Lunsford 

and Ede 1990: 62-64).  

 Bosley and Morgan (1991) edit a special issue on CW in Technical Communication 

and present a collection of different contexts in which CW can take place: in the classroom, 

in the workplace among workers from various departments, between academic institutions 

and business, between teachers and government agencies, between citizens and government, 

and so on (1991: 474). The account by Debs (1991), although focusing on technical writers41 

in industry and their increasingly recognised role in project teams, however it seems 

interesting because of a few remarks on responsibility in CW, which can be extended also 

to other economic sectors and seem to fit to some extent also the BNM text production 

process in service providers. Indeed, Debs (1991: 478) observes that 

[w]hen we talk of collaborative writing, we assume that more than one person is responsible 
for a document. Not all who contribute to a document, however, are willing to accept that 
responsibility; additionally, the significance of another person’s contribution is not always 
clear, and therefore not always acknowledged, even internally to the organisation. 

Debs adds that in industry, “collaborative” can be understood just in the broader sense 

of “working together” [original quotation marks] and underlines – like Lunsford and Ede, 

and Forman above – that the different interpretations of the concept are the most common 

difficulty in studying this activity (1991: 478). CW means in the literature that two or more 

people write (draft) a document together. However, Debs notes, the perspective may change 

when considering “writing a process with stages: traditionally, planning or invention, 

drafting, and revision” (1991: 478). This makes possible different combinations: a group 

plans and revises a document, but then just one person drafts it; two people plan a document, 

one drafts it, and another one revises it; one person provides the information, another drafts 

the text, etc. (1991: 478). Debs also argues that “stages in the process of writing have been 

departmentalized in most corporations; planning, drafting, and revising may fall under the 

writer’s responsibility, but he or she often must work at various stages with at least one 

                                                 

 
41 “Technical writer is someone who transforms complex and technically difficult written material into clear 
and concise documentation that will be read by target audiences. They gather and develop technical information 
in order to create maintenance and operating instructions, technical and instructional manuals, journal articles, 
and other documentation for manufacturers, designers, and clients. Technical writers can be found working in 
many areas, such as technology, engineering, medicine, and the sciences” (careerexplorer: n.p.).  
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product designer or programmer (in case of some documents, with 50), at least one graphic 

artist, and at least one editor” (1991: 478-479). Debs points out further that the precise 

moments when CW takes place and at which stage of the text production process is not easy 

to define. Indeed, “when the production of written texts is a process embedded in the ongoing 

collaboration and cooperation that makes up the organizational structure, […], sometimes 

we can’t see it” (1991: 479). She suggests this as a possible reason for the different 

definitions of CW, each of which underlines just particular characteristics of the process. 

According to Debs (1991: 479),  

Because an organization is essentially a collaboration, a written document, like anything else 
produced by a company, is basically a product of collaborative activities. For that reason, I 
prefer to use the term collaborative writing in its broadest sense to apply to any ‘co-labor’ that 
occurs in the production of a document [original quotation marks]. 

To locate different types of CW activities, Debs proposes a matrix built on the 

intersection of the two axes “authority” and “interactions.” The former indicates to what 

extent the author’s decision-making is regulated or autonomous, the latter the number of 

people the writer interacts with (1991: 479).  

 Another classic in the field is New visions of collaborative writing by Forman (1992). 

It is a collection of essays about CW in the workplace and the classroom, which reports – 

like Lunsford and Ede – different and contrasting views on the definition of the subject and 

on the means of collaboration, such as face-to-face vs electronically mediated. Particularly 

relevant seem the contributions by Locker, and Thrall. Locker discusses legal writing and 

compares the outcomes produced of two groups of lawyers and social workers working 

together in a state agency on a legal document that will be the basis for a class-action lawsuit. 

Whereas the first group fails, the second one is successful in reaching the task because of 

differences in the writing process (e.g., role of power and feelings, involvement of the group 

members) and differences in understanding the organisational culture and values (Jameson 

1992: 412). In this way, Locker demonstrates how group dynamics are crucial also for 

collaborative teams in the workplace. However, she also recognises that the case study 

analysed is atypical with regard to organisation, participants, and tasks. Therefore, she calls 

for further research to determine to which extent the factors that have contributed to the 

successful CW activity in her case study are also common in other CW groups. Thrall, on 

the other hand, argues that collaboration (in writing) “is a more comprehensive activity than 

plural authorship” (1992: 64). Indeed, drawing on the concept of intertextuality (“texts 

contain traces of other texts”) and on Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue, Thrall seeks to show 
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“how texts, whether individually or jointly authored, should be considered collaborative and 

to examine how this collaboration works” (1992: 64). To illustrate the collaboration chain 

behind a text even when created under the name of a single author, she analyses the 

production process of a journal article and underlines the implications of the findings also 

for writing pedagogy. She suggests that “research on collaborative writing in the workplace 

cannot focus simply upon the group’s activities but must consider the larger organizational 

context as well” (1992: 59). According to Thrall, important factors to consider will be, for 

example, whether the group members know each other before the project begins, what image 

they have of each other or their previous experience in such writing activities.  

3.3.1.3 CW in non-technical texts and the definition issue 

In the 1990s, CW began to be explored as a writing strategy applied by non-technical writers, 

too. Most of this research has been of an ethnographic nature and conducted through 

interviews, observations, or shadowing. According to Schindler and Wolfe (2014: 161), 

applying these methods may be explained by “the fact that research on co-authorship often 

looks at highly complex documents embedded in larger knowledge production activities […] 

and social systems”, where multiple sets of authors are involved.  

Of interest is, for example, Cross (1990; 1993), who explores through a case study the 

interrelation between genre, context, and process in the CW of the executive letter, 

traditionally part of a corporation’s annual report, and the planning report within a single 

insurance company. Later, in his widely cited Collaboration and conflict (1994a), Cross 

presents a close examination of his ethnographic study on the group-writing process of the 

executive letter, drawing on his professional experience as a reporter and as an intern when 

conducting the fieldwork research at the basis of his study. Similarly to Lunsford and Ede 

(1990), he rejects for the professional world the romantic “image of the lone writer in a 

solitary garret” in favour of that of “a group of people brainstorming around a long oak table 

in preparation of the writing of a common document” (1990: xvi). Cross describes in detail 

how the “writing team,” made up of eight members, worked during the 77-day gestation of 

the letter. Applying Bakhtin’s notions of “centrifugal and centripetal forces,” he also 

explains what and why went partially wrong in the end. For the flaws, he gives different 

reasons such as: the hierarchical structure of the corporation; the physical distance in the 

corporate building between the offices of the team-subgroups (five highest ranking members 

of the team on the very top floor, and the three lowest ranking members 30 floors below); 
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the serial nature of the drafts; the unclear delegation of the writing tasks that assigned the 

letter content to the lowest level of writers but the form of the letter to the higher-up levels; 

differing opinions in the team about the proportions of positive and negative information 

about the achievements of the company; and differing job roles and authority assigned to 

men and women during the creation process (1990: xvi-xvii). 

After years of survey research, Pomerenke (1992: 172-173) did pioneering work 

conducting lengthy interviews with the major writers of a market-leading insurance 

company. Her study aims to give an overview of the writing done in that organisation where 

most of the communication with policyholders and employees is written, focusing on “what 

the writers themselves had to say about the writing they do in their jobs” and not on assessing 

how (un)successful their work is. She interviewed writers from the advertising, agency 

communications, personnel communications, and public relations departments asking them 

about their professional background, collaboration experience, written standards for writing, 

and their thoughts about writing (1992: 174). When tackling the approval process in agency 

communications, Pomerenke also mentions technical writers “who want material included 

that might confuse the reader”, but she does not go into greater detail about their role in the 

writing process. A significant finding emerging from the study is that CW seems not to be 

experienced by the interviewees as an efficient writing strategy in comparison to writing on 

one’s own. It seems to be just tolerated in case of large projects, deadlines, or lack of 

knowledge about a specific subject, which may lead to temporary collaborations among 

colleagues – however, almost always unwilling (1992: 178-179). For example, Pomerenke 

describes with expressive language the strained situation that arises when the advertising 

department which tries to address the audience of the various policyholders “without 

insulting them”, faces the corporation’s lawyers who change and make more complicated 

what it has written (1992: 182). She adds that the “writers must be thick-skinned to accept 

changes, to compromise, and to see the other person’s point of view” but that “is all part of 

being part of a corporation” (1992: 182). These kinds of tensions are reminiscent to some 

extent of those between legal and marketing departments during the BNM text production 

process, as Section 8.8.1 will show. 

Considering the voluminous interdisciplinary body of literature on the subject that had 

been published until that moment, Lowry et al. (2004) propose a taxonomy of and 

nomenclature for different issues related to CW. Through terms, strategies, control and work 

modes, and roles shared among academics and practitioners, Lowry et al. aim to enhance 
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research on CW, improve its application in academia and industry, and help to produce 

technologies supporting it (2004: 66). In doing so, they thoroughly review about eighty 

articles and publications on CW, identifying potential benefits of CW (e.g., learning, 

socialisation, joint knowledge, writing expertise, higher document quality), and different 

topics tackled by several disciplines that have explored CW (CW strategies, research 

bibliography, ethnographic and case studies, CW in the workplace, CW courses, and so on). 

However, according to the authors, “the lack of common understanding of CW undermines 

the ability of researchers and practitioners to solve the core issues of CW, which require 

interdisciplinary collaboration for resolution” (2004: 68). Issues mentioned are, for example, 

leadership and group dynamics; difficult monitoring of progress; control and trust; stylistic 

inconsistencies; distributed work; organisational culture; difficulties in accepting criticism; 

effective use of technology and so on. 

Lowry et al. (2004: 70) also add that the intrinsic dynamic nature of the CW process 

makes it complex to catch in its entirety and, thus, to describe. According to the authors, it 

is therefore not surprising that researchers and practitioners do not even agree on a common 

term for CW, which appears in the related literature with similar terms or synonyms such as 

co-authoring, collaborative authoring, collaborative editing, cooperative writing, group 

authorship, joint authorship, shared-document collaboration, or team writing (2004: 71). 

However, Lowry et al. “believe that CW has an underlying structure that can be defined 

universally and presented in an interdisciplinary taxonomy” (2004: 72). In this sense, they 

propose a conceptualisation of CW “as a group act that does not solely rely on document 

production, even though document production may be the most central, highly dynamic 

activity” (2004: 72). That means that – as depicted in their detailed model – the overall 

process of CW implies tasks and activities connected to it. Indeed, Lowry et al. (2004: 72-

74) define CW as following: 

CW is an interactive and social process that involves a team focused on a common objective 
that negotiates, coordinates, and communicates during the creation of a common document. 
The potential scope of CW goes beyond the more basic act of joint composition to include the 
likelihood of pre- and post-task activities, team formation, and planning. Furthermore, based 
on the desired writing task, CW includes the possibility of many different writing strategies, 
activities, document control approaches, team roles, and work modes [italics added].  

 This extensive definition by Lowry et al. offers a valuable contribution to CW theory 

for two reasons: first, it underlies that “writing does not become collaborative just because 

multiple people are involved” (2004: 95); second, that the CW process includes also the 

different (writing) strategies and goals of the people involved. They mention strategies such 
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as “group single-author writing”, “sequential single writing”, “parallel writing”, “mixed 

mode writing,” and so on. Interestingly, they also observe that the participant’s role may 

change over time depending on the activity the CW group is engaged in. Relating to this, 

they mention, for example, writer, consultant, editor, reviewer, scribe, and facilitator (2004: 

85-86). As the present study will show (Section 8.5), the BNM text production process as 

found in practice seems to correspond to the features listed, at least largely. 

  A further attempt of classifying CW has been made by Jones (2005), who proposes, 

on the basis of his own definition of collaboration, the often-cited ‘comprehensive 

collaborative continuum’ model. ‘Collaboration’ comprises more than just the participants 

and means and is understood as “interaction by an author or authors with people, documents, 

and organisational rules in the process of creating documents” (2005: 450). The model 

presents collaborative activities and not a list of documents types. Since “no existing 

taxonomy would adequately encompass all the collaborative activities,” the model proposes 

a continuum of activities “according to degrees of overt collaborative interaction, allowing 

the taxonomy to include all activities that can be viewed as collaborative” (Jones 2005: 450-

451). The categories interact, suggesting that “the production of any given document could 

involve a combination of these types” (2005: 451). Jones proposes three categories of 

collaborative interaction: contextual, hierarchical and group. The contextual “involves the 

context of the organization itself” (2005: 451) and underlines the influence, for example, of 

the organisation on collaborative practices. Jones draws on Winsor (1989: 271) (Section 8.7) 

and the idea that, when writing, authors refer to texts, templates, or boilerplates previously 

produced in the organisation (Bremner 2014: 489), whose influence is often less visible but 

present.  

 Returning to Jones’s model, ‘hierarchical collaboration’ – as the name suggests – 

relates to the power relationships that configure collaborative groups or teams and so “the 

question of who is allowed to contribute to the collaborative process and when they can do 

this” (see Bremner 2014: 489-490; 2018: 59). Drawing on previous studies (Ede and 

Lunsford, Lowry et al. etc.), Jones identifies a few sub-activities within this type. “Author-

centred” collaboration means that a single author “does most of the work and is responsible 

for the project”. In this case, interaction with colleagues is required in form of advice about 

or review of the content (2005: 453). “Content interaction” is common for authors who create 

written texts for others colleagues or divisions. The aim is to “procure content for a 

document” (2005: 453). “Stakeholder interaction” as “collaboration with people likely to be 
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affected by the project” (2005: 453) focuses on document approval and usually has a formal 

structure. Drawing on much previous literature on this field in the 1980s and 1990s, Jones 

refers to this structure with “document cycling”, “which involves passing drafts of 

documents to various stakeholders” but also activities such as usability testing and efforts to 

ensure early customer involvement (2005: 453). The third type of collaboration, the “group” 

one, is ideal since it is based on shared goals, sense of group identity, and collaboration as 

collective effort to create a jointly authored product (2005: 454).  

3.3.1.4 CW: Potential benefits and disadvantages  

According to Bremner (2014: 490; 2018: 59), who often underlines having reviewed almost 

only US literature, the attempts to provide a CW taxonomy reported above, although 

intrinsically potentially restrictive, are laudable. However, text production in a professional 

context cannot simply be assigned to particular categories or considered a predictable and 

linear process. Indeed, since the early 1990s, “the disordered nature of text creation is well 

attested” as well as “the more organic and unscripted aspects of collaborative activity” in the 

workplace (Bremner 2014: 490).  

More than two decades later, in which research on CW and its potential issues has 

flourished (see the authors cited above), Palmeri (2004) acknowledges anew that coming to 

a general agreement on a document can be arduous especially for interprofessional 

collaborators. When CW participants have different workplace cultures, come from different 

disciplines, or work in different departments within a company or in distinct organisations, 

“they may have widely divergent understandings of ways to approach writing tasks” 

(Palmeri 2004: 39; see also Spilka 1993). In a case study, undertaken through interviews and 

an iterative data analysis process, Palmeri presents the collaboration across professional 

boundaries between nurse consultants and attorneys in a law firm, potential causes of 

conflicts during the CW activity, and the beneficial mediation role of professional writers in 

facilitating the collaboration (2004: 38). Due to the possible divergences regarding 

“appropriate discursive conventions, epistemological standards, and definitions of technical 

terms” as well as to the still very strong influence of (and identification with) the writers’ 
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larger communities of professional practice, interaction may be not effortless, reasserts 

Palmeri (2004: 38).42  

Other authors support this. According to Gooch (2005), for example, a cross-functional 

team “includes people with diverse backgrounds which attempt to solve a problem and try 

to accomplish goals” (2005: 182). He presents a case study of technical CW of a group of 

architects and engineers from different US organisations. Gooch observes that when experts 

from different disciplines work together, they “could not entirely rely upon their own 

disciplinary practices [see technical concepts and terminologies] and beliefs to collaborate 

effectively,” which can weaken collaboration (2005: 182). He also adds that factors such as 

time constraints and deadlines may be critical but can also “become a unifying force in 

collaboration” (2005: 181). 

Corroborating the claim with quotations from a long list of researchers who 

approached CW from the social constructionist perspective,43 also Bremner underlines the 

role of context as a crucial factor when exploring this activity. He points out that CW cannot 

easily belong to a category since it “takes place in specific workplace settings, each with its 

own constitution and dynamic” (2018: 60). A close connection between text and context 

results, therefore, in collaborative activities “socially embedded in and dynamically linked 

with their particular contexts” (Bremner 2014: 491). Context influences the interaction and 

may challenge the idea, often taken for granted, of the group’s harmonious behaviour. As 

already contended by other authors since the 1990s (e.g., Driskill 1989: 130; Couture and 

Rymer 1989: 7544; Ede and Lunsford 1990; Burnett 1991: 533; Burnett 1993; Cross 1994), 

people working on the same document may lead to tensions and conflicts (e.g., Bremner 

2014: 491). Indeed, insofar as CW is a widespread activity in workplaces, so conflict is a 

common part of CW. Bremner (2010: 124) points out that  

[p]articipants in collaboration may belong to professional or disciplinary communities that 
have different expectations and approaches to writing and to the target texts, in addition to 

                                                 

 
42 All these considerations about CW and conflicts fit particularly well the BNM text production process, which 
also takes place cross-functionally, as the discussion sections will show.  
43 For example, just to mention a few, Paradis et al. 1985; Cross 1993; Berkenkotter and Huckin 1995; Bargiela-
Chiappini and Nickerson 1999; Yates and Orlikowski 2002; Winsor 2003; Pogner 2003; Smart 2006 etc. 
(Bremner 2014: 491; 2018: 60).  
44 As early as 1989, Couture and Rymer highlighted, for example, how contextual constraints may drive the 
collaborative process when writers need “to account for and incorporate the view and reviews of other into 
their own documents” (1989: 75). However, they pointed out, CW may also be authentic “multiple authorship” 
characterised by inventive and communicative composing (1989: 75).  
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their varying levels of experience, knowledge, power and motives. A consequence of these 
differences is the possibility of conflict.  

According to Palmeri (2004: 60), “conflict in interprofessional collaboration is not 

inherently positive or negative.” Benefits can derive, for example, from the opportunity to 

discuss content and rhetorical issues – Burnett’s “substantive” conflict (1993: 144) – 

producing documents of a higher quality than by groups not experiencing such substantive 

tensions. Consensus is deferred and ideas and proposals may be discussed from different 

points of view, which favours working out different possible strategies and solutions 

(Schindler and Wolfe 2014: 165; see also Burnett 1991: 533-534), increasing in this way the 

effectiveness of the group and the commitment to the decisions reached (Burnett 1993: 146).  

 Nevertheless, conflicts may also have drawbacks. Increasing the time necessary to 

fulfil the task (Palmeri 2004: 53), possible stylistic inconsistency due to distributed work can 

make the substantive conflict less productive and the process less satisfactory for the 

participants (e.g., Lunsford and Ede 1990: 62-64; Glover and Hirst 1996; Lowry et al. 2004: 

70). If the conflict ends in deadlock, Weber (1991) argues in favour of bringing an editor to 

resolve stylistics incompatibilities, and in case of “content” conflicts the group should refer 

to experts not belonging to the group such as a higher level manager or the editor (1991: 60). 

It is interesting to note that when using standardised templates, (technical) authors seem to 

be more open to criticism and changes in the text (Steiner 2011, quoted in Schindler and 

Wolfe 2014: 165). A “procedural” conflict that “deals with disagreements about how the 

group should run” (Burnett 1991: 533; 1993: 145) can hold up the functioning of the group 

dynamic. The role of the co-authors in the group may also provoke conflicts as well as the 

different characters, experiences, backgrounds, understanding of the task, approach to 

collaboration etc. When the individual personalities and prejudices come into play and lead 

to interpersonal disagreement, the “affective conflict” (Burnett 1991: 533; 1993: 145) can 

even disrupt decision-making, as a few examples reported also in Schindler and Wolfe 

(2014: 166) show. Further causes of conflicts are fully discussed also by Cross (1990; 1994), 

mentioned above.  

 However, CW as an instrument of quality control may positively contribute to 

protecting the company legally but also technically, avoiding as far as possible mistakes or 

imprecisions that could be expensive in terms of company reputation and budget. Indeed, 

according to Schindler and Wolfe (2014: 164),  

[i]n professional contexts, co-authorship often involves simply reviewing and commenting on 
a colleague’s writing. Such review becomes a form of quality control that is often essential to 
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creating a document that meets multiple organizational needs. Corporations invest significant 
time, space, and effort to maintain the integrity of their own products [italics added] (see also 
Couture and Rymer 1989: 82-84). 

  Brandt (2005: 174) describes how even a press release goes through the scrutiny of 

many different “paid professionals [e.g., lawyer, technical expert, and CEO], each exerting 

a specialized version of quality control” before being definitively approved. It is interesting 

to note in this writing quality process that the regulatory affairs officer plays a key role, as a 

marketing director interviewed during Brandt’s study told:  

When I write a press release, the actual written document gets rubber-stamped. Then a lawyer 
reviews it, a technical person reviews it, (the CEO) reviews it and then, believe or not, the very 
last person to sign off it is our regulatory affairs officer (Brandt 2005: 174).  

  In this spirit, in some companies, adds Brandt (2005: 173-174), peer review and 

reading each other’s writing is common and belongs to the everyday work-routine (see also 

Colen and Petelin 2004: 130). According to Schindler and Wolfe (2014: 164), peer review 

is even welcome in order to prevent mistakes.  

Strictly related to what was reported above is a key aspect of CW that has often 

emerged from reviewing the literature: the division of labour. Since it seems useful to better 

understand also the BNM text production process, it will be tackled in detail. 

As reported by Schindler and Wolfe (2014: 161), drawing on previous literature and 

studies, “Posner and Baecker (1992) identified four basic collaborative strategies [and four 

document control methods] co-authors use to coordinate their efforts when creating the text: 

1) Joint: people simultaneously work on the entire document, thus sharing joint control. 

[…] 

2) Parallel: Several people independently work on individual sections of a document. 

[…] 

3) Centralized: One person maintains responsibility of writing the document; others may 

offer suggestions or criticism, but these are always directed to the primary author. 

4) Relay: One person works on the document and then passes it along to another team 

member for revisions and additions, and so on. This strategy has also been referred to 

as sequent working (Sharples 1999), serial collaboration (Hewett 2010), and document 

cycling (Jones 2005)” (Section 8.5).45  

                                                 

 
45 This strategy seems to be very similar to that of the “sequential model” proposed by Stratton (1989: 179) on 
the basis of his personal working experience as a technical writer. According to the model, the writing project 
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 Schindler and Wolfe (2014: 162) mainly consider the production of long scientific 

documents structured with an introduction, discussion sections, and results. However, they 

suggest that any collaborative “project may shift among the strategies” described above 

depending on the project stage (start, editing, end), type and importance of the text, and roles 

of individuals within the team. They contend that “for instance, the planning stage may 

benefit from joint collaboration, whereas the editing stage lends itself to centralized 

collaboration”. “Joint collaboration”, they continue, “is effective for smaller writing 

assignments with tight deadlines”, whereas “parallel collaboration is more common for text 

with distinct, relatively independent sections. […] [On the other hand,] relay collaboration 

requires a designated project manager who can coordinate all the individual efforts” (2014: 

162). Usually, expertise is a major factor when decisions are to be taken on who is 

responsible for what part of the document.  

 Division of labour may also mean compromise ability, as Debs (1991) observed during 

a field study about collaboration in technical communication. The writers spent most of the 

time “negotiating a document through the planning and review stages with other members 

of the organization: technical staff editors, graphic artists, managers, company lawyers” 

(1991: 480), each with a different idea on which aspect of the process has priority. Technical 

staff, for example, was interested in technical accuracy and complying with professional 

standards. In contrast to managers concerned with “time, cost, precedents, quality, and 

implementation of corporate decisions”, editors “looked for consistency, logic, and 

adherence to the company’s standards, specifications and norms” (Debs 1991: 480). Debs 

underlines how negotiating was necessary to overwhelm “different interpretations of the 

rhetorical situations, different conceptions of the intended audience, and different purposes” 

(1991: 481). She also adds that negotiating may make the difference for a successful process 

and satisficed participants “when writers work not with a team, but with a series of people” 

(1991: 482). However, she only advices companies about possible measures to adopt but 

does not describe how the negotiation took place or tensions were reduced in practice. 

                                                 

 
is stratified vertically with different people working together on it right from the start, each one doing what 
she/he is most skilled at, and so feeling a sense of ownership (or authorship) in the document. 
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3.3.1.5 CW in other types of institutional or corporate texts  

Finally, CW has emerged as a common process for producing further types of institutional 

and corporate texts also in other discourse communities.46 Drawing on his own 

textual/lexical analysis of policy issue papers for the Dutch government, van der Mast (1996: 

43-52) highlights the important role of collaboration and compromise finding in reaching 

consensus about writing activity in professional settings. Pogner (2003) looks, from the 

social perspective, at the text production of an energy concept by a group of Danish 

engineers, focusing on the chains of communication between two discourse communities 

during the revision process. Adamzik (2016: 140) claims that the production of many 

institutional and media texts is characterised by a “chain of instances,” in which no single 

‘producer’ may be identifiable. In their ethnographic case study, Van Hout and Macgilchrist 

(2010) “give a detailed description of one business newswriting process (…), when a senior 

business reporter discovers, writes, and reflects on a news story.” In the context of corporate 

communication, Delin (2017) describes “collaborative texts” as a result of “multiple rounds 

of review by many actors within the company” (2017: 664).  

 These studies reveal researchers’ increased interest in CW as a process involving 

recurrence of actions and repeated application of procedures, as the next section about 

document cycling will show in detail.  

3.3.2 Document cycling and the dynamic nature of the text  

As mentioned at the beginning of the previous section, a particular form of collaborative 

writing is the recursive one, known as the document cycling process, which has been 

addressed in several different ways. 

 Some authors have combined traditional linguistic analysis (e.g., of narrative style or 

the use of specific grammatical elements) of written organisational and technical documents 

with a notion of context extending beyond the purely linguistic, which the researchers 

                                                 

 
46 According to Bremner (2018: 21), Swales points out that the concept of discourse community “has been 
appropriated by the ‘social perspectivists’. Swales quoted Herzberg (1986) and refers with discourse 
community to “a cluster of ideas: that language use in a group is a form of social behavior, that discourse is a 
means of maintaining and extending the group’s knowledge and of initiating new members into the group” 
(Herzberg, 1986:1, quoted in Swales 1990: 21). Bremner (2018) interprets the definition saying that drawing 
on “social constructionism, discourse community and genre, is that every profession, discipline, group, 
organisation, and so on has its own way of doing things and of speaking and writing about them” (Bremner 
2018: 21). 
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derived from observation and participation (Davies et al. 1999: 295). In this way, for 

example, in a case study by Paradis et al. (1985) appears for the first time the phrase 

“document cycling” to describe the editorial process within the Exxon Corporation, in which 

“a document passed back and forth between a staff member and supervisor” (1985: 293) and 

so supervisors iteratively assist staff in restructuring, focusing, and clarifying their written 

work (1985: 285). Paradis et al. (1985: 294-295) describe in their article the writing activity 

of engineers and scientists in the American chemical company, after observing their 

intellectual work for a week. They note that “the writing and editing cycle appeared to play 

a key role in making the individual’s work advance the organization’s established 

objectives”, although many individuals are not aware of being routinely engaged in such 

process, but they agreed that it takes place when it was described to them (1985: 293). The 

process is described as collaborative, but mostly unspecified and sometimes stormy to 

manage because of the lack of clarity on the purpose of the document or the tasks of the 

participants, which gave rise to conflicts. 

Another account of this subject comes in Dorff and Duin-Hill (1989). They consider 

the document-cycling process to be an “essential feature of corporate writing” and, drawing 

on Paradis et al. (1985), define it as occurring “when a manuscript passes between a writer 

and supervisor or editor for feedback and revision” (1989: 234). In their exploratory study 

based on interviews and questionnaires, they analyse the document cycling processes of a 

technical publications department as they produce a technical manual in a corporate setting 

(1989: 234). In doing so, Dorff and Duin-Hill shift the research focus on manuscript 

production and revision processes from individual – as it largely was till then – to collective 

forms of writing as those occurring in corporations (1989: 234). They combine the Flower 

and Hayes (1981) model of the cognitive processes of the individual writer in the group 

consisting of planning (organising and generating information), translation (drafting), and 

reviewing (evaluating and editing the drafted text) with the broader social perspective of 

writing (see in Section 3.2, e.g., Faigley 1985; Paradis et al. 1985). On the one hand, the 

Flower and Hayes model suggests that individual “writing is a recursive process in which 

each step holds elements that generate and reflect on the other steps” (Dorff and Duin-Hill 

1989: 235). On the other hand, according to the social view of writing as in Odell (1985), 

“writers within organisations share certain assumptions, knowledge and experiences with 

others in the setting that influence what and how they write” (1989: 235-236). The 

description of how Dorff and Duin-Hill apply the Flower and Hayes model stage by stage to 



70 

 

the document cycling process in manuscript production is long and detailed. Interesting to 

note are the communalities between the model and the group observed by Dorff and Duin-

Hill in practice, which seem to suit to some extent the BNM text production process, too. 

Also when applying document cycling, the writing process implies making decisions within 

certain constraints (concise and detailed content, controlled rhetoric through controlled 

vocabulary and style, wording specifications included in the client contract);47 the 

production of prior texts affects the result of the document cycle, since the writers are already 

familiar with most of the specifications required (1989: 239); the process benefits from 

background and expertise of each writer, who not only has special skills and experience in a 

particular area but also views the manuscript from a different perspective (1989: 240); the 

internal roles are characterised by relative authority of the team members because of the lack 

of a project leader acting as constant supervisor and, in contrast, of the presence of some 

group members in managerial position; the three main activities during which a collaborative 

style is necessary are those identified in the model of the cognitive processes by Flower and 

Hayes: planning, translating, where ideas are put into words, and reviewing, each of which 

“took place throughout the project, rather than in strict stages” and “whenever the manuscript 

team member(s) [finds] it appropriate” (1989: 241-242). Dorff and Duin-Hill embrace the 

idea by Paradis et al. (1985) that document cycling is a form of quality control mechanism 

according to which “each reviewer checked the manuscript against company and clients’ 

requirements” (1989: 242) (see also Brandt 2005: 174-175; Schindler and Wolfe 2014). 

However, as they underline in their study, this was also a tool for collaborating and not just 

a form of supervisor/subordinate relationship as described in Paradis et al. They also mention 

“the dynamic nature of the changing text as the various members contributed their input” 

(1989: 245), which fits well the BNMs, too (Section 8.3). In conclusion, according to Dorff 

and Duin-Hill, the Flower and Hayes model has been useful for describing the corporate 

context and the benefit from each writing team member’s expertise during the CW process 

of a group of writers, but limited for describing the writing process itself. 

 The collection by Sharples and van der Geest (1996) considers the impact of new 

technology on writing in its social and organisational context. From this perspective, the 

                                                 

 
47 “The format of the text was tightly prescribed by the company, based on its contract with the client 
purchasing the package. There was extensive specifications for the manual, including verb tense, vocabulary, 
and format” (Dorff and Duin-Hill 1989: 238). 
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article by van der Geest focuses on the document production process and describes it not as 

linear but as recursive, consisting of a “number of activities, often resulting in different 

intermediate or accompanying products” […] and of “a number of cycles of review, 

negotiation and revision” (1996: 11-12). Drawing on a computational approach, Glover and 

Hirst (1996) advise collaborative writers on how to reduce text stylistic inconsistency. 

Interesting to mention are some results of the research project by Davies et al. (1999) 

on effective writing in organisational settings. Through questionnaires distributed to more 

than 200 managers following part-time MBA courses at university, they wanted to explore 

specific aspects of writing (its importance in the context of management, time dedicated to 

this activity, types of documents written and so on). They confirm that collaborative writing 

is commonly practised (mid 1990s) and describe the inter-departmental process of writing 

as a “reactive” collaboration and/or editing. In the process are involved  

either a key writer or editor, and a team of three to eight players, each taking responsibility for 
a particular contribution, followed by meetings and/or final editing. That this process can be 
somewhat ad hoc and that it is very costly in term of time was evident from most interviews: 
[The authors cited following claims from the interviews:] Various people wrote various parts 
of the document and then someone went through it to make sure that it flowed. Well there’s a 
draft base, you combine that with somebody else’s writing, put it together, and then we 
reviewed the whole thing…probably seven or eight times, if not more, until we came to the 
final version (Davies et al. 1999: 303) [original italics].  

The emerging dynamic conception of the text in workplace settings has been further 

examined under perspectives ranging from linguistic anthropology and sociolinguistics to 

applied linguistics. New Literacy Studies, in particular, emphasise “understanding writing 

as a local and immediate practice” and consider that “a key affordance of writing is its 

portability (it can be carried by/along with people) and mobility (it can travel alone)” (Lillis 

2013: 113). More recently, studies of the “dynamics of textual trajectories in professional 

and workplace practice” (e.g., Lillis and Maybin 2017) have become more common (see also 

Section 8.5.1). Woydack (2019: 5), for example, follows the trajectories of scripts: “how 

[they] are actually produced, taken up, and used by call-centre workers.” Last but not least, 

Blommaert (2005) analyses how the oral narratives of applicants for asylum are re-

entextualised in written documents.  

In language and communication studies, Jakobs (2005) gives a detailed overview of 

literature on “writing at work” in German-speaking countries. Following Couture and Rymer 

(1993), she mentions briefly the difference between “career writers”, on the one hand, and 

“professionals who write”, specialists in other fields who merely happen to be involved in 
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writing at work, on the other (Jakobs and Spinuzzi 2014b: 365). In addition, Jakobs 

underlines the complexity of writing at work, as well as the increased importance of 

document cycling and cooperative text production, which includes the institutional review 

process, too. She further proposes an “inclusion model” (2005: 17) to illustrate the 

interaction between the many factors on which writing in the workplace depends (writer, 

workplace, organisation, domains, and cultural space) (see Section 8.7).  

Jakobs and Spinuzzi (2014b) note how “feedback loops impact the documentation and 

organization of work” and that due to “increasingly textualized workplaces, document 

cycling will become more complex” than before (2014: 366). Drawing on studies from the 

1990s (e.g., Paradis at al. 1985, Couture and Rymer 1993 etc.), they underline the positive 

effect of document cycling on writing management as a strategy to create economic value. 

Indeed, document cycling in form of collaborative review, close textual editing, and 

wholesale collaborative revision has been used to generate documents, but more to generate 

quality and accountability (Jakobs and Spinuzzi 2014b: 367).48  

3.4 Section summary  

Section 3 has provided the literature review carried out for the present study. It was split into 

three main sections. The first two offered an overview of the current state of the research on 

bad news and disclosing bad news as a professional task, as well as of writing as an everyday 

practice at work. Due to the recursive nature of qualitative research, the content of the third 

section was defined only steadily along with the progress of data collection and analysis, as 

well as the themes generated. Therefore, the part about collaborative writing (CW) was 

incorporated at a later time. It covered the causes/origins of the researchers’ interest for CW 

also in non-academic settings, the many attempts to define this activity, and the different 

professional settings in which it has been investigated since the 1990s. Benefits and 

disadvantages (e.g., conflicts) when using this writing strategy have been considered. Major 

contributions on document cycling, a particular recursive form of CW, were also covered. 

 

 

 

                                                 

 
48 Document cycling represents one of the main themes generated during the thematic analysis of the data 
(Section 7.2). Further literature on and close examination of this writing strategy will be given in Section 8.5.  
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4 Research methodology  

4.1 Preliminary methodological considerations  

The previous section has provided an overview of the main literature on disclosing bad news 

as a professional task, writing in the workplace, and CW, which seemed to confirm that fairly 

little research has been carried out on how BNMs are produced in practice.  

In this section, I will discuss the main methodological challenges I faced in addressing 

the research questions, and in developing the most practicable research strategy.  

4.1.1 The intellectual challenge  

As will be described in the following sections, a professional researcher faces many different 

challenges such as terminological, theoretical, methodological, ethical, or practical issue. 

One of the most significant is the intellectual challenge. In my case, especially in the first 

stages of the research, that meant considering many different aspects of the research process 

and addressing several questions regarding the research work. For example, I had to think 

critically about which research design to apply to the study, namely about how to develop 

the general plan for the collection, analysis and description of data (Gray, 2016: 144), and 

to discern what theories and methods were truly pertinent for the project, without being 

overcome by what has already been investigated. This involved several specific preliminary 

questions such as the following: In which theoretical approach will I set my work? Which 

academic discipline(s) will I draw on, and why? Which one is most familiar to me? Is/are 

there (a) discipline(s) not well-known to me but maybe more appropriate or suitable to 

approach the research questions? Am I aware of that? And finally, where can I find support 

in answering these questions?  

Of course, (novice) researchers have many options, which include: attending research 

seminars; participating in conferences (perhaps as speakers) and collecting feedback from 

other researchers with the same research interests; talking to and discussing with experienced 

colleagues; and, above all, immersing themselves in the subjects, learning by doing 

(research), being – as far as possible – inquisitive and eager for knowledge, and, as Mautner 

(2017a: 620) suggests to researchers, making an informed choice.  

In the following, I will go into greater detail considering the terminological, 

philosophical, and theoretical challenges.  
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4.1.2 The terminological challenge  

Academic research is a scientific activity that implies the use of special vocabulary. 

However, inconsistency, wide variation and often contradictory categorisations of a few 

basic terms make it challenging to understand their significance, how they are used and to 

what exactly they refer in each textbook or piece of research. Key terms such as 

‘methodology’, ‘methods’, ‘design’, ‘approach’, ‘research philosophy’, etc. have come up 

very frequently in the literature reviewed for the present study. But, depending on a scholar’s 

tradition and theoretical inclination, differences in emphasis and, thus, on the many 

researchers’ individual explanations or interpretations of these terms, there may be broad 

definitional differences, which tangle up the situation instead of clarifying it. This has several 

reasons. A few terms, for example, sound similar and are generally confused (e.g., 

‘methodology’ vs ‘method’); common words are often used as synonyms of technical terms 

(e.g., ‘plan’ or ‘strategy’ instead of ‘research design’), or some terms are simply used as 

synonyms (e.g., ‘research design’ vs ‘methodology’); some, then, seem to have different 

meanings when they are used in combination with the word ‘research’ (‘research 

methodology’ vs ‘methodology’, which, in turn, – as said before – is often mixed up with 

‘research method’). This is very confusing. And I felt the same when I began to familiarise 

myself with these key research concepts for the present study. Indeed, although all these 

terms may overlap to some extent, they do define different things. This lack of homogeneity 

of terminology in the literature is problematic since it may lead to concept misunderstandings 

and affect the soundness of a study’s methodological chapters (Ménacère 2016: 11-15), 

where clear and consistent language is required to justify the different choices made about 

the research strategy.  

Through a brief discussion on their use as reported in the literature, this section will 

provide the meaning of four of the key terms used in the present research project – ‘plan’, 

‘methodology’, ‘design’, and ‘methods’.  

The definitions could be seen as signposts for better orientation through the next 

methodological sections (this section and sections 5 to 7), where the meaning of terms should 

become progressively clearer along with the implementation of what they stand for. 

4.1.2.1 Research plan  

This refers to the overall plan for the research and will be used to indicate the researcher’s 

intentions for the study and the method(s) she/he is going to use to carry it out. The research 
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plan usually includes: A specification of the research questions, an outline of the proposed 

research methods, and a timetable for doing the work. The plan can be, and usually is, 

modified as the researcher does her/his research (Byrne 2016: 2). 

4.1.2.2 Research methodology  

It is a way to study the various steps that are generally adopted by a researcher in studying 
her/his research problems systematically, along with the logic, assumptions, justification, and 
rationale behind them (iEduNote: n.d.) [italics added].  

According to this general definition, the research methodology refers to the reasoning 

behind each stage of the research process, to the “overarching strategy and rationale of the 

research project” (Scribbr 2: n.p.). It is related to the justification of the decisions taken by 

the researcher during the whole study, their rationality. In this way, research methodology 

regarding the methods, for example, implies not just the pure description of the methods but 

also the justification for their use. This means reporting the theories behind them but also 

the reasons why, in the context of the research undertaking, exactly these and not others were 

chosen. Hammersley (2011, video) sums up the concept well with the words “methodology 

really is what you might call a sort of ongoing reflectiveness or thoughtfulness in doing 

research”. Similarly, Hussey and Hussey (1997: 54) define it as “the overall approach to the 

research process, from the theoretical underpinning to the collection and analysis of the 

data”, and Ménacère (2016: 13) as the “roadmap that provides a clear vision and directives 

on how the research is to be conducted.” 

Braun and Clarke (2013: 31-32) describe ‘methodology’ as follows:  

[It] refers to the framework within which our research is conducted. It consists of theories and 
practices for how we go about conducting research. It provides a package of assumptions about 
what counts as research and how it is conducted, and the sorts of claims you can make about 
your data. […] It tells us which methods are appropriate for our research and which are not. 
Methodology provides a framework for making a series of decisions about research including 
[in a qualitative study: how to select the participant? What methods of data collection and 
analysis? What is the role of the researcher?] [original italics].  

This definition is similar to those above, but it specifies in greater detail what 

methodology means for the authors: theories and practices about conducting research, 

assumptions, claims about the data, decisions about the most suitable methods for the study. 

They also propose a few questions that should assist the researcher in implementing the 

methodology.  

Other scholars look at the etymological aspect of the word and propose as definition 

its literal meaning only. The term results from the combination of ‘method’ and ‘-(o)logy.’  

https://www.scribbr.com/category/research-process/
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process.  

4.1.2.3 Research methods  

Research methods are the systematic tools used to find, collect, analyse and interpret 
information (Sage research methods 3, s.v.). 

Research method(s) are the research techniques or tools used for conducting research 
irrespective of whether the research belongs to physical or social sciences or any other 
disciplines. […] Methods usually include those dealing with collection and description of data, 
and those used to evaluate the reliability, validity, and accuracy of the results discerned by the 
data” (iEduNote: n.d.). 

From the above definitions, it seems clear that even if the two terms ‘methodology’ 

and ‘methods’ are closely related, they refer to two different concepts. Indeed, methods are 

usually related to the practical aspects of research and are defined as the tools, instruments 

and procedures used to generate and analyse the data (e.g. Birks and Mills 2011: 4; Ménacère 

2016: 13). As Sections 6 and 7 will show, in the present study these include, for example, 

fieldwork, interviews, document analysis, thematic analysis, and so on.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Research methodology, design, and methods. 

The summary table below (Table 8) should help to grasp the primary differences 

between research methodology, research methods and design. The related sections in the 

study are also given in the cells.  
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Table 8: The primary differences between the research methods and research methodology. Source: Adapted 
from iEduNote: n.d. 

4.2 The role of philosophical assumptions  

Depending on researcher interest and socialization, as well as type of study, some 

preliminary choices about the research methodology are usually made according to the 

research philosophy, and/or purpose of the study.  

Considering the research philosophy, ‘methodology’ comprises “the analysis of, and 

the broad philosophical and theoretical justification for, a particular method used in 

research” (Gray 2018: 769). In the case of the purpose, – as it described in Section 5 – the 

reason(s) why the study is carried out, for example, exploration, description, and explanation 

(Robson and McCartan 2016), influence how researcher carries out the study.  

The literature about the philosophical approach to methodology is voluminous and 

mostly demanding reading because it is intimately related to concepts such as ‘epistemology’ 

and ‘ontology’. Very briefly, the first is the theory of knowledge and investigates “what it 

Research Method Research Methodology 

Research method seeks to answer: what did the 
researcher use to complete his research. 

Sections 6-7 

Research methodology seeks to answer: how did 
the researcher complete his study.  

Sections 2-7 

Research methods are the techniques and tools by 
which you research a subject or a topic. 

Methodology explains and justifies the 
techniques and tools by which you may proceed 
with your research.  

Sections 4-7 
 
Philosophical assumptions or the purpose of the 
study (e.g., exploratory); theoretical framework 

Research methods involve the tasks of conducting 
interviews, observations, etc. utilizing the 
knowledge and skills learned through research 
methodology. 

Sections 6-7 

Research methodology involves learning various 
techniques to conduct research and acquiring 
knowledge about interviews, observations, etc.  
Methodology = study of methods  

Sections 5-6 

Research methods aim at finding solutions to 
research problems. 

Research methodology ensures the employment 
of the correct procedures to solve the problems. 
 design  

Sections 5-6-7 

The choice of particular research methods is the 
final stage of the of methodological reflections. 

Research methodology paves the way to choose 
appropriate research methods and thus is the 
beginning of any research.  
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means to know” and how knowledge claims are justified. The latter refers to “the study of 

being, that is, the nature of existence and what constitutes reality” (Gray 2018: 21). 

The research philosophy is the basis of any study since it describes the set of beliefs 

about how reality is viewed and what the nature and development of knowledge are (e.g., 

Gray 2016; Phair and Kerryn 2021: n.p.). These beliefs are usually converted into specific 

methodological approaches that reflect the researcher’s methodological decision to opt for a 

particular method (Ménacère 2016: 15). Thus, “basic philosophical assumptions, directly or 

indirectly determined and defined by the researcher, shape the research methods chosen as 

part of the research methodology” (Ménacère 2016: 17). This means that the researcher’s 

ontological and epistemological stances influence the approach to the study (Table 9) and 

the theoretical perspectives adopted by the researcher, and these, in turn, influence the 

methodology and the methods adopted (Gray 2018: 21; see also Creswell and Poth 2018: 

18-19; Saunders 2019).  

Epistemological approaches traditionally mentioned are, for example, objectivism, 

constructivism, and subjectivism. Drawing on them, theoretical perspectives adoptable by 

the researcher can be positivism, interpretivism, pragmatism, etc. These, in turn, influence 

the researcher’s choice between different methodologies such as survey research, 

ethnography, grounded theory, discourse analysis, etc. (see Section 5.2). The methodology, 

in turn, justifies the selection of the most suitable methods to apply in the study between, for 

example, sampling, questionnaire, interviews, document analysis, etc. (Gray 2018: 23-31). 

This way of reasoning is intellectually pretty arduous. Furthermore, it is made still 

more complex by the many categorisations used in the literature to describe the philosophical 

concepts underpinning the process. Indeed, the number of epistemological approaches and 

theoretical perspectives, mentioned above just exemplarily, is considerable, and unravelling 

the complex concepts that each theory proposes would be a great (and maybe distracting) 

challenge that would go beyond the scope of this section.  

However, this does not imply a lack of awareness of the role of the philosophical 

assumptions when doing research (also in the present study). In contrast, given the research 

problem, the basic preliminary methodological decision about the most appropriate approach 

to the present study (whether quantitative or qualitative)49 implied certain philosophical 

                                                 

 
49 This aspect will be fully described in Section 4.4. 
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assumptions (see Table 9). But selecting the methodology through not always easily 

accessible theoretical approaches already at the beginning of the study would have been 

inadequate since the nature of the research questions and topic did not allow this. Indeed, 

the present study tends to hold a more objective and practical approach to qualitative research 

(Section 4.3), as confirmed by the object of the study and the context in which the study has 

been conducted, as well as by the procedures accurately followed in the data collection and 

analysis stages of the research process (see Section 7.3). The focus here is on methodology 

– as described in the previous section –, design, procedures, and data analysis, and as little 

as possible on philosophical assumptions (e.g., Caelli et al. 2003; Meriam and Tisdell 2016; 

Mihas 2019) (Section 5.2).  

This is corroborated by the fact that the present study is an example of the study-

purpose approach to methodology. As the next section will show, the present research project 

is a qualitative study mainly of an exploratory nature. This means that the methodology has 

been driven by the purpose of the study, especially at the starting stages. Conducting 

exploratory research was crucial in better defining the RQs, in confirming the research 

approach (e.g., exploratory research tends to adopt a qualitative approach), and in 

progressively sorting out the most appropriate methods to collect and analyse the data. In 

this way, the methodology or type of qualitative research has become progressively precise 

only in line with the progress of the study.  

4.3 Preliminary choices: The qualitative approach to research  

Taken together, the nature of my research topic and questions suggested a qualitative 

research study. The choice rested on a few basic characteristics of the qualitative approach 

that seemed appropriate for exploring what happens behind the scenes of the BNM text 

production process, which I will describe below.  

This type of study began to be widely used as a research process in the 1960s, 

especially in the social sciences, as a challenge to the quantitative research dominant at that 

time (Hammersley 2013: 9-11; see also Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 23; Gray 2016: 170-171). 

According to some eminent scholars in the field of research methodologies such as 

Hammersley, contrasting quantitative and qualitative research may be not informative 

enough to understand the meaning of qualitative research. However, knowing the features 

of quantitative research can help to identify those of qualitative research, although not 

exhaustively (2013: 9-10).  
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Features that usually distinguish the quantitative from the qualitative approach are, for 

example: 1) The clear tendency to apply the deductive approach, defined as “when a 

researcher studies what others have done, reads existing theories of whatever phenomenon 

they are studying, and then tests hypotheses that emerge from those theories” (scientific 

inquiry: n.d.). This implies that a precise research design is established at the beginning of 

the study with the aim to verify a-priori questions or hypotheses; 2) Procedural objectivity 

through standardised counting, ranking and measurement procedures; 3) Phenomena 

observation and analysis under experimental – and thus artificial – conditions where 

variables are mostly physically controlled, for example, in a laboratory; 4) Alternatively, use 

also of non-experimental techniques to collect data, such as standardised questionnaires or 

structured interviews, which allows a comparison of the responses through the use of 

numerical data in form of measurements of the degree to which the research objects possess 

some characteristics or counts of instances collected (see survey research in sociology); 5) 

Use of statistical techniques to describe the patterns to be found in the data and “to test the 

likelihood that these could have been the product of random process rather than of a 

systematic causal relationship” (Hammersley 2013: 11; 6) Tendency to generalise the results 

obtained with the samples to some larger population especially through the use of the 

mentioned statistical techniques (as, e.g., in demography, economics, and health research) 

(Hammersley 2013: 10-13; see also Merriam and Tisdell 2016; Gray 2016: 144). So, it could 

be said that the main characteristic of quantitative research – as the name suggests – is its 

general, strong tendency to quantification.  

Qualitative research, in contrast, does not focus on pre-existing theories or pre-

formulated hypotheses that have to be tested during the research process. Qualitative 

research focuses on real-life contexts where uncontrolled factors, that is factors not pre-

determined and therefore not manageable a priori as during a laboratory experiment, can 

influence the data. This is because qualitative research tends to address problems affecting 

people’s life directly in every setting where they work, play, or go about their life (Robson 

and McCartan, 2016: 5). It investigates phenomena occurring in the so-called ‘real’ world, 

defined by Gray (2018: 3) as “any setting where human beings come together for 

communication relationships or discourse”, for example, business, hospitals, schools, 

networks, virtual communities, etc. (and so also the organisational settings in which the 

BNM texts are produced). As it will be described in detail below, in qualitative research data 

are gathered to build concepts, hypotheses and even theories, and not the other way round.  
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As illustrated in Table 9, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), applying the 

ontological perspective (Section 4.2) to a qualitative study means that researchers embrace 

the idea of ‘multiple realities’. That is, “reality is multiple as seen through many views” (e.g., 

those of the researchers, or the individuals being studied): “When studying individuals, 

qualitative researchers conduct a study with the intent of reporting these multiple realities 

[…]. Evidence of multiple realities includes, for example, using the actual words of different 

individuals and presenting different perspectives” (Creswell and Poth 2018: 20).  

Creswell and Poth (2018: 21)claim further that from an epistemological perspective, 

conducting a qualitative study means that “researchers try to get as close as possible to the 

participants being studied.” Therefore, subjective evidence is based on individual views.  

This is how knowledge is known – through the subjective experiences of people. [Therefore,] 
it becomes important to conduct studies in the ‘field’,where the participants live and work – 
these are important context for understanding what the participants are saying. The longer 
researchers stay in the field or get to know the participants, the more they ‘know what they 
know’ from firsthand information [original quotation marks] (Creswell and Poth 2018: 21).  

Table 9: Philosophical assumptions with implications for practice. Source: Adapted from Creswell (1998: 75) 
and Creswell and Poth (2018: 20).  

From a historical viewpoint, research in the field – and not in the laboratory – has 

already been carried out by anthropologists and sociologists since the beginning of the 20th 

century. Until the middle of the 1960s, however, the research world had still been deeply 

influenced by the quantitative approach as described above. Only then, the publication of 

Assumption Questions 
Characteristics 

 (approach to the study) 

Implications for practice 
from the qualitative 
approach (examples) 

 Quantitative Qualitative  

Ontological What is the nature 
of reality?  

Reality is 
objective and 
singular, apart 
from the 
researcher. 

Reality is multiple as 
seen through many 
views. 

The researcher reports 
different perspectives as 
themes develop in the 
findings. 

Epistemological 

What counts as 
knowledge? How 
are knowledge 
claims justified? 
What is the 
relationship 
between the 
researcher and that 
being researched? 

[The] researcher 
is independent 
from that being 
researched.  

Subjective evidence is 
obtained from 
participants; the 
researcher attempts to 
lessen the distance 
between himself or 
herself and that being 
researched. 

The researcher relies on 
quotes as evidence from the 
participant as well as 
collaborates, spends time in 
[the] field with participants, 
and becomes an ‘insider.’ 
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seminal works such as The discovery of grounded theory by Glaser and Strauss (1967)50 and 

Toward a methodology of naturalistic inquiry in educational evaluation by Guba (1978) 

enormously contributed to qualitative research becoming popular as an alternative way of 

doing research. Such books provided the theoretical and practical frameworks for conducting 

“discovery-oriented research” in which “the researcher does not control what is being 

studied” (Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 7). This has from the late 1970s resulted in the 

proliferation of publications on qualitative research and on research drawing on qualitative 

research also in fields other than anthropology or sociology, such as education, health, 

administration, etc.  

Since then, there have also been many attempts to answer the question “What is 

qualitative research?” and to define more precisely this research approach. The debate has 

been lively, as what qualitative researchers understand under the phrase ‘qualitative 

research’ may be very different in terms of research focus, philosophical conceptions of the 

world at the basis of the theoretical perspectives adopted in the studies, research methods 

applied, etc. (e.g., Gubrium and Holstein 1997; Mason 2002; Schutt 2006; Given 2008; 

Edwards and Holland 2013). Furthermore, also the terminology currently used when 

referring to the practice of the qualitative research approach can be confusing and 

contestable. Indeed, many words or phrases are used as near-synonyms for qualitative 

research or to identify sub-types of it, which, in turn, may cover heterogeneous fields (e.g., 

‘ethnography’, ‘case study’, ‘field research’, ‘participant observation’, ‘discourse analysis’, 

‘linguistic ethnography’, etc.) (Hammersley 2013: 47-48).  

Looking, for example, at different definitions of qualitative research and at the 

descriptions of the methodology in studies labelled as qualitative, Hammersley (2013: 2-3) 

observes that  

providing an account of the distinctive features of qualitative research is far from 
straightforward [and] trying to produce a list of that all of what might be identified as 
qualitative inquiry shares and that are exclusive to it, is almost certainly a hopeless venture 
[original italics].  

However, he does list some features that studies which are typically qualitative usually 

share and mentions, for example,: “the need to observe what happens rather than to rely 

solely upon respondents’ accounts in formal interviews or questionnaires”; “the need to 

                                                 

 
50 More information about Grounded Theory is given in the next section. 
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allow people to speak in their own terms in interviews”; and “the concern that the kind of 

variable analysis employed by quantitative researchers [as described at the beginning of the 

present section, author’s note] ignores the complex, contingent and context-sensitive 

character of social life” (2013: 11). On the other hand, considering the limitations of the list, 

Hammersley claims that no qualitative research would share all the features at the same time, 

and that many of them, such as how many cases have to be investigated, are also matters of 

degree (Hammersley 2013: 95). Considering these preliminary remarks, Hammersley (2013: 

12) proposes the following definition of qualitative research:  

a form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and data-driven research design, to use 
relatively unstructured data to emphasize the essential role of subjectivity in the research 
process, to study a small number of naturally occurring cases in detail, and to use verbal rather 
than statistical forms of analysis  

Qualitative research is a complex concept. Going then into greater detail about each 

feature considered in the definition, Hammersley points out the following.  

 

Flexible and data-driven research.  

First, doing qualitative research requires what in the literature is often labelled as “a flexible, 

inductive, abductive or data-driven orientation” (Hammersley 2013: 12). Apparently, the 

adjectives “inductive, abductive or data-driven” are interchangeably used in qualitative 

research to refer to the way of reasoning on which this kind of approach draws. But whereas 

“inductive” is often combined with “approach”, “reasoning”, or “process”, the explicit use 

of “abductive” is relatively infrequent, but it is sometimes found in the literature on 

qualitative research in relation to the same nouns. Both “inductive” and “abductive” are 

usually used in logic. Considering also the philosophical understanding of the two terms 

would be beyond the scope of this section, however, looking at their standard meanings as 

reported in dictionaries may help to make more precise the concept of qualitative research 

as introduced at the beginning of this section.  

The Oxford and Cambridge dictionaries online, for example, define “inductive”, 

respectively, as “using particular facts and examples to form general rules and principles” 

(Oxford dictionary, s.v.) and “using a particular set of facts or ideas to form a general 

principle” (Cambridge dictionary, s.v.). Similarly, the Collins COBUILD Dictionary (2015, 

s.v.) defines it as “based on the process of induction”, describing in turn “induction” as “a 

method of reasoning in which you use individual ideas or facts to give you a general rule or 
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conclusion”. All three definitions include also the idea to use particular or individual 

facts/ideas to produce general principles or conclusions.” 

In contrast, the meaning of “abductive” with specific reference to “abduction” as form 

of logical reasoning is included in technical dictionaries only. The related entry in the 

Stanford Encyclopedia of philosophy, for example, reports that the term “abduction”, 

according to the US mathematician and philosopher Peirce, who reappraised the concept of 

abductive reasoning, “refers to some form of explanatory reasoning either in generating or 

in justifying [original italics] hypotheses” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v.).51 

Here, the stress is on concepts such as ‘explanation’, and ‘justification or generation of 

hypotheses’. 

Lastly, “data-driven” means that the process is constantly stimulated by progressive 

data collection and analysis.  

Actually, the qualitative approach includes all the characteristics described above. 

Indeed, the three adjectives are not to be considered synonyms but, in contrast, descriptions 

of three key aspects of the qualitative reasoning. “Abductive” emphasises the process of 

“generating and developing descriptions and explanations [rather than] testing pre-defined 

hypotheses” as it would be in a pure quantitative study (Hammersley 2013: 12), and as 

described previously in this section. “Data-driven” underlines that the research design is 

determined by the data collected on the basis of their progressive relevance for the topic of 

study. This implies that the design adopted has to be “flexible” and not planned at the 

beginning of the study, but developed progressively along with the progression of the study 

itself. In turn, this requires “a high tolerance for ambiguity” from the researcher (Merriam 

and Tisdell 2016: 18-19) because the research process usually draws on data not known in 

advance (e.g., O’Leary 2017: 329).52 Maxwell, for example, suggests that the qualitative 

design should not be seen as a linear sequential model resembling a flow chart where each 

step is followed by the next one in an unvarying order, but, in contrast, as a circular and 

recursive one (2005: 2; see also Creswell and Poth 2018: 21). Therefore, the process of data 

                                                 

 
51 The full definition is: “In the philosophical literature, the term ‘abduction’ is used in two related but different 
senses. In both senses, the term refers to some form of explanatory reasoning. However, in the historically first 
sense, it refers to the place of explanatory reasoning in generating hypotheses, while in the sense in which it is 
used most frequently in the modern literature it refers to the place of explanatory reasoning in justifying 
hypotheses. In the latter sense, abduction is also often called ‘Inference to the Best Explanation’ (Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v.).  
52 This aspect is exhaustively discussed in Section 5 “Exploratory research”. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/index.html
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analysis is also flexible since it progresses recursively along with the data collection. As 

Maxwell (2005: 2) describes, in the whole qualitative process, 

collecting and analyzing data, developing and modifying theory, elaborating or refocusing the 
research questions, and identifying and addressing validity threats are usually all going on 
more or less simultaneously, each influencing all of the others.  

Furthermore, the aim of the analysis is “to generate categories rather than to place data 

into pre-determined ones” (Hammersley 2013: 12). These categories (or themes) should 

suggest relationships between the data, but their definition remains also modifiable till the 

end of the analysis.53 Finally, “inductive” refers to the whole qualitative process, in which 

the researcher works from particular to general. It usually begins with the exploration of a 

phenomenon, with the researcher having no determined theory in mind. It is then from the 

observation and analysis of the data generated during the process (particular instances) that 

it may be possible to construct inferentially – on the basis of what is already known – 

generalizations in form of themes, relationships and even theories (general conclusions), 

which should help to address the research questions (Gray 2016: 20-22; see also Merriam 

and Tisdell 2016: 17; O’Leary 2017: 330).  

Of course, it would not be exact to assume that qualitative analysis is only or always 

inductive. Conducting qualitative analysis may imply, indeed, referring to some extent to 

pre-existing theory and/or knowledge progressively generated from the data analysis, on 

whose basis the further steps of the exploration are built. Deductive reasoning, therefore, is 

intermingled with inductive reasoning. But this issue will be discussed more closely in 

Section 4.4 “The inductive-deductive cycle”.  

 

To use relatively unstructured data. 

Let us move now to the Hammersley’s feature of relatively unstructured data. This part of 

Hammersley’s definition refers to the fact that, as mentioned at the beginning of this section, 

qualitative research is hardly engaged with counting or measurement. It rather draws on data 

generated by unstructured procedures and techniques such as observation and related 

description in natural language, audio and video recordings, unstructured and semi-

                                                 

 
53 How the researcher’s flexibility has informed the present study at different levels and stages of the research 
process is exhaustively discussed in Section 5 “Exploratory research”, whereas its practical aspects are then 
fully described in Section 6.2 and in Section 7 “Data analysis”. 
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structured interviews, use of visual data, and document analysis of, for example, official 

reports, newspapers and diaries but “without seeking to quantify their content in the manner 

of much content analysis” (Hammersley 2013: 12).54 It is these data, in form of bits and 

pieces of information from interviews, observation, or documents that are combined and 

ordered into larger themes, as described at the point above (Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 17). 

 

The essential role of subjectivity in the research process. 

Hammersley’s third feature, “subjectivity”, refers to the assumption that the researcher plays 

the main role in setting up her/his research, and that she/he is the primary instrument of data 

collection and analysis. Qualitative analysis traditionally makes use of this concept “as 

opposition to the idea that research should be a standardized and impersonal process – to any 

requirement that the personal be suppressed in the name of science” (Hammersley 2013: 13).  

Maxwell, highlighting this point, claims that also the influence the researcher brings 

to the research from her/his own background and identity should not be eliminated from the 

research design. In contrast, it should be considered a value component of it, since in 

qualitative research it has been long recognized that “the researcher is [original italics] the 

instrument of the research” (2005: 37).  

As Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 16) add, subjectivity may have positive aspects such 

as the researcher’s readiness and adaptability in gathering the data, her/his flexibility in 

expanding the understanding of what is looked for, her/his ability to immediately process 

the information or to clarify it with the respondents, interpret the data, and explore 

unexpected answers. On the other hand, there are also negative aspects to consider such as 

the natural limitations of the human being and their potential effect on the study results 

(Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 17).  

Although the term “subjectivity” is commonly used in qualitative research in the sense 

just described, it may not seem the most proper terminological choice. Indeed, it could 

suggest lack of concern with the objectivity necessary to contrast potential counter-evidence 

against the validity of the research conclusions. So, in qualitative research, it is common to 

respond to criticisms about subjectivity by talking about ‘reflexivity’. According to Probst 

and Berenson, the researcher’s own position, or reflexivity, is understood “as awareness of 

                                                 

 
54 The methods of data collection used in the present study are fully described in Section 6.  
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the influence the researcher has on what is being studied and, simultaneously, of how the 

research process affects the researcher” (2014: 814). Bowen (2009: 31), very similarly, 

suggests that reflexivity “requires an awareness of the researcher’s contribution to the 

construction of meanings and acknowledgement of the possibility of the investigator’s 

influence on the research” (see also Gibson and Brown 2009: 8). According to Hammersley, 

reflexivity means for the researcher to reflect about her/his stance in carrying out the study, 

conscious of the approach’s strengths and weaknesses, and to provide “detailed information 

about [him/herself] and the research process” in order to underpin the validity of the analysis 

(2013: 13).55 

 

Naturally occurring cases.  

By listing the feature “studying naturally occurring cases”, Hammersley (2013: 13) 

underlines what was mentioned at the beginning of this section about the common contrast 

between quantitative research conduct under the principles of experimental control and 

countability, and qualitative research carried out in ordinary settings in which people live or 

work.  

 

Small number of cases studied. 

In order to generalise results, quantitative and especially survey research require a great 

amount of data to be analysed. A “small number of cases studied”, in contrast, is more 

common in qualitative research, which requires in-depth examination of the single cases and 

context understanding (Hammersley 2013: 13-14). This is also the chance to gain an emic56 

                                                 

 
55 This kind of reflexive “attitude” (Probst and Berenson 2014: 813) was constantly adopted when writing 
Sections 4 to 7 on design, methodology and methods, and data analysis as well as in practice when interviews 
were carried out or document analysis was applied. In particular, Section 7.3 “Adding authenticity and 
trustworthiness to the study” reports a careful examination of the issue, a summary of the reflexive techniques 
adopted and activities conducted during the whole study, as well as a few related considerations.  
56 The Oxford dictionary online defines emic as follows: “(Anthropology) Relating to or denoting an approach 
to the study or description of a particular language or culture in terms of its internal elements and their 
functioning rather than in terms of any existing external scheme. Often contrasted with etic.” (Oxford 
dictionary, s.v.).  
The two terms (emic and etic) refer to the possible analytical perspective from which a social or cultural 
phenomenon is studied. Emic is usually related to the point of view of those who participate in the culture or 
phenomenon researched and is considered the insiders’ perspective. Etic, in contrast, refers to the point of view 
of the perspective of those who do not participate in the culture or phenomenon researched and is considered 
the outsiders’ perspective, which is understood as that of the researcher (Cultural anthropology online, s.v.). 
The origin of the two terms dates back to the 1950s when Pike, an US language specialist, abstracted the two 
neologisms from the linguistic adjectives “phonemic” and “phonetic”, respectively. According to the 
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perspective on the process that is the subject of study through, for example, talks and 

interviews with the actors involved (see Table 9; Sections 5.1 and 6.1.2). 

 

Verbal analysis. 

The last feature mentioned by Hammersley in his attempt to define qualitative analysis, 

“verbal [rather] than statistical analysis of the data”, emphasises that “the predominant mode 

of [qualitative] analysis is verbal description and interpretation, supported by illustrative or 

evocative examples” (2013: 14). Merriam and Tisdell sum up well the point, describing the 

qualitative product as richly descriptive (2016: 15) (Section 7).  

 

The references to a few of the following sections reported in some of the footnotes in 

this section show that the qualitative research features as identified by Hammersley have 

been decisive in supporting a qualitative option for my research project. Given the limited 

contribution from the actual literature in answering the RQs (see Section 3), at the beginning 

of my study there was neither a compelling pre-existing theory about the BNM text 

production process I could refer to, nor, consequentially, hypotheses to test from the theory. 

In addition, considering that two of the RQs are just about the identification of the BNM 

authors and the understanding of the BNM production process in companies, conducting 

surveys on the basis of a predetermined set of questions would not have been a suitable 

method for the purpose of my study.  

4.4 The inductive-deductive cycle  

Generally, the aim of quantitative and qualitative research is to move from raw data to 

meaningful understanding (O’Leary 2017: 329). As described in the previous section, 

according to the quantitative or qualitative approach, the reasoning applied and the methods 

used for doing this may be very different. Quantitative research generally aims to assess the 

significance of findings through statistical methods. In qualitative research, in contrast, the 

                                                 

 
Cambridge Encyclopedia of Anthropology online, “etic came to stand for ambitions to establish an objective, 
scientific approach to the study of culture, whereas emic refers to the goal of grasping the world according to 
one’s interlocutors’ particular points of view. In this sense, emic has found diffusion in other disciplines other 
as anthropology and linguistics such as social sciences, psychology, etc., whereas the term etic has largely 
disappeared (Cambridge Encyclopedia of Anthropology, s.v.).   
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process of understanding draws on a few different techniques and methods for generating 

and analysing patterns (themes) within the data, and their connections (O’Leary 2017: 329).  

Maybe one of the most influential strategies of enquiry (Gray 2018: 165) in qualitative 

research is the so-called “grounded theory” (GT). Originally developed by Glaser and 

Strauss in 1967, it is the most extremely inductive qualitative methodology.57 It is usually 

applied when researchers start to address an under-researched phenomenon without an a-

priori theme or theory in mind, but with the aim to build a theory – as the name says – 

grounded in the data. GT draws on the “principle that qualitative research is capable of 

generating theory, [a theoretical interpretation or explanation of the phenomenon under 

study, and] theories are not applied to the subject being studied, but emerge [inductively] or 

are discovered from the empirical data [original bold] themselves” (Gray 2018: 167).  

Although final results and methodology have the same name, GT, this methodology 

uses its own jargon and follows special rules such as going through a well-structured process 

articulated in well-established research stages. Data are collected through a rigorous and 

iterative process and analysed through a complex coding system (open, axial, and selective) 

in which they are “brought to increasingly higher levels of abstraction until theory is 

generated” (O’Leary 2017: 330; see also Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 228-229; Gray 2018: 

694-698). It is also characterised by validation of the data through constant comparison, an 

iterative analytical process of comparing data against data in order to identify similarities 

and differences between pieces of data (Timonen et al. 2018: 6). This is one of the reasons 

for the GT’s popularity. Indeed, GT’s precise comparative method “is compatible with the 

inductive orientation of all qualitative process research” and it has been adopted also by 

researchers who are not seeking to build GT but just use GT guidelines (Merriam and Tisdell 

2016: 31-32; 228). This is the case in the present study. As Section 7.2 will show, GT may 

be classified, for example, as a “methodology-specific” type of thematic analysis, the method 

applied here to analyse the data, which, although it shares a few features with GT, does not 

aim to build a grounded theory in the strict sense of the word. 

Although the literature review about the qualitative research analytical process may 

give the impression that data exploration is carried out just purely inductively (starting from 

the data) without pre-existing theories or ideas when approaching a question, this is not 

                                                 

 
57 For an exhaustive discussion of the subject see Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Corbin and Strauss (1998; 
2015). 
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always the case (for example, Gray 2016: 21-22, 210; Gibson and Brown 2009) (see Section 

4.3).  

As Timonen et al. (2018: 6) point out about grounded theory, 

GT is and should always be inductive in its approach, meaning that understanding of 
phenomena and processes emerge from and are grounded in the data. However, GT also 
incorporates elements of deduction and abduction whereby in the process (or at least the 
aspiration) of building theory, the researcher must seek to understand how concepts which are 
grounded in the data (i.e., are inducted from it) relate to existing knowledge [original italics]. 

Given how GT has deeply informed the qualitative approach, the above consideration 

may be extended also to other forms of qualitative analysis which are not pure GT. Similarly 

to what was observed above by Timonen et al. (2018: 6), O’Leary, for example, argues for 

the possibility that inductive and deductive processes are applied in combination through a 

kind of “reasoning cycle” of both (O’Leary 2017: 330). This is frequent (also the present 

study is an example of this), even if the researcher may not be aware of the need to adopt the 

“cycle” right from the start of the study. Indeed, she/he may not find out until later that new 

questions arisen in the course of the study can best be answered by employing both processes 

(e.g., Hyde 2000: 82).  

In this case, the study’s approach is inductive. This is necessary especially in the first 

research stages to become familiar with the data, and to generate hypotheses/theories about 

the phenomenon explored from the analysis of the data collected. However, in practice, as 

mentioned previously (see Maxwell 2005), the qualitative research’s stages do not follow a 

linear progression, and most of the stages are not strictly separated time wise. This means 

that data are not analysed once at the end of collection, but progressively. Therefore, also 

the tentative hypotheses or – better – ‘conjectures’,58 and theories formulated by the 

researcher about the phenomenon develop progressively and “depend on ongoing 

verification” (O’Leary 2017: 330). As depicted in Figure 6, conjectures about preliminary 

findings are inductively formulated on the basis of still incomplete knowledge and 

                                                 

 
58 ‘Hypothesis’ and ‘conjecture’ are sometimes used as synonyms. However, there are slight differences, as the 
entries in two dictionaries show. “Hypothesis: A supposition in general; something supposed or assumed to be 
true without proof or conclusive evidence; an assumption” (OED, s.v.). “Conjecture: An opinion offered on 
insufficient presumptive evidence; an unverified supposition put forth to account for something” (OED, s.v.).  
Similarly, “Hypothesis: A supposition or proposed explanation made on the basis of limited evidence as a 
starting point for further investigation” (Lexico dictionary, s.v.). “Conjecture: An opinion or conclusion formed 
on the basis of incomplete information (Lexico dictionary, s.v.).  
Conjectures draw on probable, hypotheses draw rather on possible evidence.  
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understanding gained from the data analysis at one stage. In the following stage, however, 

they are deductively confirmed (or invalidated) through testing on new data collected in 

order to assess if the new data support the conjectures. As O’Leary (2017: 330-331) notes,  

[t]he credibility of those testing hypotheses [conjectures, author’s specification] through 
deductive verification can depend on [the researcher’s] willingness to acknowledge the 
unexpected that just arise from their data. Researchers need to be able to generate alternative 
explanations inductively.  

Figure 6: Cycle of inductive and deductive reasoning. Adapted from O’Leary (2017: 330). 

This means that the researcher, applying inductive reasoning again, is able to pose or 

specify new questions for or new conjectures regarding to further exploration through the 

collection of new data (Gibson and Brown 2009: 25) (Sections 5.1, 6.1, and 7). It is this 

iterative and progressive cycle of inductive and deductive reasoning that lets the analytical 

process progress.  

4.5 ‘Theory’ and the theoretical challenge  

According to Collins and Stockton (2018: 2),  

[i]n general, a theory is a big idea that organizes many other ideas with a high degree of 
explanatory power.  

From the previous discussion it has emerged that the term ‘theory’ is used, both in 

qualitative and quantitative research, at different stages of the research process and in 

association with different concepts. This may create slight confusion. To make a distinction, 

a few scholars (e.g., Gibson and Brown 2009: 15-16) refer to two different approaches to 

theory: “bottom-up” and “top-down”. The first one describes researchers creating theory 

through their own research generating and explaining concepts through the exploration and 

analysis of the data. In this case, ‘theory’ could be interpreted as the final result of pure 

inductive reasoning such as in the case of GT, or of the inductive-deductive cycle, as 

described above in more detail.  
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The latter describes researchers using “preformulated [by other theorists or by the 

researchers themselves] theoretical and conceptional schemas and commitments to classify, 

characterize and make sense” of the phenomena that are the object of study (Gibson and 

Brown 2009: 15-16; 20). According to this definition, ‘theory’ already produced before a 

study may be applied to the study itself (e.g., Maxwell 2005: 43-44). In this way, the top-

down approach to theory seems to extend to a more general level the previous discussion 

about the use of inductive and/or deductive approaches during the analytical process. Indeed, 

the understanding of ‘theory’ seems to go beyond that of the general conclusions resulting 

from the analytical phase. Theory seems to inform the whole research process. However, in 

some instances, the pre-determination of a ‘theory’ would be the antithesis of the very nature 

of the general qualitative approach as previously described (Grant and Osanloo 2014: 21). 

Actually, the debate in the research field on the use of theory in qualitative research is 

lively. A few of the main scholars’ positions are reported below.  

Reeves et al. (2008: 1), answering the rhetorical question ‘Why is theory useful?’, 

point out that “theories give researchers different ‘lenses’ through which to look at 

complicated problems and social issues, focusing their attention on different aspects of the 

data and providing a framework within which to conduct their analysis.” In this way, Reeves 

et al. (2008: 1) equate theory with common ‘theoretical approaches’ which help to design a 

research question, guide the selection of relevant data, but also interpret the data, and propose 

explanations of causes or influences. 

Gray (2016), acknowledging that the qualitative process cannot be purely inductive, 

suggests the possibility of considering pre-existing theories or ideas when starting research. 

Giving an example of this, Gray (2016: 21) mentions that already the selection of an issue 

for research “implies judgements about what is an important subject for research, and these 

choices are dependent on values and concepts. This may help to formulate the overall 

purpose of the research.” However, he does not specify what he means with ‘values and 

concepts’, leaving their interpretation open to the reader. 

Tackling in detail the inductive process, Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 17) claim that 

“[t]his is not to say that the qualitative researcher has a blank mind devoid of any thoughts 

about the phenomenon under study.” All research is led by posing questions, and the way 

the researcher transforms them into the basis of her/his research reflects a theoretical 

orientation (2016: 85).  
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How and to what extent the researcher decides to refer to the “bottom-up” theory is 

usually established through the so-called “theoretical framework” of the study, understood 

by Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 85) as “the underlying structure, the scaffolding or frame of 

your study” and so the particular researcher (theoretical) point of view from which to explore 

and study a phenomenon. Highlighting how the theoretical framework affects the entire 

qualitative research process, Merriam and Tisdell explicitly include in the discussion also 

data analysis. As, for example, Reeves et al. (2008: 80) before, they point out that even data 

analysis follows some theoretical approach, and findings are reviewed on the basis of 

existing knowledge with the aim of broadening it. The sense we make of the data we collect 

is equally influenced by the theoretical framework. That is, our analysis and interpretation – 

our study’s findings – “will reflect the constructs, concepts, language, models, and theories 

that structured the study in the first place” (Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 88). 

In the article The central role of theory in qualitative research (2018), Collins and 

Stockton present the most common of the differing views about how theory should be 

incorporated in this type of research. Referring to Guba and Lincoln (1994: 2), they also 

acknowledge that “a theory-free research does not exist”. 

The wider debate considers the development process of ‘theory’, too, reflecting on 

where ‘theory’ should originate.  

Considering the analysis of qualitative data, also O’Leary (2017) blurs the distinction 

between bottom-up and top-down approach to theory. She claims that researchers may have 

predetermined themes or theory in mind. These come, for example, from the engagement 

with the literature, previous experiences, the nature of the RQs, or insights researchers have 

while collecting the data. In this case, the data are explored deductively to establish patterns 

that should support the theory: “Rather than theory emerging from raw data, theory 

generation depends on progressive verification” (2017: 330).  

According to many authors, theoretical frameworks draw on different elements 

depending on the specific researcher’s disciplinary socialisation. This affects the kind of 

questions the researcher is able to ask about the phenomenon under inquiry and the research 

gaps she/he will find (e.g., Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 87-89; Grant and Osanloo 2014). 

Merriam and Tisdell underline how the literature reviewed (e.g., major authors, titles of 

journals, key words, etc.) gives useful indications of the theoretical area in which the 

researcher is operating. On that basis, they develop a three-part “interlocking frames” model 

(2016: 87-89) as illustrated in Figure 7. The outermost frame represents the theoretical 
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framework (researcher’s disciplinary orientation and literature)59 and helps to shape the 

second frame, which consists of the “problem statement”. This, in turn, contains the third 

and innermost frame, the “purpose of the study”. So, according to Merriam and Tisdell, it is 

the theoretical framework that guides the further stages of the research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7: The Theoretical Framework. Source: Adapted from Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 87). 

Following this model, the theoretical framework for the present study has been built on 

two elements: my disciplinary socialisation in Politics, Marketing and Translation Studies, 

as well as (applied) Linguistics and Business Communication for the purpose of this 

dissertation. The preliminary review of the literature on the BNM text production process in 

business settings revealed that most of it relates only to certain specific aspects of BNMs 

(e.g., to how and why these specific bad post-sales customer communications have been 

produced in business organisation – see Introduction). This discovery helped in identifying 

a research gap, namely that very little field research exists about how BNMs are produced 

in practice and about the actors involved in that process (problem statement). Filling this gap 

will be the purpose of my study.  

However, investigating the unexpected complexity of the BNM text production 

process in business settings has implied an eclectic theoretical and methodological approach 

(Section 7.3). Indeed, describing and interpreting a complex text production process 

                                                 

 
59Although not explicitly mentioned by the authors, I would suggest including in this first frame as a further 
element the so-called ‘encyclopaedia’. The term is used in linguistics to define “the general set of knowledge 
/ beliefs relating to the world in a given community, at a specific time” (Bazzanella 2008: 73), and refers to the 
researcher’s previous knowledge. For many, this observation could be self-evident. However, given that 
researchers do not live in a bubble, this element may also play an influencing role in building the theoretical 
framework.  

Theoretical framework (socialisation + LR 
+ researcher’s previous knowledge) 

Problem statement 

Purpose 
 of 

 the study 
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consisting of various interconnected stages has required me to proceed on a non-exclusively 

theoretical basis and to adopt a trans-disciplinary perspective. This perspective has meant 

considering both conceptual aspects (e.g., drawing on different academic fields of study such 

as customer communication, linguistics and writing on the workplace, and analysis of 

corporate processes) and practical ones (e.g., obtaining access to the data sources, carrying 

out interviews and gathering data working in the field). Furthermore, given the 

considerations made in Sections 4.3 and 4.5, it was not possible to explicitly develop the 

whole theoretical framework for the present study a priori. As the next section about 

“exploratory research” will also clearly show, the construction of the qualitative design has 

begun with a less structured theoretical framework (Grant and Osanloo 2014: 21). This has 

gradually and progressively developed along with the progress of the iterative stages of data 

collection and analysis, and the assessment of the conjectures (e.g., Maxwell 2005: 3).  

Going back to the ‘theory’ debate after the brief excursus on the theoretical framework 

for the present study, it is interesting to note how the term ‘theoretical framework’ has been 

considered also from the semantic perspective. Collins and Stockton (2018: 2) observe that 

‘theoretical framework’ and ‘conceptual framework’ are often used interchangeably in the 

literature. The definition of the two terms is brief but very clear and best summarises the 

instanced perspectives about the active role of theory cited above (see Guba and Lincoln 

1994; Reeves et al. 2008; Gibson and Brown 2009; Gray 2016, Merriam and Tisdell 2016; 

O’Leary 2017). According to Collins and Stockton (2018: 2),  

A conceptual framework is loosely defined and best functions as a map of how all of the 
literature works together in a particular study. A theoretical framework is the use of a theory 
(or theories) in a study that simultaneously conveys the deepest values of the researcher(s) 
and provides a clearly articulated signpost or lens for how the study will process new 
knowledge. A theoretical framework is at the intersection of:  

1. Existing knowledge and previously formed ideas about complex phenomena,  

2. The researcher’s epistemological dispositions, and  

3. A lens and a methodically analytic approach [italics added].  

As observed at the beginning of this section, considering the top-down approach to 

theory during the qualitative process may be misleading and even contradictory to a pure 

bottom-up qualitative research because of its – previously mentioned – explorative and 

inductive nature. However, the two approaches to theory may not be mutually exclusive. As 

Gibson and Brown (2009) suggest, they represent two aspects of research, both usually 

considered in research practice: specifications of theoretical ideas and concepts in relation 
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to an existing body of work are brought to data, and others are generated and modified 

through data work (2009: 15). To sum up, “theory can be both resource for and a product of 

research” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 30; see also De Vaus 2001: 5-8). In this way theory has 

been understood in the present study, too, as the next sections will show.  

4.6 Section summary 

In Section 4, I presented some of the challenges I faced when structuring the study, first 

highlighting the importance of a general informed choice when starting to research. Second, 

some key terms used in the study such as ‘plan’, ‘methodology’, ‘methods’, and ‘design’ 

were explained, and preliminary considerations on how the methodology has been built in 

the study were presented. Third, Hammersley’s (2013) definition of qualitative research was 

the cue for going into greater detail about a few basic features of this approach to research. 

This proved to be – compared to the quantitative approach – the most suitable way to 

investigate phenomena and processes in the ‘real world’, such as in the business settings in 

which BNM texts are produced. The closely related scholarly discussion about the adoption 

of inductive and/or deductive reasoning in qualitative research was also considered. The 

combination of the two in the so-called “inductive-deductive cycle” (O’Leary 2017) was 

presented as the perspective adopted in the present study. Finally, the crucial issue 

concerning the meaning of theory and its use in qualitative research was also discussed.  
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5 Research design and practicability of the study  

While the previous sections have provided the problem statement, the literature review, and 

the definition of a few key concepts and procedures necessary to give the direction through 

the whole research process, this section will discuss the study design (see Section 4.1) and 

the study’s practicability. First, given the little field research done on how BNMs are 

produced in practice and by whom, ‘exploratory research’ (ER) is introduced as an approach 

to gain access to the ‘real world’ (see Section 4.3) when a phenomenon has just been partially 

investigated or not at all. It will be then described how ER was applied in practice and how 

this positively contributed to establishing the general feasibility of the present study. Second, 

different approaches to qualitative research are examined in order to select the most 

appropriate ‘type’ for the study. Third, some important constraints that limited the fieldwork 

are discussed together with their consequences on the selection of research-tools. A brief 

annotation on the structure of qualitative research rounds off the section.  

5.1 Exploratory research (ER)  

Gray (2018) presents the ideal research process as a series of stages: identifying a broad 

research area, selecting a topic, formulating research objectives, deciding on an approach, 

formulating a plan, collecting information, analysing data and presenting findings. In doing 

so, however, he highlights the complexity of doing research in a ‘real’ world (see Section 

4.3) that has itself become increasingly complex due to factors such as globalisation, 

changing working environments and culture, as well as the resultant impacts on the way 

organisations communicate (also BNMs, I suppose). As a result, the stages of the process 

may not be carried out in the idealised sequence and “the researcher may often have to revisit 

previous stages in the process” (2018: 4) because this is part of the qualitative research 

process (Section 4.3), or, for instance, because data was overlooked. Moreover, Gray 

continues, it “is also valid for the researcher to enter ‘the field’ to gather data, with only the 

most general of notions of what she/he is looking for, and for the data to help in the 

generation of concepts and theories” (2018: 4). Given the paucity of field research 

underpinning discussion of my research questions, these considerations applied in my case, 

and it thus seemed appropriate for the thesis to first carry out ‘exploratory research’ (ER).  

 With regard to the common classification of qualitative studies according to their 

possible purposes, Robson and McCartan suggest a distinction between exploratory, 
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descriptive and/or explanatory approaches, arguing that “[e]ach of these might form the 

focus of a real-world project” (2016: 39). An overview of the main features of the three types 

of studies will be given in the following.  

 Typically, ER is employed when the researcher needs to become (more) familiar with 

the object of inquiry (Stebbins 2001: 2-3), to look for aspects, causes and consequences of 

specific social phenomena (in this case, the BNM text production process in the workplace). 

Exploratory questions are likely to begin with ‘what’ or ‘how’ questions. Saunders et al. 

(2019) suggest that ER is particularly useful if the researcher wish to clarify the 

understanding of an issue, problem or phenomenon, such as if she/he is unsure of its precise 

nature. However, ER does not give conclusive solutions. Ways to conduct an exploratory 

study can include, for example, a search in the literature and (individual or focus group) 

interviews with ‘experts’ [original quotation marks] in the subjects. The interviews, continue 

Saunders et al. (2019: 187),  

[b]ecause of their exploratory nature […] are likely to be relatively unstructured and to rely on 
the quality of the contributions from those who participate to help the subsequent stage of the 
research. 

 Indeed, “ER is flexible and adaptable to change” and used to progressively determine 

research questions and contents, to formulate preliminary hypotheses (conjectures) on the 

basis of the RQs, and to clarify these step by step, and the researcher must be willing to 

change their direction if new data or insights are revealed (Saunders et al. 2019: 187). In 

other words, reasoning is inductive (Section 4.5), which implies that generalisations, 

relationships, meanings, and even theories are constructed by inference from the particular 

to the general (Gray 2018: 19-20).  

 In the initial stages of research, ER can also help to decide whether the subject is worth 

researching at all (Gray 2018: 36), and, if so, to define more precisely its object and the 

issues to be discussed – in other words, the whole study.  

As data are obtained, the study usually continues through descriptive and explanatory 

investigation. Describing means to represent in words a place, an object, a person, but also 

abstract things, noting their aspects, qualities, etc. Even facts can be described when they are 

so exposed that it is possible to follow their development with the imagination (Treccani, 

s.v.). Descriptive studies usually answer the question “What is going on?” (De Vaus 2001: 

1), and seek to draw a picture of a situation, a person, a process or show how things are 
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related to each other (Gray 2016: 39). However, as many authors note, they cannot explain 

why or how something is going on, as it would be in an explanatory study.  

 Robson and McCartan (2016) mention a sort of prejudice in research against exploratory 

and descriptive studies, which are often considered second-class research because “research 

worthy of the name should seek to provide explanations”. In their view, however, “for much 

real-world research we are in relatively uncharted waters and the most useful thing to 

concentrate on is to explore”. They add that even the description of an under-researched 

phenomenon “can reasonably be the priority”, that, in particular studies, the two purposes 

(exploring and describing) may legitimately be combined, and that “the purpose may also 

change as the study proceeds, particularly in multi-strategies designs” (Robson and 

McCartan 2016: 39). 

 Given the nature of the RQs, the present research project will be a combination of the 

three study types. The next sections will first describe the explorative stage.  

5.1.1 Applied ER: Obtaining ‘access’  

As indicated in the Introduction, answering my research questions requires understanding 

the perspective of participant(s) in BNM text and content construction. Indeed, as the 

language strategist60 Delin (2017: 675) writes:  

more enlightened understanding of the processes and products of [corporate] communication 
can be gained only through research carried out with the participation, not just of such 
communication’s audiences, but also of its producers. Aspects of the language, appearance, 
and content of communications which can be puzzling to the researcher – or which she or he 
is tempted to explain by supposition or theory – are often simply and clearly explicable with 
an understanding of how, and why, communications are produced.  

In practice, capturing the perspective of producers represents one of the main 

challenges of real-world research because it means obtaining access to the organisational or 

business settings of interest. In the context of my study, ‘access’ implied physically entering 

a company building by appointment, in order to talk to staff and to benefit from those 

resources needed to carry out the research project (whether intangible, such as time and 

availability, helpfulness, and interlocutors’ competence, or tangible, such as written texts or 

documents). 

                                                 

 
60 Delin defines herself “as a commercial language practitioner with a background in linguistics” (2017: 657). 
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In my personal experience, successful access requires a mix of perseverance, affability 

and persuasion skills, together with a good deal of patience and time on the part of the 

researcher. Indeed, at the outset of the study’s exploratory stage, companies drawn from 

three service industries (insurance, banking and telecommunications), with headquarters in 

Austria, Germany or Italy, were approached in order to establish their interest in the project 

and willingness to collaborate. The sectors were selected for the reasons described in the 

Introduction and in Section 2, and on the basis of my personal experience as a private 

customer of a bank, an insurance company and a provider of telecommunications services 

(telephone and Internet), from all of which I receive BNMs. However, despite repeated 

attempts in each of the three countries over a period of six month, I experienced enormous 

difficulties in obtaining any response, even negative, from the banks selected. As a result, 

they were dropped from the study. Thus, at this initial research stage, the explorative 

approach helped in establishing the feasibility of the endeavour and in defining more clearly 

the portion of the ‘real world’ I wanted to investigate – as well as saving time.  

Given the nature of my research questions and the discussion about data saturation – 

as reported in the Section 6.1.2.4 below – there was no requirement to contact a pre-

determined number of companies. Instead, the size and composition of my sample was 

dependent on the responses received during the initial stage. Although the list of companies 

currently active in the two sectors of interest seems relatively long,61 in highly competitive 

markets like these, businesses often merge or already belong to the market leader(s). 

Consequently, the sectors are dominated by a few corporate groups, and I concentrated on 

establishing contacts with these ‘big fish’, or with the most well-known firms, although two 

much smaller and independent telecommunications service providers were also considered 

(see Section 6.2). In total, seventeen companies, whose names cannot be revealed for 

confidentiality reasons (Section 6.1.2.3) agreed to collaborate with me: eight of them 

.telecommunications service providers and nine insurance companies (a further seven 

firms refused collaboration) (Appendix 11.1).  

The exploratory approach was also adopted in building up preliminary contacts with 

possible ‘insiders’. Knowing nothing about the identity of the BNM author(s) within each 

collaborating company, I intuitively selected communication managers as my first points of 

                                                 

 
61 Information obtained by consulting dedicated Internet sites or statistics. 
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contact, and CRM managers as my second. But establishing contact with these groups was 

easier said than done. In fact, the first major challenge was to identify them. It is true that 

the names of company CEOs and some other top managers are common knowledge, or 

relatively easy to find on the Internet or in business reviews and journals. However, 

companies’ full organisation charts, containing the names (or email addresses and telephone 

numbers) of other employees at any level, are not published on corporate websites or 

otherwise publicly available. Blind calling offered no realistic chance of contact because, for 

confidentiality reasons, switchboard operators are generally not allowed to reveal 

colleagues’ name – and without a name they will not even pass calls through. And, even if 

they do, the blind caller must still face the formidable barriers erected by managers’ 

assistants, who are usually well-trained in filtering (telephone-)requests.  

As a result, I had recourse to a genuine spirit of enterprise, personal initiative and a 

forensic attitude. Thus, for a relatively long time, I regularly read every kind of document, 

interview, article, publication (on line and on paper) I could find about my selected 

companies, taken not only from financial and business journals but also from daily papers 

published in the three countries concerned. Eventually, by sorting and matching up all this 

different information as in a sort of puzzle, I was able to identify a small number of 

potentially useful contacts.  

In order to speed up this painfully slow process, I decided to apply a parallel strategy. 

This involved activating my circle of friends, acquaintances and colleagues, a number of 

whom had existing personal contacts with managers in companies of interest. In turn, many 

of these (no matter whether approached directly or through my friends and acquaintances) 

passed my contact details to colleagues potentially able to contribute to my project with their 

experience. As mentioned in the Introduction, through the so-called snowballing effect 

(Weiss 1995: 25; Schutt 2006: 164-165; Edwards and Holland 2013: 6), a chain of contacts 

gradually evolved into a network that became my main data source (Figure 8).  
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In the spirit of qualitative ER, this “emerging sample” was built as my research 

progressed (Edwards and Holland 2013: 6). It offered me the opportunity to interview not 

only communication managers and some in-house professional writers but also a wide range 

of corporate staff from different corporate units (e.g., legal affairs, marketing, sales, 

customer relationship marketing, CVM, actuary) who are involved – with differing levels of 

competence – in in the text production process. In short, the network was invaluable. 

Figure 8: Network of contacts established through ER using the snowball method. 

In addition to the contacts, I established inside my sample companies, through the 

snowball method I was able to speak with a number of other useful informants. Some were 

staff members of four external communication agencies (1 in Italy, 2 in Austria and 1 in the 

Netherlands) which support comprehensibility-language corporate projects and whose 

clients include some of the firms concerned. Others had no such connection to my project. 

Among these were: a freelance language expert with many years of experience of optimising 

corporate communication, especially in insurance companies; a professor of communication 

science whose main areas of interest are comprehensibility research, technical 

communication and the comprehensible legal language; and a representative of the Austrian 

Regulatory Authority for Broadcasting and Telecommunications (RTR).62 As with the in-

company contacts, the snowballing method usually increased the interviewees’ willingness 

to participate in talks and interviews because, as Phillips writes, “the interviews had been 

                                                 

 
62 For a quantitative overview of the interlocutors, see Appendix 11.1.  
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recommended to them by a friend or colleagues” (2017: 4). That was often a key factor in 

developing trust in me as a researcher.  

5.1.2 Applied ER: Obtaining appointments  

Once their names had been obtained, potential managers from which I could seek 

information were first approached with a letter of introduction (sent as an email attachment) 

from my university institute. The letter broadly described the project and asked the recipient 

to supply authentic written examples of BNMs (or text blocks from these), and to give me 

the opportunity to conduct interviews with the text author(s) in order to shed light on the text 

production conditions. The letter also stressed that my main aim of conducting a practical 

investigation of organisational practices could not be achieved without such support. 

Confidentiality in the collection and handling of the data was also guaranteed (Section 

6.1.2.3). Most telecommunications service providers’ managers approached in this way 

responded promptly, expressing interest in supporting the project. Insurance companies’ 

contact persons, although generally also interested, tended to react more slowly (most only 

after receiving some reminder mails), probably because of the hierarchical structures and 

bureaucratic practices prevalent in the industry.  

In the first interlocutory stage, potential interviewees reacted to the contact approach 

per email. If the answer was positive, I usually called those interested in the project to explain 

again what the project was about, the characteristics of the interview (unstructured and semi-

structured and estimated duration), and to arrange the first face-to-face appointment at the 

company. This kind of pre-interview interaction was a way to show my reliability and to 

build trust with the future spokesperson (Phillips 2017: 4), one of the main elements in 

obtaining access to the company when doing field studies in corporates.  

Furthermore, my lengthy previous work experience in marketing departments in Italy 

and the UK, and resultant knowledge of the typical business day in private companies, were 

crucial in obtaining these initial appointments. Having been employed in private companies 

helped me feel comfortable in contacting and visiting the companies concerned although 

now coming from the academia in the role of researcher. Indeed, according to Wyatt and 

Philipps (1988: 274), “[e]very experience you have ever had in an organization can be a 

source of questions and hypotheses in the organization you are studying, [and] vicarious 

experience is useful because it often leads to sensible heuristics generalizations.”  
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5.2 … and now which approach to qualitative research?  

The first stages of ER established the general feasibility of the study and the successful 

access to companies and their collaborators. At this point, I had to decide how to proceed in 

the qualitative research activity (Section 4.3), namely to select which approach to apply to 

the qualitative research, which ‘type’ of qualitative study to carry out.  

Considering that qualitative research has been conducted in very different fields 

(education, anthropology, management science, etc.), with researchers having different 

questions and aims, it is not surprising that the different disciplines have also developed their 

own qualitative strategies and procedures. These may be called, for example, 

‘methodologies’ (see Sections 4.1.2.2), ‘theoretical traditions’, ‘types’, or ‘approaches’ 

(Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 22-23). Between them, traditionally established forms include, 

for example, phenomenology, ethnography, and grounded theory, while more recent ones 

such as discourse analysis, narrative inquiry, etc. have been defined and also accepted in the 

qualitative research community (Kahlke 2014: 13). The traditional ones usually draw on 

specific research questions and assume certain theoretical perspectives and epistemological 

approaches. However, as Kahlke points out, there is increasing debate around research 

genres and studies that do not neatly fit within established approaches, such as what is known 

as ‘generic’ qualitative research (2014: 13), which, however, seemed to fit the present study.  

To describe and justify the possible adoption of a generic qualitative approach, 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) propose a useful model of “types of qualitative research” to 

represent what they identify – drawing on their experience as teachers and researchers – as 

“the [six] more commonly used approaches to doing qualitative research”: basic, 

ethnography, narrative, case study, phenomenology, and grounded theory (2016: 22-42). 

The authors claim that these types share some features and therefore fall under the umbrella 

concept of ‘qualitative’. However, at the same time 

they each have somewhat different focus resulting in variations in how the research question 
may be asked, sample selection, data collection and analysis, and write-up. There can also be 
overlaps in these types of research, wherein a researcher may combine two or more [of them] 
(Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 23).  

What the approaches considered have in common are just the characteristics of what 

Merriam and Tisdell call a “basic” qualitative study, also described as “generic” qualitative 

approach, or simply “interpretative” (Kahlke 2014: 13).  
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A basic study focuses on carrying out qualitative research without being guided, or 

explicitly associated with the other approaches mentioned, which are underpinned by an 

established set of philosophic assumptions (Caelli et al. 2003: 4). When applying the basic 

approach, “researchers are simply interested in solving a problem, effecting a change, or 

identifying relevant themes rather than attempting to position their work in a particular 

epistemological or ontological paradigm” (Mihas 2019, n.p.) (Section 4.2).  

Kahlke (2014: 13), defining the generic approach, mention the ‘basic’ type proposed 

by Merriam and Tisdell as a study that can stand alone as a researcher’s articulated approach. 

Indeed, according to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), it can be found throughout disciplines and 

in applied fields of practice. Data are usually gathered through methods such as interviews, 

observations, or document analysis, which makes this approach the most common ‘type’ of 

inductive qualitative research [as described in Section 4.3] in fields such as business, 

administration, health, education, counselling, etc. What questions are asked, what is 

observed, or what documents are considered relevant depends on the disciplinary theoretical 

framework of the study (see Section 4.5). The process of data analysis is (mainly) inductive 

and the findings are presented as categories (or themes) (see Section 7.2), whose 

interpretation gives insights into the interviewees’ understanding of the phenomenon object 

of investigation (Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 23-25).  

According to Merriam and Tisdell, each of the other research studies considered shares 

the ‘basic’ features just described. What makes the other studies different are additional 

[original italics] dimensions such as variations in study design or purpose (2016: 2; 24).63  

As Figure 9 shows in the graphic representation of the “types of qualitative research” 

proposed by Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 42), the “basic” qualitative research type is in a 

circle bordered by a dotted line in the centre of the model. The other types, which surround 

the centre, are five rectangles bordered by an unbroken line. Circle and rectangles are linked 

by lines. The dotted line shows that the basic type shares with the other types its key features 

but each of the other types differs from the basic type in some particular dimensions. The 

additional dimensions (briefly listed in form of written text under the type names) are not 

shared among the types, as the unbroken lines show. 

                                                 

 
63 A very detailed description of the other types and their additional dimensions would be beyond the scope of 
this section. Therefore, just a brief overview of their distinctive features is given here. 
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Figure 9: Types of qualitative research. Adapted from Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 42). 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 23), in their description of the basic qualitative study 

highlight also the key role of “interpretation” when adopting this style, which is indeed one 

of the key features of qualitative research. Robson and McCartan (2017: 408) observe that, 

although the common term used in both qualitative (and quantitative) research is data 

‘analysis’, ‘interpretation’ may be a better terminological choice: “Whereas the purpose of 

analysis is often seen as a search for causes […], interpretation is considered to be about 

shedding light on meaning.”64 

Another feature of a ‘basic’ qualitative study pointed out by Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016: 42) is understanding the ‘process’ by which the phenomenon examined takes place. 

This does not mean that outcomes are not considered, but just that qualitative research tends 

to get more at the processes that led to outcomes than to the outcomes themselves. And this 

is another goal for which qualitative studies are especially suited (Maxwell 2005: 22-23). 

As Kahlke (2014) reports in her literature review on generic (or basic) qualitative 

approaches, the latter have promoted a considerable debate on the extent to which rigour 

                                                 

 
64 This is another term used in qualitative research, whose meaning is often taken for granted or not clearly 
defined. According to Maxwell (2005: 22), “meaning encompasses what qualitative researchers often refer to 
as the ‘participants’ perspective’. This perspective is not simply their account of these events and actions […] 
it is part of the reality that you are trying to understand. In a qualitative study you are interested not only in the 
physical events and behaviour that are taking place, but also in how participants in your study make sense of 
these, and how their understanding influences their behaviour” [original italics].   
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(see Section 7.3) can be preserved outside (or in between) the guidelines of an established 

approach, and on “the persistent tension between a need for both methodological flexibility 

and structure” (2014: 38-39). The first important impression that emerges from the literature 

is that the generic approach has been mainly interpreted as a (not) well-made mix of 

established methodologies (Kahlke 2014: 38), rather than a set of basic features the other 

approaches (or styles) have in common, and on which these are built (see Merriam and 

Tisdell, also cited by Kahlke). Following the understanding of the general approaches as in 

the literature, Kahlke (2014: 42) identifies three main challenges to this type of study: lack 

of underpinning theory, lack of literature, and the potential confusion arising from the mixing 

of elements of established methodologies. 

 According to the first criticism about the supposed atheoretical aspect of the generic 

approach, choices made are justified in relative absence of existing arguments (Kahlke 2014: 

43). The counter argument advanced is just that scholars such as Merriam and Tisdell argue, 

for example, for interpretivism as the basis of the basic style, or for leaving “space for 

individual researchers to take up theoretical frameworks that make sense in the context of 

the research questions and design of individual research projects” (Kahlke 2014: 43). 

Furthermore, some authors claim that “methodologists insisting that research must fit within 

an established methodology are engaging with ‘methodolatry’” (Chamberlain 2000: 43), the 

slavish and uncritical adherence to research methods regardless of ever-changing particulars, 

steadfastly ignoring past negative results. 

The second critique, the lack of literature, is implicitly related to the first criticism. 

However, given, as mentioned above, the understanding of generic approaches as a 

combination of the other methodologies, “generic studies require researchers to know the 

other methodologies […] that they draw on well enough to not only apply that methodology 

to the [specific] context” [of the study] or to be able to blend them (Kahlke 2014: 44). In this 

case, continues Kahlke, “proponents of generic qualitative approaches” put forward also the 

common counter argument that “research choices including methodology and methods 

should be informed by the research questions, and not the contrary” (2014: 44).  

The third critique concerns the so-called “method slurring”, according to which 

generic approaches are – as mentioned above – a mix of established methodologies, which 

may lead to an incongruent or too weakly justified research design. In this case, the critique 

should be answered considering a generic or basic approach as a “hybrid study”, where a 

new generic research framework is intentionally built (Kahlke 2014: 44-46).  
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In the present study, the generic approach is understood as the “basic” style as 

proposed by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and described above. Indeed, in order to investigate 

the BNM text production process, it seemed to be the most suitable for my project since it 

fit the design of a generic qualitative study such as the present one (Section 4.5), it draws on 

the study’s theoretical frame (Section 4.6), and it does not bind my work to a specific 

established methodology from the beginning, which would be not compatible with the 

purpose of the study. 

Furthermore, the main features of the other established ‘types’ mentioned in the model 

are exactly the reason why they could not be applied here.  

“Phenomenology”, for instance, (when considered as a type of qualitative research and 

not a branch of philosophy) focuses on the essence of an experience, that is, the lived 

experiences of the interviewees, and “is well suited for studying affective emotional, and 

often intense human experiences” (2016: 28). “Narrative analysis” understands experience 

through people’s stories; a “qualitative case study” delimits the object of the study to the 

case and is “an in-depth analysis of a bounded system, a single entity, a unit around which 

there are boundaries” (a person, a group, an institution, etc.) (Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 37-

38). “Ethnography” traces back to the anthropologists of the late 19th century and mainly 

focuses on human society and culture and engages with participant observation and 

fieldwork (2016: 28-29). Grounded theory (GT) has already been described in Section 4.5. 

However, conducting ER meant that some features of “Ethnography” such as the 

“fieldwork” (Section 4.5) have indeed been considered in the study. Therefore, the position 

of the approach to the study has been slightly shifted to the bottom of the Merriam and 

Tisdell model, as the circle bordered by a dotted red line in Figure 9 suggests. However, this 

led also to some constraints when choosing the methods to be used, as the next section will 

show.  

5.3  The fine line between desire and feasibility  

Some three decades ago, in an article on new organisational forms in companies, Wiest and 

Holland (1992: 30) claimed that the practice of social science research tends to walk the fine 

line between desire and feasibility. For example, conducting fieldwork – the most widely 

method used in ER – usually requires the researcher to engage in both participant observation 

and prolonged investigation (Fetterman 2008: 347; Edwards and Holland 2013: 30). 

However, that was not possible for me, for several reasons. (i) First, many of the companies 
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approached immediately refused me access to conduct field research, citing lack of staff, 

time, or interest. (ii) Second, competition among service companies is fierce, so that building 

trust (in this case in me) takes a long time. As a result, even those companies agreeing to 

collaborate have not allowed my presence at certain workplace activities relevant for the 

thesis (e.g., meetings where BNMs are discussed) or access to critical data (e.g., customer 

feedback about company communication). (iii) Sometimes, too, I simply had bad luck, for 

instance when meeting insurance agents or brokers (Section 8.3.4.1)who write BNMs on a 

daily-business basis by piecing together text blocks pre-prepared by, say, the communication 

department. Yet when I arranged to visit some insurance companies, either there was no bad 

news to disclose to customers, or modules had been formulated some time previously and 

had long been in use without the need for updates or modifications. (iv) It also happened that 

exactly at the time of my visit(s), some of the company staff I would have liked to interview 

were attending a series of workshops on language comprehensibility organised by external 

communication agencies. The aim of the advanced education training was to improve the 

corporate language, including that used in communication with customers (and so, I 

supposed, that of BNMs, too). In this case, it was the external agency who did not agree to 

my participation in the meetings as an observer. On the one hand, they said I could have 

disturbed participants’ mood. On the other hand, since the competition among 

communication agencies is also very strong, they dreaded that I could have ‘spied’ on their 

teaching and language training techniques and disclosed them to the ‘wrong’ audience.  

The application of some research techniques to data collection has therefore been only 

partially or totally impossible. Consequently, the thesis will draw on a combination of the 

following qualitative techniques to gather data: interviews (unstructured and semi-

structured) with the contacts outlined above (Section 5.1.1), as well as email exchange with 

interviewees, and discussions with communication science experts; analysis of “primary 

(text) data” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 66) such as authentic BNMs provided by the managers 

and writers interviewed65 and (filed) notes; and document analysis (Yamagata-Lynch 2010: 

                                                 

 
65 This way of gathering bad news texts proved to be the most reliable for the following reasons. As far as I 
knew at the beginning of my research, BNMs are usually disclosed in written form (a letter or an email). So, I 
could have asked, e.g., friends and acquaintances of mine to give me these kinds of communications if and 
when they would have got one. But this idea was awkward from the beginning, maybe naïve and of course an 
unscientific attempt to collect written data. Friends, e.g., do not regularly receive BNMs and when, they often 
do not save them; it could also happen that they do receive BNMs but from companies which are not object of 
my research (e.g., utility companies). Finally, despite friendship, it could have been embarrassing for both of 
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70-71) such as corporate wording guidelines and regulations by the Austrian and Italian 

Communications Authorities. In the following section, I will examine each tool precisely. 

5.4 *Author’s annotation  

As described above, conducting qualitative research is a process of a basically recursive 
nature. However, for reasons of clarity and coherence in structuring a written text, in the 
theoretical and methodological sections of the PhD thesis, I am presenting the description of 
how I proceeded in my study in successive stages (literature review, research approach, ER 
and obtaining access to the companies, interviews, analysis of the data, generating themes 
etc.). The impression may be that of a straight progression, but in practice most of the stages 
were not asynchronous. On the contrary, data analysis was done along with data collection in 
a looping and complex sequence where they most overlapped and drew on each other as 
described in Section 4.4. and Section 7 will show in detail.  

I will regularly mention this methodological aspect throughout the sections concerned. 
However, I consider a more comprehensible exposition of the qualitative strategy used in the 
study important at this point.  

5.5 Section summary  

Section 5 has provided the necessary design applied in this study in order to verify its 

practicability. First, given the lack of insights into the background of the BNM text 

production process, I outlined the key concept of ‘exploratory research’ (ER) and argued for 

its application in this study for different reasons. ER proved to be the most appropriate and 

effective strategy for me to become (more) familiar with the BNM phenomenon and to better 

define it as the object of the study. Through this first ER stage, the practicability of the 

project was also confirmed. Second, I described a further step of the project practicability 

assessment, namely the selection of the ‘style’ to apply to the qualitative research. The 

‘basic’ qualitative study in the sense of Merriam and Tisdell (2016) seemed the most suitable 

for my project. A few constraints that limited the fieldwork and, in this way, partially 

affected the application of the research tools to data collection were mentioned. In the next 

section, I will provide a more detailed discussion on the latter point.  

 

 

 

                                                 

 
us if I had known possibly tricky details about their relationships with their insurance or telecommunications 
service providers; and, although with an (improbable) pile of BNMs, I would have known little or nothing 
about the production process in practice or the authors.  
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6 Methods of data collection  

In Sections 5.1.1 and 5.1.2, I described how in practice I faced the challenge to gain “access” 

to companies and potential interviewees, and in Section 5.3 I mentioned the reasons why I 

chose specific tools to collect qualitative data. In the present section, I will go into greater 

detail about these tools as a means of data generation, beginning with interviews.  

The section has three main parts addressing the following aspects: the first theoretical 

part is about the most common types of interviews and their features, the tools usually at 

researchers’ disposal for doing that, the most frequent intellectual and ethical challenges 

researchers face when doing interviews, and the data saturation. The second part of the 

section is the practical one and describes how I dealt with and applied the theoretical 

knowledge when I conducted my own interviews. The third and last part presents other tools 

of data gathering that were also used in the study.  

6.1 Interviewing  

The interview is one of the most popular and widely applied techniques in qualitative 

research. Such interviews, during which researcher and interlocutor(s) talk with each other, 

are designed to acquire information on social events and interactions (Edwards and Holland 

2013), on how processes occur or what they produce, and to investigate the “understandings, 

experiences and imaginings of research participants” (Mason 2002: 1; see also Weiss 1995: 

9-12; Talmy 2010: 111; Mann 2011: 1; Edward and Hollands 2013). According to De Fina 

(2020: 154),  

[i]nterviews have been an important alternative to anonymous surveys and questionnaires 
since they represent moments of direct contact between researchers and informants, and 
provide occasions to investigate people’s perceptions of and reactions to issues in greater depth 
than when using quantitative tools. 

Traditionally, interviews are categorised in types “according to the researcher’s 

knowledge of the phenomena, the inductive versus deductive approach, the derivation of the 

questions and responses, the samples and sample size, and the pacing of the analysis” (Morse 

2012: 194). The three main types are: structured, unstructured and semi-structured. 

1) Structured interviews are usually used in quantitative analysis, where “the form of 

numerical data is crucial for determining the type of analysis”, in the form of questionnaires 

with predetermined questions to be answered by “selecting one option from an assigned set 

of choices, [where] numerical values represent each choice” (Morse 2012:194). Data are 
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then analysed in the form of statistics (Morse 2012:194). “Structured interviews usually 

focused on objectivity and maximal neutrality on the part of the interviewer and are aimed 

at obtaining comparable data from the greatest number of subjects” (De Fina, 2020: 155). 

Conversely, unstructured and semi-structured interviews are shaped less rigidly, foster the 

relationship between the interlocutors and are usually applied in qualitative research (e.g., 

De Fina, 2020: 155; Edwards and Holland 2013: 3).  

2) In unstructured interviews, the interviewer presents the topic, asks a few questions 

without following a set of questions planned in advance and, like in a conversation, 

“assume[s] a listening stance. […] The goal is to obtain the participant’s perspective without 

‘leading’ the participant” (Morse 2012: 194). Therefore, questions usually develop during 

the course of the interview.66  

As a subset of unstructured interviews, Morse (2012: 194-195) mentions “guided 

interviews or guided conversations”, in which the researcher partially knows the domain and 

prepares just a few broad questions in advance “to guide the course (but not the content) of 

the interview”. In both guided and structured approaches, continues Morse (2012: 194-195), 

the interviewees are generally “free to ‘tell their story’ in their own way with minimal 

interruptions from the researcher, hence the label unstructured.”  

Usually, unstructured interviews are either synthesised into a general story presented 

in narrative form, or the analysis can be carried out through what Morse (2012: 196) 

describes as a “progressive comprehension” approach67 through which  

the researcher is learning about the phenomena as the interviews accrue and as the analysis 
progresses. […] The initial interviews are general and broad in scope […], later the researcher 
may ask for more specific questions, and the content of these interviews will become more 
direct and targeted toward various aspects of whatever needs to be known […]. 

Morse (2012: 196), citing Glaser (1978), claims that this kind of interview data can be 

used, through the emerging knowledge, to select the participants or to derive further 

interview questions. Since the content of the later interviews differs from that of the earlier 

ones, as long as the project advances, information is then inductively “pieced together to 

                                                 

 
66 According to the “underlying philosophy and specific approach to research”, unstructured interviews are 
also referred to as in-depth, informal, open-ended, conversational, narrative, biographical, oral or life history, 
or ethnographic interviews (Edwards and Holland 2013: 3). 
67 Morse (2012: 200) describes the process also as a “learning as you go along” model. From my personal 
experience, I would label it as a “learning by interviewing” model.  
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create an understanding of the whole.” That is the reason why a quantitative approach would 

not be appropriate to analyse this kind of data.  

Edwards and Holland (2013: 30) underline the researcher’s ability to adapt her/his way 

to conduct the unstructured interview to the unpredictable information disclosed by the 

interviewee:  

In the unstructured interview the researcher clearly has aims for the research and a topic of 
study, but the importance of the method is to allow the interviewee to talk from their own 
perspective using their own frame of reference and ideas and meanings that are familiar to 
them. Flexibility is the key […] to develop unexpected themes and adjust the content of 
interviews and possibly the emphasis of the research as a result of issues that emerge in any 
interview. 

3) The third type of interview, the semi-structured interview, belongs – as the name 

says – to a category between the two previously described. Semi-structured interviews are 

carried out when the researcher is familiar enough with the domain of investigation to “know 

the questions that need to be asked [or a framework of themes to be explored] but not all the 

possible responses” (Morse 2012: 195). Answers, as in the unstructured interviews, are 

usually given freely by the interviewee.  

Questions may be modified according to the response and interest of interlocutors; researchers 
allow for digressions and topic change and for some flexibility in terms of whether or not all 
the prepared questions are asked and how long responses on each topic may take. […] 
Experiences in particular domains of life are elicited through questions that may either be 
partly prepared or consist of a single elicitation devised to get the interviewee to talk about a 
particular topic (De Fina, 2020: 155). 

As Morse suggests, there are two standard approaches to analyse data from semi-

structured interviews: content and themes analysis. In content analysis, data are separated 

from the interview context and put in a separate file, “forming a category for 

conceptualization and further analysis” (2012: 197-198). There are no fixed rules about how 

the researcher has to carry out this type of analysis. Thematic analysis, which I used to 

analyse my own data, will be thoroughly described in Section 7.2 and related subsections. 

Regarding the research questions, unstructured and semi-structured interviews have 

been chosen for my research project as the best tool for understanding the BNM production 

process from the participants’ perspective and to gain meaningful insights that a general, 

public source cannot provide (Questionpro: n.p.). 
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6.1.1 Tools for qualitative interviews  

As mentioned in the previous section, in conducting qualitative interviews, researchers can 

make use of a “topic guide”, a list of questions or subjects they want to cover during the 

discussion (Edwards and Holland 2013: 54). The formulation of questions and subjects can 

be more or less precise depending on, among others, research questions and what the 

researcher already knows about the research subject, type of interview, and time available 

for it (Edwards and Holland (2013: 54). In unstructured and semi-structured interviews, the 

interviewer usually adjusts the questions depending on the answers received and builds the 

discussion as the interview goes along. In these cases, the guide may be useful as a kind of 

reminder rather than a full and definitive questions/subjects list (Edwards and Holland 2013: 

54-55).  

Interviews are commonly carried out through questions, but “other textual, visual and 

creative tools can also be used to engage interviewees and stimulate discussion” (Edwards 

and Holland 2013: 53; see also Gray 2018: 62). Textual instruments were particularly useful 

during my own field research. When possible, for example, looking together at real BNM 

texts with the author(s), was fundamental in tracing back the production process (Section 

6.2). 

6.1.2 Challenges for qualitative interviews  

As Gubrium et al. observe in the introduction of the Sage Handbook of Interview Research 

(2012), interviews’ popularity is increasingly growing not only in journalism and news 

media, but also as a research instrument for social-scientific matters. However, interviewing 

and interview-data handling (still) imply considerable challenges for researchers (2012: 1). 

Of these, the most frequent are: the interviewee’s competence, the interactional nature of 

interviewing (and its implications for the role and supposed subjectivity of the interviewer), 

possible ethical concerns, and data representativeness. In the following sections, I will go 

into detail on these challenges.  

6.1.2.1 The interviewee’s competence  

Gubrium and Holstein observe “that questioning and answering have been with us since the 

beginning of communication” and this activity commonly involves, for example, parents-

children, suspects and prisoners, priests, employers and all those who are “seeking 

https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
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knowledge about daily life for practical purposes.” What has been changed especially after 

World War II, “with the emergence of standardized survey interviews” and the construction 

of the so-called “public opinion”, is the identity of the interlocutors (2012: 28). Quoting 

Benney and Hughes (1956), Gubrium and Holstein claim that the innovation in questioning-

answering has been its new conceptualisation as “a preplanned conversation between 

strangers from all walks of life devoted to information gathering without an immediate 

purpose in view.” (2012: 28). As a consequence, since the mid of the 20th century, people 

have got increasingly acquainted to be approached by a stranger asking “for permission to 

discuss personal matters just for the sake of knowledge” recognising “the role of 

interviewer” and that of “the respondent” (Gubrium and Holstein 2012: 28).  

 According to Madge, one of the very first strains in interviewing is to specify what an 

interview is and which competence the interviewee should have (1965, cit. in Gubrium et al. 

2012: 2). Madge traces back the first considerations about that to Mayhew, who in the mid-

1860s investigated living conditions of poor people in London, conducting interviews from 

the point of view of the people involved. Madge, referring further to Mayhew, claims it was 

only at that time that the word ‘interview’ appeared and was understood as “a means of 

gathering facts of experience in general […], establishing a broad spectrum of persons as 

potential sources of information” (Mayhew, cit. in Gubrium et al. 2012: 2) being equally 

credible regardless of their social or cultural background. Since that time the guiding 

principle of interviewing has been that “everybody possesses […] significant views and 

feelings about life, which [are] accessible by simply asking people about them” (Gubrium et 

al. 2012: 2; 28) and everybody can put their experience into words.  

 This conceptualisation of interviewee competence seemed to particularly suit my study 

and applied well to the snowballing method (Section 5.1.1) used to generate the chain of 

contacts from which I gained most of the data. 

6.1.2.2 The interactional nature of the qualitative interview  

A frequently raised criticism of the use of qualitative interviews relates to the role of the 

interviewees and of the researchers as interviewers (Mann 2011: 10; 16), and their 

(supposed) neutrality in that role as well as the (supposed) objectivity of the knowledge 

produced during the interview (e.g., Kvale 1996: 64-66; Briggs 1986; Holstein and Gubrium 

1995; Gubrium and Holstein 2012; Edwards and Holland 2013; De Fina 2020).  

https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
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As shown in the previous section, the mid-nineties of the past century proved to be a 

turning point in the way interviews are considered as a research instrument. Indeed, till that 

time, the interview model foresaw an ideal mechanical question-answer exchange between 

interviewer and interviewee just in order to mine and collect data. “It is up to the interviewer 

to simply ask the right questions, to probe the respondent correctly, and the subject’s ‘real 

world’ will be revealed for all to see” (Gubrium and Holstein 2001, cit. in Faircloth 2012: 

270). According to this view, the respondent was a passive subject that discloses her/his 

knowledge in a situation where factors possibly influencing the interlocutors such as 

context(s) and content of answers or questions are not contemplated (Faircloth 2012: 270). 

A few decades ago, however, some researchers (e.g., Briggs 1986; Holstein and Gubrium 

1995; Fontana and Frey 2000) began to put a completely different perspective on the 

interview event.68 They called into question the supposed “social vacuum” (Gubrium and 

Holstein 2012: 51) in which respondents answer the questions and proposed, as an 

alternative, the dynamic of the interview, considering it as “a form of knowledge 

production” [original italics] (Gubrium et al. 2012: 3). Under this perspective, the interview 

develops through a collaborative process between the interview actors:  

That is to say, the active respondent, as subject, holds a vast repository of available 
information, of life experiences, and in providing answers to questions, he or she actively 
constructs the information provided in the interview session. The interview, especially the 
data, is a constructed thing (Faircloth 2012: 270). 

According to Holstein and Gubrium, the validity of the answers lies not only in the 

whats (research findings emerging from the interview) but also in the hows (interview 

procedure) of meaning-making action during the interview (1997, cit. in Faircloth 2012: 270; 

see also Mann 2011: 18). In this way, Gubrium and Holstein reframe the concept of 

interviews as “formal occasions on which animated subjects collaboratively assemble 

accounts of experience” (2012: 33).69 Similarly to Gubrium and Holstein, Edwards and 

Holland claim that the interview is equally built by researcher and interviewee, who during 

                                                 

 
68 For an overview of the different researchers’ positions on the subject, see the seminal article of Mann (2011). 
69 Prominent in this respect is “The Discourse of Medicine: Dialectics of Medical Interviews” by Mishler 
(1984), a study on the talks between physicians and patients in a medical interview. Faircloth (2012: 270), 
commenting on the work, claims that Mishler “wishes to bring the respondent into the interview interaction as 
a more equal partner […] and that the interview should be seen as an interactional accomplishment, not simply 
one of call-and-response.” The communicative interdependence has, for Mishler, important practical 
implications suggesting empowering respondents by giving them a greater voice “within the active subject 
framework” (Faircloth 2012: 271). 

https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://search.obvsg.at/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHolstein%2C%20James%20A.%20%5BVerfasserIn%5D%2CAND&search_scope=OBV_Gesamt&sortby=date&vid=OBV&mode=advanced&offset=0
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the interview event remain persons with their own ideas, values, interests, prospective and 

experiences (2013: 5). Mann (2011: 8-9), drawing on the concept by Holstein and Gubrium 

(1995) of the “active interview”, emphasises that  

all interviews are already sites of social interaction, where ideas, facts, views, details, and 
stories are collaboratively produced by interviewee and interviewer. However, the extent to 
which that interaction is (i) acknowledged as requiring analysis, and subsequently, (ii) 
included or excluded from the research report, depends on whether the researcher has theorized 
the interview as active or not. 

However, according to Warren (2012: 131-134), to understand the interview as a social 

interaction, it is useful to understand “its preparatory stages – its participants and their 

contexts – as well as the conduct of the interview itself.” Warren considers as preparatory 

stages the circumstances that have contributed to generating the interview: for example, prior 

interest of interviewer and respondent for the subject, negotiation stages in obtaining 

encounters, time and place of the situation of the interview, and lack (or not) of prior 

relationship between interviewer and respondent. She suggests that these aspects contribute 

to building the interaction between interviewer and respondent.70 

The interactional nature of interviews implies epistemological and ethical questions 

about the meaning of being an interviewer in practice. My own use of interviews reflects the 

inclination – mentioned above and shared with many currently active social scientists – to 

consider both interview participants as “actively” constructing knowledge. During the 

interviews, this inclination has also progressively increased my awareness that the 

respondents had answered interrogatives in a dynamic I had initiated and that the 

interactional nature of the method could have influenced the type of knowledge produced 

(Briggs 1986: 119-120; Faircloth 2012).  

This kind of reflexivity (e.g., Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 249) has informed each of 

my interview events.71 However, to guarantee a very high level of intellectual and scholarly 

rigour (Rubin and Rubin 2012: 65-70; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006), I have interviewed 

only business managers and professionals previously informed about my research concerns 

and with sound knowledge and first-hand experience of corporate text production. Moreover, 

                                                 

 
70 For the detailed description of preparatory stages and conduct of the interviews for this study, see section 
6.2.  
71 Similar considerations inform the whole qualitative study, as claimed in Section 4.3 about researcher 
subjectivity.  
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most interviews have been recorded (Section 6.1.2.3) and authentic documents provided. A 

clear description of the methods of analysis used is given below.  

6.1.2.3 Ethical concerns  

Among the challenges that researchers face when doing qualitative research, there are also 

those of an ethical nature. According to Lexico dictionary, ‘ethics’ stands for “moral 

principles that govern a person’s behaviour or the conducting of an activity”; in the words 

of Robson and McCartan (2016: 209), it refers “to general principles of what one ought to 

do”, whereas ‘morals’, in contrast, refers more to “whether or not a specific act is consistent 

with accepted notions of right and wrong”.  

 When gathering data (sometimes of a sensitive nature) or having contact with people 

for research aims, ethical concerns may arise regarding the ‘proper’ conduct (Robson and 

McCartan 2016: 209) and the principles to apply in carrying out “research in a responsible 

and morally defensible way” (Gray 2018: 94). Braun and Clarke point out that “core 

requirements for ethical practice [in doing research] include obtaining informed consent 

[from the participants] and avoiding deception, maintaining [anonymity], confidentiality and 

privacy ensuring participants’ right to withdraw, […], and being honest and accurate in 

reporting research results” (2013: 63; similarly, Gray 2018: 94). I will define the above-

listed requirements one by one (as they may not be self-evident and require some more 

explanation) and then describe how I met them for the present study.  

− “Informed consent” means that potential interviewees “are provided with sufficient 

and accessible information about the project so that they can make an informed 

decision as to whether to become involved, or not” (Crow et al., cit. in Gray 2018: 76). 

This implies taking into account factors such as the interviewees not having been 

forced to participate or to answer the questions (Gray 2018: 62). 

− “Anonymity” is usually protected and given to participants when reporting on research 

(Robson and McCartan 2016: 219). It means that the participants in the research are 

not traceable or identifiable by name. The best practice is to use fake names 

(pseudonyms) and to include this information in that provided for the informed 

consent. 

−  “Confidentiality” refers to “agreements with persons about what may be done with 

their data” (Sieber 1992: 52, cit. in Kaiser 2012: 457). According to Kaiser, researchers 

can protect respondent confidentiality by carefully addressing the matter “during 
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research planning, within the interview, and during data cleaning, analysis, and 

dissemination” (2012: 463). 

− “Privacy” refers, on the one hand, to the interviewee’s right not to participate in the 

study and, on the other hand, to the researcher having no “right to intrude into a 

respondent’s personal affairs” (Gray 2012: 79; 92).  

− “Accuracy and honesty” mean that the researcher must not “misrepresent the data or 

participants and has not used other’s work without acknowledging (plagiarism)” 

(Braun and Clarke 2013: 63).  

 Concerning the “informed consent” for the present study, I disclosed information about 

the PhD project, explaining to the potential interviewees what the study involved on three 

different occasions: when I sent the letter of introduction from my university institute (first 

contact) (Section 5.1.2), during the call to arrange the first appointment (recall), and also at 

the beginning of the interview (just a brief mention).  

The aspects “anonymity” and “confidentiality” were already considered in the letter 

from my university institute. This made clear the aim of the project, who would be 

undertaking it (I myself), what kind of information was being sought, and how anonymity 

of respondents would be preserved (e.g., Gray 2018: 77). In addition, the letter guaranteed 

that absolutely no information that would allow to trace back or deductively identify the 

organisation, or allow conclusions to be drawn about the company, its staff or products 

would be disclosed by me or my institute staff (e.g., Kvale 1996: 114-115; Phillips 2017: 5). 

It was also declared that all data would only be used in aggregated form and under conditions 

of anonymity and/or pseudonymisation and just for research purposes (and no commercial 

intent would be associated with them).  

Anonymity and confidentiality were also guaranteed for the copies of real BNMs 

provided during most of the company visits. Usually, personal data and confidential 

information about addressees were removed from these communications by the company 

itself, while I committed myself not to mention the company name or the sources of the text 

received. Having dealt with the documents in that way helped companies to build trust in 

me, assuring them that the documents will be sensitively used in respect of customer and 

sender privacy (see Gibson and Brown 2009: 69). 
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 It also happened that some companies required me to sign their own ‘confidentiality 

agreements’72 before beginning the interviews (e.g., Gray 2018: 87). These agreements are 

a type of contract between company and researcher and therefore legally binding for the 

researcher.73 They were put in legal form and stated – much more precisely than the letter 

of my institute – the specific conditions under which I was allowed to do research in the 

company during the validity period of the agreements. Signing them meant to agree to some 

restrictions about, for example, what information I was allowed to disclose later about the 

organisation or ways in which the identity of the organisation was hidden (e.g., Gray 2018: 

87). Specifically, the agreements implied non-disclosure conditions regarding commercial, 

financial, operational, administrative or other information of confidential nature74 that I 

could have learnt during the interviews, including also sensitive data such as information on 

company customers, services and reference markets. The agreements usually gave also the 

anonymity and/or pseudonymisation requirements when (re)using information about the 

company (e.g., its name and that of those I had spoken with, name of products or services).75 

A conflict of interests clause and the prohibition to pass on to third parties whatever data 

obtained and, if necessary, only with the company’s permission were also considered.  

 All these conditions were applied not only to the dissertation or scientific articles 

authored by me, but also on research activities like conference presentations and so on in 

which I may refer to the companies in presenting my study. Similar conditions were applied 

to the interviews’ content, too.  

 An additional sensitive issue regarded the recording of interviews. Ethical concerns 

raised here because, as Braun and Clarke mention, “voices are more recognisable than 

printed text” (2013: 64). If interviewees gave their (written) permission, which was mostly 

the case, interviews were recorded (with anonymity guaranteed by means of 

pseudonymisation). If permission was not granted, I took notes during the discussion. To 

                                                 

 
72 Accordo di riservatezza (Italian), Vertraulichkeitserklärung (German).  
73 Recently, in highly competitive business sectors such as those of telecommunications and insurance, 
corporations and organisational settings have increasingly adopted a self-protection attitude. This involves 
sensitive data protection procedures and drawing up confidentiality and anonymity agreements not only for 
their own staff but also for external people (such as researchers) who occasionally collaborate with them. 
74 Informazioni sensibili (Italian), vertrauliche Informationen (German). 
75 From a legal point of view, since the mid-1990s privacy and general data protection of natural persons have 
been strictly regulated at national and EU levels. In 2016, the EU regulation on the processing of personal data 
and the free movement of such data (Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council 
of 27 April 2016) was enacted and is still in force. The regulation was immediately enforceable in the EU 
countries. For the full text see Regulation (EU) 2016/679.   
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record the interviews, I used the “voice recorder” application on my smart phone. Simply 

swiping, it is possible to listen to the saved files, to rewind, to stop or to play them back- and 

forwards. The high quality of the recordings facilitated the transcription activity (Section 

7.1) and helped to avoid misunderstandings.  

 In recent years, ethical matters have constantly increased in importance in academia. 

Considering these aspects and providing ethical frameworks by researchers and institutions 

such as universities can promote higher professional standards and increase “public 

confidence in research” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 60) as well as avoid legal action by 

respondents (Gray 2018: 94). However, approaching ethical concerns in research may give 

rise to a dispute regarding the potential conflict between legal constraints and “basic 

principles of scientific research” (Kvale 1996: 115). This means, for example, that a 

dissertation and any resulting academic papers such as scientific articles in specialist journals 

and similar texts inevitably imply some type of publication; on the other hand, due to legal 

restrictions, data that could be interesting for other (student) researchers or interview 

transcriptions often cannot be made completely available (Mann 2010: 15-16; Mautner 

2017a: 620-621), which may pose a hindrance to the potential replication of the study.  

 Drawing on my personal experience, I would suggest that other researchers who want 

to work with interviews be aware of the ethical issues to avoid negative surprises (e.g., not 

being allowed to use the data) and help to organise the data collection more efficiently.  

6.1.2.4 Data saturation 

When conducting qualitative interviews, another sensitive issue not easily defined in 

advance is the question of data saturation. “Saturation is used in qualitative research as a 

criterion for discontinuing data collection and/or analysis” (Saunders et al. 2018: 1893) and 

therefore for defining when the data sample is representative enough for the study.  

In his book InterViews, Kvale begins the section dedicated to this subject with a 

paradigmatic answer-question simulation: “‘How many interview subjects do I need?’ the 

answer is simply, ‘Interview as many subjects as necessary to find out what you need to 

know’” (1996: 101). Giving the study’s purpose as discriminant, Kvale clearly explains 

through examples what the appropriate number of interviewees should be: to predict the 

outcome of an election he suggests 1,000 subjects (in this case, no qualitative interviews 

would be possible); to test a hypothesis about attitudes of boys and girls in competition for 

grades, a very small sample (3 girls and 3 boys) would be sufficient to measure “statistically 
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significant differences.” But to explore and describe in detail these attitudes – he adds – “new 

interviews might be conducted until a point of saturation, where further interviews yield little 

new knowledge” (1996: 102).  

Indeed, as described in Section 4.3, one of the distinctive features of qualitative 

research is the open and flexible stance on data gathering and on ways to obtain results from 

them. Therefore, accepting this form of ambiguity means considering the sampling size of 

interviews as a fluid process (Beitin 2012: 243) emerging from the qualitative design of the 

study and not as a number established in advance. Under this perspective, the issue of the 

ideal number of samples (e.g., in my case, how many companies to contact? How many 

interviews to carry out?) is of minor importance (Edwards and Holland 2013: 6-7) or seems 

even unnecessary. Given that “[q]ualitative interviewers should continue […] identifying 

cases until their interviewees are not telling them anything that they have not heard before, 

[…] in qualitative research it is the range of meanings that should determine numbers of 

interviewees in a study” (Edwards and Holland 2013: 65) rather than a pre-set limit. 

Therefore, a good moment to stop interviewing is when the following conditions occur: i) 

responses are very similar or redundant. According to that, data saturation “[r]elates to the 

degree to which new data repeat what was expressed in previous data” (Saunders et al. 2018: 

1897); ii) the researcher has the feeling the knowledge about the subject inquired cannot be 

broadened with further interviews anymore; iii) there is supposed little additional new 

information, so it is not worth investing further time and effort in the interviews (Weiss 1995: 

21). Similarly, Rubin and Rubin (2012: 63) claim that “to demonstrate balance and 

thoroughness” the researcher does not need a considerable number of interviews as long as 

“alternative points of views” have been considered and accurately evaluated. Accordingly, 

Phillips (2017: 2) notes that the sample has to be wide enough to ensure as different a 

perspective as possible, but not so wide to make answers and themes unnecessary.  

However, thinking rather in quantitative terms, some qualitative researchers have 

disputed these considerations and attempted to define the optimal sample size. They have 

usually drawn not only on epistemological and methodological considerations about the aim 

of the study but also on practical issues such as “level of degree, time and finances available 

and institutional committee requirements” (Edwards and Holland (2013: 66). Boyd (2001), 

for example, proposes 2-10 participants, Pollio (2002) 6-12, and Creswell (1998) 5-25 (all 

three cit. in Beitin 2012: 243-244). Furthermore, according to Guest et al. (2006), data theme 
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saturation needs at least 12 interviews, and Morse (1994) recommends a sample of 6 for 

phenomenological studies and 30-50 for grounded studies.  

Although the discussion about if and how to determine in advance the number of 

qualitative interviews necessary has been lively, saturation – as described at the beginning 

of the present section – has emerged as the prevalent strategy in determining the sample size 

(Beitin 2012: 244; Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 199; 246-247). On the other hand, calculating 

the point of saturation may be challenging because in qualitative research – as said above – 

analysis and collection of the data progress together and overlap, which does not allow to 

estimate the number of necessary interviews early on (e.g., Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 101; 

Edwards and Holland 2013: 66). In the present research, this was the case (Appendix 11.1). 

6.2 Qualitative interviews in practice  

As described in Section 5.1.1, access is often limited and subordinated to many procedural 

and/or legal constraints (Section 5.3). Almost always, for example, I visited the corporate 

headquarters, in most cases ancient palaces or huge modern buildings of imposing 

architecture where thousands of people work every day and where customers, suppliers, 

business people or visitors come and go non-stop. Insurance companies visited are generally 

located in the city centre, whereas telecommunications service providers can be found on 

the periphery. Because of security reasons, the access to the buildings remains restricted to 

those who work there or have a business reason to go there. It may seem obvious, but even 

the physical access to the corporates is strictly regulated. To enter a company office, for 

example, I needed an appointment arranged in advance with the interviewer. On the 

appointment days, each time when I entered the entrance hall, I had to check in at the 

reception and once the receptionist got the confirmation of the appointment by my 

interlocutor or by someone of her/his department, I received a name badge for “visitors” and 

my visit was entered in the guest register. Only then, I was allowed to enter the offices, 

usually through a turnstile. When I reached the office floor, the access to the department was 

often not allowed to unauthorised people (even if I had a badge) and in the majority of cases, 

my interlocutor came to meet me and let me in. Otherwise, when the interlocutor did not 

want to have the interview in her/his office, she/he picked me up in the entrance hall and we 

had the talk in a meeting room or in the company cafeteria or lounge. 
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Sometimes, interviews took place over the telephone76 when it was impossible for me 

to visit domestic or foreign companies because of logistical reasons (e.g., strict requirements 

and safety measures or borders closing during the Covid-19 pandemic in Spring 2020 exactly 

during my final data-collection stage), or due to limited financial resources and/or when the 

managers’ appointment calendar was too busy and they preferred a focused, brief call.  

Some collaborating companies are fairly small in terms of employees and turnover, 

and operate only domestically, some are market-leaders and/or have affiliated companies 

abroad (in Europe or worldwide), while others are themselves part of larger multinational 

organisations (see Section 5.1.1). However, none has adopted English as corporate language 

and all conduct customer communication entirely in the language of their home country. 

Consequently, almost all interviews were held in the standard varieties of German, Austrian-

German and Italian. 

Given that BNMs are a “country matter”, as they are usually written in the language 

of the home country and English is not adopted as lingua franca for them, the three countries 

were chosen because of my competence in Italian (mother tongue) and German – including 

Austrian-German – (second language). Being able to comprehend the nuances of language 

used in the BNMs as well as to interview and discuss with the counterparts without the filter 

of a third language was crucial. Furthermore, I was born and grew up in Italy, know Germany 

well, and have been living in Austria for nearly two decades. This very personal situation 

helped me not just with the language but also to capture possible cultural differences and 

attitudes related to the countries. The countries were chosen also because of their economic 

importance in the sectors considered, as described in detail in Section 2.2.  

In the majority of cases, just a one-time session was not sufficient to carry out the 

explorative interview, to collect written material and to discuss it with interviewees. 

Depending on the willingness to collaborate on the side of the companies, I had on average 

a few one-shot interviews and more multiple sessions (two to three appointments in person 

over a period of months) with the same manager, several follow-up explanations or recap-

calls (during which I took notes about the content), and often also intensive email 

correspondence when a meeting in person was not possible. The interviews ranged in length 

from approximately 0.5 h to 1h and 45’ (in one case 3 h). In some cases, I also got an in-

                                                 

 
76 “Advantages of the telephone interview are that it is cheaper, faster and, with participants who are hard to 
reach or located in difficult or dangerous places and spaces, safer” (Edwards and Holland 2013: 48). 
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house “informant” (Weiss 1995: 20; De Fina 2020: 163) (a market, communication, wording 

or CRM manager, or a corporate lawyer) as a knowledgeable reference person in the 

company who assisted me during the field research. In ethnographic interview studies, this 

person is defined as that who  

can provide crucial information about the individuals, groups and social relations within the 
chosen research setting […], [they have] specialist knowledge about the people and processes 
that are the subject of research. […] Interviews with key informants can help illuminate 
situations, behaviours and attitudes that researchers otherwise could not access or understand. 
But equally key informants can mislead the researcher or withhold knowledge in interviews 
(Edwards and Holland 2013: 32). 

Usually, it was the informant who passed my contact details to colleagues in the 

company or to external informants determining the snowballing effect discussed in Section 

5.1.1.  

My interviews began with my concise description of the project. There followed 

preliminary, spontaneous reactions and comments from the interviewee. At this stage, my 

aim was to learn from “the participants what they know in the way they know it” (Spradley 

1979 cit. in Copland and Creese 2015: 33), and I therefore portrayed myself as “ignorant” 

(Agar 2008, cit. in Copland and Creese 2015: 34; Foley 2012: 307) on the topic, allowing 

interviewees to lead the discussion. I rarely needed to ask more than a few actual questions, 

mostly to prompt further talk rather than to seek particular information. Usually, 

interviewees freely disclosed information about their responsibilities or about the kind of 

bad news that had been regularly imparted by their company. These interviews are 

considered “optimally emic which, with the lack of interference or interjection from the 

researcher, increases validity” (Morse 2012: 194). Next, I moved on to the more formal, 

semi-structured stage of the interview (Morse 2012: 195) (Table 10). Here, I drew on a 

predetermined list of prompts (Copland and Creese 2015: 77) (see Section 6.1.1) to enquire, 

for example, about interviewees’ own definition of bad news, the occasions on which their 

company discloses it and the strategies used to do so, the author(s) involved, or accounts of 

personal experience with BNMs (Figure 10). These prompts mostly began with ‘what’ and 

‘how’ or sometimes ‘who’ questions, which are particularly useful in an exploratory study 

to understand the phenomenon and its precise nature (Saunders et al. 2019: 187).77 

                                                 

 
77 When the researcher’s aim is to “gain an accurate profile of events, persons or situations”, descriptive 
research is also employed as an extension of a piece of ER. In this case, descriptive questions are likely to 
begin with ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘when’, ‘where’, or ‘how’ (Saunders et al. 2019: 187).  
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Phase 1 unstructured, spontaneous reactions and comments  

Phase 2 semi-structured stage  

Phase 3 (if the case)  informal or open-ended  

Table 10: Common interview phases. 

Figure 10: Examples of interview list of prompts. 

Whenever the interviewee highlighted an issue or aspect I had not previously 

considered, further questions often arose spontaneously and inferentially (e.g., Rubin and 

Rubin 2012; Saunders et al. 2019: 187), rendering the interview again more informal or 

open-ended (Table 10). When I received written examples of BNMs, possibly in a second 

meeting, I sometimes had the opportunity to discuss these with the interviewee and 

reconstruct with her/him the text trajectory and she/he explained their contribution to the 

text production process in more detail. In such cases, BNM texts stimulated talk and 

questions in the further interview(s). Generally, I noticed that especially in-house writers 

were very keen to talk about their responsibilities and were positively surprised of the fact 

that a researcher was interested in what they do in the workplace.  

Interview list of prompts for in-
house writers and managers 

[If not already freely 
disclosed]  

- What are your function and 
responsibilities (in the 
company)?  

- When does your company 
disclose BNMs? 

- What strategies does the 
company normally use to 
disclose it?  

- What is your role in the 
process? 

- What about your personal 
experience in the BNM 
production process? 

- Are there other colleagues of 
yours involved in the 
process? Who are they?  

- How would you define “bad 
news”? 

- Is your company using 
internal wording guidelines? 

- (Any other related topic 
could emerge during the 
interview). 

Interview list of prompts for 
communication agency staff 

[If not already freely 
disclosed] 

- Would you describe your 
function and responsibility ? 

- What kind of language 
project have you carried out 
in the company? 

- How has the project been 
structured?  

- With whom in the 
companies have you worked 
together? 

- How do you prepare the 
wording guidelines? 

- Are BNMs also considered: 
if yes, how? If not, why?  

- How would you define “bad 
news”? 

- What has your own 
experience been with BNM 
formulating?  

- (Any other related topic 
could emerge during the 
interview). 

 

Interview list of prompts 
for Authority legal 
expert(s) 

[If not already freely 
disclosed]  

- Would you describe 
your function and 
responsibility ? 

- What are the legal 
constraints imposed by 
the regulator to the 
companies?  

- How would you define 
“bad news”? 

- What has your own 
experience been with 
BNMs? 

- (Any other related topic 
could emerge during the 
interview). 
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The interviewing was conducted together with the ‘familiarisation’ and ‘data coding’ 

activities, which are part of the data analysis (Section 7.2.2.1), within a progressive and 

recursive process. Whenever I collected new data (from interviews or primary and secondary 

sources – see next session), I listened to the audio files or read very carefully the textual data 

looking for something interesting that could help me to answer the RQs or in general to better 

understand the BNM production process. Therefore, if I considered it opportune, I slightly 

modified the interview prompts or the subjects I was interested to discuss in the next 

interview.  

 A total of 50 conversations of varying length were carried out involving 35 different 

speakers altogether and a total of about 18 h of data was recorded.78  

6.3 Primary and secondary data and document analysis  

In the previous sections, I examined interviews as the main method I used in the present 

study to gain data and emic perspectives of the BNM text production process. In this section, 

I will describe other qualitative tools that – as mentioned at the end of Section 5.3 – I made 

use of, such as further primary data and secondary data analysis, and document analysis.  

According to Gibson and Brown (see also O’Leary 2017: 225), the term “primary data” 

is “typically used to refer to data that is generated either by the researcher, a research 

participant or by someone relevant to the research question”; they are “first hand” as a 

“product of a researcher’s or a research participant’s practices or reflection.” “Secondary 

data”, in contrast, are commentaries or claims made on other data by other researchers, 

reporters or commentators” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 66-67). Secondary data exist 

independently of the research study and are not generated for the research process; they can 

be found in documents, databases or online resources (O’Leary 2017: 266). According to 

O’Leary, using them offers three main kinds of benefits: 1) Saving time, energy and money 

because they are everywhere; 2) Allowing the researcher to be neutral, for example, avoiding 

that she/he affects the situation in which data are collected (e.g., when conducting an 

interview); 3) Contributing to build trust and to get people to act naturally (2017: 267-268). 

However, there are a few warnings to heed about, for example, how to verify the credibility 

                                                 

 
78 See Section 6.1.2.4 about saturation. I was not always allowed to record the interviews. Therefore, the real 
talks altogether took about 25 h (see Appendix 11.1).  
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and authenticity of the sources, especially of those online, their objectivity, verifiability and 

currency, and how to determine their relevance for the study (O’Leary 2017: 267-268).  

Specifically, when referring to the sources of the data as presented above, in 

documentary research the common term is “primary documents” (they correspond to the 

primary data), while “secondary documents” include, for example, manuals, books and 

brochures, newspapers, reports, websites, emails, diaries, governmental or institutional 

reports, previous studies (Bowen 2009: 27-28), statistics and other forms of commentary and 

similar texts which “are secondary with respect to the events and accounts with which they 

engage and on which they report” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 67).  

Using documents is a “means of social investigation and involves exploring the records 

that individuals and organizations produce” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 65). In the words of 

Yamagata-Lynch, document analysis is a qualitative data collection method in which the 

researcher analyses “documents and artifacts that participants produced or are available at 

the research site. [In doing that, researchers] often gain new contextual information that 

explains and verifies what they learn from interviews and observations” (2010: 140; 70-71). 

Indeed, as Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 189) observe, although most documents “are 

produced independently of the research study, all types [of them] can help the researcher 

uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover insights relevant to the research 

problem.”  

Bowen (2009: 28) observes how document review is often used in combination with 

other methods “to corroborate findings across data sets and thus reduce the impact of 

potential biases that can exist on a single study.” Bowen (2009: 29) also considers five 

“specific functions of documentary material” which support the use of this tool of analysis: 

1) documents (data) can provide background information and help to contextualise data 

collected during the interviews; 2) they can be a source of inspiration for further questions 

to the interviewees; 3) they produce supplementary data or information in addition to a 

knowledge base; 4) they can support verifying findings from other data sources; 5) they 

“provide a means of tracking change and development. Where various drafts of a particular 

document are accessible, the researcher can compare them to identify the changes” (Bowen 

2009: 30) – and this is especially interesting for the analysis of the BNM text production 

process.  

Following the previous definitions, besides interview data further primary data utilized 

for the present research were of three main types: 
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1) BNMs collected which included examples of both main types sent to non-business 

customers – standardised messages, and those tailored to a particular purpose or occasion 

(see Section 8.3.3.4). These unmanipulated texts in German and in Italian are generally 

copies of the originals (Section 6.1.2.3). Some are in their final form (i.e., as sent out to 

customers), while others represent particular stages of the drafting and writing process, or 

are just text blocks. For reasons of relevance in relation to the aim of the present study, no 

letters or other form of messages formulated for single private customers were considered 

but just examples of bulk or standard communications.  

This material helped me to address especially RQ1 and RQ2 and to better frame the 

interlocutors and their work activity. Indeed, they provided crucial evidence of the 

multidirectional journey of the text through the many in-house and external authors during 

the content production process (see Introduction and Section 8.3).  

2) My personal (field) notes that were taken mostly during the visits to the companies 

or after the interviews, or in particular moments when I reflected on the project or analysed 

the data.79 

3) Email exchange with interviewees to clarify or sum up what discussed during our 

talks, and discussions with communication science experts. 

Although the labels “primary” and “secondary” may indicate a rigid distinction 

between the two data and document categories according to the level of contribution in 

answering the research questions, for the present study that was not exactly the case. That is 

confirmed by the regular use I made of some secondary data and documents. Economic or 

financial newspaper and journal articles (Section 2.4), for example, helped me to better 

define and understand the market in which the companies selected are acting and to be 

regularly updated about their business and economic current affairs. During the first 

exploratory stage of the research, when I was looking for contacts in the companies, press 

news also helped to identify some potentially useful contacts (Section 5.1.1).  

Further documents I referred to were copies of authentic internal wording guidelines 

(Section 8.3.3.4) that I sometimes obtained during my company visits together with the real 

                                                 

 
79 Having a notebook is very similar to keeping what Houghton and Houghton (2018: 3523) called a “reflective 
diary” because “[g]iven that the researcher is the primary research instrument in qualitative research, a fuller 
understanding of one’s own thoughts, feelings, expectations, assumptions and emotions is essential”. Saunders 
et al. (2019: 650) suggest keeping a “research notebook” to recording ideas, reflections and “intentions for the 
direction of the research” (see also Section 7.2.1).   
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examples of BNMs. These are “routine documents, produced in the normal functioning of a 

given institution” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 72) and are usually prepared by the marketing 

departments. These documents give recommendations about how to use the (spoken and 

written) language on nearly all the most common occasions in which the company staff have 

contact with the stakeholders. These documents were useful in examining the ways in which 

companies deal with their communication. Of particular interest was looking at whether and 

how the challenge to disclose bad news to customers was considered in the guidelines or not.  

Documents I also needed to thoroughly read were acts and regulations enacted by the 

Austrian and Italian Communications Authorities and the respective legal commentaries. 

These documents were fundamental to understand the legal context in which the relationship 

between company and customers develops.  

Obtaining access to companies, carrying out interviews, and data / document collection 

altogether took nearly two years (spring/summer 2018-summer 2020).80 

6.4 Section summary  

Section 6 has provided the design applied in this study in order to collect those data necessary 

to gain more insight into the BNM text production process. Methods of data collection 

presented included interviews, as well as primary and secondary data and documents 

analysis. In the first theoretical sections, I introduced the three main types of interviews 

applied in qualitative research and argued for the use of unstructured and semi-structured 

ones in this study. I also described topic guides, questions and text instruments as tools 

usually at the researcher’s disposal for qualitative interviews, and to which extent they 

supported me during the interviews. Applying the interview technique also implied, as 

mentioned in Section 4.3 about qualitative research in general, a certain degree of reflexivity. 

Therefore, crucial aspects such as attitude towards the interviewee, (supposed) subjectivity 

of the interviewer, ethical concerns, and data representativeness were also discussed. The 

second part of the section described in detail how interviews were conducted in practice. 

Finally, primary and secondary data and document analysis were described as a further tool 

of data gathering used in the study. Section 7 will deal with the analytical approach to the 

data.  

                                                 

 
80 In my experience, such a wider and multi-methodological data collection is time- and patience-consuming 
and feasible almost only during a long-term project, as in the case of a PhD thesis (see, e.g., Weiss 1995: 11).  
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7 Data analysis  

In the present section, another central principle of the qualitative procedure will be addressed 

in somewhat greater detail: the approaches adopted to analysing the material generated by 

the use of different qualitative methods. First, considering the interviews, the section will 

provide an overview of the techniques used to prepare the audio data for the analysis. 

Second, it will address thematic analysis (TA), the method used to analyse the interview 

data. In so doing, the section will discuss different aspects such as how TA and ‘themes’ 

have been commonly understood, the reasons why the thematic approach was applied to the 

data analysis, on which type of TA the study drew, and how the analysis was carried out in 

practice. Finally, the issue of the so-called ‘validity’ and trustworthiness of the whole 

research process will also be examined.  

7.1 Preparing interview data: transcription and translation  

Before carrying out any type of qualitative data analysis, it is common practice to transcribe, 

namely to “prepare” data that originally are no written text, for example, putting audio 

recordings from interviews into written form. According to Gibson and Brown (2009: 109),  

[t]ranscription is a form of representation and must be considered as such. […] When 
researchers speak of a transcript, they are referring to a mode of representing a piece of data 
that has been gathered. Data refers to material that has been collected (or generated) in the 
course of the research, while transcription is the process of rendering that data into a new 
representational form [original italics and bold]. 

Transcripts have the important role to “help researchers to find their way around their 

data”, acting as a sort of “guide to data” (Gibson and Brown 2009: 111). Indeed, according 

to Gibson and Brown, transcripts offer a more practical way to work on the data, and can 

save researchers a lot of time instead of the lengthy process of re-playing recordings, and 

reading is often faster than listening (2009: 111). It is not essential to transcribe all (or even 

any) audio data into text form because “it may be feasible to work directly from original 

recording. However, having a detailed transcript of some, or all, of the data is often necessary 

to carry out analysis” (Robson and McCartan 2017: 471). 

In the present study, to ease processing of the recorded interviews, the original .m4a 

files have been transcribed according to simple rules. Gibson and Brown call this mode of 

orthographic transcription “unfocused” because, although it provides a relatively detailed 

overview of the whole data set, it simply “entails writing down ‘what is said’, i.e., writing 

the words that were uttered in an interview” without “focusing on particular interactional 
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aspects of the data”, of the context or of the speech (gesture, gazes, etc.) (2009: 114; 116).81 

Transcript 1), an extract from one of my interviews in German in an insurance company, 

provides a brief example of an unfocused transcription. 

Transcript 1: Extract from an interview in German, insurance company, March 2019.82 

The transcription identifies the speakers just according to their roles in the talk: 

interviewer (I) and interviewee (B)83 as names have not even been cited by using 

pseudonyms. The dash at the end of (I)’s question simply means that the question was not 

completely formulated and the question mark in brackets that the word was pronounced not 

clearly enough in the audio file and the transcriber was unsure.  

For the audio in German, I engaged a professional agency in Germany specialised, 

among other things, on transcriptions of interviews with experts from different cultural, 

technical or scientific fields. I chose this agency for four reasons: its long experience in 

                                                 

 
81 ‘Verbatim’ (word for word) account of all verbal utterances or very detailed transcripts are more common in 
discourse and especially in conversation analysis, which draws on ‘how’ things are said or done with the data 
focusing, e.g., on analysis of voice intonation, overlaps in the communication turns, pauses or other non-verbal 
features. Thematic analysis, which I used in this study (see below in this section), usually does not require the 
same level of detail (Gibson and Brown 2009: 114; Robson and McCartan 2017: 471). 
82 Here, I was asking about the possible use of text blocks when producing BNMs; the manager interviewed 
acknowledged that each department acts on its own and she is aware of qualitative differences therefore being 
possible.  
I: Or are there text blocks and everyone decides for themselves: “Okay, I think it’s better to do it that way, in 
this order, or /” 
B: I think each department does that for itself. As we weren’t born yesterday, we know there are qualitative 
differences, if you will.  
I asked for examples of these letters but not for single cases because I could not use these in the project (main 
reasons: no comparison possible; confidentiality issue). 
I: But would it be possible [to get] maybe just an example of a (? letter) in this form? For these things. So I 
mean, very general things, no individual cases or something like that, because that would be very complicated 
for me too. So, I couldn’t make a comparison and, yes, that won’t work then. 
B: I will gladly ask. However, I need a bit of time again because I work part-time. But then I would send 
something to you later (author’s translation).  
83 (I) = Interviewer (German and English); (B) = Befragte*r (German), respondent (English). 

I:  Oder gibt es Textbausteine und jeder entscheidet für sich selbst: „Okay, ich finde es besser so zu 
machen, in dieser Reihenfolge, oder/“  

B:  Ich glaube, das macht jede Fachabteilung für sich. Insofern sind wir da schon noch ein bisschen in 
der Welt, dass es qualitative Unterschiede gibt, wenn man so will.  

I:  Aber wäre möglich vielleicht nur ein Beispiel für ein (? Schreiben) in dieser Form? Für diese Sachen. 
Also ich meine ganz allgemeine Sache, keine Einzelfälle oder so, denn das wäre für mich auch sehr 
kompliziert. Also ich könnte keinen Vergleich machen und, ja, das geht nicht dann. 

B: Ich frage gerne nach. Ich brauche allerdings wieder ein bisschen Zeit, weil ich ja Teilzeit arbeite. Aber 
dann würde ich Ihnen noch was nachschicken.  
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collaboration with university researchers, its reliability (it was recommended by colleagues 

who also do interview research and had already satisfactorily worked with it), the guarantee 

offered of a careful transcription and a thorough spell check, and the confidentiality 

agreement proposed (and signed) by the agency itself under which they would have deleted 

the audio data from their server four weeks after the transcript had been created. 

I myself, on the other hand, transcribed most of the interviews carried out in Italian.  

Since I obtained also an undergraduate degree in Translation Studies (German and 

English) and I have been working for many years also as a translator, I felt confident in my 

ability to translate into English the data sets84 reported in the thesis (e.g., extracts from 

interviews and documents, or citations). Having personally conducted all the interviews, I 

was able to make a fairly exact translation of the original content. However, for some specific 

words or concepts, and to render some nuances correctly, I sometimes required the support 

in particular of two colleagues of the English Business Communication institute of my 

university, who are experts in the English language and especially the English technical 

vocabulary of the insurance and telecommunications sectors.  

7.2 Thematic analysis (TA): overview  

To be interpreted and explained, qualitative data such as transcripts from interviews can be 

analysed adopting different approaches (narrative, conversational, discourse, (linguistic) 

ethnographic, etc.), but there are no clear rules on which approach has to be chosen (e.g., 

Gray 2012: 602-603; Sage research methods 4, s.v.). However,  

there are few general principles to qualitative data analysis that should be understood and 
applied, whatever the approach to data analysis being adopted. These include analytic 
induction, the principles and practices of coding, the place of secondary data analysis and the 
reflexivity of the researcher (Gray 2014: 603). 

As previously shown, the two guide-concepts by Gray just mentioned, inductive (and 

deductive, Section 4.4) reasoning and reflexivity, inform the whole qualitative research 

process of the present study (and not just the data analysis) and have already been described 

in Section 5, while the usefulness of secondary data analysis has been discussed in Section 

6.3. In this session, I will tackle the fourth principle mentioned by Gray, the coding that, as 

                                                 

 
84 “Data corpus refers to all data collected for a particular research project, while data set refers to all the data 
from the corpus that are being used for a particular analysis” (Braun and Clarke 2006: 79).  
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a common analytical strategy in qualitative research, is also part of ‘thematic analysis (TA)’, 

the method used in the present study to analyse the data.85 

 Since the 1970s, TA has been a quite popular and broadly used form of qualitative data 

analysis especially in social sciences.86 In its basic form, it provides a systematic way to 

identify common ideas or patterns (themes) across the data that the researcher reckons to be 

pertinent in relation to the research questions. King and Brooks provide some good reasons 

for choosing it. Among other things, they mention that TA is a ‘basic’ [original quotation 

marks] method widely used in qualitative data analysis; it helps identify key themes in 

usually very rich data sets allowing that “important features of the research can be 

communicated to and understood by a wider audience”; it can be potentially broadly applied 

(different data sets, different size of data sets, from different theoretical perspectives) and 

therefore useful “to answer a wide range of research questions” (2018: 220). 

Qualitative analysis might not include thematic work, but there is no doubt that many 

approaches to analysis, although very different in aims and disciplinary affiliations, involve 

some interest in themes (Gibson and Brown 2009: 127).87 However, although widely applied 

in qualitative analysis, adopting TA may prove to be challenging because of the still 

remaining “good deal of inconsistency and confusion around the topic” and its nature (Is it 

a method or a methodology?) and its possible different interpretations or versions88 (How to 

differentiate between the approaches?) (King and Brooks 2018: 219).  

Indeed, on the one hand, there is general acceptance by scholars that TA is a distinctive 

approach (e.g., Braun and Clarke 2006; lecture online 2018) but, on the other hand, there is 

still some debate regarding whether it should not simply be considered as a set of techniques. 

Furthermore, what makes the discussion even livelier is that TA is often understood as one 

approach but it may also be interpreted as an “umbrella term” (e.g., Clarke, lecture online 

                                                 

 
85 There are differences between approaches and disciplines about how to use and how to define the terms 
‘coding’ and ‘TA’. I will return to the subject in the next Section 7.2.1. 
86 TA as a method was first developed in the 1970s by Gerald Holton, a physicist and historian of science 
(Braun and Clarke 2103: 174-178). 
87 For example – just to mention a few – Grounded Theory, thematic DA (Braun and Clarke 2006: 81) and case 
study research (Lapadat 2010: 926). TA is applied also in different fields such as qualitative business and 
management research (Cassel et al. 2018), communication research (Allen 2017) and psychology (Willig and 
Stainton 2017). 
88 For example – just to mention a few: TA (Christ 1970), “Framework Analysis” (Ritchie and Spencer 1994), 
Thematic Analysis through thematic codes and codebooks (Boyatzis 1998), “Template Analysis” (King 1998; 
King and Brooks 2017), “Thematic Networks Analysis” (Attride-Stirling 2001), “Matrix Analysis” (Nadin and 
Cassell 2004), “(Reflexive) Thematic Analysis” (Braun and Clarke 2006; 2013), and Applied Thematic 
Analysis (in grounded theory) (Guest et al. 2012). 
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2017; Peterson 2017: 1) that groups very different thematic approaches89 to data analysis 

together which differ both in terms of procedures and underlying philosophy.90 

This situation mirrors the various attempts to define TA. Some of the most common 

descriptions of TA, according to which it is labelled either as a process, a method, an 

approach or as forms of qualitative analysis, are reported below:  

Thematic analysis refers to the process of analyzing data according to commonalities, 
relationship and differences across a data set. The word ‘thematic’ relates to the aim of 
searching for aggregated themes within the data (Gibson and Brown 2009: 127).  

Researchers conducting thematic analysis look for recognizable recurring topics, ideas, or 
patterns (themes) occurring within the data that provide insight into communication (Morey 
2017: 1757). 

Thematic analysis is the process of identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data 
(Maguire and Delahunt 2017: 3252). 

At its most fundamental level, thematic analysis involves immersing oneself in the data in 
order to identify common ideas or themes that emerge based on the phenomenon under 
investigation and that resonate with the research questions posed in the study (Peterson 2017: 
1). 

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying and analysing patterns (themes) within 
qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006) and is a form of pattern recognition within the data 
(Fereday and Miur-Cochrane, 2006) (Gray 2018: 692). 

An analytic approach in qualitative research in which an analyst identifies for later retrieval 
the themes that emerge out of data such as interviews transcripts and field notes (Sage 
Research Methods 4, s.v.).  

The term ‘thematic analysis’ refers to forms of qualitative data analysis that principally focus 
on identifying, organising and interpreting themes in textual data. […] [A] theme is 
intrinsically recurrent – something distinctive and characteristic in a particular research text 
(such as an interview transcript) […] that the researcher sees as relevant to the research 
question (King and Brooks 2018: 219-220).91 

 Trying to support (novice) researchers in sorting out which version of TA best suits 

the research aims, King and Brooks argue for a first general distinction between 

“methodology-specific” and “generic” types of TA according – as the names suggest – to 

the particular philosophy and methodology they draw on (or do not) (2018: 221): “In the 

former case, one or more types of thematic analysis are used as an integral part of a wider 

                                                 

 
89 Braun and Clarke count about 30 different approaches to TA (Lecture, 2017). 
90 Picking up the most useful approach depends, according to Clarke, on the researcher and the research 
questions that have to be answered (Lecture 2017). For the approach to TA used in the present study, see the 
next section.  
91 For content analysis vs. thematic analysis of interview data, see Morse (2012: 197-198).  
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methodology” (e.g., Grounded Theory according to Corbin and Strauss (2008) includes 

some forms of TA such as open coding and axial coding) (2018: 221). Here, however, “the 

researcher cannot simply use the mechanics of the thematic method without adhering to the 

wider requirements – both philosophical and methodological – of the methodology” (King 

and Brooks 2018: 221). So, the whole methodology informs the study and therefore also the 

use of TA in the study. 

“Generic” forms of the approach, in contrast, are not tied to any one philosophical, 

theoretical and/or methodological position. According to King and Brooks, there are various 

versions of generic thematic analysis that they call ‘styles’ rather than treating them as 

distinct types (2018: 221). This is because there are significant overlaps between them. So, 

in the words of King and Brooks (2018: 230),  

styles are not discrete methods of analysis, but rather variations on a common set of key 
activities: identifying themes, coding data to them, organising them into some kind of structure 
and producing an interpretation of the data. 

For the present study, I selected a ‘generic’ style of TA that I will describe in the next 

sections.  

7.2.1 TA according to Braun and Clarke (2006)  

Among the different ‘generic’ conceptualisations (or ‘styles’ according to King and Brooks 

2018 as discussed in the previous section) of TA, maybe the most influential one is that 

introduced in 2006 by Braun and Clarke in their seminal paper Using thematic analysis in 

psychology. According to Google Scholar, the paper has 94,700 citations (as of March 2021) 

and is the most cited academic paper published in 2006 (see Victoria Clarke on Google 

Scholar) which signalises the increasing interest in TA in the last few years.92 According to 

the paper, TA is  

a method of identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within [qualitative] data. It 
minimally organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail (Braun and Clarke 2006: 79).  

                                                 

 
92 Braun and Clarke, after publishing the original academic paper, have continued to do research on TA and 
their understanding of the topic has developed and shifted. As they have said in numerous talks and lectures in 
the last few years (e.g., recorded university lectures, 2017 and 2018) and papers (2016; 2019), their thinking 
and ideas have evolved, especially regarding how their approach fits or to what extent it differs (e.g.; 
procedures) from the many others varieties of TA. They have also addressed common misconceptions and 
confusions about their thematic analysis “style” as phrased in 2006, which they now rather call “reflexive” TA 
(2019).  
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In the paper, Braun and Clarke argued that, although it has been often claimed that TA 

is used as a way to identify “themes” in the data, “there is no clear agreement about what 

thematic analysis is and how you go about doing it” (2006: 79; see also 2013: 178). Thus, 

they wanted to give their own perspective on the approach and “to write an accessible guide 

to doing TA that really captures the spirit of qualitative inquiring” (Braun and Clarke, lecture 

online 2018). Their aim was to give explicit acknowledgement to the TA’s quality approach 

through “clarity on process and practice” (2006: 80; 2018).93  

In doing that, Braun and Clarke first observe that identifying themes and patterns 

across qualitative data – the core concept of TA – is a feature shared with other different 

theories or approaches such as grounded theory (GT), ‘thematic’ discourse analysis (DA), 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), thematic decomposition analysis (2006: 

80). However, what is distinctive about their interpretation of TA, compared to the above-

mentioned analytical approaches, is that Braun and Clarke argue that TA is a method, a way 

to analyse and make sense of what is going on in the data, rather than a methodology (Clarke, 

lecture online 2017) (Section 4.1.2.2). According to the authors, the other approaches 

mentioned “are in essence methodologies, theoretically informed frameworks for research 

that delimit the kind of questions you ask, the kind of data you collect, how you sample, the 

analysis procedures, the theoretical underpinnings of your research, etc. They are a sort of 

‘all package’” (Clarke, lecture online 2017) or in the words of King and Brooks (2018) 

“methodology-specific” TA (see the previous section).  

TA (by Braun and Clarke),94 in contrast, is used as an analytical tool and consequently 

“it is not tied to any pre-existing particular epistemological or theoretical framework” (Braun 

and Clarke 2006: 81; 2016: 191; see also Maguire and Delahunt 2017: 3352). This unique 

characteristic makes this version of TA, although originally developed by Braun and Clarke 

in psychology research, flexible enough to be applied in different research fields, under 

different theoretical frameworks and with different aims (Braun and Clarke 2013: 178). 

Indeed, TA has been taken up in different ways (e.g., deductive/inductive data driven 

approach; experimental/critical or (critical) realist/constructionist orientation), together with 

                                                 

 
93 Following Braun and Clarke (2013), Maguire and Delahunt point out that clear indications are needed on 
how to actually do qualitative analysis and that not focusing on the rigour of the practical process can often 
diminish the credibility of TA (2017: 3352). 
94 In the present dissertation, “TA” refers to the analytical method as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006; 
2012; 2013; 2016; 2018).  
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several different methodological approaches (e.g., ethnography and applied research), and 

to analyse different data types (interviews, focus groups, qualitative surveys, media text, 

etc.) since “there is no ‘ideal’ data type in TA” (Braun et al 2016: 193; Braun and Clarke, 

lecture online 2018). TA may be applied “to single texts, a collection of similar texts or a 

variety of texts regarding a similar phenomenon or time period” (Allen 2017, online) but 

also to audio or video data (previously transcribed and so transformed into text). The results 

could be different, thus confirming the valued adaptability of the approach (as already 

discussed). 

This does not mean that the researcher does not have to engage him/herself with 

questions about the theoretical approach to be followed. Indeed, in the words of Braun and 

Clarke “TA is theoretically flexible, but not atheoretical” (lecture online 2018). Drawing on 

the research design and questions, it is the researcher who decides where to locate TA within 

her/his reference theory and it is the researcher’s choice how to use TA and to explain the 

reasons for the decision (Braun and Clarke, lecture online 2018). Therefore, Braun and 

Clarke claim that TA is fully qualitative not just because of the use of qualitative tools and 

techniques, but also because it is underpinned by qualitative philosophy (Braun and Clarke, 

lecture online 2018).95  

Another characteristic that has made TA increasingly popular for the last fifteen years 

is that the method proposed by Braun and Clarke is relatively easy and quick to learn (see 

next section) and so accessible also to researchers with little or no experience of qualitative 

research (2006: 77). Indeed, “[i]t provides a way into qualitative research that teaches the 

mechanics of coding and analysing qualitative data systematically, which can then be linked 

to broader theoretical or conceptual issues” (Braun and Clarke 2012: 58). Braun and Clarke 

further claim that their approach to TA is a robust method for those wishing to do descriptive 

but also interpretative work (Braun et al. 2016: 191). 

                                                 

 
95 Consequently, depending on the philosophy underpinning the research progression, TA can be interpreted 
in different ways. Referring to the broad exploratory approach and the formulated research questions of the 
present thesis, I consider TA as a constructionist method “which examines the ways in which events, realities, 
meanings, experiences, and so on are the effects of a range of discourses operating within society, […] a method 
that works both to reflect reality and to unpick or unravel the surface of ‘reality’” (Braun and Clarke: 79, 81).  
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Hence, going back to what I mentioned at the beginning of the present section, Braun 

and Clarke recognised the potentiality of TA but were also somehow disappointed. Indeed, 

according to the two authors, the description of how researchers had till then applied TA in 

practice was not accurate, convincing and sound enough. Therefore, they wanted to give “a 

foundation and a set of procedures for TA” (Braun et al 2016: 191) and proposed in their 

original article (2006) a “6-phases guide to performing TA” (Table 11).  

Table 11: Phases of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006: 87). 

The themes process is presented in different subsequent phases, but the “fluid nature” 

(Morse 2012: 197) of the themes makes the process in practice more dynamic and 

characterised by repeated back and forth movements of the researcher throughout the 

different phases (Braun and Clarke 2006: 86). As Braun and Clarke point out, the phases 

represent just a starting point to TA. But they are no rigid rules that fix the researcher to a 

strict procedure according to which she/he has first to conclude a step, then go further, 

conclude the second step, then go further and so on (2018).96 In contrast, Braun et al. liken 

the progression through TA with “following a hose through long grass, where you cannot 

clearly see the way ahead, and the path is not direct: sometimes you move forwards; other 

times you coil back on yourself” (2016: 196) (Figure 11).  

                                                 

 
96 This approach, which usually characterises basic qualitative research, informs the present study strongly, as 
described in the sections above on exploratory research and interviewing as a method of data collection.  

1 
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Figure 11: A hose in the grass. Source: https://www.alamy.com (accessed 05-20-2021). 

With this metaphor, the authors highlight the recursive, not linear and reflexive nature 

of TA and also the creative and active role of the researcher who ponders and makes 

conscious choices throughout the whole analytic process. Indeed, the process involves 

analysing the data when they have been collected, going back over earlier data and analysis 

when refining the coding when new data are collected (Saunders et al. 2019: 652). Therefore, 

although Braun et al. describe TA as a method, they call it more precisely “a way [original 

italics] to analyse data, rather than a whole framework – these steps must not be followed in 

robotic repetition, without thought and deliberation” (2016: 196).  

This perspective is also the main argument put forward by Braun and Clarke to reply 

to some criticisms of TA. Indeed, despite the growing acceptance of TA, in recent years 

there have been worries that TA may not be a method in its own right, may not be 

sophisticated enough or cannot perform such interesting results as GT or other more 

theoretical approaches. Braun and Clarke are aware of that and counter these doubts, 

reassuring that TA can indeed be as sophisticated as the researcher likes. Indeed, the key 

factor in TA (and always when doing qualitative research) is not the procedures the 

researcher draw on but the researcher her/him self. The researcher is the only one who can 

make the research conceptional (Braun and Clarke, lecture online 2018).  

According to Braun et al. (2016: 193), TA remains an excellent analytical tool because 

 [i]t can provide analyses of people’s experiences in relation to an issue, or the factors and 
processes that underlie and influence particular phenomena. It can identify patterns in people’s 
(reported) practices or behaviors related to, or their views and perspectives on, a certain issue. 

Since TA is commonly used to analyse qualitative data such as interviews, especially 

when the aim is to discover “commonalities, relationships and differences across a data set” 

https://www.alamy.com/
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(Gibson and Brown 2009: 127) and aspects of interviewees’ views, opinions, knowledge or 

experience (e.g., Scribbr 4: n.p.) it appeared well-suited to my research purposes.  

7.2.2 TA according to Braun and Clarke: application  

7.2.2.1 Familiarising yourself with your data 

Following the TA method (by Braun and Clarke), I went through the “familiarising yourself 

with your data”-phase (Table 11) usually dedicated to looking at becoming familiar with the 

data collected so far. I had already begun this stage when, as suggested by Robson and 

McCartan, I “check[ed] the transcripts [of the interviews] against the original recordings for 

accuracy” (2017: 471). Indeed, listening to the audio files in German and in the meantime 

looking over the transcripts of the commissioned agency (Section 7.1) was the opportunity 

to approach my own data and to begin the analysis (Gibbs 2019: n.p.; Saunders et al. 2019: 

652-653). A similar form of immersion in the data was the transcription of most of the 

interviews in Italian, which I did myself. 

To “unpack the data” (Braun and Clarke, lecture online 2018; Robson and McCartan 

2016: 471), I actively read and re-read the data, approaching them as analytically and 

critically as possible, starting to reflect on them and to make sense of them. I also made 

personal notes (an activity carried on through the entire analysis process) for my first ideas 

and conjectures (Section 6.3).  

7.2.2.2 Generating initial codes 

During or after reading available transcriptions closely and repeatedly, clarifying emails 

from the interviewees and listening to the audio files, I then began to highlight anything that 

surprised or struck me as (potentially) relevant in answering the research questions. I used 

coloured clips, marker pens, notes markers and post-it notes for comments and observations 

(e.g., Braun and Clarke 2006: 89; Copland and Creese 2015: 35; Braun et al. 2016: 196; 

Peterson 2017: 8). Doing so, I manually selected text extracts97 across the data, grouped 

them together under common, summarising meanings and assigned them (or generated for 

                                                 

 
97 An extract of data refers to a unit of data, which in turn, as my examples below will show, “may be a number 
of words, a line of a transcript, a sentence, a number of sentences or other chunk of textual data.” The size is 
determined by the meaning of the unit (Saunders et al. 2019: 653). Braun and Clarke suggest that data without 
relevance for the RQs do not need to be coded at all (2013 210). 
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them) appropriate codes or what Braun and Clarke (2006) call “initial codes” (see some 

transcribed examples in Tables 12 to 17 below). A code is a pithy label [in practice a word 

or a short describing phrase] applied to a segment of data, which captures the content and its 

analytic relevance (Braun et al. 2019: 195). In short, “what is interesting about this [extract 

of] data” (Braun and Clarke lecture online 2018; Saunders et al. 2019: 653). Segments of 

data and text can be tagged with one or more codes or can be left untagged if not considered 

useful for the RQs (Braun et al 2019: 195).98 Typical things I coded were, for example: 

- acts and behaviours (what interviewees did or said) 

- activities (of longer duration and with many people involved) 

- strategies, practices or tactics (activities aimed towards BNM production, for example 

asking for a legal opinion) 

- meanings (how interviewees reported the events and with which words or concepts) 

- interactions and relationships (e.g., with other colleagues or external collaborators) 

- conditions and constraints (things and situations that restricted the interviewees’ 

activity) and 

- settings (the entire context under study) (Robson and McCartan 2016: 472-473). 

Coding is an important part of data analysis because data may include many meanings 

and coding is necessary to comprehend them through a categorisation that is somehow 

systematic but open enough to allow the continuous management and rearrangement of the 

codes themselves (Saunders et al. 2019: 653). Indeed, as described in the previous section, 

TA is not a linear process. So, for the present study I coded the data not all at once just at 

the end, but during the whole gathering activity. As further interviews were conducted, and 

I learnt more about the BNM production, for example, I constantly reviewed earlier 

interviews (Section 6.2) and the coding of extracts from them in an iterative, explorative 

process.99 Thus, on finding that certain phrases or concepts seemed especially relevant and 

revealing, I incorporated the underlying concepts into new interview prompts (e.g., Morse 

2012), and, if appropriate, I assigned them a new code. Alternatively, if they had something 

                                                 

 
98 In Table 12 for example., the market and wording manager of an insurance company describing a stage of 
the BNMs text production process mentions the possible need for a “renegotiation round”. I coded this as one 
of the many stages of the process, but also as a new interesting element helping to give deeper insights into the 
process (new interesting element) 
99 Houghton and Houghton (2018: 3521) suggest to novice qualitative researchers that “it is crucial that time 
is set aside for reflection and development of in-depth understanding […] as crucial for quality.” Therefore, 
the written data were re-read several times during the process, but at certain intervals.  
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in common with aspects of previous interviews, I included them under existing codes. This 

helped me to restructure and gradually perfect data labelling and to generate new interview 

questions that were either more targeted and precise or confirmatory in nature. No use was 

made of dedicated software programs (e.g., N-vivo).  

In addition, immediately after an interview, I usually took notes (on a notebook) about 

particulars that I found remarkable and I regularly registered observations, questions, ideas, 

and reflections about the content of the meetings that I already had. These personal notes, 

too, often helped me to rearrange and to increasingly perfect the data labelling and to 

generate new questions for the interviews. 

According to Saunder et al., when applying an inductive approach, it is common to 

code all the data (or as much as possible) to capture every possible meaning and nuance. As 

shown in previous sections, the inductive approach seemed also appropriate for an 

exploratory study like the present one in which a lot of time was spent on coding and, in 

doing so, focusing the research more sharply (2019: 653). However, while all data are 

potentially interesting, the RQs may provide support in selecting which data to code. 

I analysed the data applying “empirical codes”, namely codes generated from the exploration 

of the data themselves (opposed to “a priori codes” that are derived from existing theory and 

are therefore pre-defined) (Gibson and Brown 2009: 130) in combination with actual terms 

used by the participants (Saunders et al. 2019: 655; Robson and McCartan 2016: 472). More 

precisely, Braun and Clarke differentiate between the ‘semantic’ approach to TA and so to 

codes and themes (as will be shown later in this section) and the ‘latent’ one. The former 

captures the semantic meaning (or content) of the data, reflecting how the counterparts see 

the world, what is their perspective and which language they use (2013: 207). Drawing on 

the semantic approach, for example, I identified the manifest content of the themes “within 

the explicit […] meanings of the data” (Braun and Clarke 2006: 84). The ‘latent’ approach, 

in contrast, goes beyond the surface and “captures the assumptions and ideas that the more 

surface meaning relies on” (Braun and Clarke Lecture online 2018). The separation between 

the two codes is not rigid, “and in practice codes can and do have both elements” (Braun and 
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Clarke 2013: 207). During my coding phase, I generated both codes, as for example, Table 

12 shows.100 
Data: clarifying email extract  Codes   Codes meaning  
A  ‘renegotiation round’  may be 
called involving actuary, legal, 
market departments and corporate 
communications, if the text has lost 
its comprehensibility for the 
customer due to the intervention of 
actuary and legal departments, 
namely its readability has been 
noticeably restricted. 
This final version is often a 
compromise solution  because 
certain information or text elements 
are required from an insurance 
[technical] or legal point of view. 
 

• Many departments involved 
in the process, technical too 

• Different production process 
stages: renegotiations and 
intervention of technical 
departments 

• Awareness of the language 
comprehensibility and of the 
fact that it could be 
challenging for the 
customers;  

• Awareness of its possible 
reasons: the intervention of 
technical and legal 
departments 

• ‘Renegotiation round’: 
different opinions and 
perspectives need to be 
negotiated; they want to find 
a common solution; deeper 
insights into the process 
(new interesting element!) 

• Compromise solution: 
deeper insights into the 
process (new interesting 
element!) 

• Legal requirements 

 The codes describe 
information that helps to 
answer especially RQ1 and 
RQ2 and to give insights into 
RQ3.  
Information regarding which 
departments are involved in 
the BNM text production 
process (green highlight), the 
description of some stages of 
the process (grey highlight).  
Some codes describe new 
elements that I found for the 
first time in this interview 
and which I could verify in 
the next interviews (in this 
specific company) (red). 
Others are linked with text 
comprehensibility of BNMs: 
one with the issue of BNMs 
(green) and one with 
potential reasons for the lack 
of comprehensibility (yellow 
highlight).  

Table 12: Example (1) of coding in TA (Extract source: Wording and market manager, insurance company, 
Austria, clarifying email, July 2018, author’s translation).  

Data: interview extract  Codes   Codes meaning  
Yes, like in large companies, yes, I 
think we did the draft and all that, 
and have already said that we are 
responsible for it in the end. We 
have the legal department, the 
regulatory department, the press 
office, and that’s about it. And of 
course, we also have what we did, of 
course, so we always optimize the 
writing a little, right? Because we 

• Many departments involved 
in the process  

• Different stages of the 
production process: CRM 
responsible for drafting and 
editing 

• Final responsibility  

 Each code describes 
information that helps to 
answer especially RQ1 and 
RQ2.  
Information about what 
departments are involved in 
the BNM text production 
process (green highlight), the 
description of some stages of 
the process (grey highlight), 

                                                 

 
100 In Table 12, for example, codes highlighted in grey and green are more ‘semantic’ as they are based on what 
the manager has written in the mail. In contrast, the codes written in green are more ‘latent’ because they are 
based on my own interpretation of the manager’s claim.  
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listen, we also control this special 
call centre. 

or specifications on the final 
responsibility for the text (in 
this specific company) 
(yellow highlight).  

Table 13: Example (2) of coding in TA (Extract source: Senior customer relations manager, 
telecommunications service provider, Germany, interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation). 

Data: interview extract  Codes   Codes meaning  
B: That the employees just write, 
yes? And it always gets tricky when 
it comes to contractual matters, 
where there is also a legal aspect, 
yes? Then it has to, it has to be 
anyway, in our company, that 
documents have to be coordinated 
with the legal department.  
 

[…] 
 

In a sense. But the company needs to 
share this (bad) news. 
 

B: Yes, it depends. No, a premium 
increase is usually / can only be 
made if it is an index increase. So 
that’s right/ 
 

I: Yes, it has to be like that, so / 
 

B: No, the customer also agrees. 
This condition is explicitly stated in 
the sales pitch. What happens of 
course is that customers may not 
know exactly anymore, yes? And 
what you have to do is natural, and 
we do that too, i.e., when the 
premium is increased, we adjust the 
index [Is usually inflation], because 
then the benefit is also adjusted. So 
we’ve always tried the advantage / 
So first of all, especially with the 
index adjustment, we remind the 
consumer that we agreed on this 
during the pitch [and contract].  
 

[…] 
 

B: … the concern is always the issue 
of liability, right? FMA [Austrian 
Financial Market Authority, TN] has 
expanded the information 
obligation for us many times over. 
In some cases, even formulations are 
given. Let me now say that, in our 

• Legal requirements 
especially in contracts 

 
 
 
• Role of the legal department 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Common BNMs: Indexation 

BUT it is usually 
contractually agreed (= the 
customer is aware); however, 
this bad news must be 
disclosed 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• BNM authors: role of external 

writers, the authority can 
prescribe texts (!). These are 
not easily comprehensible for 
the customers; the insurance 
companies are not allowed to 
reformulate them; they must 
use them in the letter to the 
customers and possibly 
explain the content to the 
customers 

 The codes describe 
information that helps to 
answer especially RQ2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some codes describe new 
elements that may be linked 
with text comprehensibility 
of BNMs: the role of the legal 
department and the market 
authority (the regulator) 
(purple) and potential 
reasons for the lack of 
comprehensibility (yellow 
highlight). 
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experience, they are difficult to 
understand for the consumer. But 
you are not allowed to reformulate it 
now, we have to, every insurance 
company must take this paragraph 
and explain it better either above or 
below [of the text formulated by 
FMA], right? 
 

[…] 
 

I: Which are the most involved 
departments? [in the BNM 
production process] 
 

B: Yes, as I said before, contract and 
damage are the most… and the cash 
management because of the dunning 
and the invoices or something like 
that, but those are the three main 
departments.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Departments most involved 

in the process 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Information about what 
departments are involved in 
the BNM text production 
process (green highlight). 
 

Table 14: Example (3) of coding in TA (Extract source: Head of market research, insurance company, Austria, 
interview, Jan. 2019, author’s translation). 

Data: interview extract  Codes   Codes meaning  
I: who writes these texts? 
 

CVM: In both cases (increase in 
telephone-bill fees and problems in 
providing a service) and by text 
messages attached to the bill (‘post-
paid customers’), on the website and 
through text messages, we give the 
start, we from the CVM [customer 
value management, TN], the group 
that manages the customer base. 
Knowing the scenario and the ways 
of solution, we begin to draft a text, 
a text message (with the limit of the 
number of digits compared to a 
communication on the invoice 
which can be a little more elaborate 
and you can go into a little more 
detail. The process is usually this: 
also based on our past experience 
we write down a draft of the text that 
we share with the corporate lawyers 
[…] and always also with the 
colleagues from the ‘regulatory’ [the 
regulatory affairs department, TN].  

• Departments involved in the 
process  

• Different stages of the 
production process: CVM 
begin the process, followed 
by the legal and complain 
departments  

• Common BNMs: increase in 
fee; bad service affecting a 
big number of customers for 
a long while  

• Means to disclose BNMs: 
bill, text message, and the 
company’s website 

 The codes describe 
information that helps to 
answer especially RQ1 and 
RQ2.  
 
 
 
Information about what 
departments are involved in 
the BNM text production 
process (green highlight), the 
description of some stages of 
the process (grey highlight), 
means to disclose BNMs 
(purple highlight), what 
BNMs are about (purple).  
 
  
 

Table 15: Example (4) of coding in TA (Extract source: CVM manager, telecommunications service provider, 
Italy, interview, Feb. 2019, author’s translation). 



147 

 

 Data: interview extract  Codes   Codes meaning  
B: Exactly. And just that you have a 
picture of us. And we are also on the 
organizational chart, communication 
is where I work, I am in the Hire and 
Corporate Development department 
and that is part of the Corporate 
Development and Personnel 
Development division. That means 
that communication does not have a 
management function in this form, 
which has an overview of everything, 
but we are technical experts who are 
consulted on a point-by-point basis. 
That is probably relevant to know that 
/ or for you to understand that a lot has 
grown historically in the house. And 
we are currently in the process of 
standardizing the topics, 
standardizing the language, 
developing a corporate language, 
developing a certain tone of voice. 
 

[…] 
 

B: Yes. So it is, I would say now, it is 
a, hum, we tried to bring it really 
bottom-up into the house. Well, the 
process is such that really the 
specialist departments as technical 
experts are responsible for the content 
of the texts. This is not - we already 
spoke briefly on the phone - that 
communication looks over all letters 
regularly. We couldn’t even have the 
manpower. We are one and a half 
people. (I: Yes.) In critical cases, 
sensitive cases selectively. For 
complicated complaints. Or if we have 
the feeling that a correspondence is 
perhaps already a bit lost, that helps 
now, if you bring in someone as a 
neutral body, then communication 
takes care of that. But by default, we 
are not involved in any 
correspondence. (I: Okay.) And back 
then we had that / There were not 
inconsiderable differences in how the 
departments write. There were always 
text blocks that were generated 
differently from the system. 
 

• Communication is often 
responsible for BNMs 

• Communication is part of 
the Corporate 
Development and 
Personnel Development 
division 

• Communication people are 
no managers but staff 
personnel (in this 
company); they are 
considered as a technical 
department  

• Awareness of the 
importance of the 
language; they are working 
on a standard corporate 
language and on the 
corporate ToV  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• The language project is 

bottom-up 
• Responsible for the text 

content are the technical 
experts 

• The communication 
department has not enough 
resources to check all the 
letters that are sent to the 
customers; they are 
involved just in sensitive 
cases before the situation 
escalates 

• They usually work with 
text blocks  

 
 
 

 The codes describe 
information that helps to 
answer especially RQ1 and 
RQ2.  
 
 
 
 
 
Precise information about the 
Communication department 
and its responsibilities (bold 
and yellow highlight); some 
departments involved in the 
BNM text production process 
(green highlight), new 
elements that I found for the 
first time in this interview 
and which I could verify in 
the next interviews (in this 
specific company) (red). 
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[…] 
 

I: What about bad news? 
 

B: This was really daily business. 
And communication of bad news, it 
now depends on whether it is 
company-side, then of course the 
communication department is 
engaged, depending on how critical 
and which coverage we expect, we 
also have a PR agency. We work 
closely together with marketing across 
all departments so that we can 
communicate the right words clearly 
and uniformly across all channels - 
definitely that. But that is not / it is 
then / 
 

I: yes. For example, a reminder, for 
example a / 
 

B: Oh. 
 

I: yes. Wait a minute, I have 
something typical for / termination of 
the division, adjustment of the 
pension factor, that sort of thing. Or 
a premium increase, in certain cases 
that happens, such bad news. 
 

B: Oh, okay. Yes. But are still in daily 
business. And if it is now about / If it 
escalates, I now say, for example, 
about a complaint, about the media, 
then it’s back to us. 
 

I: No, no, no complaints.  

 
 
 
 

• BNMs as daily business 
• Communication 

department involved just in 
critical situations [= no 
cases the present study is 
interested in!] 

• In very sensitive cases 
collaboration with a PR 
agency 

• Communication and 
marketing work together 

 
 
 
 
 
 
• Very specific and common 

BNMs, too are still 
considered daily business 

 
 
 
 
 
• Easy to link BNMs and 

complaints 
• No complaints 
 

Table 16: Example (5) of coding in TA (Extract source: Corporate communication & CR, HR & corporate 
development, (small) insurance company, Austria, interview, March 2019, author’s translation). 
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Data: interview extract  Codes   Codes meaning  
B: As an authority, we have dealt with it 
[transparency issue] a little bit because 
we used to observe very often that 
unpleasant texts are ultimately 
worded more and more obscure, so to 
speak, when a legal interest is intended 
the other issue is the danger of ‘cover 
up’ [German: Verschleierungsgefahr] 
 

[…]  
 

Do you know the ‘MitV’? [Information 
Requirements Ordinance (2012) that 
regulates the level of detail, content and 
form of communications to the final 
customers]  
According to European guidelines, it is 
just the case that operators of 
telecommunications and Internet 
services can unilaterally change the 
terms of the contract and also the fees. 
[…] 
 

[The corporate lawyer and I looking 
together at the text of the Information 
Requirements Ordinance (MitV) 2012] 
This layout comes from us. This is then 
required by law. This is actually the 
case. Originally it was only stated that 
the content of these changes had to be 
communicated to the customer. And 
originally the customer received a five-
page advertising folder and on page four 
it said at the bottom: “We are also 
changing our contractual conditions for 
fees.”  
 

• BNMs to private customers 
are also within the scope of 
the authority 

• Problem with unpleasant 
texts: they have been 
unclearly formulated  

 
 
 
 
 
 
• Telecommunications service 

providers can unilaterally 
change the contract terms 
and the fee amount (new 
interesting element!) 

 
 
 
 
• The authority prescribes 

very precisely layout and 
text of communications 
about changes in contracts 
(new interesting element!) 

• Previously, BNMs were 
disclosed through ads-
folders: customers often 
overlooked them 

• Need for customer 
protection (watchdog)  

 The codes describe 
information that helps to 
answer RQ1 and RQ2 and 
to give insights into RQ3.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some codes describe new 
elements that I found for 
the first time in this 
interview (red), for 
example,  
information regarding the 
role of the regulator.  
 

Table 17: Example (6) of coding in TA (Extract source: Legal expert, Austrian Regulatory Authority for 
Broadcasting and Telecommunications, interview, December 2018, author’s translation).  
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Further examples of codes from interviews with the different counterparts are reported 

in Tables 18-20.  

 

Codes generated from the transcript analysis of interviews with company managers and 
corporate lawyers or from secondary data and documents  
• Creation of “BNM team” with different number of participants according to internal 

organisation and type of BNMs 
• Content and text production process as a “document cycling” process  
• Tensions between marketing and legal departments (but not at a personal level) when writing 

to the customers 
• Using text blocks 
• Using wording guidelines but with little mention of BNMs 
• Need to incorporate corporate values in the corporate language 
• Complying with legal requirements 
• Key role of the insurance and telecommunications market regulation authorities in the BNM 

text production process 
• Role of external communication agencies in supporting or optimising the corporate 

communication strategy especially when writing to customers  
• Most common reasons for delivering BNMs 
• Rational and emotional dimensions of bad news  
• Relationship to customers through touchpoints 

Table 18: Examples of codes generated from the transcript analysis of interviews with company managers and 
lawyers or from secondary data and documents  

 

Codes generated from the transcript analysis of interviews with communication agencies 
who had worked with the companies of interest 
• Need to work together with the companies on or to provide corporate wording guidelines 
• Awareness of (language) tone and tonality  
• Role of the top management in corporate language issues  
• Constraints from the legal frameworks 
•  Customer participation in the BNM production process 
• Cautious approach to plain language in the companies 
• Organisation of internal workshops during language-comprehensibility projects 
• Resistance [to changes] of some departments (especially the legal dept.)  
• Use of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (especially of the level 

B1) as a benchmark for corporate language comprehensibility 
 

Table 19: Examples of codes generated from the transcript analysis of interviews with communication agencies 
who had worked with the companies of interest. 
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Codes generated from the transcript analysis of interviews with the Austrian Regulatory 
Authority for Broadcasting and Telecommunications  
• Telecommunications service providers can unilaterally change the contracts terms 
• Usually, unpleasant texts have been unclearly formulated 
• Need for customer protection 
• The authority prescribes very precisely layout and text of communications about changes in 

contracts 
• Customers do not like too bureaucratically formulated communications, which is annoying 
• More and more efforts of the operators to formulate understandably and in a comprehensible 

manner 
• Extremely competitive market 
• EU guidelines are strictly interpreted by the single countries 
• Tendency towards better information for the customers 
• Comprehensibility plays a key role in the BNM text formulation  
• The increase in tariff is perceived by customers as the worst news 
• Indexation clause  

Table 20: Examples of codes generated from the transcript analysis of interviews with the Austrian Regulatory 
Authority for Broadcasting and Telecommunications 

7.2.2.3 Searching for themes 

Up to this point, I had a long list of codes that I needed to manage, select and organise further. 

Braun and Clarke call this analytical phase “searching for themes” (Table 11). Indeed, 

according to Braun and Clarke, codes are “analytic identities which the researcher clusters 

then together to generate themes” and so to identify ‘higher level’ patterns (Lecture 2018). 

Braun and Clarke introduce two ways to identify themes in the data: inductive and deductive. 

The latter means – as seen below for the ‘a priori codes’ – that the researcher, drawing on 

existing theory or knowledge, looks at the data expecting to find predetermined themes. 

Through the inductive approach, in contrast, the researcher draws on the data themselves 

which are not part of pre-existing coding frame (2006:83-84). Given the general project 

design and the explorative approach in carrying out the interviews and gathering the data – 

as already mentioned previously – the inductive way seemed the most appropriate also for 

searching for and generating themes.  

 In practice, in reviewing and categorising the coded texts, I collated and inductively 

combined different codes under overarching and aggregated potential categories (themes) 

which appeared relevant (to me) in addressing the research questions (Braun and Clarke 

2006: 82; see also Gibson and Brown 2009: 127-128; Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 17; 

Peterson 2017: 1). As suggested by Braun and Clarke, I applied themes reflecting on what 

were “the bigger patterns of meaning caught through the data set”, so not just the more 

frequent patterns, but also ideas, meanings, concepts, and so on (lecture 2018). In other 
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words, I looked for “patterns and relationships in the list of codes to create a short list of 

themes (with central organising concepts) that relate to the RQs” (Saunders et al. 2019: 657; 

see also Braun and Clarke 2013: 225).  

 Typical techniques I used to identify themes were, for example, looking for potential 

repetition (topics that occurred and reoccurred), “indigenous categories” (terms that the 

interviewees used in an unfamiliar way or context, for example, terms like “negotiation” or 

“compromise” when speaking of a text), and “theory-related material” (e.g., RQs can be 

used to suggest possible themes) (Robson and McCartan 2016: 474-475). The ultimate aim 

was to work deeply on the coded texts, and interpret those relevant themes, in an attempt to 

identify their potential significance in addressing the RQs and how those significances were 

connected (Braun and Clarke 2006: 86). 

7.2.2.4 Reviewing, and defining and naming themes 

Throughout the themes’ development and refinement process, which corresponds to the 

phases 3-4 of the TA-6-phases model by Braun and Clarke (2006) (Table 11), themes of a 

provisional nature (“candidate”) were then reviewed. I did this when, for example, through 

repeated comparison between them and again with the codes something missed or needed to 

be updated, or when I realised that some themes were not really so or could be separated or 

grouped together (Figure 12). In this stage of the analytical process, certain questions were 

helpful, such as: Is this a theme (or just a code)? Does the central organising concept tell me 

something meaningful about a pattern in the data, in relation to my RQs? Are there enough 

(meaningful) data to support this theme? How does this theme contribute to the overall story? 

(Braun and Clarke 2013: 226). 

Figure 12: Example of the “thematic analysis” method according to Braun and Clarke (2006) in practice.  

I pondered each answer and decision as carefully as possible, but a degree of 

subjectivity is inevitable (Section 4.3). As observed above, this is because of the active role 
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of the researcher in analysis. Relating to this, as Braun et al. strongly emphasise, themes do 

not passively ‘emerge’ (common language of GT) on their own from the data like, for 

example, bubbles in cooking water.101 In contrast, “the analysis is produced through the 

intersection of your theoretical assumptions, disciplinary knowledge, research skills and 

experience, and the content of the data themselves” (2016: 196; 2006: 80). Analysis is an 

active process, built and led by the researcher. So, as Braun and Clarke claim, themes are 

generated by the researcher. Given that there is no precise theoretical indication about when 

to stop generating and refining (codes and) themes, I decided to stop when the refinements 

“were not adding anything substantial” anymore (Braun and Clarke 2006: 92) (Table 21).  

For the present study, key themes identified during the analysis were: 
 

Key themes and subthemes generated according to the RQs 

− What are BNMs; how is bad news 
defined in the companies considered 

− BNM authors: team, lone authors and the 
market regulatory authority; in-house 
authors and role of the wording manager; 
prominent role of the legal and 
regulatory affairs department(s); external 
actors such as communication agencies 
and customers 

− The BNM text production process: 
document cycling as writing strategy; 
staff and line managers; institutional and 
linguistic frameworks (content, legal, 
corporate language); tensions and 
compromises between authors; impact of 
the market authority on the BNM text 
production process (layout and wording 
prescriptions) 

− (Possible) companies’ awareness of the 
impact of the BNM text production 
process on the relationship to customers  

RQ1: How are BNMs produced in practice by 
companies in the specific service sectors of 
insurance and telecommunications? 
 
 
RQ2: Which actors are involved in producing 
the content of such BNMs, to what extent, and 
within which (linguistic) frameworks? 
 
 
 
 
RQ3: Does the BNM production process impact 
the effectiveness of the message in terms of 
comprehensibility and intended action on the 
part of the recipients? 

 

 

Table 21: Key themes generated during the analysis  

Producing developed and final visual “thematic maps” (Braun and Clarke 2006: 87) 

helped me to have an immediate and comprehensive visual representation of the generated 

                                                 

 
101 In the original paper (2006), Braun and Clarke use the expression “searching for themes”. In recent years, 
realising that the verb “to search for” could evoke the idea of a model to discover themes that are waiting to 
emerge in the data, they have shifted their language to a more active one and use “to identify” (2013: 225) or 
“to generate” themes instead (lecture 2018).  
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themes when I grouped the patterns (the generated themes) according to their relevance in 

answering the RQs (see Figures 13 to 15).  

As final stages, the TA model by Braun and Clarke suggests refining again and 

definitely naming the themes.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 13: Final thematic map showing key themes related to BNMs and bad news.  

 

Figure 14: Final thematic map showing the main themes and subthemes related to RQ2 (2) and RQ3. 
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Figure 15: Final thematic map showing the main themes and subthemes related especially to RQ1 and RQ2(1). 
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7.2.2.5 Producing the report 

Finally, the researcher should produce the report of the analysis, which is usually called 

findings (see the Introduction). In the analytic narrative, the researcher, by selecting also 

vivid examples and data extracts as evidence of the themes (2006: 93), should tell the story 

of the data in “a coherent, logical and interesting” way that convinces the reader of the 

validity of the analysis. This phase is at the bottom of the TA model by Braun and Clarke, 

but just for reasons of listing because “writing informs the whole analytical process through 

which the analysis develops into its final form” (Braun and Clarke 2013: 248-249).  

According to Merriam and Tisdell, 

[f]indings are [the] recurring patterns or themes supported by the data from which they were 
derived. The overall interpretation will be the researcher’s understanding of the participants’ 
understanding of the phenomenon of interest (2016: 25). 

Drawing on this, also in the present study, the report of the analysis corresponds to the 

study’s findings combined with the discussion (see Introduction) that not just accurately 

describe and analyse data and themes but also interpret them in relation to the RQs. The 

entire Section 8 below is dedicated to this aim. 

7.3 Adding authenticity and trustworthiness to the study: ‘grounded eclecticism’ 

Having described the whole theoretical and methodological approach used in the study in 

the last three and in the present sections (4 to 7), in this concluding section I will make a few 

remarks about the scope of doing qualitative research and how I addressed the fundamental 

issue of the so-called ‘validity’ of the study.  

The central aim of doing research is to provide trustworthy knowledge. Because of the 

flexible nature of qualitative research and the main role of researcher subjectivity (Section 

4.3), validity and credibility of the findings and the ways to deal with them have been a 

crucial issue when designing and carrying out a qualitative study. Indeed, the scholarly 

discussion on research validity has been animated and intense, and characterised by different 

positions on how to define the concept and on the possible criteria to interpret it (e.g., 

Campbell 1988; Putnam 1990; Maxwell 2005; Miller 2008; Gibson and Brown 2009; 

Creswell and Poth 2018; Merriam and Tisdell 2016; Gray 2018; Saunders et al. 2019). Even 

the terminology used to deal with research validity has been manifold and often confusing. 

Indeed, as Miller notes, “reliability, objectivity, generalizability” are, for example, typical 

criteria of validity in the positivist tradition, whereas “trustworthiness, authenticity, 
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transferability, plausibility” are adopted as alternative criteria in qualitative research (2008: 

909).102  

Traditionally, the term ‘validity’ in a common-sense way refers “to the correctness or 

credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” 

(Maxwell 2005: 106) (see also Section 4.3).  

Validity is possible, in the words of Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 237),  

to the extent that there has been some rigor in carrying out the study. [But due to the fact that] 
qualitative research is based on assumptions about reality different from those of quantitative 
research, the standards of rigor in qualitative research necessarily differ from those of 
quantitative research.  

 Indeed, under a qualitative perspective, reality is not a fixed, objective phenomenon, 

measurable with quantitative standards, but rather a multidimensional and ever-changing 

one (see Table 9). Therefore, considering also Maxwell’s claim that one can never 

completely capture reality (2005: 105), qualitative researchers have to tackle the crucial issue 

of how their research findings can match reality and how rigor can be applied to the findings. 

Drawing on the tradition of early positivism [that guides most quantitative research], – 

Maxwell continues – validity could be guaranteed by the rigour of methods (specific 

procedures) used and scientific knowledge could be “reduced to a logical system that was 

securely grounded in irrefutable sense data” (2005: 105). In qualitative research, however, 

this vision has to be completely abandoned and replaced by the awareness that the validity 

of results cannot be guaranteed by following some prescribed methods or strategies. 

Consequently,  

validity is a goal rather than a product; it is never something that can be proved or taken for 
granted. Validity is also relative [like reality]; it has to be assessed in relationship to the 
purposes and circumstances of the research, rather than being a context-independent property 
of methods and conclusions. Finally, validity threats are made implausible by evidence, not 
by methods: methods are only a way of getting evidence that can help you rule out these threats 
(Maxwell 2005: 105).  

Maxwell further claims that even if qualitative researchers can never reach an 

‘objective truth’, that is not essential to the theory of validity. Validity should simply give 

researchers “some grounds for distinguishing accounts that are credible from those that are 

                                                 

 
102 For other terms used for ‘validity’ in the last few decades according to the philosophical assumptions 
underlying the different approaches, see Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 238-239) and Guest et al. (2012: 79-83).  
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not” and, therefore, researchers do not need to discover the “ultimate truth” to make their 

research useful or believable (2005: 106).  

Considering how to achieve the “some grounds” just mentioned by Maxwell in terms 

of some basis to build the theory of validity, Miller points out that because of the multiplicity 

of methodologies that fall into the qualitative field “it is overly simplistic [and] inaccurate 

to describe global qualitative criteria for validity.” And so, confirming what Maxwell has 

pointed out above, Miller introduces the concept of “validity variance”103 in qualitative 

research to refer to the fact that it is the “purposes and methods of each qualitative study that 

dictate, to a considerable degree, the type of validity that is sought” (2008: 909). 

This does not mean that researchers do not have at their disposal a certain number of 

strategies (or techniques) to verify, analyse, and interpret research data in order to establish 

their validity (or credibility and authenticity) and their correspondence to the real world 

(Wolcott 2005: 160, cit. in Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 244). Indeed, “although methods and 

procedures do not guarantee validity, they are nonetheless essential to the process of ruling 

out validity threats and increasing the credibility of your conclusions” (Maxwell 2005: 109). 

The application of this set of possible tools is usually called “validation process” (Saunders 

et al. 2019: 218). 

In this regard, one common and well-known strategy used in basic qualitative studies 

to give credibility to the findings is an approach developed in sociology known as 

“triangulation” (e.g., Campbell and Fiske 1959; Webb 1966; Denzin 1970). The principle 

originates from geometry104 and in social sciences has been used since the 1970s as a 

metaphor of the process of combining data from different sources to study a particular 

phenomenon (UNAIDS 2010: 12-13).  

The triangulation approach has been criticised for different reasons, such as it is time-

consuming, an increasing quantity of data will be generated, and the results produced are not 

                                                 

 
103 A detailed description of the many criteria of validity and reliability proposed for the different types of 
qualitative research would go beyond the scope of this section. For an overview see, e.g., Merriam and Tisdell 
(2016: 240-241) and Gray (2018: 181-186). Of interest is the extreme position of Wolcott (1994: 364, cit. in 
Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 240), who argues “the absurdity of validity”, suggesting as an alternative 
“something else [= understanding], a quality that points more to identifying critical elements and wringing 
plausible interpretations from them, something one can pursue without becoming obsessed with finding the 
right or ultimate answer, the correct version, the Truth.” 
104 In trigonometry, triangulation is a method used to determine the location of a fixed point. If one side and 
two angles of a triangle are known, the other two sides and angle can be calculated. Its origin traces back to 
ancient Egypt and Greece and is commonly associated with marine navigation or civil engineering. It is also 
the principle behind GPS (Global Positioning System) (UNAIDS 2010: 12-13).  
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necessarily higher quality (Weyers et al. 2014: 210). However, the core idea of triangulation 

is that multiple viewpoints allow for greater accuracy of the researchers’ judgements (Jick, 

1979: 602; see also Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 244-250). In the words of Denzin, 

triangulation refers to the “application and combination of several research methodologies 

in the study of the same phenomenon” as an “attempt to secure in-depth understanding of 

the phenomenon in question” (2007: 5075; see also 1970: 291; see also Flick 2011: 11-12). 

Drawing on the idea discussed above that reality is multiple (Table 9) and can never be 

captured, also Denzin points out that no single research method can capture the real world. 

Indeed, each method means a different interpretation and use of the method itself by 

researchers and, in turn, different study designs and perspectives from which to look at a 

phenomenon. That is the reason why Denzin argues for the application of triangulation 

strategies in order to obtain sound interpretations of the social world (2007: 5076; 2009: 

299).  

When introduced, triangulation had functioned as a bridge between quantitative and 

qualitative epistemologies and has been used to help qualitative researchers become more 

rigorous, providing “better inferences based on a greater diversity of divergent views” 

(Teddlie and Tashakkori 2003: 14-15, cit. in Denzin 2007: 5075). But triangulation goes 

beyond the common mix of ‘only’ qualitative and quantitative methods (e.g., Burke et al. 

2007). It is a form of multiple (= more than one) approaches (see Flick 2011: 13-17). 

Specifically, Denzin distinguishes, for example, four forms of triangulation: 1) data (use of 

different data sources involving time, space, and persons), 2) investigator (more than one 

researcher involved in the study), 3) theory (more than one theoretical scheme or perspective 

used in approaching sets of data), and 4) methodological triangulation (more than one 

method [of data collection] used to study the phenomenon). According to Denzin, 

triangulation can also be “within-method” (use of multiple quantitative or qualitative 

approaches) or “between-method” (e.g., use of both quantitative and qualitative approaches). 

When the researcher combines in one study different forms of triangulation (multiple 

methods, data types and theories), the approach is called “multiple triangulation” (1970: 472; 

2007: 5076-5077).105  

                                                 

 
105 Janesick (1998: 47) has introduced a further type of triangulation called “interdisciplinary triangulation” to 
encourage researchers to go beyond the mere artificial boundaries of their own disciplines and to use others in 
order “to broaden understanding of method and substance.” According to Dayé and Egger De Campo (2011: 
61), for example, “interdisciplinary triangulation” will be useful in getting a picture of the phenomenon under 
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However, Denzin (2007: 5075) himself emphasises that  

[t]riangulation is not a validation tool or strategy but an alternative to validation. The 
combination of multiple methodological practices, empirical materials, perspectives […] in a 
single study is best understood as a strategy which adds authenticity, trustworthiness, 
credibility rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and depth to any inquiry. 

Considering what was mentioned above, for the present study validation process and 

triangulation mean the following. Already from the very beginning of the exploratory 

research and the first contacts with the companies, the emerging complexity of the BNM 

production process suggested making use of different approaches and methods to investigate 

the phenomenon (Section 4.5). But only later, when the research project progressed, I learnt 

that some considerations and procedures I adopted could be framed within the multiple 

triangulation theory (according to Denzin). Indeed, I had already applied this approach at 

different moments of the research process. I triangulated data when, for instance, interview 

data and data from follow-up interviews were collected at different moments during a 

relatively long period of time (multiple time). Space was triangulated by collecting data in 

three different countries and in gaining “multi-organisation access” (Saunders et al. 2019: 

234) in different types of service companies (domestic and multinational, and from two 

sectors). Data were also triangulated by collecting them from people with different 

perspectives on BNMs such as internal (company managers and corporate lawyers, 

workplace writers) and external interlocutors (language experts and communication 

agencies staff, national authority that regulates the communication industry) (see also Leech 

and Onwuegbuzie 2007).  

In the meantime, data triangulation called for ‘methods triangulation’: through a cross-

referencing approach, I also compared and integrated what was said in the interviews with 

secondary data and documents. Given the relative lack of research on the subject, ‘theory 

triangulation’ was also necessary to interpret the BNM text production process. In so doing, 

I applied multiple theoretic perspectives such as that of the touchpoints, document cycling, 

and text trajectories (as will be explained in the next sections). The BNM phenomenon was 

also observed and analysed under a multiple-discipline perspective (‘interdisciplinary 

triangulation’) including fields such as relationship marketing, business communication, 

                                                 

 
study, more likely “to depict the reality of this phenomenon than it could be achieved within the single 
disciplines. Though depending on the research context, triangulation can enhance the probability that the 
research results are valid, i.e., that they depict what they are said to depict”.  
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writing in the workplace, sociolinguistics, and text linguistics (see section 4.5). On the one 

hand, this was decisive in confirming that a complex phenomenon like the BNM production 

needed to be discussed from different angles that not excluded but complemented one 

another. On the other hand, it was frightening because in practice interdisciplinary 

triangulation for me as a researcher meant investing lots of time in additional reviewing of 

the literature, and understanding and assessing the suitability of the new topics for the study. 

Although triangulation played a main role in the validation process, I considered 

validity not just when purposes were established, approaches to the RQs were chosen, or 

data collection and analysis were completed. In contrast, validity could be constructed and 

trustworthiness increased throughout the whole study design (and vice versa) and was not 

confined to some few phases only (Miller 2008: 909). Indeed, two main principles helped to 

boost validity (or better trustworthiness, credibility, rigor, etc.):  

1) validity drew – as mentioned – on triangulation (Denzin 1970; Janesick 1998) but 

also on other tools of a similar multiple nature (e.g., data saturation, respondent validation, 

reflexivity and all what in Sections 4-7 was called “challenges”), and  

2) the process informed and went along with the progress of the entire study and its 

recursive stages. In this way, I applied what especially in education and language teaching 

is called “(well-)grounded eclecticism”.106 The concept refers to 

the opportunities for adopting different methods of teaching and learning taken from different, 
often contradictory, methodological approaches, as well as [to] opportunities for uniting those 
methods into an organic unity (Tarnopolsky 2018: 5).  

Although more popular in other fields, I found that the concept suits really well the 

worthiness building process and can be adapted to best illustrate the validation process in 

the present study, as the summary Table 22 illustrates.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 
106 “Eclecticism: (Also Eclecticism) – philosophy. The theories or methods of the ancient Eclectic philosophers, 
who did not belong to or found any recognized school of thought but selected doctrines from various schools 
of thought” (Lexico dictionary, s.v.).  
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Main validity threats / 
challenges 

Strategies adopted to add authenticity and 
trustworthiness 

Theoretical challenge  “Theory triangulation” (Denzin 1970; 2007) (Sections 
2; 3.3.2; 4.5; 8.5.1)  
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)  

Discipline to draw on Trans-disciplinary perspective (or “interdisciplinary” 
triangulation (Janesick 1998) (Section 4.5)  

Feasibility of the study Exploratory research (Section 5.1) 

“Access” to companies Spirit of enterprise, personal initiative and a forensic 
attitude + snowballing method (Section 5.1.1) 

“Access” to people  Lengthy previous work experience + research attitude 
(Section 5.1.2) 

Practical aspects 
Multi-approach (e.g., obtaining access to the data 
sources, carrying out interviews and gathering data 
working in the field) 

Selection and comparison of the 
methods 

“Method triangulation” (Denzin 1970; 2007) 
(interviews; primary and secondary data and 
documents analysis) (Section 6) 

Rigour vs subjectivity of 
researcher in selection of the data 
sources 

“Data triangulation” (Denzin 1970; 2007) (different 
data sources: comparing interview data collected from 
people with different perspectives or from follow-up 
interviews with the same people) (Section 6) 

Subjectivity of researcher, 
especially during the interviews 

Reflexivity; Interviewee competence, awareness of the 
interactional nature of interviewing (Sections 4.3 and 
6.1.2)  

Ethical concerns 
Informed consent, anonymity, confidentiality, privacy, 
accuracy and honesty; company ‘confidentiality 
agreements’ (Section 6.1.2.3) 

Data representativeness  Data saturation (Section 6.1.2.4) 
Completeness of the data Recording & transcripts (Section 7.1) 

Credibility of (preliminary) 
findings 

For example, member checks (verification of findings 
and feedback from some of the interviewees) (Section 
6.2) 

Data analysis Clear definition of thematic analysis and the 
application of the method in the study (Section 7) 

Table 22: Validity threats and strategies applied in the present study (content adapted from Merriam and 
Tisdell 2016: 244-250; Maxwell 2005: 108-114). 

7.4 Section summary 

Section 7 provided the methodological approaches and methods used in the study to analyse 

text-based data such as interview transcripts, as well as primary and secondary data and 

documents. The introductory part was dedicated to the transcription technique used to 

transform spoken audio into written files, which helped me to work with the data more 

efficiently. Giving a few examples, I also showed how I applied the technique in practice. In 

this context, I then addressed the issue of the translation of the texts in German and Italian 

into English, the language of the thesis. In the second part of the section, I introduced the 
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concept of ‘thematic analysis’ (TA) in general and its interpretation by Braun and Clarke 

(2006) arguing for the utilisation of the latter in this study. The practical application of this 

analytical tool in the study was described in detail and a few concrete examples of codes and 

thematic maps were also provided. The last and more reflexive part of the Section addressed 

the validation process and the issue of adding trustworthiness to the study. Triangulation and 

“grounded eclecticism” were discussed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



164 

 

8 Themes: Analysis and discussion  

As mentioned in the Introduction and in Section 3.1, BNMs have already been identified as 

a subject of investigation especially in fields such as business communication, in which the 

researchers’ focus has been mainly on the reasons why companies disclose bad news (e.g., 

Skinner 1994), and predominantly on the writing strategies and techniques adopted to do so 

from the perspective of stakeholder (Stahl and Menz 2014), managerial and corporate (e.g., 

Wells and Spinks 1996; Ewald and Burnett 1997; Bovée and Thill 2010; Bies 2013; Locker 

and Kienzler 2015) communication. Object of the present study have been some still little 

explored aspects of this particular type of “relationship communications” (Delin et al. 2006: 

27) to existing private customers in service sectors, which have been investigated following 

these research questions as guidelines: 

RQ 1: How are BNMs to private customers produced in practice by companies in the specific 

service sectors of insurance and telecommunications? 

RQ 2: Which actors are involved in producing the content of such BNMs, to what extent, and 

within which (linguistic) frameworks? 

RQ 3: Does the BNM production process impact the effectiveness of the message in terms of 

comprehensibility and intended action on the part of the recipients? 

 In order to answer the RQs, exploratory and basic qualitative research was carried out. 

Themes were generated applying thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) to the data, 

collected through a combination of qualitative techniques such as interviews, email 

exchange with interviewees, and discussions with communication science experts together 

with analysis of primary (text) data and document analysis, as reported in Section 5.3.  

Table 21 reports the themes identified during the research activity (see also Figures 13 

to 15). They have been: what are BNMs and what are their distinguishing features, and how 

is bad news defined in the sectors considered; the BNM authors (“BNM teams”, lone authors 

and the market regulatory authority; the unexpected key role of legal and regulatory affairs 

department(s)); the BNM text production process (document cycling as writing strategy); 

organisational, linguistic and institutional frameworks (content, legal, corporate language) 

and their consequences on the production process of BNMs; impact of the market authority; 

companies’ awareness of the process.  

As mentioned in the Introduction and in Section 7.2.2.5, generating themes 

corresponds to what is more commonly known as reporting of the ‘results’ (or ‘findings’) 
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(Hackley 2020: 84). The ‘qualitative centric style’ of reporting (Braun and Clarke 2021) has 

been applied in the present study, which means that when themes are analysed, the 

discussion is also included. In this way, each section of the present section will be structured 

around a key theme and possible subthemes, and the related analytic observations will be 

contextualised also in relation to the literature that was refined during the thematic analysis 

stages (Sections 3 and 3.3), and relevant research and theory. 

The sequence of the key-theme sections will be presented in a logical order. I will start 

by considering the distinguishing characteristics of BNMs, the related delimitation towards 

other forms of business communications, and the very particular nature – the badness – of 

news they usually break. Secondly, I will describe the BNM text production process, from 

what happened behind the scenes in practice, to the writers and contributors to related 

matters such as the frameworks the authors work within. Finally, I will address the 

company’s (un)awareness of the implications of the BNM text production process for the 

relationship to the customers, especially from the content-effectiveness perspective.  

8.1 An attempt to define bad news messages (BNMs) and bad news  

This section will first attempt to make clear what exactly is meant by the term BNMs in the 

business organisations considered. This will imply to specify what kind of corporate 

communications BNMs are, and to differentiate between BNMs and bad news. Indeed, 

although the latter two concepts are strictly related and dependent on one another, they are 

also quite distinct from one another, and definable only if considering both the company and 

the customer perspective. Basically, BNMs are written texts used to deliver bad news, and 

bad news is the content of BNMs.107 This implies that without bad news there would be no 

BNMs, and without BNMs bad news would remain unimplemented information since it 

implies some sort of action by the receivers or has somehow concrete and practical 

consequences for them. 

Accordingly, the section will be split in two parts. The first one, dedicated to the 

BNMs, will describe the features of such communication channels (means) as used by the 

company as well as their nature and (real and potential) position within customer 

communication. Remarks and clarifications will be made on which occasions and timing 

                                                 

 
107 See Footnote No.1 in the Introduction. 
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BNMs are sent, and how this is connected to their content. This part of the section will also 

describe how BNMs differ from other types of negative corporate messages to (also) private 

customers that overlap to some extent and therefore are often mixed up. Drawing on these 

considerations, I will then try to give my own definition of BNMs. On the other hand, the 

second part of the section will address the complex definition of bad news, a concept that 

shows rational and emotional dimensions, which is understandable just in the context of the 

news-giver/receiver relationship, and, in the end, only subjectively determinable.  

8.1.1 BNMs: The company’s perspective  

8.1.1.1 BNMs: Channels of communication  

BNMs are one of the channels used to establish communication between the company and 

its existing customers. “Communication channels can refer to the methods […]use[d] to 

communicate as well as the specific tools […]use[d] in the communication process.” In this 

thesis, communication channels are understood “as a medium for communication, or the 

passage of information” (ecampusontario: n.p.). Specifically, BNMs are texts used as a 

medium by the companies to break bad news to customers in the post sales stage, for 

example, after they have subscribed to a service.  

They are a channel for verbal communication which, in turn, implies the use of words 

to convey a written or oral message. BNMs to existing customers, as understood in the 

present study, are an example of written communication channels. In the literature, BNMs 

as written media are mainly presented as written communications in form of negative 

“messages” (Bovée and Thill 2010: 279; Ewald and Burnett 1997: 250; Guffey and Loewy 

(2011: 257), a term that is often interchangeably used with “letters” (Bovée and Thill 2010: 

290; Ewald and Burnett 1997: 255), “announcements”, and sometimes with “e-mails” 

(Bovée and Thill 2010: 294).  

Indeed, my data show that bad news to existing private end-customers is usually 

disclosed not face-to-face or orally in either sectors considered. Rather, bad news is imparted 

in writing via traditional, that is printed, and/or new electronic channels. The former group 

of channels includes letters sent by post (Dahl et al. 2019: 307), and messages attached to 

the bill also sent by post (Figure 16). The latter include text messages and posts on the 

company webpage.  
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Figure 16: Real (anonymised) examples of BNMs to customers: letter by an Austrian telecommunications 
service provider about an increase in the telephone tariff (1); insurance letter about a claim rejection (2). 

In the telecommunications industry, BNMs have also been sent, with increasing 

frequency, as an informative communication attached to emails or to the e-bill (Section 

8.1.1.2). This case is especially interesting. In the last decade, in order to avoid postage and 

considering the environment, an increasing number of customers has decided, as per their 

request and by providing the company with a precise and valid email address, to receive 

communications from the company and/or the telephone bill in electronic format. In this 

way, when the BNM is sent per email or attached to the e-bill (Figure 17)108, the situation 

occurs in which written communication produced as printed is embedded in non-printed 

written communication (see Schmitz 2004: 97). 

Sometimes, companies forecast unpleasant news of some gravity using flyers in their 

flag-ship or other stores where their products/services are offered, and, as reminders also 

postcards, as the examples in Figure 18 show.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 
108 As suggested by an Italian company that offers online prices and fees comparison for services in sectors 
such as insurance, telecommunications, electricity and gas, banks, and so on, it seems very important for 
customers to take some time every now and then to carefully read the bills or communications sent by the 
telephone company, since they may contain important [but sometimes unpleasant] information (facile.it : n.p.).  
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Figure 17: Real (anonymised) example of BNMs to customers: announcement by an Italian 
telecommunications service provider about an increase in the telephone tariff attached to the telephone e-bill, 
2018.  

Figure 18: Real (redacted) examples: two-sided postcard used to announce the termination of a particular 
tariff, (2017) (1); flyer about the compulsory registration of the users before the activation of SIM cards, 
(2019); Germany (2). 
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According to the literature reviewed and the data gathered through the fieldwork, there 

are a few reasons why companies choose written BNMs. First, in the sectors considered, the 

means is often prescribed by law (Section 2.2) and/or regulated by the market authority 

(Section 2.3); second, written texts on paper or other durable media109, such as text message 

or email, are, by their nature, destined to last and not to disappear immediately after being 

produced, such as oral ones. Thus, they can be saved or stored and so recalled, if necessary; 

third, for obvious practical and economic reasons, reaching each customer by word of mouth 

would be impracticable for companies with millions of customers, such as those objects of 

this study. Let us have a look in greater detail especially at the first reason that should shed 

new light on the nature of BNMs. 

As described in Section 2.3, the sectors considered are strictly regulated. Furthermore, 

since insurance companies and telecommunications service providers sell services on a 

contractual and subscription basis, they generally must also comply with civil and contract 

law (Section 2.2). In most European countries, the national General Civil Code, for example, 

prescribes that specific kinds of contracts, such as insurance contracts, have to be 

documented in writing110 (Section 2.2). So, the policy is the document that certifies the 

existence of the insurance contract, which is usually concluded and signed in writing, and 

contains the general conditions of the contract. As mentioned in Section 2.3, when, for 

example, a change in the economic or contract conditions is unilaterally introduced by the 

company – the most common case of bad news –, it is the contract that usually states that 

also these kinds of communications have to be delivered to the policyholders in written form.  

For the telecommunications sector, specific acts contain regulations about the channels 

for communicating changes in the contract. For example, the regulation (2012, amended 

2016) (MitV (2012); MitV amendment) by the Austrian telecommunications market 

authority prescribes that the main content of the planned (not beneficial for the customer) 

change in contract terms must be communicated to the customer in text form, and the 

                                                 

 
109 According to Article 2(f) of Directive 2002/65/EC, a durable medium is “any instrument which enables the 
consumer to store information addressed personally to him in a way accessible for future reference for a period 
of time adequate for the purposes of the information and which allows the unchanged reproduction of the 
information stored” (Directive 2002/65/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 September 
2002 concerning the distance marketing of consumer financial services and amending Council Directive 
90/619/EEC and Directives 97/7/EC and 98/27/EC).  
110 Regarding that, see, for example, ‘Evidence of the contract’, Italian General Civil Code (Brocardi.it 1888: 
n.p.).  



170 

 

transmission has to be by letter or by email (or exceptionally per text message)111 at least 

one month before the change comes into effect (Section 8.1.1.3). If the customer usually 

receives the invoice by letter, the notification of the planned change must also be sent in 

letter form.  

Very similarly, AGCOM, the Italian Authority for Communications Guarantees, 

performing its regulatory and supervisory function, refers to the Italian General Civil Code 

and the Electronic Communications Code (Sections 2.2 and 8.3.5) and goes into further 

detail about means of communication and delivery channels for messages about changes in 

the contract conditions. Indeed, it prescribes precisely the channels the company is allowed 

to use to deliver this kind of news. Thus, to ensure maximum transparency towards the 

consumers, the Italian “Regulations protecting users relating to contracts for the supply of 

electronic communications goods and services” (2014) (AGCOM 5), under “Disclosure 

obligations” state that the piece of unpleasant news has to be broken through four different 

means: a notice on the bill but separated from the other communications reported; for pre-

paid consumers, announcements at the company’s stores and a post on the company’s home 

page; for mobile users, an information text message (Figure 19). All these means must 

indicate the date from which the changes take place, the possibility to verify the related 

details through the other disclosure channels listed above, and compulsory information about 

the customer’s right of withdrawal. 

In practice, as a corporate lawyer at an Italian telecommunications service provider 

and her colleagues from the customer value management (CVM) explained in an email 

(2019), the authority’s prescriptions are usually implemented in her company (but similarly 

also in other companies) using the following channels for communications to the customer 

base:  

• Message on the monthly bill (for landline numbers or mobile numbers under 

subscription only)  

- The same message appears also under a page dedicated to information for the 

customers on the company’s website 

                                                 

 
111 The operator must transmit the information in a suitable form, for example, on the invoice. The changes to 
the contract must be visible on the first page of the information letter. The information about a change can also 
be on your invoice. In the case of prepaid (prepaid card) contracts for which no email address or address is 
known, the requirements are somewhat simplified. In particular, the information can also be provided through 
a normal text message (RTR 3: n.p.).  
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• Text message (for mobile phone customers only)112  

- The same message appears also under a page dedicated to information for the 

customers on the company’s website. 

Figure 19: Real examples of text messages about the increase in the monthly fee, Italian telecommunications 
service provider, campaign 2019 (right); ceasing of an app, German telecommunications service provider, 
2017 (left) (author’s translation).  

If customers need more information and clarifications in person, specific information 

about the contractual modifications is usually sent to all the points of sales (POS), and to the 

front-line customer service. However, these specifications for the back-office structures are 

about operational procedures in order to manage possible customer complaints (churn 

policy) that may arise after they have received bad news.  

 In Germany, in contrast, there is no formal or explicit regulation about in what form 

an amendment can be introduced in a contract, which means that amendments to contracts 

can in principle also be concluded orally, which is not advisable for reasons of evidence. 

However, changes to a contract concluded in writing must also be made in writing, provided 

that the changes are not insignificant (die Deutsche Anwaltsonline: n.p.). That was 

confirmed by the fact that real examples of BNMs from German insurance companies have 

been letters, while those from telecommunications service providers included letters, text 

messages, and posts on the company web site.  

 Except for BNMs from Italian telecommunications service providers that are almost 

always “announcements”, “notices”, “information” or “updates” attached to the (e-)bill or 

from BNMs from Austrian telecommunications service providers which are part of the (e-

)bill, and for occasions on which customers can be reached only per text message, a letter to 

announce bad news seems to be the written channel most used in the sectors considered – no 

matter if then sent by post or as an attachment to an email. This seems to confirm what has 

                                                 

 
112 Due to technical limitations, the text message can have a length of up to 4 concatenated text messages (562 
characters / spaces).  

Contract changes: from (date), [change in the monthly 
fee]. Advantages 1-year long [+ XX GB] if you agree. 
Thereby, contractual terms and conditions are 
amended. Withdrawal without costs through the web, 
return receipt, certificated email, (company hotline 
number), shops. Operator change up to the day before 
the change. Details on (company web page).  

Dear customer, important 
message for you: the (name) 
app will be discontinued on 
(date). This service will then no 
longer available to you. Your 
(company name). 
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been observed by Beer (2017: 165) in comparing traditional letters with emails in business 

settings:  

One of the most pragmatic reasons for letters to be used today remains their legal relevance: 
while electronic communication has come to be regarded as equivalent to physical mail for 
legal purposes in many instances, the latter is still afforded more trust when correspondence is 
especially sensitive (2017: 162). […] Furthermore, emails are not yet fully accepted as legally 
binding documents (partly because of their electronic nature, which makes manipulation 
easier).  

What was told in the interview with the senior customer relations manager of a German 

telecommunications service provider corroborated that. Indeed, when mentioning BNMs in 

general and, particularly, an extremely complex case, in which very unpleasant news had to 

be broken to millions of customers at once, he was absolutely in favour of messages on 

paper. He argued that on that occasion, when the company needed to reach customers with 

landlines contracts with certainty, sending a letter by post still seemed the most reliable way 

to do that.  

[Bad] news cannot be imparted with an email because, banally, not everyone has an email 
address. And when the customer, indeed, has one, she/he does not regularly update the email-
setup, justifying the missing receipt as ‘spam.’ The email-opening rate is simply very low, so 
comparatively. In contrast, everyone reads a letter (Senior customer relations manager, 
telecommunications service provider, Germany, interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation). 

As Beer confirms, “the perceived informal aspect of email may render this form of 

communication inappropriate when it comes to highly formal affairs”, or messages that 

could have important consequences for the receiver (such those delivered through BNMs). 

“This perception,” continues Beer, “is also caused by the proliferation of spam mail, which 

is making it more and more difficult to distinguish serious and important messages from yet 

another advertisement” (2017: 165). Furthermore, electronic communication may 

sometimes be unreliable for technical reasons such as breakdowns of servers, delays in 

transmission of messages and the like (Beer 2017: 165).  

The German manager also underlined the important role played not just by the layout 

of the letter, but also by a special type or shape of paper, and especially by the envelope, 

which usually piques the attention of the recipient in a way that is hardly possible when 

resorting to email communication (Beer 2017: 163). Indeed, as Beer continues, the “physical 

appearance of a letter, the stationery used and the overall design may create a favorable 

impression on the recipient in times when ‘snail mail’ has become the exception rather than 

the norm” (2017: 164). Furthermore, the email is still perceived as an informal channel.  
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We use just a normal envelope, right? A window envelope. And it just looks official. And the 
customers open it. So that’s why we are still cutting trees for it. But that’s the way it is… 
(Senior customer relations manager, telecommunications service provider, Germany, 
interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation).  

After this claim, I invited the manager to clarify what he had already said. So, asked 

about the possibility to send BNMs as an attachment to the monthly bill sent per mail, he 

answered that this is possible, of course, if the customer agreed to using this channel. 

However, he also emphasised that for some sensitive bad news to customers the company 

deliberately does not use emails – even if they know the customers’ email-addresses. On 

these occasions, the message has to be received and read, and when the letter is sent by post, 

the company is certain that it is also received. Mentioning the possible issue of a customer 

who has moved or of the address that is no longer correct, he said: 

That’s also regulated, right? Because the letters come back as returns. We research the new 
address and then the customer will get it there. This doesn’t work so exactly with an email. 
Not yet. (Senior customer relations manager, telecommunications service provider, Germany, 
interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation).  

As presented above, most BNMs in the sectors considered are in writing. However, 

when an insurance company needs to disclose bad news to its customers, the role of 

brokers113 or agents,114 the two main figures who have direct contact with customers (see 

Oster 2019: 175), may make a difference. Indeed, this is not just the case when acquaintances 

are closer, such as in the countryside or in small communities, or when the relationship 

between insured and insurance representatives is on a more personal level, but 

around 80% of the customers usually contact their person of reference when they suffer or 
sustain damage. And they then keep repeatedly in touch with this person [during the 
proceedings] (Head of market research, multinational insurance corporate, Austria, interview 
Jan. 2019, author’s translation)  

                                                 

 
113 Intermediario assicurativo (Italian), Versicherungsmakler*in / Versicherungsvertreter*in (German). An 
insurance broker is a person or company who is not employed by an insurance company and gives independent 
advice to private and corporate customers about what insurance is available from different companies, and 
arranges insurance for them (e.g., calculate premiums and point out tax benefits). The broker may work on 
behalf of several insurance companies, which pay them the agreed commission for each new contract finalised 
(Cambridge dictionary, s.v.; Collins dictionary, s.v.; Berufslexikon 1, s.v.).  
114 Agente assicurativo (Italian), Versicherungskaufmann/-frau (German). 
An insurance agent (or underwriting) operates according to a mandate from an insurance company, on behalf 
of which she/he sells and manages products, services in a specific territory (area of competence). Especially in 
Italy, the agent manages her/his own operational structure, the agency, normally using collaborators (producers, 
sub-agents, and administration staff) to acquire, retain and assist customers (see also Kaelberer and Tittel: n.p.; 
Berufslexikon 4, s.v.). For further details see Section 8.3.4.1. 
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Thus, in case of bad news, say a claim rejection, agents, or brokers in their function of 

customer advisors often deliver the news themselves or soften the blow informing the 

customers in advance (through a call or in person) about imminent bad news that they will 

soon receive by post and explaining to them what is happening. They give “advance 

warning” (Bies 2013: 140), which can help people to cope with negative emotions that may 

result from the forthcoming bad news. The “human touch”, as the customer experience 

manager of an Italian insurance group said, can be crucial in reducing the customers’ level 

of irritation, and so the potential following complaint rate115 due to discontent with the 

answer (or service) received.  

As further mentioned by the manager,  

often it is the agent her/himself who, when a customer goes to the agency to report a claim, 
explains to her/him that she/he is not entitled to compensation and therefore the claim is not 
even opened. In this way, agents are often the key to avoiding bad news (Customer experience 
manager, Italian insurance group, Recap email, Jan. 2019, author’s translation). 

On the other hand, non-face-to-face communication helps to mitigate the emotional 

factor from the company perspective and to maintain the necessary psychological distance 

between company and BNM receivers. However, because of practical and economic reasons 

it would be impossible for the company to communicate bad news in person, to “talk” with 

each of its many customers, which can sometimes number millions. Anyway, even when the 

communication is given to an individual customer, such as in the case of insurance matters, 

in any case bad news comes officially by letter.  

What was presented above extended existing knowledge of BNMs as a medium of 

communication. A written message is the form most used to convey bad news to customers 

in the post-sales stage. This finding seems to confirm the reason why most of the literature 

about BNMs focuses, as reported at the beginning of the present section, on “how” to write 

these messages. However, it seems also to corroborate the need to address the gap about the 

BNM text production process and the author(s) involved, as formulated in RQ1 and RQ2, 

and as Section 8.3 will show.  

                                                 

 
115 Complaint management, even as consequence of receiving an unpleasant message, is not part of the present 
study (see also Section 8.1.1.4).  



175 

 

8.1.1.2 BNMs: “Relationship communications” (Delin et al. 2016) 

After describing in the previous section what BNMs are in the context of the present study, 

in this section, the nature of BNMs and their considerable but often still underestimated 

potential within the company customer communication (Section 2.1) will be addressed in 

somewhat greater detail.  

According to the article Branding and relationship communications by Delin et al. 

(2016: 29), letters, bills, and statements are types of transactional116 communications 

customers receive after they have subscribed to a service. In sociolinguistics, the 

transactional-rationalist approach conceptualises the function of writing “as primarily 

transactional, that is as getting something (else) done, with the primary goal of the writer 

assumed to be that of conveying information and ideas to a reader” (Lillis 2013: 152-153). 

Lexico dictionary defines ‘transactional’ as “relating to the conducting of business, 

especially buying or selling” and, more generally, relating “to exchange or interaction 

between people.” In the narrow context of business, ‘transactional’ usually refers to short-

term exchange relationships (e.g., Palmer 2007: 440), which, in marketing, are usually 

understood as the most minimal form of relationship, namely money exchanges for an easily 

measured commodity (Fontenot and Wilson 1997: 5). In their article, Delin et al. (2016) 

seem to transfer this concept to the communicative function of particular post-sales 

documents. The bill, for example, is a postal or electronic invoice of a service provision 

contract that states the consumption for which the relative amount is owed. It proves a 

transactional exchange. Delin et al. seem to connect the type of customer communication 

behind the bill with the function of this document. Thus, a transactional document (a bill or 

something else) should also have a transactional-communication nature since it is connected 

to the object of the message it delivers.  

Actually, Delin et al. (2016) focus on how the organisation’s visual and verbal identity 

are represented in transactional communications, and the analysis of this aspect would be 

                                                 

 
116 In sociolinguistics, the transactional-rationalist is “the default approach to all writing that is not attributed a 
specific ‘literary’ or ‘creative’ function’”. […] Within this approach, communication is “represented as a 
speaker/writer encoding a message that is transmitted to and picked up by a listener/receiver […]. In the case 
of writing, the writer encodes meaning into a text and the reader decodes the meaning from the text. […] The 
language used in such text is assumed to be transparent and in the service of rationality, […] in contrast to the 
poetic-aesthetic approach, which construes a complex relationship between writer-text-reader” (Lillis 2013: 
152-153). 
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beyond the scope of the present study. However, what the authors point out about post-sales 

communications seems to fit BNMs well. Indeed, according to Delin et al., transactional 

“communications as apparently mundane as bills and statements” and letters are growing in 

“importance as companies seek to retain, rather just attract, customers” (2016: 27). However, 

as the authors (2016: 29) observe, until very recently just few researchers have made the  

connection between the necessity of brand to create lasting relationship with customers, and 
the potential of transactional communications such as letters, bills, and statements for doing 
just that (see Waller and Delin 2003). 

This connection is still insufficiently explored. Indeed, Delin et al. (2016: 30) continue, 

later in the relationship – once the customer has subscribed to the account or bought the 
product – communications such as bills, statements and letters [have been] not seen as 
opportunities […] to reinforce the relationship with the customer. 

Therefore, underlining the potential of such communications, Delin et al. (2016: 27) 

describe them rather as “relationship communications”, using a term that recalls – in my 

opinion – that of ‘relational exchange’, the common opposite to (or development of) 

‘transactional’, as described above in a business context. Indeed, in marketing, a relational 

exchange is characterized by multiple transactions over time, where each transaction is a 

part of a past and anticipated future, and in this exchange participants may experience also 

personal, non-economic satisfactions (Fontenot and Wilson 1997: 5).  

Delin et al. focus on bills and do not exactly specify what “letters” in the post-purchase 

stage are. However, drawing on what has been reported above, also BNMs may be 

considered relationship communications and this for three reasons. 1) BNMs are post-sales 

documents mostly in form of letters sent to customers after they have subscribed to a service; 

2) such letters or informative communications are often, for example in the 

telecommunications sector, part of another form of transactional communication, namely the 

(e-)bill;117 3) BNMs are delivered during the regular exchange-relationship between 

company and customers stretched over time. 

                                                 

 
117 The bill is a post-sales document of an accounting nature unilaterally sent from the company to its clients. 
The bill – mainly in the telecommunications sector – is, on the one hand, relationship communication per se 
but, on the other hand, it has also become a means to deliver other relationship communications such as bad 
news or general information and updates from the company – a role that goes beyond certifying how much 
money customers owe the company for the services provided. The new role of the bill could be further explored 
in future research. 
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According to what was reported above by Delin et al., also BNMs, as relationship 

communications, should help to increase customer retention and loyalty (Section 2.1). In this 

sense, communications to customers in the post-sales stage may play a central role, since 

there is 

a heightened realization of the importance of customer communications, as they are seen as a 
powerful means of reinforcing the brand in the minds of existing customers, perhaps 
persuading them not to switch (Delin et al. 2016: 31). 

Since BNMs are customer communications, their potentially significant contribution 

in maintaining customer loyalty during the post-sales relationship seems to emerge again. 

However, as Delin et al. observe about bills and statements, often also the BNM 

communicative potential – in my opinion – is still underestimated, except for a few rare 

occasions mentioned especially during the interviews in the telecommunications sector 

carried out for the present study. Indeed, what has emerged from the study is that BNMs to 

customers are rarely or not at all identified by telecommunications service providers and 

insurance companies as a chance to continue the relationship with customers in the post-

sales stage (see, for example, the “valley of desolation” in Section 2.1.2). 

Considering BNMs also from the “customer experience” perspective (Section 2.1.2) 

will lead to very similar conclusions. Indeed, although too rarely mentioned in the literature 

reviewed for the present study as such, drawing on what was reported above and in Section 

2.1.2, BNMs in form of standard letters, emails, or text messages – in my opinion – have 

been a so far little known but more and more important form of touchpoint during the 

customer relationship. They are channels of the so-called post-purchase communication, 

accompanying customers after they have decided to buy a product or to subscribe to a service 

(e.g., Kotler and Keller 2006). Conveying an impression, impacting, and influencing existing 

customers’ perception of the company / brand is what all touchpoints have in common, no 

matter in what customer life-cycle phase. But that is also what BNMs do by delivering bad 

news, as Section 8.1.2 will show.  

The only basic difference between BNMs and touchpoints already identified by the 

companies (e.g., loyalty programs, web sites, customer service, newsletters, warranties etc.), 

is their nature. As fully described in Section 2.1.2, touchpoints in the post-sales phase are 

mostly occasional and of a commercial, sales promotional or advertising, informative, and 

(technical) supporting character in the telecommunications industry. The only exception, but 

so far underestimated, seems to be billing documents. On the other hand, in the insurance 
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sector, leaving out claim procedures, contract (re)subscriptions, and rare administrative 

requests for information, customer communication in the post-sales phase appears an area in 

need of improvement. In contrast, BNMs, in both sectors considered, are non-commercial 

and non-billing correspondence. However, this should not prevent them to be understood as 

touchpoints.  

Nevertheless, according to Davis and Longoria (2003: 7), post-purchase brand 

touchpoints, in comparison to those in the other two phases, have been the most under-

leveraged, despite being powerful ways to drive sustainable and profitable growth in the 

company. Herhausen et al. (2019: 29), nearly 15 years later, confirm in their article Loyalty 

formation for different customer journey segments that “the usage of post-purchase 

touchpoints is [still] rare among retail customers” and they “strongly encourage researchers 

to investigate the role of post-purchase touchpoints in service settings”. Findings of the 

present study about BNMs are consistent with these views. Indeed, especially BNMs seem 

often to be dismissed as having little impact and influence on customer perceptions of the 

brand or company. Their potential to play a key role in the relationship precisely because 

they are deliverers of something unpleasant for the receivers (Section 8.1.2) often seems to 

be not recognised, despite their potential strategic role in the post-purchase communication 

in building up trust in the company. They seem not to be exploited enough by the companies 

(at least by those included in this study) as a possible strategic means of relationship 

marketing. In the end, a long-term customer relationship will be built also through breaking-

receiving unpleasant news, which – however – could question the loyalty to and the trust in 

the company, as Section 8.1.2 will show. 

8.1.1.3 BNM delivery: When the company decides or acts against the customer  

The delivery phase refers to all the activities occurring during the actual communication of 

bad news. These include media (previous section), and occasions and timing of delivery 

(Bies 2013: 143).118 The content of customer communications is usually tightly related to 

the occasions in which the communications are delivered and the BNM level of gravity may 

also vary widely depending on these occasions.  

                                                 

 
118 Bies (2013) mainly analyses delivering bad news to employees and superiors within a company. He 
considers verbal and nonverbal behaviours of those who delay it, and other activities involved in the delivery 
phase such as face management and self-presentation, account giving, and truth telling. Due to the different 
context and audience group, these activities are not considered in the present study.  
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Research suggests – and my fieldwork has confirmed – that BNMs reach customers in 

the post-sales phase of the company-customer relationship on two main types of occasions: 

“customer-centred” (“reader-centred” by Ewald and Burnett) and “message-centred” 

occurrences (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 259).  

The customer-centred occurrences are triggered by a customer’s inquiry, direct request 

for services or persuasive request for action or adjustment, and do not include any form of 

complaint. In customer-centred cases, it can happen that the company needs to address this 

kind of customer correspondence “with information that will be negative for the customer 

and that most often involves the company’s answers or actions” (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 

260). The rejection of an insurance claim would be an example of such an occurrence. In 

this case, the company “decides” against a customer request that is based on the customer’s 

legitimate right to make it since it is, for example, regulated by the policy.  

  The second type of occasions in which customers may receive BNMs are “message-

centred”. This form of communications usually involves so-called “push” information of a 

negative nature, which is provided not in response to customers (or other stakeholders) 

requests but unilaterally by the company (RTR, Austrian regulatory authority for 

telecommunications, 2012: 3). Message-centred communications are not face-to-face but 

instead commonly given through some written medium including, for example, letters, 

emails, reports, memos, text messages, post on the company’s website etc. (simplilearn.com, 

n.p.; see also Mast 2016: 175-176). Occasions to send message-centred news to customers 

arise when a company must convey unfavourable information about itself, an unpopular 

service or its performance (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 259-260), and are preferred when the 

company aims to distribute unpleasant information, yet is not looking for an immediate 

response. However, as soon as the receivers see the message, some action is required.  

Examples of “message-centred” occasions to send BNMs as cited during the 

interviews with corporate managers, lawyers, and wording managers include: 

Insurance companies 

• Cancellation of a line of insurance when risk becomes unprofitable (e.g., the 

cancellation of the motor vehicle insurance, when the policy holder has (too) often had 

car accidents)  

Telecommunications service providers  
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• Technical problems: signal reception problems, “unintentional roaming”,119 

maintenance work on servers that makes some services or line and Internet connections 

unavailable for a while, temporary disruption of a service 

Insurance companies and telecommunications service providers 

• Cancellation of, or changes to contracts with negative effects on customers such as 

rate or premium hikes (Section 2.2) 

• Changes in the operations such as in policy or procedures, suspensions of products or 

services  

• Deficient company performance.  

In all these cases, the company “acts” unfavourably towards the customer. 

Figure 20: The main occasions on which BNMs are disclosed to customers in the sectors considered. 

Asked about occasions for delivering BNMs to final customers, a wording manager in 

an Austrian insurance company who has had also experience as a market manager, besides 

what was cited above, also mentioned the case when during the legally prescribed 

information period, unforeseen, financial market-related reductions in benefits must be 

communicated (Interview, June 2018). These involve, for example, changes in the 

investment strategy that damage the customer’s expected annuity from a pension fund, 

                                                 

 
119 “Unintentional roaming” occurs when a cell phone is near the border of the home country. Due to the 
connection with booster stations of the neighboring country, calls start from that country with additional costs 
for the cell-phone user. In 2017, the European Commission abolished roaming charges within the European 
Union.  

BNMs 

No BNMs 
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negative adjustments to the annuity factor, removal of a private-pension benefit guarantee, 

and re-assessment of no-claims classes (see also Batten Study by Steffen et al. 2017: n.p.).  

 Marketing and wording managers in Austrian telecommunications companies 

answered the same question also mentioning as a potential occasion to deliver bad news, an 

increase in fees due to “indexation” (Section 2.3) (Interviews and explanation emails, July 

2018). On this occasion, a price increase may be provided because based on objective criteria 

over which the company has no influence […] and that – as in the case of the price index 

clause – serves to guarantee the value of the agreed payment (BMSGPK online 1: n.p.). 

Although this kind of news does not come directly from the company as “push” information, 

and may not be unexpected by the customers, it has still to be delivered by the company.  

 Bad news communication strategies of smaller and leaner telecommunications service 

providers (Section 8.3.4.2) are particularly interesting, especially when compared to those 

of established companies. In Austria, for example, I was in contact with one of them. During 

an email exchange with the Organisation & Human Resources manager about BNMs 

concerning changes in the contract or suspensions of a service, she was surprised of my 

interest in the subject arguing passionately (as if it were taken for granted): We do not have 

this kind of negative communication and we never disclose disadvantageous information to 

our customers (Recap email, May 2019, author’s translation). Then, I was surprised. Indeed, 

this is an exceptional situation compared to the reference market and just possible because 

the company follows a sales policy of never getting more expensive. As the manager further 

wrote, until that time (Spring 2019), the company had always managed to keep this promise 

towards all their customers. From a technical point of view, this is possible because they 

offer a prepaid product only and the service must be paid in advance. Therefore, reminders, 

contract cancellations or suspensions are no issue for them. (Recap email, May 2019, 

author’s translation).  

Directly connected to the occasions on which BNMs are sent is the timing of the 

delivery. Bies (2013: 143-144) observes that this is an important variable in managing bad 

news and mentions, for example, news involving life-and-death issues, when in doctor-

patient conversations people do not want delays in receiving it, and giving performance 

feedback in the workplace, when timeliness could be crucial. As noticed at the beginning of 

this section and in Section 3.1, Bies does not consider BNMs to customers. However, his 

examples illustrate well the relevance of the time factor.  
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During the present study it has emerged that the timing of bad news delivery to 

customers depends on two elements: 

1)  The occasion – as described above – in which the news is disclosed, and  

2)  The date or the moment from which the consequences/effect of the news begin(s), 

which is implied in the news itself, and very often prescribed by law or included in the 

terms of the contract. 

For example, the Italian and Austrian regulatory authorities for broadcasting and 

telecommunications (Sections 2.3 and 8.3.4.2) prescribe that, in case of a unilateral change 

in the contract’s conditions, the company must notify the users involved, with adequate 

notice of no less than thirty days, the content of the changes and the reasons justifying them, 

the date on which they are due to come into force, and information about the right to 

withdraw from the contract without penalty. Or, for example, when a policy holder comes 

to harm, she/he usually submits, according to the established procedure, a claim for damages. 

According to the Italian private Code of Private Insurance (Section 2.2) – but the procedure 

is very similar both in Germany and in Austria – the insurance company, after the processing 

period necessary to the surveyor to complete his/her investigation related to the damage, 

within sixty days of receipt of this documentation, has to make to the policy holder a 

reasonable and justified offer for compensation. Alternatively, the company communicates 

the reasons why it does not intend to make an offer by sending a written claim rejection, 

namely an unpleasant message (bad news text) to the customer.  

Occasions and especially timing of BNM delivery prove to be important elements to 

shed more light on the nature of BNMs. Indeed, BNMs are informed and framed by legal 

prescriptions to such a deep extent that this would be unthinkable for other types of customer 

communications such as commercial, sales or promotional messages, where, instead, 

creativity gains more space and deadlines are not prescribed by law. 

8.1.1.4 What BMCs are not  

As emerged from the interviews and the document analysis carried out for the present study, 

communicating negative information is an increasingly common activity for business 

professionals, whether it is rejecting customers’ claims or sharing unwelcome information 

with the broader audience outside.  

 In corporate communication, the concept of bad news communication is often 

immediately associated with that of crisis management and related (text) communications. 
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However, although the two types of communications have the negative subject matter in 

common, they are inherently different.  

 Crisis management usually addresses unpleasant communications to company 

stakeholders [such as community members, employees, customers, suppliers (Coombs 2007: 

164)] in case of an exceptional event whose gravity is extreme enough to jeopardize the 

company’s reputation or threaten its entire continuity and to “harm stakeholders physically, 

emotionally and/or financially” (Coombs 2007: 164). Situations involving, for example, 

environmental hazards, public safety, mass lay-off, or financial crisis, etc. “require decisive 

and immediate action from the organization […] (also from the communication side) 

triggered by, for example, mounting public pressures, and intense media attention or because 

of the direct danger (in case of an accident) to employees, customers or members of the 

general public” (Cornelissen 2011: 200). Pre, during and post crisis communication is 

usually managed by the company media relations department (Vecchiato 2012) or by the 

crisis manager together with, for example, public relations, and digital strategy or internal 

communication departments. “While organizations may not foresee every possible crisis that 

may affect them, they can develop crisis contingency plans in advance” (Cornelissen 2011: 

200) in order not to be taken by surprise by the events. 

  Comparing the above description of corporate crisis with what emerged from my study 

on BNMs, it seems evident that BNMs to private customers, although being of an unpleasant 

nature for the receivers – like communications about crises –, are not crisis communications. 

This is because of the distinctive and intrinsic characteristics that make BNMs what they 

actually are: the reasons why and the occasions on which they are revealed, the moment in 

which they are broken, their content and the related text production process, the departments 

involved in their creation, the media used to reveal them, the different audience (BNMs as 

understood in the present study are usually given to customers and not to all company 

stakeholders), and, thus, the different type of impact they may have on the customers and on 

their relationship to the company, as Section 2 has partially already described and as it will 

be shown below and in Sections 8.3 and 8.5. 

 As mentioned in Section 3.1, some textbooks on business communication consider as 

forms of BNMs also issuing a public apology for company mistakes such as faulty 

accounting or similar, and responding to complaints of unhappy customers. However, 

written apologies and reactions to complaints (actually, more often in oral form through a 

call centre) usually occur after a company action or decision that had unpleasant 
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repercussions on the customers. In the first case, the company itself admits and regrets the 

mistake, and releases, for example, a statement to tell the customers that it is sorry for having 

done something wrong or for causing a problem (Macmillan dictionary, s.v.). In the second 

one, the customer discovers the company’s inefficiency or other reasons for dissatisfaction 

and expresses annoyance about it.  

During my interviews with corporate managers and company staff in the two sectors 

considered, making an apology to customers (or other stakeholders), and responding to 

complaints were never mentioned as BNMs. Indeed, when the service companies considered 

in this study disclose bad news, this does not mean that they have made a mistake (Section 

8.1.1.4). As Section 8.3 will show, to make the news more comprehensible to the receivers, 

the customer communication strategy of most companies visited often includes giving 

reasons and justifications for certain negative messages (e.g., the Italian Authority for 

Communications Guarantees even prescribes it). However, these are not apologies. The only 

thing these two situations may have in common with the BNMs as intended in this study is 

the feeling of disappointment generated in the receivers of the communication. Furthermore, 

apology and responding to complaints are text genres that follow different rhetorical and text 

production conventions. However, going into greater detail about that would be beyond the 

scope of this section.  

 

In sum, trying to give a comprehensive definition of BNMs, as they have been intended in 

the present study, especially in insurance companies and telecommunications service 

providers, I would propose the following:  

8.1.2 Bad news: The customer’s perspective  

It has been plain from the literature review (Section 3.1) and from the previous sections that 

BNMs are no new research topic and that many of their aspects have already been analysed. 

However, little attention seems to have been devoted by scholars and managers to the 

definition of bad news in business contexts. Except for the well-known attempt by Bies 

BNMs are “relationship communications” (Delin et al. 2006: 27), namely company post-
sales written texts without promotional, advertising, or billing character sent to 
customers after they have subscribed to a service. 
They carry service-company decisions or actions impacting existing customers’ interests 
related to the service at different unfavourable levels. 
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(2013: 137) – reported in Section 3.1 – which, however, suffers from the limitation that he 

emphasises the psychological side of the subjective perception of bad news and considers 

the employees’ context only, the impression is that the meaning of bad news has remained 

vague. The business-communication literature only gives examples and lists reasons for the 

disclosure of bad news (Section 8.1.1.3), leaving out the discussion on its intrinsic nature, or 

taking it for granted.  

8.1.2.1 Bad news: A few semantic and syntactic insights  

A brief semantic insight into the meaning in language of the phrase ‘bad news’, composed 

of the adjective ‘bad’ and the noun ‘news’, should help to better identify its meaning also in 

customer communication contexts. Let us first discuss the adjective ‘bad’. 

 ‘Bad’ belongs to a category of adjectives that include, for example, good, old, young, 

or the like, and known in linguistics as ‘syncategorematic’. These adjectives do not have a 

definable meaning regardless of the meaning of the terms they modify (Grossmann 2006: 

329). This means, they form a meaningful expression only in conjunction with denotative 

expressions, such as a content word (see Merriam Webster dictionary, s.v.).  

  After giving a very general definition of ‘bad’ as something that is “unpleasant, 

harmful, or undesirable”, the Collins dictionary online, for example, reports fifteen possible 

uses of ‘bad’ in combination with different nouns or participles, and in particular 

expressions. Each time the adjective affects the denotation of the larger expression that 

contains it. Examples are: bad idea, decision = not sensible or not correct; bad housing, bad 

pay = of an unacceptably low standard, quality, or amount; to be bad at doing something = 

to be not skilful or successful at it; bad person = with morally unacceptable attitudes and 

behaviour; to be in a ‘bad mood’ = to be angry and to behave unpleasantly to people; bad 

language = contains offensive words such as swear words; etc. Also the combination with 

the noun news is explicitly considered: “If you describe a piece of news, an action, or a sign 

as bad, you mean that it is unlikely to result in benefit or success” (Collins dictionary, s.v.). 

 Very similarly, in Italian and German – the corporate languages of the companies 

considered – the adjectives corresponding to English ‘bad’ belong also to the 

syncategorematic category and specify semantically the words they are combined with. 

Considering Italian and German in turn, the following expressions, for example, are possible:  

Italian 
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 Cattivo (bad) can be differently combined: persona c. = bad person who behaves 

particularly badly, which denotes wickedness, perfidy; c. medico, c. memoria (bad doctor, 

bad memory) = unable; unsuitable for a purpose; parlare un c. inglese = to speak bad 

English; c. stagione, annata; c. odore; = bad season, year; rank smell; c. notizia (bad news) 

= sad/bad, unfavourable (Sabatini Coletti, s.v.). 

When the adjective ‘cattivo’ (bad) as the opposite of buono (good) refers to notizia 

(news) it also means painful, undesirable (Treccani, s.v.). When ‘bad’ refers to news, in 

many idiomatic expressions brutto, which is the direct opposite of bello (beautiful), is used 

alternatively to or has the same meaning of ‘cattivo’. So, brutta notizia (bad news) = 

unwelcome, painful (Treccani, s.v.).  

German  

 Also the adjective schlecht (bad) can be differently combined: s. Essen, Film (bad 

food, film) = of poor quality, showing many defects, inferior; s. Gehalt, Gedächtnis; s. 

bezahlen, hören, sehen (bad salary, memory; to pay, hear, see badly) = weak, inadequate (in 

terms of quantity, strength, scope); s. Zeiten, Wetter, Ruf (times, weather, reputation) = 

unfavourable, disadvantageous for something, not happy, bad; jdm ist (es) s. = sb. is 

physically unwell, ill; s. Nachricht (bad news) = adverse, disadvantageous, not pleasant, bad 

(Duden, s.v.). 

 Back to the phrase ‘bad news’, the second element – the noun news – is defined by 

Lexico dictionary as “newly received or noteworthy information, especially about recent 

events.” The Italian dictionary Sabatini Coletti online proposes a similar definition: 

“Information relating to a person or a mostly recent event, learned directly or through others. 

Synonym: announcements” (author’s translation). The entry in the Zingarelli dictionary 

(2012, s.v.) gives: “cognition, knowledge; information relating to a fact, especially recent. 

Synonym: announcement, news [something new]” (author’s translation). The German 

Duden dictionary online defines Nachricht (news) as “message that conveys to a person the 

knowledge about the latest state of someone or something important [for her/him 

personally]” (author’s translation). 

 Among the definitions of ‘news’, especially interesting is that of the Collins dictionary, 

as “information about a recently changed situation or a recent event” which also explicitly 

refers to a “changed situation.” This seems to particularly fit the content of BNMs to 

customers. Indeed, the verb ‘to change’ means “to become different, or make someone or 
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something different” (Macmillan dictionary, s.v.), and most BNMs are about changes, for 

example, in the terms of contract.  

From a semantic point of view, the above definitions – even in different languages – 

are not really much differentiated by one another when considering both ‘bad’ and ‘news’. 

They also propose the same, general statement of meaning that  

bad news is painful, undesirable, unwelcome, adverse, disadvantageous, not pleasant 
information about a recent event (or a change).  

Further linguistic considerations about the position of the adjective ‘bad’ and its 

synonyms in a sentence will reveal other aspects of these words, which prove to be useful in 

pointing out key features characterising bad news also in the customer-company 

relationship. A preliminary overview of the concept of “predicate” according to logic, 

especially to “predicate logic”, seems necessary.  

From this perspective, a predicative sentence is divided into predicate and arguments.  

The ‘predicate’, which is usually a phrase, expresses a property or a relationship relating to 

one or more constants or variables that make up its arguments (Treccani encyclopedia, s.v.). 

‘Argument’ is any expression or syntactic element that completes, expands, or better 

specifies the predicate’s meaning and content (Sabatini),120 which would otherwise remain 

just partially understandable. Argument can be the (syntactic) subject, but also a direct or an 

indirect object (e.g., in form of a prepositional phrase). A verbal predicate and a nominal 

predicate can also have the function or be used as predicates (Treccani online: n.p.). For 

example, in the sentence:  

[argument (subject)  The company] [predicate  has disclosed bad news], 

the predicate claims that the company has performed the act of disclosing bad news. 

Here, the subject121 is an argument of the predicate. 

                                                 

 
120 Sabatini, Francesco (n.d.) Grammatica dell’italiano secondo il modello valenziale. 
https://www.letterebeniculturali.unicampania.it/images/didattica/FIT/materiale_didattico/GrammItValenziale
Sabatini.pdf (accessed 08-01-2021). 
121 In logic, especially in predicate logic, the terms subject and predicate do not have the same meaning as in 
grammar (ODEG 1994: 307). The subject of a predicative sentence has the highest semantic role in the sentence 
and usually – but not always – corresponds to the syntactic subject; the predicate corresponds to the verb and 
other possible arguments of the verb (Salvi 2008: 48).  

https://www.letterebeniculturali.unicampania.it/images/didattica/FIT/materiale_didattico/GrammItValenzialeSabatini.pdf
https://www.letterebeniculturali.unicampania.it/images/didattica/FIT/materiale_didattico/GrammItValenzialeSabatini.pdf
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Depending on their meaning, predicates can involve a different number of arguments: 

“zero-place” (no argument), “one-place” (one argument), “two-place” (two arguments) 

predicates, and so on (primus.arts: n.p.).122  

Back to ‘bad’ and ‘bad news’, depending on the context and the substantive that ‘bad’ 

modifies, ‘bad’ and all its synonyms can be part of a “one-place” or “two-place” predicate. 

In the sentence “He is bad”, for example, the predicate “is bad” needs just the argument “he” 

to make the sentence semantically complete.  

However, when using the adjective ‘bad’ (and all its synonyms) in combination with 

‘news’, as in the sentence “News is bad”, the predicate (is bad) seems to require more than 

just one argument (news). Indeed, the question “for whom?” spontaneously arises. In this 

specific case, the predicate is a “two-place” one since it needs a second argument in the form 

of a prepositional phrase introduced by the preposition “for” (Siller-Runggaldier 2018: 17) 

to specify its meaning.  

This brief digression in linguistic/logic has been relevant in order to introduce further 

aspects of the customers’ perspective on bad news, as the next section will show.  

8.1.2.2 Bad news: A subjective concept  

The linguistic/logic analysis presented above has illustrated some functional aspects of the 

phrase “bad news” that helped to define its linguistic nature.  

A similar reasoning may be extended – although maybe unexpectedly at first sight – 

to the corporate context and applied in the investigation of the nature of bad news in customer 

relationships, too. Indeed, also here the very meaning and nature of bad news seem to be 

comprehensible only by considering for what actor involved in the communication the news 

is bad: For the news-giver? For the news-receiver? Maybe for both?  

  In any case, none of the definitions of bad news reported above explicitly mentions or 

seems to consider the news-receiver/giver. A reason for that may be the fact that, in addition 

to being a concept logically related to two arguments, the definition of the news’s badness 

is subjectively determined (Bies 2013: 138; see also Baumeister et al. 2001: 323), which 

                                                 

 
122 In some languages, verbs used to describe the weather have no arguments. For example, the Italian “piove” 
(it is raining) does not even need the argument subject. In the sentence “Paul (argument 1) sleeps (predicate)”, 
to sleep is a one-place predicate. “Paul (argument 1) sees (predicate) the girl (argument 2)”: to see is a two-
place predicate. “Paul (argument 1) placed (predicate) the book (argument 2) on the podium (argument 3)”, to 
place is a three-place predicate (adapted from Two-place predicate: n.p.).  
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means that it is based on or influenced by personal feelings (APA), or opinions. This makes 

the comprehension of bad news much more complex because, in turn, it connects the news 

with the experience of emotions and sensations, and with appraisal, the cognitive evaluation 

of the nature and significance of an event, particularly to determine its worth, value, or 

desirability (APA, s.v.). All these experiences reflect individual states of mind rather than 

claims that can be generally said to be true or false independently of personal interpretation 

(APA, s.v.). 

Considering what was reported above, bad news proves to be a “subjective” concept, 

that is, its specific feature – being unfavourable – can be identified only in relation to the 

perspective from which the news is contemplated. Furthermore, the unpleasant side of bad 

news does not seem to be measurable but only evaluable on the basis of feelings and 

individual interpretations. However, only the subject/person bad news is meant for or 

addressed to experiences these feelings. Indeed, – self-evident as it may be – the news is bad 

only for the receiver. Consequently, bad news to private customers, as understood in the 

present study, is ‘bad’ only for the customers but (almost) never for the company that 

discloses it. 

As the wording manager of an Austrian telecommunications service provider pointed 

out in an email about negative communications, what for the company may be relatively 

small technical problems, say maintenance work, or, in the past, involuntary roaming, on the 

other hand, may be very annoying from the customers’ point of view. Indeed, they cannot 

make use of specific company services such as an Internet connection or phone reception for 

a certain time, which, in turn, can be problematic for private persons and businesses. 

Referring to managers who must break bad news to employees, Bies (2013: XX) 

observes that a kind of anxiety could be connected also with delivering such a message. But 

this does not mean that the news is bad for the givers, too. In contrast, it is just the delivering 

that may be uncomfortable for the givers but not the bad news itself. In itself, the news is 

neutral, but it is subjectively evaluated as bad by the customers because it is “about 

something unpleasant, unlucky, or undesirable” (Lexico dictionary, s.v.) for them. The 

“something” is the consequences of the message, usually trouble or problems that will be 

caused to the customers who get bad news, as it be will shown in the next section.  
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8.1.2.3 What makes bad news bad?  

According to what emerged during the interviews for the present study, there are mainly two 

types of reasons why news may be unpleasant for customers.  

Bad news has a rational and an emotional dimension. The first is related to something that will 
get worse for customers, the second to the fact that customers feel that the company to which 
they have been loyal for years is unable to solve their problem or does not care about them 
(Senior customer relations manager, telecommunications service provider, Germany, 
interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation). 

The rational dimension relates to the direct consequences for customers who receive 

bad news (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 259-260). These include:  

1) Changes for the worse 

For the purposes of the study, changes are negative and include rate hikes, reductions 

in the level of guaranteed service or of pension benefits, rejections of claims, or 

cancellation of a contract or line of insurance. 

2) Calls for action requiring the customer’s money or time 

They include, for example, reminders of unpaid bills or premiums not paid. 

3) Alterations to a traditional practice. 

 An example covering categories 3) and 1) is provided by what happened in 2016 in 

Italy and Germany, where the increase in phone fees was presented in a very refined 

way. The monthly billing frequency of most cellular phones and landlines had been 

converted to a 4-week billing frequency, with the result that the customers paid 13 

times in a year instead of 12.123 This modifies a common practice and brings negative 

consequences on the rates to be paid. 

 Another example covering instead categories 2) and 3) is given by an amendment to 

the Austrian Telecommunications Act (TKG 2003), which prescribes that all pay-as-

you-go SIM cards must be registered before activation. Since 1 January 2019, network 

providers have been obliged to inform holders of prepaid cards about this requirement, 

which involves providing personal data and a valid official photo ID (e.g., passport, 

identity card, driving licence) and so constitutes bad news from the customer’s point 

                                                 

 
123 In 2018, this change in the payment conditions was declared illegal in Italy. The telecommunications service 
providers who had adopted it had to pay back their clients what the clients had overpaid until that moment.  
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of view.124 This is clearly a call for action, but also represents the breaking of a 

traditional practice.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 21: Example of a real text message about the prescription for all pay-as-you-go SIM cards to be 
registered before activation, Austria (author’s translation).  

 On the emotional dimension, by contrast, events that are considered negative – such 

as those above – may lead customers to the “state of being wanting or deficient” (Merriam-

Webster dictionary, s.v.), and may arouse in them feelings of a 

1) Lack of care (e.g., insurance claim rejecting)  

Even in an intensive relationship, there is the risk that customers will reduce or even 

break off contact with the company. Reasons for this can be, for example, attractive 

offers from competitors, repeated mistakes in the business relationship or a decrease 

in attention on the part of the company (Mast et al 2005: 52); or a  

2) Lack of shared goals (e.g., fees increasing) on the side of the company (Ewald and 

Burnett 1997: 256).  

These sensations may put in doubt the company-customer-company loyalty (Section 

2.1), giving the customers the impression that the firm and constant support, on which 

the relationship to the company is supposed to be based, is not reciprocal anymore. 

This will have a greater impact on the individual customers than positively evaluated 

events of the same type. Indeed, according to Baumeister et al. (2001: 323), “when 

                                                 

 
124 Since the end of 2018, the compulsory registration has been prescribed in Germany, too.  

Do not forget to register your SIM 
card! Starting in 2019, the registration 
for all SIM cards is required by law. 
You can easily register online, in the 
nearest post office, in all (telecomm. 
company) shops and in selected 
tobacconists. Please bring an official 
photo ID and the PUK code with you. 
Further information can be found 
under (link) or under (company 
hotline number). Your (company 
name) team  

Company telephone number  
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equal measures of good and bad are present, however, the psychological effects of bad 

ones outweigh those of the good ones. This may in fact be a general principle or law 

of psychological phenomena”. Furthermore, 

3) Lack of BNM clarity often intensifies the negative feelings towards the company.  

Indeed, as mentioned in Section 2.4, text over-length and language aridity, but, most 

of all, in many cases the use of complex wording and jargon make the BNM texts 

puzzling, often requiring re-reading and annoying recipients when they hardly 

understand what is going on and what they are required to do. This may result in 

customers interpreting bad news as an attempt by the company to conceal its true 

intentions (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 256) (Section 8.1.2.3).  

 For example, according to the ERGO Study (2012: 23) about the comprehensibility of 

information given by companies such as insurance, banks or telecommunications 

service providers, the clear majority of the interviewees think that the information is 

not understandable for everyone. Asking about the reasons why information is 

sometimes difficult to understand, about one in two interviewees suspect that 

information by insurance companies could be written more easily, but this is not 

always wanted by the companies – especially insurance companies – which, indeed, 

deliberately use information difficult to understand. 53% of the interviewees blame the 

author of the texts for that (2012: 24; see also Haug and Haseloff 2018: 22). 

Information that is difficult to understand upsets the customers. In addition, this may 

contrast with the external perception of the company, its values and image of 

transparency and clarity in agency and communication (Section 2.4). 

This complex situation of practical troubles and uncomfortable feelings arouses a 

sense of withstanding bad news in the receivers who to some extent refuse, or just reluctantly 

accept, or comply with the disadvantageous consequences that bad news implies. In this 

way, bad news causes frustration and gives rise to natural audience disappointment since 

customers “will resist information they don’t like,” especially if it is connected to change of 

some kind that is often found confusing or threatening (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 252-254; 

258; see also Bovée and Thill 2014: 327), and when bad news is unilaterally given (Section 

2.2) in a post-sale moment after a (till this moment) satisfactory relationship with the 

company has already been established. This may pose a threat to the loyalty and trust put in 

the company (see Sections 2.1 and 8.1.2.3). 
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8.2 Section summary  

Section 8.1 was structured around the theme “definition of BNMs and bad news” in the 

sectors considered. First, from the sender’s perspective, the analysis indicates that BNMs are 

written texts used by the companies to deliver sensitive news to customers (e.g., bad news). 

In insurance companies, unpleasant news is imparted almost exclusively by letter, although 

the mediation of agents and brokers may often forewarn the customers. In contrast, in 

telecommunications companies, unpleasant news reaches the customers not just through 

letters but also text messages and web-posts, or an informative message attached to an email. 

Interesting is the increasingly common case of BNMs as attachments to the telephone (e-

)bill. The practical and legal reasons why companies decide in favour of one form instead of 

another were also addressed. Second, the concept of “relationship communications” was 

introduced, arguing for its application to BNMs. The potential strategic role of BNMs as 

post-purchase brand touchpoints was also considered and thoroughly discussed. Third, the 

BNM delivery stage, including occasions on which to do it and the timing, was described in 

its interweaving with the content and seriousness of the messages. Related examples from 

the interviews and the document analysis carried out for the present study were provided. 

The legal prescriptions regulating especially the timing were also considered. Fourth, 

although having in common sharing unwelcome information, a comparison showed that 

BNMs are no crisis communication texts, no apologies, and no written reactions to customer 

complaints. My personal attempt to define BNMs rounded off this part of the section.  

The second part of the section was about bad news, the content of BNMs. First, a 

semantic-syntactic analysis revealed some functional aspects of the phrase “bad news” that 

were useful to define it also in the customer relationship context. Second, it was shown that 

bad news is a subjective concept, according to which its specific feature – the badness – can 

be identified and defined only subjectively from the customer perspective, drawing not on 

the news itself but on the practical and emotional consequences (troubles) for the customers 

arising after receiving it. Third, the rational and emotional dimensions of bad news, often 

resulting in frustration and resistance on the side of the customers, were explored in detail. 

Related examples from the fieldwork were provided.  
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8.3 Behind the scenes of the BNM text production process: writers and contributors  

This section is structured around RQ2 in combination with the second main theme and 

related subthemes generated during the study as responses to the RQ self. It provides 

indications about the identity of the writer(s) and other actors actually involved in the BNM 

text and content production process, about whom I did not know anything before the project 

began. The findings reported in the section draw mainly on the analysis of the interviews 

carried out during the fieldwork, email exchange with the interviewees together with analysis 

of primary (text) data that, in the spirit of the exploratory research (Section 5.1), offer the 

authentic perspective of the BNM producers on the “real” process in which they are 

involved.  

8.3.1 Decision-making and implementation  

An Austrian insurance wording and market manager I interviewed about the BNM 

production in his company suggested considering in the analysis also contextual 

organisational factors, such as the decision-making chain, which are at the very beginning 

of the production process. Indeed, although the decision-making may remain in the 

background of the BNM production, it is yet important to gain a richer understanding of the 

production of such texts. Thus, a brief annotation seems necessary here about the distinction 

between strategic approval of a measure with possible negative impact on customer interests 

and authorisation of its announcement, and, on the other hand, execution of such decisions 

through written messages, which are two complementary but different elements of the 

process. 

The distinction between these two aspects of the process should help to clarify the 

possibly arising question about the responsibility of BNMs, too.  

  Considering, for example, the motor-vehicle line of insurance, an Austrian wording 

and market manager noted that  

actuaries125 continuously check the current profitability of the lines of business. If it falls below 
the target value, a decision must be made as to whether and when a premium increase is 
necessary. If the decision is made that the tariff cannot be continued profitably without a price 
increase, the claims department is informed. Here, it is the duty of the product manager to 
inform the executive board responsible. Ultimately, it is up to the executive board to decide 

                                                 

 
125 Their tasks and duties will be taken up in more detail later in Section 8.3.3.5.  
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what measures to take (Wording and market manager, insurance company, Austria, 
explanation email, June 2018, author’s translation).  

The corporate lawyer of a telecommunications provider told me something very 

similar, when, during an interview, she said that 

strategic decisions about, for example, changes in contracts have usually been made by the top 
management126 who bear responsibility for the overall direction and strategy of the business. 
Thereafter, in a next phase, the decision enters the operative stage and is implemented by the 
sales department supported by marketing CVM, legal department, and regulatory affairs 
(Corporate lawyer, telecommunications service provider, Italy, interview May 2020, author’s 
translation). 

Also other interlocutors I met in both sectors – marketing managers, actuaries and so 

on – often stressed that, from the point of view of the decision-making chain, the board of 

directors or top management and executives are usually in charge of formulating the overall 

corporate business/commercial strategies, a few of which may sometimes negatively affect 

the customers. On the other hand, individual operational units such as sales, marketing 

(CVM, CRM etc.) and legal departments are responsible – sometimes individually and 

sometimes jointly – for the execution of these strategies, which implies, at a certain point, 

also drafting the written communications announcing the decisions to the customers. While 

the strategic decisions are not discussed in this thesis, those related to the production of those 

texts are an integral part of it.  

8.3.2 “BNM teams”  

As I learnt during my interviews with in-house professional writers, communication 

managers and corporate lawyers in insurance and telecommunications companies, a 

“process” lies behind the production of BNMs which my interlocutors described as dynamic, 

developing through many stages, and involving complex interaction between various writers 

and other participants, some internal, others external.  

Asked about how BNM text is created, a wording manager of an Austrian insurance 

company answered:  

                                                 

 
126 “Top managers do not direct the day-to-day activities of the firm; rather, they set goals for the organization 
and direct the company to achieve them. Top managers are ultimately responsible for the performance of the 
organization […] [They] fill different managerial roles […] grouped into three major types: decisional, 
interpersonal, and informational. Decisional roles require managers to plan strategy and utilize resources” 
(Encyclopedia of management, s.v.; see also Mintzberg 1975: 56-59).  

https://de.pons.com/%C3%BCbersetzung/englisch-italienisch/board
https://de.pons.com/%C3%BCbersetzung/englisch-italienisch/of
https://de.pons.com/%C3%BCbersetzung/englisch-italienisch/directors
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There is no defined, standard set of people who are involved in writing BNMs. Rather, the 
composition of the ‘BNM team’ varies from case to case (Wording and market manager, 
explanatory email, May 2018, author’s translation). 

Interviews with managers in telecommunications service providers showed that 

building ad hoc teams127 for specific communication projects is also common in that sector.  

The commercial strategy is decided by the top management. The decisions must then be 
implemented and we [= the BNM team] deal with the operational part, [which also includes 
delivering news to the customers] (Corporate lawyer, telecommunications service provider, 
Italy, interview May 2020, author’s translation). 

Usually, these are multidisciplinary teams, where expertise, skills, and specific 

competences of the individual members are temporarily pooled to tackle a specific problem 

or task.  

Concerning the teams’ composition, it seems very similar to what management experts 

call “cross-functional” to refer “to a group of employees from different departments who 

work together on a specific project” (Pride et al. 2005: 236) and toward a common goal, 

feeling “collectively responsible for their work” (Bovée and Thill 2010: 69; see also 

Hellriegel et al. 2001: 229). Indeed, even if a project (in the broadest sense of the word) is 

under the purview of a single department, it is likely that other departments are involved in 

it according to their functions – or individual employees according to their expertise – and/or 

the aim of the undertaking (e.g., Krajewski 2007: 71). It is also possible that a few members 

of the team are not part of the organisation. This suits also writing at work that, as Van der 

Geest (1996: 10) points out, is seldom a solitary activity. Indeed, in work situations, the 

individual writing activity is usually embedded in larger-scale processes, such as the 

production of BNMs to the private customers, which requires the interaction with the other 

members of the team at different steps of the process.  

When the project is specifically concerned with BNMs, two types of actors participate 

in the team: the writers and the nonwriters, as I propose to call them. The writers actually 

                                                 

 
127 In the professional context, ‘group’ and ‘team’ are often used interchangeably. However, there are 
differences between the two terms. “A group in the workplace is usually made up of three or more people who 
recognize themselves as a distinct unit or department, but who actually work independently of each other.” 
[…] A team consists of three or more people who may come from different departments within a business, but 
collaborate on the same purpose, goal, or project. […] With a team, individuals recognize the expertise and 
talents of others needed to achieve the team’s goal. Additionally, teams are often formed for temporary 
assignments with one specific goal, focus or outcome in mind (Fritz 2019: n.p.). Furthermore, the goal(s) 
cannot be achieved without the cooperation and communication of the team members (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 
226).  



197 

 

compose (drafting) and/or play an active part (editing, proofreading, checking the legal 

compliance etc.) in creating the text. Their contributions materialise in the written document. 

In contrast, the nonwriters, a further constellation of internal (e.g., sales managers and 

actuaries) and sometimes external players (e.g., customers), have a less or no operative role 

in the writing process, but can significantly affect its linguistic aspect and the content of the 

messages.  

The writers’ activity is mainly a matter of collaborative writing (CW) and specifically 

of document cycling (Sections 3.3.2 and 8.5.1), whereas nonwriters act rather through 

individual and isolated interventions at different stages of the BNM creating process. The 

role of the nonwriters and their input in the process seems to be less investigated. 

Let us consider the writers first. The result of their efforts – the BNM text – is the fruit 

of the pro tempore interprofessional writing aimed at the creation, drafting, and revision of 

a common text (e.g., Debs 1991; Pomereke 1992; Cross 1994; Palmeri 2004; Lowry et al. 

2004).128 The idea of experts working together in “writing teams” dates back to the 1980s-

1990s and the first studies about CW (e.g., Flower and Hayes 1981; Dorff and Duin-Hill 

1989; Cross 1994). Although “writing team” is a fairly simple and general term, it is still 

suitable, as I argue, to indicate a group of workmates, each of them usually performing a 

different function, who are involved with different tasks and in different moments in the 

writing process, and so contribute to a joint written document. 

As some literature suggests, depending on job, writing tasks, and organisation of the 

text production process, there are two types of writers: “career writers” and “professionals 

who write” (Couture and Rymer 1993; Jakobs and Spinuzzi 2014). The former are 

professional writers, whose job is writing texts like, for example, authors, journalists, 

copywriters in advertising/communication agencies, publishers’ editors, and so on. The 

latter, in contrast, are experts for whom writing is part of the performance of higher-level 

activities. They are specialists in their own field who happen to or need to write at work, 

even if writing is not their main activity. Let us think, for example, of engineers, doctors and 

nurses, finance experts, business economists, lawyers, administrative officials, police 

officers, craftsmen etc. (Jakobs 2005: 19; see also Lutz 2015: 178). When their positions 

                                                 

 
128 How the team-writing process takes place and what it implies for the participants will be fully described in 
the next section.  
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imply that writing covers 30% or more of a common workday, they are also called “writing-

intensive positions” (Brandt 2005: 168).  

According to this classification, the BNM text writers are “professionals who write”, 

of course with different levels of technical education, competence, or awareness of their 

writing responsibility. The only exceptions are the wording managers (i.e., in-house 

professional writers) (WMs), whose function in a company is just to compose texts of a 

different genre and/or support colleagues who have to write (Section 8.3.3.3). 

Usually involved in BNM writing teams, although at different levels, are 

representatives from the following departments:  

- Marketing (MKTG) and, specifically, customer communications and relationship 

marketing (RM), customer relationship management (CRM), customer value 

management (CVM), market management (MM) (in insurance companies that of the 

line of insurance concerned); legal & regulatory affairs (LD & RA); sales (SD); 

corporate communication (CC),129 as marketing communications (MarCom) but just 

very rarely as corporate communications (CorpCom).  

In insurance companies, due to the internal departmentalisation according to different 

lines of insurance, individual departments may be more involved than others in the BNM 

production process. During one of my company visits, the head of market research of an 

Austrian insurance company, answering a question about this, said: 

I: Which are the most involved departments [in the BNM production process]? 

B: Yes, as I said before, contract and claim are the most… and the cash management because 
of the dunning and the invoices or something like that, but those are the three main departments 
(Head of market research, insurance company, Austria, interview, Jan. 2019, author’s 
translation). 

The second group of participants in the process, the nonwriters, are personnel of 

technical departments by telcos or insurance actuarial divisions, sales department, customer 

service, IT (e.g., as distribution centre for creation and dispatch of serial letters), and even 

customers who sometimes are involved as externals in special BNM projects.  

Individuals typically involved are senior and sometimes junior managerial staff. On 

occasion, corporate WMs also participate in BNM working groups. Generally, the actors 

                                                 

 
129 Some companies use the abbreviation “CC” for the activity of the corporate communication department, 
while others use it to refer to the department itself. In the present thesis, “CC” refers to the department (see 
Section 8.3.3.4).  
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mostly active in the process are internal, but it could happen that also for the writing teams 

the collaboration of external communication experts (e.g., communication agencies) is 

required.  

The BNM core-team composition may be affected by different factors such as BNM 

type (standardised or tailored to the occasion, Sections 8.3.3.4), type of product/service the 

BNM is about, and/or company size and specific internal organisational structure, so that a 

variety of temporary groupings is possible (Figure 22).  

Figure 22: Temporary BNM core-teams in insurance companies and telecommunications service providers. 

In insurance companies, when it comes to standardised occasions, and in small-sized 

telecoms companies in general, other scenarios are also possible, as the sections about “lone 

authors” will show (8.3.4). Furthermore, in strictly regulated sectors (Section 2.3), also the 

market authority plays a key role in the BNM content and text production process, which 

makes the latter even more complex. This specific case and its consequences on the process 

will be fully illustrated in Sections 8.3.5 and 8.9, respectively.  

8.3.3 Writers and nonwriters  

According to Zander et al. (1959: 16), 

[a] person’s profession specifies his role. In its most general sense, a role is a set of behaviors 
which a person is expected to perform. A role specifies certain functions or duties as well as 
the amount of authority others have over him and the accountability, he has to them. It is thus 
possible, if one knows the title of the role (profession) of a given individual to anticipate the 
sorts of duties he will typically performs as well as the nature of the interactions he will have 
with those around him. 

BNM team 
BNM team 

BNM team 

BNM team 

BNM team 



200 

 

In the following sections, I will describe the responsibilities of those BNM writers and 

nonwriters who play a central role in the text production process. This will shed light on the 

reasons why exactly these people and their departments are usually part of so-called “BNM 

teams.”  

During my corporate visits, I learnt that departments carrying out very similar tasks 

can yet have different names and slightly different functions depending on the sector the 

companies belong to and on the individual internal organisational structure. In addition, it 

can also happen that some departments are grouped together (e.g., legal and regulatory 

affairs, communication and marketing, or marketing and sales), whereas in more structured 

companies, departments are organised individually and more specifically (e.g., marketing, 

customer value management, legal, regulatory affairs etc.) (see Pride et al. 2005: 221-246). 

Although that may appear an obvious point, it is still important to mention it. Indeed, in the 

exploratory stage of the study, this was one of the reasons why it was sometimes challenging 

to identify in advance the right department to contact. The chain of contacts generated 

through the snowballing process proved, hence, to be particularly crucial (Section 5.1.1).  

8.3.3.1 Corporate lawyers and regulatory affairs  

The increasingly central role of corporate lawyers mentioned in Sections 2.2 and 2.4.2 is 

related to the growing intricacy of the technical, economic, and especially legal relations of 

a company with all its internal and external stakeholders.  

The business structures of insurance companies and telecommunications service 

providers are growing bigger and more complex in a globalised economic context where 

changes at the cultural and technological (digitalisation) levels are as fast and impactful as 

never before. Managing the phenomenon has implied the consequent growth of the 

importance of the legal governance in the companies in order to unravel the huge number of 

legal prescriptions at national and European levels that the situation has required. Indeed, as 

Kolvenbach (1979: 23) wrote, 

[t]he increasing intrusion of governments into business has resulted in a company’s inability 
to make a move without encountering a government regulation. This situation requires a legal 
opinion and often the judgement of a specialist. 

According to common belief, a legal adviser or a lawyer is a person in charge of “legal 

matters.” For example, she/he is commonly imagined as surrounded by piles of codes of law 

on the writing desk, engaged with the complex interpretation and application of the law, 
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spending her/his time meticulously preparing and discussing contract quibbles and fine 

prints or, in trials in a court of justice eloquently arguing their case (litigators), and get 

handsomely paid. Although these aspects could be roughly associated with the juridical 

profession in general, what characterises the position of ‘corporate lawyers’130 may be not 

well known outside the narrow circle of insiders.  

 

Corporate lawyers  

In European (and American) corporations, it is common to have a legal department,131 

mainly composed of corporate lawyers who usually work as in-house legal advisors in 

permanent employment for the company.132 They are generally responsible for protecting 

the legal interests of the company in which they operate and so in all the legal areas involving 

the corporate activity. 

Usually, corporate lawyers advise and provide legal support to their employer, 

particularly in drafting and reviewing contracts with employees, suppliers and customers at 

national and international levels, but also in questions of setting up a company, public 

procurement or liability law. Their main task consists in assessing the legal consequences of 

management decisions, as well as in enforcing the legal prescriptions that impose obligations 

on the company. They report to the company’s executives opportunities, risks and business 

repercussions related to new provisions and regulations. In addition, in-house lawyers 

manage relations with administrations and institutions, and represent the company when 

dealing with administrative authorities as well as in courts (Diritto24 2016: n.p.; Der 

Standard/U-Juristen 2020: n.p.; Atlante delle professioni: n.p.).  

El Kouri (2003: 103), author of a guide to corporate law careers, describes the typical 

everyday activity of a modern corporate lawyer as follows:  

                                                 

 
130 Firmenanwalt*in, Unternehmensanwalt*in, Unternehmensjurist*in (German); giurista d’impresa (Italian). 
131 Rechtsabteilung (German); Ufficio legale (Italian).  
132 Although in Germany a self-employed lawyer can at the same time be employed by a company (e.g., as an 
in-house counsel, Syndikusrechtsanwalt). This is allowed neither in Austria nor in Italy (Forum Jusline: n.p.; 
VUJ: n.p.). 
In most European countries, the regulations for the admission of jurists to the Bar prohibit the admission of 
jurists in permanent employment. The underlying principle is that an attorney at law should be independent in 
order to be able to represent his [/her] clients. […] This situation has deprived company lawyers […] of the 
membership in a professional organization. It is, therefore, not surprising that in most of these countries 
company lawyers have established associations to represent their interests and to further contacts among 
themselves (Kolvenbach 1979: 51). For example, in Italy the Italian Company Jurists’ Association was 
established in 1976 (A.I.G.I.: n.p.). In Germany, the German Institute for Legal Departments and Corporate 
Lawyers in 2011 (DIRUJ: n.p.); In Austria, the Austrian corporate lawyers’ association in 2016 (VUJ: n.p.).  
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As soon I get in there’s a phone call from a business person asking me to look at a document 
or asking me to help out for something. I’m constantly looking at documents, making them up 
and having discussions with the business people about how long we want the term of sale to 
be, or how to establish pricing, or ‘Gee, does this really make sense given what you’ve told 
me?’ I’m constantly on the phone […].  

Corporate lawyers have a degree in law with specialisations that could vary from 

administrative, community, international, tax law to banking, stock market and corporate 

law (corporate governance), privacy protection, labour, criminal, trade union law, and, above 

all, commercial law (especially regarding contracts with employees, clients and suppliers, 

extraordinary transactions, etc.), and compliance. Corporate lawyers also should have a basic 

knowledge of macroeconomics, microeconomics, accounting and business management 

paired with the ability to think strategically aiming at the company’s development and 

success. The specific legal competences can also be determined by the sector of the 

company: energy, pharmaceuticals, [telecoms, insurance company], etc. (Diritto24 2016: 

n.p.).  

As Kolvenbach (1979: 18) already observed,  

[t]he complexity of our economic life and its dependence upon government regulations and 
legislation even in the most liberal countries make it mandatory for management to have legal 
advisers participating in every phase of the decision-making process. 

This assertion, although about 40 years old, is sounder than ever, especially 

considering, for example, the flood of legislations and regulations at national and European 

Union level in force in European countries. Companies now have to face new challenges due 

to advancing digitization, legal tech, liability and regulatory/compliance questions, crisis 

management, risk management, data protection, competition, integrity, corporate 

governance and ethics, etc. That means (also) that corporate lawyers are confronted with 

complex and diverse areas of responsibility in a rapidly changing business environment (e.g., 

Der Standard/U-Juristen 2020: n.p.), where also the traditional separation between what is 

considered internal or external corporate communication is blurring and becoming 

increasingly fluid.  

Nowadays, corporate lawyers are, therefore, professionals who combine specific legal 

skills with a managerial role, contributing with the other functions to the company’s 

decision-making and management processes (Diritto24 2016: n.p.). In particular, liability 

and compliance risks are becoming increasingly important for the top management, 

especially for CEOs and CFOs.  
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In Austria, Germany, and Italy, corporate lawyers are “part of the hierarchical system 

of their company […] and the legal department reports in almost all cases to the head of the 

company” (Kolvenbach 1979: 52; see also Paulus 2014: n.p.).133 Depending on the 

responsibility taken on and how many years of job experience they have, corporate lawyers 

may be called in their career steps “legal specialists”, “legal counsels”, “senior legal 

counsels”, “legal managers”, or “general counsels” when they reach top management 

positions (Diritto24 2016: n.p.). Often, corporate lawyers see themselves as “enablers for 

business” (Extrajournal 2018: n.p.) or “solutions providers” (Paulus 2014: n.p.).  

Specifically related to the production of unpleasant messages, Bovée and Thill (2010: 

295) observe about the role of specialists in the process that 

[m]any significant negative announcements have important technical, financial, or legal 
elements that require the expertise of lawyers, accountants, or other specialists: ask for legal 
help and other assistance if you’re not sure how to handle a significant negative announcement.  

Indeed, it is interesting to note that company lawyers provide legal assistance and 

advice 360° and therefore also to individual organizational units (Der Standard/U-Juristen 

2020: n.p.; Atlante delle professioni: n.p.), such as, for example, sales, marketing, and CRM. 

That means that they work together also with those departments which are directly involved 

in the customer communication.  

We are in support. We are a staff function and we are ‘hired’ by the colleagues of the sales 
and marketing people, we are consulted. First, we discuss the matter. For example, if they 
want to make a change [in the contract terms], we tell them ‘You can’t make this change 
because it violates this act, or you can do this, or you can do this but like this.’ Then, we come 
to a common decision and discuss how to communicate it (the communication plan) on the 
various channels, the modalities, etc. The colleagues of the sales and marketing prepare the 
communication drafts and then we discuss them until we agree on a final text (Corporate 
lawyer, telecommunications service provider, Italy, interview May 2020, author’s translation) 
[italics added]. 

For the present study, for example, I interviewed a corporate lawyer responsible for 

the ‘legal commercial support’ in a telecommunications service provider. Her authentic job 

description134 precisely includes providing legal support in pursuing general business 

purposes related to the sale of company goods and services. Specifically, points mentioned 

are: 

                                                 

 
133 For further information, see also the following internet sites about legal jobs: money.it, 4stars.it (Italy); 
vuj.at; Extrajournal (Austria); diruj.de. (Germany).  
134 For reasons of confidentiality, I was not allowed to quote the description verbatim. 
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- Offering legal advice on specific matters about the protection of the industrial and 

intellectual property, legal proceedings relating to misleading advertising, and calls for 

tenders, and 

- Defining and negotiating contracts relating to customers and business partners in the 

marketing and retail areas. 

 Even if not explicitly covered by the description, it is this corporate lawyer who 

collaborates, for example, with colleagues of the marketing and regulatory affairs 

departments to ensure the legal accuracy of BNM texts. Indeed, since BNMs almost always 

announce changes in the terms of customer contracts, also the corporate lawyer revises these 

texts, detecting any linguistic imprecisions or errors that could have negative effects on the 

company from a legal point of view. In doing so, she actively participates in the text 

production process through written comments on the draft, text additions or cancellations, 

and suggestions about word choice, as Section 8.3 will describe in detail.  

Our linguistic work is just to ensure from the legal perspective that the communication is 
correct but also meets the wishes of the commercial [department] and the type of 
communication they want to have with the customer, which, on the other hand, safeguards 
possible legal aspects. It is clear, however, that I do not enter into the linguistic style or how 
they want to approach the customer. The intervention is functional to the role. Our role implies 
ensuring compliance in order to avoid texts that may create problems, disputes. We try to 
reconcile the commercial and legal needs of not making the company vulnerable [to legal 
complaints or lawsuits] […] [italics added].  

In case (also) of BNMs, since the most part of the corporate lawyer’s intervention is 

of a written nature on texts composed by colleagues who are not legal experts, the lawyer 

seemed aware of the possible linguistic frictions that this activity implies and the need to 

find a BNM language that partly includes legalese but also a more common wording. She 

further said:  

I’d say that 70% of our work is written. Even if there is a meeting, there is the written part: 
giving a [legal written] opinion, reviewing texts, and writing many, many emails ... 

We of the legal department still take great care of the written form, albeit at various levels. In 
the case of an operational and punctual matter, we may prepare a long email, if instead, we 
contribute to a decision-making process, we prefer a sober and direct style. However, when 
we relate to other company functions that have a different approach to the language, as 
business lawyers we have learned to ‘bastardise’ ourselves [our language] ... If we lawyers 
communicate with each other or with external lawyers, we express ourselves in a more precise 
and technical way. Instead, having to talk to people who don’t do our job, we try to be a little 
simpler. Sometimes we are criticised by some colleagues for being too polished. They usually 
tell us: “In any case, you will put it in legalese ...” 

There is also the question of so much jargon and Anglicisms, which annoy when it is excessive. 
It is important to maintain a correct Italian, but sometimes you also have to get your hands a 
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little dirty and change the style … (Corporate lawyer, telecommunications service provider, 
Italy, interview May 2020, author’s translation) [italics added].  

 The head of market research of an Austrian insurance company also confirmed the 

relevant role of the legal department: 

The employees just write [letters and communications to the customers], yes? And it always 
gets tricky when it comes to contractual matters, where there is also a legal aspect, yes? Then 
it must be, anyway in our company, that documents have to be coordinated with the legal 
department (Head of market research, insurance company, Austria, interview, Jan. 2019, 
author’s translation). 

 Another real example of the versatile role of the legal department was given by the 

“legal guidelines” for the costumer communication of a German telecommunications 

company I got in touch with during the exploratory research stage. The text quality control 

also by the legal department is considered an integral part of the customer communications 

production process and so fundamental that it is put even on the first page of the document. 

Indeed, this page lists in detail what legal requirements are necessary for “system 

communication.” With ‘system communication’, the provider means communications 

aiming to convey a consistent brand image and important information with no advertising 

character to customers. According to the provider, BNMs belong to this type of 

communications. The company distinguishes two main occasions on which legal approval 

is required for system communications. First, it is contractually required, namely it is a legal 

obligation and/or it is necessary for establishing, implementing, or ending a contractual 

relationship. Second, approval is required in form of legal release of the content (wording, 

but no promotional messages), and of data protection compliance with the national 

legislation. In addition, the company clearly underlines on the same first page that the legal 

department must approve every single system communication and there is no way to bypass 

this point.  

 The real job description and indications about the occasions in which legal approval is 

necessary for written customer communication (also BNMs) with no advertising character 

reported above highlight how bright and diverse the business affairs’ fields are in which the 

legal department gives advice and its legal quality control (for the company’s protection) is 

required. This also emphasises the substantial contribution of legal department to the BNM 

text production process, in which also these specific customer texts of a partly legal nature 

(Section 2.2) have to be revised and released by this function.  
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According to the previous section, corporate lawyers are “professionals who write” 

and act as writers who contribute to creating the BNM text assessing its general linguistic 

accuracy from the legal perspective.  

Regulatory affairs  

In the last few decades, lawsuits and the media have spotlighted financial scandals or 

companies’ fraudulent behaviour towards customers, and not least the 2008 world financial 

crisis has led to a considerable increase in laws and rules in order to regulate and control the 

business activity more closely. The legal context in which also telecommunications and 

insurance industries act has become wider and increasingly complex (Sections 2.2 and 2.3), 

with the consequence that compliance, “conducting business in accordance with applicable 

law” (FMA 3: n.p.), has become crucial in such sectors during the last few decades. Indeed, 

compliance experts are those who take care and consolidate the corporate image from the 

point of view of the correctness of the procedures and compliance with rules, internal 

procedures, standards, best practices, and business policies that apply to the specific industry 

(e.g., Romolotti 2020: n.p.). All this is done in order not to incur penalties, such as fines and 

lawsuits, which may lead to losing competitiveness on the market and damaging the 

company’s reputation among customers, partners, and stakeholders in general (e.g., 

megaitaliamedia.com: n.p.; Romolotti 2020: n.p.; Bethke and Kai 2020: 19).  

Furthermore, in strictly regulated industries such as healthcare (e.g., pharmaceutical 

or cosmetic), banking, telecommunications, etc., the regulatory affairs function has 

proportionally grown in importance, too. This has resulted in companies hunting also for 

experts in regulatory law, who are well versed in the intricate world of the many regulatory 

frameworks and how to best apply them in the organisation (see Collart 2020: n.p.). Indeed, 

the considerable number of industry-specific regulations and legal procedures have been so 

high that some companies and corporates have introduced a proper internal regulatory affairs 

office, sometimes as a distinct unit of the legal (or audit) department, sometimes as an 

independent one. In the latter case, the regulatory affairs staff usually work closely with 

assigned colleagues of the legal department. 

Usually, regulatory affairs are responsible for the so-called ‘regulatory compliance’ 

with external laws and regulations, i.e. for the relationship between the company and the 

related regulators and other external control bodies (Section 2.3). They report the most recent 

regulatory changes in order to periodically update the documentation, monitor legislation 

across regions, prepare legal documents and negotiate with regulatory bodies in order to 
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obtain licenses, and ensure proper data and record keeping. Similarly to what the legal 

department does, regulatory affairs also support in-house business divisions in order to 

follow European and/or national laws and regulations, for example, on relevant regulatory 

aspects of commercial dealings. Furthermore, they “occasionally participate in advertising 

campaigns and packaging design to ensure these marketing tools are complied” (Collart 

2020: n.p.).  

When I interviewed two corporate lawyers of an Italian telecommunications service 

provider about the BNM text production process, they mentioned the colleagues from 

regulatory affairs, which they internally call “the regulatory.” Asking for explanations about 

this function, they said:  

I: What is it? 

Corporate lawyer 1 (CL1): It is a direction that deals with compliance. Since the 
telecommunications sector is regulated, there is a specific legislation and a specific authority 
(AGCOM) which also has regulatory power, issues a series of resolutions on specific matters 
on which it has competence. The ‘regulatory’ [affairs], which is part of the same division as 
the legal department, has – well – relations with the sector authority and is also responsible 
for giving indications on regulatory compliance, and specific regulations. The legal division 
has a slightly wider competence, at 360°, while regulatory affairs has more specific functions: 
maintaining relations with the sector authorities, managing disputes and sanctioning 
proceedings, as well as requests for clarification from the authority, etc. 

CL 2: For example, if a technical disruption affects a significant number of customers, the 
[market] authority can ask for information on how the company managed it, how long it had 
taken to manage and eventually resolve it, how – let’s say – the company supported or 
compensated the customers for any loss due to inefficiency. It can really get to the heart of the 
matter … 

CL 1: Then there are a whole series of informative reports that have to be periodically 
produced on the economic conditions of the offers, the so-called ‘transparency sheets’, costs 
of contract termination, and a whole series of periodic and interactive interactions that are 
imposed by the sector legislation […] (Corporate lawyers, telecommunications service 
provider, Italy, interview Feb. 2019, author’s translation) [italics added].  

It is interesting to note that the corporate lawyers introduced regulatory affairs as one 

of the main actors in the BNM text production process, as Section 2.3 suggested. Indeed, the 

regulator, in its function to comply with the increased customers’ requests for more 

transparency and comprehensibility of service providers’ communications – especially in 

contract matters – prescribes how these messages have to be written. In Austria and Italy, 

for example, the telecommunications market authorities prescribe very precisely words and 

layout of customers’ messages about changes in the contract, maybe the most common type 

of bad news (Section 8.3.5). Thus, when companies produce these kinds of texts they have 

to comply with those prescriptions and, inside the company, it is regulatory affairs that 
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monitor and exercise control over their exact application. In practice, regulatory affairs read 

the text drafts that have been prepared by other departments such as marketing or CRM, 

make comments on the partial or non-compliance of the procedure and terms used in the text 

with what is required by law, make any necessary corrections, and may also propose 

language improvements.  

From what has been reported above, it appears that also experts of regulatory affairs 

are “professionals who write” and act as writers. They participate in the BNM text 

production process by assessing the procedure and, especially, the linguistic compliance of 

text with the regulatory prescriptions.  

In insurance companies, it is often common that also the internal insurance 

ombudsmanship exercises quality control over BNM texts. The ombudsman and her/his staff 

are usually responsible for policyholders’ requests, investigating complaints and helping to 

mediate settlements between customers and the company. In case of unpleasant news,  

there is also the danger of complaints, either to the company headquarters or to agents 
concerned. All of that must be considered when sending BNMs, in order to minimise the 
resultant work for branch offices and for the company’s ombudsman (Wording and market 
manager, insurance company, Austria, email, May 2018, author’s translation).  

When it is consulted for professional opinion about BNMs, the ombudsmanship judges 

the texts just in order (to try) to prevent possible future disputes, and customer objections or 

criticisms.  

8.3.3.2 Marketing managers  

The American marketing association defines marketing and marketing management 

respectively as 

the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and 
exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large. 
(Approved 2017). 

Marketing management (or management of marketing) is the process of setting marketing 
goals for an organization (considering internal resources and market opportunities), the 
planning and execution of activities to meet these goals, and measuring progress toward their 
achievement. The process should be ongoing and repetitive (as within a planning cycle) so that 
the organization may continuously adapt to internal and external changes that create new 
problems and opportunities (AMA dictionary, s.v.; AMA topics: n.p.). 

The marketing department is the company’s division responsible for marketing 

activity. It is organised according to different roles and functions, which vary from company 

to company, depending on the sector of reference. Marketing managers are well versed in 



209 

 

analysis, formulation, and implementation of marketing strategies in order to coordinate all 

those activities that precede the launch, the launch itself, as well as the subsequent sale of a 

product/service or an entire range of products/services. They also control compliance with 

marketing goals, for example, increasing sales figures in a certain period of time 

(Berufslexikon 2, s.v.). Commonly, the job includes analysis of the reference market, 

definition of the target audience, competitor analysis, product development, etc. Design and 

presentation of an advertising campaign and media planning are also typical responsibilities 

of the position, as well as the management of the press office, the organisation of events, the 

supervision of stakeholder relations, and especially the management of long-term customer 

relationships.  

According to the specialization, different managerial profiles are possible, even very 

different from each other and, consequently, with different skills (master-aforisma 2021: 

n.p.). It can also happen that one person specialises in two or more areas or that the 

distinction among the profiles is blurred. Thus, ‘marketing manager’ may be the marketing 

manager strictly speaking, but also the product, brand, web marketing, account, customer 

relationship, or communication manager etc.  

During my company visits, for example, I met marketing managers who were either 

department heads or carried out different duties. They were in charge of: customer service, 

customer value, customer relationship, market research, as well as market & product/service, 

or market & branding and digital marketing, quality assurance (among other things, 

management of internal service quality, measures and processes, analysis and processing of 

customer feedback, and interface to legal department), Net Promoter Score (NPS) & plain 

language, communication & customer relationship. Two senior marketing managers were 

specifically responsible for customer loyalty, comms strategy & digitalization and CRM, 

two general managers had also marketing responsibilities, and the co-founder of a small 

telecommunication company was in charge of functions like marketing and customer 

communication, too.  

Because of some specific tasks and duties related to their positions, a few of the experts 

mentioned above are involved more actively than others in the BNM text production process. 

Usually, these managers have more contacts with the customers, work specifically on 

maintaining a long-term relationship with them, or analyse customer and market data in 

order to suggest the most suitable customer communication or products/services that best 

meet the customers’ needs. 
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In the following section, I will go into greater detail about these functions.  

 

Customer relationship marketing  

In Section 2.1, customer communication and relationship marketing have been identified as 

the two areas where to collocate BNMs as a post-sales channel of communication. In the 

companies considered, customer relationship managers are usually in charge of these areas. 

Because of the possible effect of bad news on customer loyalty and connected company 

perception, customer relationship managers play a major role in the BNM creation.  

Asked what departments are involved in the BNM text production, two senior 

marketing managers responsible for the customer management (retention and loyalty) of a 

German telecommunications service provider confirmed that they are in charge of drafting 

these texts (even if the legal supervision cannot be missed). Another German senior customer 

relations manager described the role of his department in the process with these words:  

Yes, like in large companies, yes, I think we did the draft and all that, and we are responsible 
for it in the end. We have the legal department, the regulatory affairs department, the press 
office, and that’s about it. And of course, we also have what we did, of course, so we always 
optimise the writing a little, right? Because we listen, we also control this special call centre 
(Senior customer relations manager, telecommunications service provider, Germany, 
interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation) [italics added].  

He underlined that the customer relations department is responsible for drafting BNM 

texts. At the same time, mentioning the collaboration with the legal and regulatory divisions 

as well as the press office (for extremely complex situations), he also confirmed the existence 

of a kind of temporary BNM team in this company. The manager also alluded to the fact that 

the customer relations department constantly improves and edits texts already created in the 

past for similar occasions (and uses them as basis for the new ones). In doing this, they 

consider even suggestions and comments reported by a particular call centre that they 

activate in case of BNMs whose practical consequences for the customers will be particularly 

annoying. 

 

Customer Value Management (CVM)  

CVM is the term used to define how customers weigh the benefits of individual purchasing 
decisions against the costs of these purchases. [...] Before making changes to the quality or 
pricing of their goods, companies must consider the impact these changes will have to the 
customer value of their products (Study.com 2021: n.p.).  
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CVM experts form a specialised office, which is often part of the marketing 

department. CVM has a special status in both insurance companies and telecommunications 

service providers. Learning what customers perceive as valuable at the moment of 

purchasing may be decisive for planning future marketing strategies. Indeed, customer value 

can vary significantly among customers and, due to the different degree of their profitability, 

companies do not look after all customers in the same way. Whereas the aim of CR is to 

increase customer satisfaction, the object of CVM is to identify customers who are (really 

or potentially) yielding profit and so, since they represent a high added value for the 

company, bind them more tightly. CVM focuses on commitment and trust. It uses customer 

data in order to increase customer value over the course of the relationship, consistently 

aligning marketing and sales activities, and proposing selective offers (e.g., Gondring 2015: 

498; Visionedgemarketing: n.p.; see also Verhoef and Lemon 2011; Schawel and Billing 

2018).  

There are various methods of customer classification commonly based on customer 

information managed by the customer relationship management (CRM), whose technical 

description, however, would be beyond the scope of the present section.  

Anyway, from what has been reported above, it appears that evaluating the customer 

value may be crucial in creating BNMs for customers. Indeed, after receiving bad news with 

high subjective potential of interpretation (Section 8.1.2.2), customers may likely change 

their ‘perceived value’ of the product or service, namely their “evaluation of the merits of a 

product or service, and its ability to meet their needs and expectations, especially in 

comparison with its peers” (Kopp 2020: n.p.).  

For example, as I noticed during the fieldwork for the present study, in 

telecommunications companies of considerable dimensions and with a broad customer 

portfolio, the CVM’s contribution to the implementation of the BNM writing process is one 

of the most significant. When talking about occasions on which a change for the worse has 

to be delivered to customers, I asked an Italian CVM manager to describe the BNM 

production process in his company. He told me:  

When we have to communicate an increase in telephone-bill fees or problems in providing a 
technical service, we from the CVM, the group that manages the customer base, start off both 
the communication that will be attached to the bill (‘post-paid customers’) and the text 
message for the customers. Taking in the critical situation and the ways of solution, we begin 
to draft a text and a text message. With a text message we have to mind the limited number of 
possible characters/spaces, whereas a communication on the invoice can be a little more 
elaborate and you can go into more detail, at least a little. The process is usually so. Well, 
drawing on our past experience, we write a draft of the text that we share then with the 
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corporate lawyer […] and always also with the colleagues from the regulatory affairs. No 
other department is involved (CVM manager, telecommunications service provider, Italy, 
interview, Feb. 2019, author’s translation) [italics added].  

Indeed, as the corporate lawyer of the same company explained,  

The department that has contacts with the customers, CVM, is also “owner” of the document. 
This means that they decide on how to approach the customers, formally too, for example if 
using the formal form to address the customers or not and so on (Corporate lawyer, 
telecommunications service provider, Italy, interview May 2019, author’s translation).  

Furthermore, CVM is also often concerned with the possible rewording of parts of the 

BNM, if the subsequent textual corrections of the legal department should have reduced the 

readability of the message for customers (Section 8.3.3.1).  

As emerges from what was described above, in the BNM text production process, 

CVM managers are “professionals who write” and act as writers.  

8.3.3.3 Career writers  

According to the classification mentioned at the beginning of this section, the job of a ‘career 

writer’ consists of writing texts. Not just authors, journalists or copywriters write for a living. 

In this category belong also professionals who carry out almost exclusively writing tasks in 

the business sector. These figures may not be well known, but, as the name of their category 

suggests, they play an active role (also) in the BNM production process. Depending on the 

company internal organisation and industry, their job title and responsibilities may vary.  

Career writers in business are usually responsible for the wording, the way in which 

the corporation expresses its communications, and very often they may oversee or 

collaborate in drafting wording guidelines for the company (Section 8.2.3.4). They are 

usually part of the marketing communications, communication, branding, or market 

management team and particularly well versed in text drafting. It can also happen that 

external editors such as freelancers, journalists or staff of communication agencies 

specialised in corporate communication work as consultants for individual language 

projects. Big companies may also hire highly specialised editors full-time.  

As I learnt during the fieldwork, the specific figure of the language expert, who works 

as in-house professional consultant for a company’s written communications, is often called 

“wording manager” (WM). A WM brings professional knowledge of linguistics, journalism 

& media, but often also of business communication, and/or marketing. Generally, she/he is 

in charge of the language used by the company when it communicates with its stakeholders, 

and helps and supports colleagues especially in writing matters. Thus, the WM combines 
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two functions: 1) she/he is language supervisor and 2) has a profound knowledge of the 

company’s products or services and its values. She/he usually works as “language facilitator” 

and reference point for any company department or team that needs practical advice in key 

wording questions.  

During my company visits, I met such persons almost exclusively in German-speaking 

companies of both sectors, which are apparently more swayed by language issues in their 

internal and customer communication. In Italy, in contrast, the in-house WM seems 

uncommon.135 

Through the snowballing process described in Section 5.1.1, the head of the corporate 

communication of an Austrian insurance company passed my contact to the company’s WM, 

who presented himself with these words: 

I was and am in the market management /branding & digital marketing team and very often 
involved in the production of customer letters and other text materials. Since 2001, I have 
generated and edited hundreds of texts for direct mails on product advertising, customer letters 
even on sensitive topics with unpleasant messages, etc. … I think, I am the right person to talk 
with [about BNMs] (Wording and market manager, insurance company, Austria, email, May 
2018) [italics added]. 

As mentioned, one of the main tasks of the WM is carrying out the editing136 of a 

company’s written texts. The term ‘editing’ is broad and may include different types of 

activity carried out by just one versatile person or different persons, according to their 

different expertise and duties (e.g., Sorenson 2021a: n.p.). For example, the responsibilities 

of the WMs I met during the fieldwork may include, but are not limited to:  

− Reviewing existing wordings and advising on improvements when text segments seem 

not to make sense, for example, because just partly concluded, unclear or otherwise 

awkward 

                                                 

 
135 According to Pecchenino and Bonalumi (2008: 4-5), two of Europe’s leading Italian business 
communication and business writing consultants, the job of the communicator is carried out with commitment 
and good results thanks more to intuition and natural Italian creativity than to a good preparation in the field 
of writing. This applies not only to PR, but also to marketing, sales, commercial or human resources people, 
who are often not up to the importance of the companies they represent. The main deficiency is the 
personalisation of writing. In fact, the Italian style suffers from the “bureaucratic disease” of the country: a 
written style characterised by using commonplaces, many adjectives and adverbs, brackets and relative clauses, 
etc., which is often difficult to decode.  
136 The term ‘editor’ corresponds to redattore (Italian) and Redakteur*in (German).  
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− Proofreading grammar, punctuation, spelling, and word use to ensure cohesion and 

accuracy, as well as copyediting of the content to provide coherence, quality 

readability and comprehensibility  

− Drafting and/or releasing new wordings where required 

− Identifying and recommending solutions to reporting issues in line with company 

requirements  

− Stylistic editing to ensure that the writing matches the company’s wording guidelines  

− Supervising the corporate communication-channels137 (e.g., Sorenson 2021: n.p.).  

The degree and intensity of the WM’s participation in the production of BNMs is 

related to which departments already participate in the BNM team as well as how much these 

departments consider it necessary and need the WM’s collaboration. Usually, depending on 

the extent to which text readability has been limited by the reviews and modifications carried 

out by the legal department/regulatory affairs or sales and technical divisions (e.g., insurance 

actuaries), the WM’s intervention may be required (Wording and market manager, insurance 

company, Austria, email, June 2018). It could be said that when present in the company, the 

WM participates “on call” in the BNM text production, just when she/he is invited to.  

Below, the WM of an Austrian telecommunications service provider describes how 

she proceeds in a common situation in which she supports colleagues from other departments 

by editing BNM texts (or about other subject matters). It is interesting to note that for 

practical reasons connected to the mainly intellectual activity involved in the work, she 

prefers to communicate within the BNM team in writing only.  

I’m getting the drafts to be proofread – not only for their cohesion but also for their coherence 
– per email exclusively. We do not discuss the texts in meetings or orally. I prefer the written 
form, because in this way we don’t waste time. Indeed, as a writer, I cannot (re)write on 
demand or by command here and now. I’m making the corrections by the time arranged, of 
course, but at my own pace. Furthermore, I usually justify the edits so that my colleagues could 
learn from them and apply the language suggestions to the next texts.  

Showing me her editing of a of CRM-department communication, she added:  

I usually keep (save on PC) my approvals. [Indicating a specific point in the text] Here are 
also all the changes that I have made, so that the respective department can immediately see 
what I have changed. So, in terms of text, I deliver the last version, but often with change 

                                                 

 
137 When in-house editors concern with the creation of contents for all the corporate communication digital 
channels and media (communications, newsletters, websites, blogs, and other kind of communications based 
on computer-mediated technologies), they are called “content managers” (Berufslexikon 3, s.v.; see also 
Kühner 2017: n.p.).  
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tracking or with any markings, or placeholders for variables that are imported from the [MS-
Word] system (Wording manager, telecommunications service provider, Austria, interview 
Sept. 2018, author’s translation). 

A real example of how a WM worked in practice together with another department on 

a BNM is reported below. This is the authentic correspondence (pseudonymised) between 

the WM (A.) and the CRM manager (K.) of a telecommunications service provider (TELCO 

AU) during the production of a text about a tariff cancellation. On this occasion, the core 

BNM-team is quite small and made up of two people only. The WM explained indeed that 

the legal department usually participates in case of changes in contract (e.g., hike rates) and 

adjustment of the price index, whereas it is the technical department in case of network 

failures and similar issues.  

Following the dates of the emails shows that this process took about 10 days. From the 

exchange of emails emerges the linguistic, reading, and analytical competence of the WM 

and the set of various professional skills she possesses to do her job: of course, proofreading 

skills, but also a greater familiarity with the business sector and the technical aspects of the 

tariffs, as well as meticulousness and accuracy in copyediting the content. Indeed, nearly 

eight emails out of ten were about technical clarifications, requests for additional information 

that could make the text more comprehensible for the receivers, and practical considerations 

and suggestions from the WM to improve the procedure customers have to follow for 

changing the tariff.  

The exchange of emails is also an example of how a small BNM team works (see also 

Section 8.3.2).  
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Figure 23: CRM asks the WM for advice on the text of a message to customers about a tariff cancellation 
[original underlined].  

1) In the first email, the CRM manager contacts the WM, asking her to take a look at the 

draft of a customer communication about the cancellation of a specific tariff. CRM also 

outlines the context and attaches the draft directly below the email text. The relationship 

between the two managers is rather informal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) 1st email from CRM to the WM  
 

From: K. (CRM) 
Date: March, 26  11:24 
To: A. (WM) 
Subject: YYY letter of cancellation 
 

Hi A, 
Can you please have a look at the following text.  
 

This is about the letter of cancellation [of the tariff] that will be sent to the YYY (name of the product) 
customers (approx. 1,135). These tariffs will end on June xx, 20--. An automatic tariff change is not 
possible and therefore customers have to go to a TELCO AU shop, if they want to continue using a data 
tariff of TELCO AU. If not, the tariff will automatically be turned off at the end of June. 
We will send the information via email. 
If you still need information, just call me. 
 

Thank you,  
Best, K.  
 

 

Dear Mr / Ms [Surname], 
 

Unfortunately, we have to inform you that we will end your YYY 1GB / YYY 3GB tariff on June xx, 20--. 
Due to the merger of two companies, it is unfortunately not possible for us to keep all tariffs. Of course, 
you can switch to one of our current tariffs, such as: 

• no contract Internet tariff: NEW SIM 1GB €xx 
This tariff change does not occur automatically and must therefore be carried out in a TELCO AU shop, 
as you need a new SIM card. There are no additional costs for this, such as activation fees. You can take 
advantage of this offer till xx (+10) June 20--. You are also welcome to select any other of our current 
data tariffs in order to continue using your (product’s name) in the future. You can find all information 
on this at TELCO AU [internet address]. 
If you do not want to switch to a current tariff, the cancellation of your current tariff will take effect on 
June xx (+10 days), 20-- and you do not have to do anything else. 
 
Best wishes, 
Your TELCO AU service team 



217 

 

 
Figure 24: WM answers the first wording-editing request of CRM (changes in italics) [original bold]. 

2) In the following few days, the WM sends the CRM a modified version of text. WM 

also asks precise questions about the deadline of the cancellation and technical questions 

about the possible residual surfing volume. She has read the text as if she were the customer 

and now shares with the colleague concrete considerations about what would happen if the 

customer does not accept on time the alternative offer made by the provider. Competitors 

will not wait …  

 

 

2) Wording Manager to CRM  
 

From: A. (WM) 
Date: April, 1 11:20 
To: K. (CRM)  
Subject: YYY letter of cancellation 
Attachment: YYY_tariff cancellation_a.docx  
 

Hi K., 
 

here is a suggestion for the YYY letter. 
 

And the offer in the shops really only applies until xx (+10 days) June? 
So, when I’m reading the letter, and I’m thinking: “Nah! I’ll take care of it later, there is still 
time”, then, maybe, I will realize only after the deadline that YYY is now over. And then we 
are again in competition with the other providers because we no longer have any carrot to offer. 
What I also don’t know: Is the surfing volume and surfing automatically ended at the deadline? 
Or can you still surf the existing volume? And if so, forever until it's all gone? And then it’s 
over.  
Best, A.  

 
 
 

Dear Mr / Ms [Surname], 
 

from June xx, 20--, the YYY 1GB and YYY 3GB tariffs will no longer be offered. Why? 
Because with the merger of two companies, many - often similar - tariffs were 
available and we are now standardizing our tariff range and making it clearer. 
 

Of course, you can switch to one of our current tariffs at any time. For example, 
on our Internet nonbinding Internet tariff: NEW SIM 1GB for €xx. If you change 
your tariff in one of our TELCO AU shops by June xx (+10 days), you will not pay 
any activation fee and you will not incur any other costs. This offer is limited to our 
shops and has the advantage that you can also get a new SIM card there. Because 
our current tariffs can only be activated with a TELCO AU SIM card. 
You can find an overview of our tariffs and TELCO AU shops at TELCO AU [internet 
address]. 
If you do not want to switch to one of our tariffs, the termination of your current 
tariff will automatically take effect on June xx (+10 days), 20--. 
 

Best wishes, 
Your TELCO AU service team 

Isolated text 
additions make 

the text more 
reader-friendly; 
what the client 

has to do is now 
presented as an 

advantage  

Reviewing and 
copyediting. Use 

of rhetorical 
questions to make 

the cause of the 
change and the 

procedure clearer; 
changing the 

layout  
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Figure 25: The CRM replies to the first WM questions and editing.  

3) CRM answers the WM’s technical questions, clarifies issues, and asks for advice on 

her proposal to add further details, for which she has already prepared a preliminary 

sentence.  

Figure 26: WM comments on the CRM answer. 

4) The WM points out that there is a lot of information to communicate and that the text 

will be long. However, she recommends writing everything down straight away (it will then 

be up to the customer to decide how much to read) rather than giving little binding 

4) Wording Manager to CRM 
 

        From: A. (wording manager) 

 Date: April, 1  13: 25 
To: K. (CRM)  
Subject: YYY letter of cancellation 
Attachment:  
 

Hi K., 
 

will then change it tomorrow. There is a lot of different information, a short letter it won’t be. 
 

But better to put everything in and it is up to him whether he reads everything or not) than just writing 
parts so that it is short and sweet (and he [the client] may get upset later because we have not listed all 
the facts in detail). 
 

Best, A.  

3) CRM to Wording Manager  

From: K. (CRM) 
Date: April, 1 13: 25 
To: A. (WM) 
Subject:  
 
Hello A., 

Thanks a lot. 

 

The offer can only be offered to customers until June xx (+10 days), because if they come after June xx 
(+10 days), they are no longer in C11 [company’s internal clients’-classification] and we cannot say that 
the customer is an YYY customer. 
The tariff offered is a SIM only tariff and there is no activation fee. As the customers can take any other 
tariff for which there are activation fees, the customers should not pay it under any circumstances. Should 
we possibly rewrite that? 
Yes, from June xx (+10 days), customers are turned off and they can no longer surf. Existing data 
volumes can then no longer be used for surfing. We should put that in. 
 

Please note that booked packages end automatically in June, on xx (+10 days), 20-- and you will 
therefore lose your free amount as from this date. [Italics original] 

 
Best, K.  

 



219 

 

information which would make customers angry later, when they realise that the provider 

has not been comprehensive. 

Figure 27: Return answer from CRM to WM. 

5) The CRM agrees with what has been observed by the WM and thanks for the help.  

Figure 28: WM notices inconsistencies in the subject matter. 

6) The next day, the WM notices something else regarding the procedure customers 

should follow. WM sees a certain inconsistency in the content of the message and points out 

to CRM that customers could manage the change directly online and still enjoy the benefits. 

Figure 29: CRM acknowledges that WM’s remark is correct.  

6) WM to CRM 

From: A. (WM) 
Date: April, 2  09: 11 
To: K. (CRM)  
Subject: YYY letter of cancellation 
Attachment:  
 

Hi K., 
 

Well, there’s something else that’s not clear: why is it now limited to shops? If he [the client] takes the 
NEW SIM, which is realistic because he has an iPad and does not need a device, then he can order it 
online and gets the SIM per mail and he needn’t go to the shop. But that’s totally weird. Particularly if 
we even give him an online-bonus online. Or is NEW SIM not available online? 
 

Best, A.  

5) CRM to WM 
 

From: K (CRM) 

Date: April, 1 14: 23 
To: A (WM) 
Subject: YYY  
Attachment:  
 

Hi A., 
 

Great, thanks for your help. Yes, it’s true, better more information than too little. 
Best, K. 

7) CRM to Wording Manager  
 

From: K. (CRM) 
Date: April, 2  09: 19 
To: A. (wording manager) 
Subject: YYY 
 

Hello A., 
 

Yes, we could also have the customer order through the web shop. The topic has been around for a 
while now and at that time we wanted to send them to the shop because we would have activated an old 
[name]SIM for them. This is no longer the case and you’re right, that would be the alternative to the 
shop. 
The NEW Sim is available online, I just saw it. 
 

Best, K.  
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7) CRM agrees with WM and clarifies that the decision had been made in the past, but 

now the situation has changed. CRM acknowledges that WM’s remark is correct. 

Figure 30: Further technical details have to be clarified.  

8) WM prefers to wait for firm information on specific technical details of the tariff 

change that the provider wants to offer its customers, before handling the message text again. 

 

Figure 31: CRM clarifies the last technical issues.  

9) CRM clarifies the technical issue of the bonus that was left open. Now, the WM has 

all the information necessary to correct/edit the text of the message. 

9) CRM to Wording Manager  

From: K. (CRM) 
Date: April, 3  09: 16 
To: A. (WM) 
Subject:  
 

Hello A.,  
 

Super, thanks a lot. The advantage of no activation fees for the NEW SIM tariff will remain also online 
for the next few months. Online bonus, I think, is only available with postpaid tariffs (since they are only 
available with a contract) and that should really be adjusted, otherwise it is confusing. 
 

Best, K.  
 

8) WM to CRM 

From: A. (WM) 
Date: April, 2  08: 23 
To: K (CRM) 
Subject: YYY 
 
Hello K., 
 

about YYY: I’m still waiting for information on whether NEW SIM – when buying online at (provider 
Internet site) – includes the online bonus or not. I want to list the advantages when he [the client] orders 
it online. I’ve gone through it, in the web shop there’s no bonus on the price overview, then at the bottom 
in the text overview there’s info on it.  
So, at least, we know that we have to change something in the web shop in any case, but I still don’t have 
any info whether bonus yes or not.  
Best, A.  
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Figure 32: Final version of the BNM [original bold]. 

10) The day after, WM sends the CRM colleague the last version of the BNM.138 

 

From what has been reported above it can be seen that WMs belong to the career 

writers and, concerning the BNMs, they are writers since they make a concrete contribution 

to the text and content production (also) of unpleasant messages.  

8.3.3.4 Corporate communication staff  

During the exploratory stage, I intuitively selected corporate communication (CC) 

departments as first possible points of approach. From the very first talks, however, I noticed 

that they were not always the most helpful for the present project, since how companies 

understand and organise CC may not be identical. Thus, tasks and duties of the department 

                                                 

 
138 The graphical visualisation of these passages is provided in Section 8.5.2. 

10)  Wording Manager to CRM 

From: A. (WM) 
Date: April, 4  09: 44 
To: K. (CRM)  
Subject: YYY letter of cancellation 
Attachment:  
 

Hi K., 
Here the YYY-letter. 
Best, A.  
 
Dear Mr / Ms [Surname], 

 

From June xx (+10 days), 20--, the YYY 1GB and YYY 3 GB tariffs will no longer be offered Why? Because 
with the merger of two companies, many – and often similar – tariffs were available and we are now 
standardizing our tariff offer and making it clearer. 
 

Of course, you can switch to one of our current tariffs at any time. For example, to our Internet tariff 
without contract and without activation fee: NEW SIM 1GB for x€ including a new SIM card. All tariffs 
are available at TELCO AU [internet address], the SIM card is sent free of charge. And should you decide 
also to submit to a contract, a visit to one of our TELCO AU shops is worthwhile. Because only there you 
will get the activation fee of XX € waived for all Internet contract tariffs until June xx (+10 days). You 
can find an overview of all tariffs at TELCO AU [internet address].  
 

Important for you to know: after June xx (+10 days) your current SIM card will no longer work. 
Therefore, please use your data volume before this deadline. 
 

If you don’t want to switch to one of our tariffs, the cancellation of your current tariff will automatically 
take effect on June xx (+10 days), 20--. 
 

Kind regards,  
Your TELCO AU service team  
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may be organised differently from company to company – even in the same industry – and 

from industry to industry, with consequences also on its level of involvement in the 

production of BNMs. Therefore, its involvement as assumed main actor in the BNM text 

production process needs to be clarified.139 

Corporate communication (CC) is a broad term that refers, when considering the 

addressees, to all internal and external communication activities of a company. It may also 

be classified according to its targets and subject matters. In this case, internal, marketing, 

economic & financial, and institutional communication areas are possible (e.g., Pastore and 

Vernuccio 2006). As I learned during my company visits, it also happens that, according to 

the operational tasks carried out, the company splits the function into corporate 

communications (CorpCom) and marketing communications (MarCom) departments. The 

CorpCom division provides a consistent company image for the outside world and works to 

present the company in the best possible way. It is usually responsible for public relations 

(e.g., media relations, crisis communications, CSR, reputation management, etc.) and partly 

for improving communication within the company. In contrast, MarCom is in charge of 

promoting the brand and disseminating the identity of the company through the media and 

advertising. The department is usually responsible for traditional advertising, media 

planning, direct marketing, event & sponsoring, corporate design, wording, etc. (e.g., 

master-aforisma 2021: n.p.).  

However, depending on the internal organisation, it is also possible that more functions 

are grouped together, as a member of the CC staff of an insurance company told me: 

In terms of organisational chart, the communication [department], where I work, is also part 
of the hire and corporate development department, where I am responsible for corporate 
development and human resources development. This means that communication does not 
have a management function that looks at everything, but we are experts who are called just 
on specific occasions (Corporate communication & CR, HR & corporate development, 
insurance company, Austria, interview, March 2019, author’s translation).  

Considering bad news, a direct collaboration in the BNM production process of the 

CC/CorpCom department is rare. This may happen, for example, on very delicate occasions, 

when the collaboration within the BNM team on language and written style used for the 

unpleasant message can be crucial in protecting the company’s legal and economic interests. 

                                                 

 
139 Talking to CC’s staff was helpful in getting the big picture of their tasks and, when needed, in directing me 
to other departments more relevant to my research. 



223 

 

In such particular cases, the contribution of the entire team, in its broader sense from sales 

to marketing managers and WM, to the legal department is significant (Sections 8.3.3.1 to 

8.3.3.3). Another occasion may be when the company needs to reply to customer groups’ or 

public opinion criticism connected to BNMs already delivered with a possible impact on the 

media – but this would not be BNM production anymore.  

In contrast, the CC/MarCom is usually responsible also for wording and is, thus, much 

more active in the area of customer communication.  

As concerns the BNM creation, the degree of the CC/MarCom’s contribution may 

vary. Indeed, as I learnt from the companies I visited, depending on the type of BNM and 

the industry, the intervention of the CC/MarCom staff may be either direct, “on call”, or 

indirect. “Direct intervention” means that they hold a prominent position in the BNM 

production process through their actual collaboration in text writing. “On call”, on the other 

hand, refers to a kind of collaboration that, similar to that of the WM, may be generally 

required for all the texts produced in the company, and consists of editing, copyediting, and 

proofreading tasks, as the member CC representative mentioned above told me:    

If colleagues have the feeling that a correspondence is perhaps already a bit muddled, it helps 
to have someone as a neutral party. This will be the communication [department]. But, as 
standard, we are not involved in all correspondence. [Consequently, we are aware of] not 
insignificant differences in how the departments write… (Corporate communication & CR, 
HR & corporate development, insurance company, Austria, interview, March 2019, author’s 
translation).140 

Finally, on specific occasions, they may just partly influence the formulation of these 

texts. This happens especially in insurance companies because of their decentralised internal 

organisational structure, as will be described below.  

The precise extent to which CC/MarCom staff is involved in the BNM production 

depends on how BNMs are classified in the two industries according to the gravity of the 

subject matter and frequency at which BNMs are delivered, which indicates – as Figure 33 

shows – different trends.  

 

 
 

                                                 

 
140 It is important to note that because of lack of personnel and time as well as the huge number of messages 
sent every day, it would be impossible for the CC/MarCom to exercise quality control on each piece of written 
outgoing communication.  
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Figure 33: Possible types of BNMs according to subject matter and frequency in insurance (green) and 
telecommunications (blue).  

In the telecommunications industry, BNMs are primarily rare critical cases, whereas 

in the insurance industry most of the BNMs – with a few exceptions – are standardised 

messages sent on a routine basis (daily business) (see “routine tasks” in Jakobs 2005: 20). 

Critical cases are characterised by complex BNM subject matters or by bad news particularly 

unpleasant to customers on an emotional level. This requires a written message tailored to 

the occasion and usually managed by BNM teams in collaboration with CC/MarCom staff, 

too. In contrast, standardised communications are composed by insurance agents and/or 

brokers on their own, with the possibility that CC/MarCom staff support independent writers 

in wording issues, but just indirectly (see also Section 8.3.4.1). 

Indeed, in some companies, CC/MarCom staff and/or specific persons such as the WM 

(when present in the workforce), often in collaboration with external communication 

agencies and sometimes with CorpComm, play a major part not just in overseeing the so-

called company wording (Delin, 2017: 660) but also in formulating the related internal 

“wording handbooks”, “style guides” or “the [company name] language”. Such documents 

present the company’s written (and oral) communication style and offer a general set of 

recommendations for using it, which ensures (or should ensure) linguistic uniformity in 

customer communication(s) (Schach 2015: 83, 88; Nölke 2012: 82-83; Doppler 2020: 

n.p.)141 

A wording and market manager described the guides’ formation process with these 

words:  

                                                 

 
141 An extensive description is proposed in Section 8.3.3.4. 

Critical cases 

Standardised cases 
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In the course of a project lasting several months, the principles of modern customer 
communication were successively developed in workshops together with a specialised agency 
and text managers from other areas. By and large, the content is still a kind of standard along 
which colleagues can orientate themselves when writing texts independently (Wording and 
market manager, insurance company, Austria, explanation email, May 2018) [italics added].  

These instruments, developed in both types of companies for those employees who 

have contacts with customers and especially as support for insurance agents (and brokers), 

stay in the background of the BNM process, and represent a basic aspect of the linguistic 

framework within which (also) the BNM writers work, as Section 8.7.2 will fully describe.  

However, the CC/wording may not even be involved in the process. When I talked to 

a CVM manager of a telecommunications service provider about the company language and 

wording, for example, he even claimed that the CC/wording staff is never consulted during 

the BNM text production process. He further keenly underlined that how to approach the 

customer in case of bad news is an (almost) exclusive matter of his department (Section 

8.3.3.2). The only tolerated “interference” by the CC/wording staff is about the use of the 

formal register in addressing customers when the BNM is attached to the bill.  

I: Concerning possible different registers to use in customer communication according to the 
different channels (letter, social media etc.), do you have any guidelines on corporate language 
in general? 

CVM: No. 

I: … really nothing? 

CVM: Let’s say it’s us [who decide, together with legal department and regulatory affairs]. 

I: I mean not only for negative news, also in general, guidelines on how you address a 
customer, on how you present yourself as a company through your language …  

CVM: No. The only rule we have is using the polite form for messages attached to the bill [see 
BNMs]. But this is not our choice. It’s because the company always addresses its customers 
with the polite form in the bills. Therefore, we have to address them in the same way, too. We 
got this instruction from the communication department, and practically speaking, given that 
in the bill we use the polite form, we must use this form in communications of any kind [that 
are sent with the bill] (CVM manager, telecommunications service provider, Italy, interview, 
Feb. 2019, author’s translation) [italics added].  

 

As provided by the accounts reported above, CC/MarCom staff are in an intermediate 

position between writers and nonwriters. On the one hand, they may be (un)regularly 

consulted during the BNM production and thus be considered writers “on call” or “part-time 

writers”. On the other hand, they are also nonwriters since they participate in the process just 

indirectly by providing wording guidelines and handbooks as orientation tools to 
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“professionals who write” (also) BNMs without direct and individual professional wording 

assistance. Depending on company size and specialisation level of its internal departments 

and units, the intervention of CC/MarCom staff as wording experts may not even be required 

during the text production of BNMs of a critical nature. 

8.3.3.5 Sales managers and insurance actuaries  

Further central figures in the BNM production process are sales managers of both sectors 

and insurance actuaries, whose role, however, may not be self-evident and requires some 

more clarifications.  

 Sales managers are in charge of the implementation of strategic decisions about 

contracts and sales and for the “evaluation and control of sales force performance” (AMA 

dictionary, s.v.). 

 Sales and marketing management play complementary roles within the same process 

of customer approaching, acquisition, and retention. Marketing focuses on strategies to 

attract customers and prospects to the company and its products/services, build brand 

awareness, and promote sales. Sales, in contrast, plan, control and apply the measures that 

lead to the moment in which customers make the concrete decision to purchase a 

product/service or sign a contract (e.g., Cuneo 2021: n.p.; Berufslexikon 5, s.v.). However, 

the two functions are often confused. Indeed, in some companies, they are not kept separated 

or their tasks may overlap to some extent. Both analyse sales projections and market data, 

as well as customer preferences and buying trends, for example, but with a different approach 

and different aims (e.g., bestaccreditecollege 2021: n.p.).  

 Sales managers, among other things, look for ways to improve products/services sales, 

determine product/service price, monitor and assess product/service profitability, as well as 

assist customers (e.g., with complaints about sales and service or with claims). Specifically, 

insurance sales managers, for example, decide how many contracts should be signed in a 

given period and monitor how successfully the sales team meets the goals (e.g., Workex: 

n.p.; jobhero: n.p.). Except for e-sales, sales people usually draw on one-to-one negotiations 

with customers in order to create trust that leads to purchases and follow-up actions at 

different subsequent moments to propose further buying (e.g., Cuneo 2021: n.p.; 

bestaccreditecollege 2021: n.p.).  
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In insurance and telecoms companies, the sales department and/or market 

management142 are usually closer to the customers than other divisions because one of their 

main tasks consists in developing new products or upgrading existing ones, as well as 

detecting their trend on the market. Sales people can suggest hypotheses about possible 

modifications of existing products or propose the change, discontinuation, or termination of 

products that are not as profitable as expected. 

Considering insurance companies in particular, during the evaluation process of such 

proposals, the insurance sales department usually asks for technical support by the actuarial 

department, which, in collaboration with ALM143 and the investments department, gauge the 

technical-economic feasibility of the hypotheses or evaluate the profitability for the company 

of the new proposals.  

This seems interesting in combination with the BNM text production since such 

changes are rarely to the customers’ benefit and, after being approved, have to be 

communicated to the policyholders.  

  Below, some more information will be given about the tasks and responsibilities of 

the actuarial department, which should help to better understand its collaboration with the 

sales department and how the two functions are (in)directly involved in the BNM creation.  

Actuaries are experts in measuring and managing risk. Drawing on mathematics, 

statistics, economics, and similar disciplines, they “develop, price144, and manage insurance 

products […] and determine the premiums for policyholders” (Beanactuary 2020: n.p.). 

They also “establish underwriting practices and procedures, determine the amounts of 

money required to assure payment of benefits, analyse company earnings, and counsel with 

                                                 

 
142 The function ‘market management’ (MM) is usually carried out by marketing managers, who develop sales 
and profit plans in their own specific markets (see kamcity.com: n.p.). Market management is common in 
companies that sell their products or services to different markets, namely to different customer/client groups, 
which have specific buying behaviours and consumption needs. In insurance companies, markets indicate, for 
example, policyholders grouped according to the line of insurance such as life, motor, home, and so on. In 
telecommunications providers, markets may refer to users categorised according to the service they make use 
of, such as telephone, cellular phone, Internet etc., or to their type, for example, business or consumer. “Market 
managers are staff (not line) people, with duties similar to those of product managers” (citeman: n.p.).  
143 “Asset liability management – The task of managing the funds of a financial institution to accomplish two 
goals: (1) to earn an adequate return on funds invested and (2) to maintain a comfortable surplus of assets 
beyond liabilities. Also called surplus management” (Financial Glossary 2011, s.v.).  
144 “Pricing and product are very important and exacting issues to an insurance company primarily because it 
must set its price (its premiums) before knowing the specific cost of its product (the amount of money it will 
have to pay out in claims). […] [A]cturies […] predict the likelihood of losses and […] determine the premiums 
that should be charged” (Pride et al. 2005: A19). 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/counsel
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the company accounting staff in organizing records and statements. In many insurance 

companies, the actuary is a senior officer” (Britannica, s.v.).145 They know the corporate 

business within which they are working and have to be informed and updated about the 

regulator’s communications and each legal prescription concerning their job.146  

During the fieldwork, when I talked with an actuary about the part of her department 

in the BNM production process, she explained how she and her colleagues work together 

with the sales managers. This, although at face value not being inherent with BNMs, was 

instead enlightening on the very first stages of the BNM creation, which are not necessarily 

of a writing nature, nonetheless significant for the BNM content. The actuary told me:  

Whoever sees what has been communicated to the customer and formalized is a department 
that knows the customers and that, looking at market data, can deduce that maybe there is 
something wrong with a particular product. Departments such as the sales – not so much 
marketing – which develop products and monitor their progress on the market. […]  

Thus, when the product development department considers to change a product through, for 
example, additional payments, redeem, and so on, we [the actuaries] get involved in order to 
analyse the proposal and the technical feasibility of any changes or introduction of specific 
clauses within a product or a new product. We are asked by the sales people. Therefore, the 
assessments start elsewhere and are then confirmed by the actuarial analyses. The actuarial 
department does not have anything to do with the drafting of the communication to the 
customer. [But] we are right upstream [and so the sales department] (Actuary, insurance 
company, Italy, interview, Aug. 2020, author’s translation). 

What is reported above suggests the sales department as the first link of the chain of 

stages that leads to the BNM text. Indeed, it is this department that first considers and 

proposes changes in products or services – and therefore in the premiums or fees to charge 

to customers, which constitute the most common content of BNMs.  

Interviews with corporate lawyers and marketing managers in telecommunications 

companies confirmed it as usual also in that sector.  

However, as the actuary further pointed out,  

this should not to be understood as a univocal stage in the process. The latter, indeed, may 
begin in this way, but this is not the standard way, in fact, there is not even a fixed or predefined 
way to start.  

                                                 

 
145 For a more detailed description of this function, visit the website of the Italian register of actuaries 
(http://www.ordineattuari.it/) and the Austrian financial market supervisory authority (FMA) (Actuary - FMA 
Österreich).  
146 In Italy, for example, the national actuarial register (Ordine nazionale degli attuari) states precise guidelines 
and standards for the actuaries’ activity in the different insurance lines-of-business 
(http://www.ordineattuari.it/) (accessed 25 June 2020).  

http://www.ordineattuari.it/
https://www.fma.gv.at/en/glossary/actuary/
https://www.fma.gv.at/en/glossary/actuary/
http://www.ordineattuari.it/
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There are several aspects to consider. Depending on the company’s internal structure and 
hierarchy levels, as well as the peculiarities of the product [life, casualty, or motor policy etc.], 
the process begins in the department that detects inconsistencies or any other aspect [in a 
product] that could be negative for the company. According to the starting department, other 
different actors cascade in (Actuary, insurance company, Italy, interview, Aug. 2020, author’s 
translation).  

Thus, even the actuary department may begin the process, if an anomaly is reported 

during the technical analysis stage and the “upper floors,” who oversee the reliability of the 

company’s products and portfolio, approve the analysis made and authorise the modification.  

From what has been reported by now, it seems evident that in case of bad news, 

actuaries do not have any direct written contact with customers. However, they contribute to 

the BNM production process by supporting and giving advice to the market management 

and sales department in form of analysis, as well as drawing up statistics about (possible) 

operations that could have a negative impact on the relationship customer-company. It 

follows that the contribution to the production of BNMs on behalf of the sales department 

or market management concerns essentially the content of the messages but, actually, not 

the practical composition process. This suggests that sales department, market management, 

and insurance actuaries individually or in collaboration with one another act as triggers of 

the technical subject matter, and are the starters of the process of creating BNMs.  

However, the Austrian wording and market manager interestingly added about the 

writing stage of negative messages to motor-insurance holders that  

the initial BNM draft text is prepared either by the actuarial department or by corporate 
communication after consulting the actuarial department and market management (Wording 
and market manager, insurance company, Austria, explanation email, June 2018).  

In this way, the market manager confirmed that the operational starting point of BNM 

production process is not fixed. At the same time, he introduced the role of the actuaries not 

just as possible activators of the BNM production or consultants in its first stage, but also as 

active contributors to the writing process (at least in his company).  

To sum up, according to the classification of the participants in the BNM production 

process proposed in Section 8.3.2, sales- and market managers, as well as insurance actuaries 

are nonwriters and do not operatively draft the text. However, their technical and numerical 

information, which is based on analyses of statistics, calculations, market-trend forecast, and 

business interests, inform the technical subject matter of these unpleasant customer 

communications.  
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8.3.4 Lone writers  

As reported previously, BNM projects usually involve the interventions of a variable number 

of representatives from very different company departments. However, in addition to those 

listed in Section 8.3.3, other possible scenarios unfold for independent writers, especially, 

but not only, in insurance companies. 

8.3.4.1 Insurance salespeople and line departments  

During the interviews with staff members of insurance marketing management, it emerged 

that in some cases it is possible that “lone” or independent writers composed BNM texts. As 

mentioned in the section dedicated to corporate communication, this commonly happens in 

insurance companies, where salespeople (agents and brokers) themselves write daily 

business correspondence, i.e., routine and for them highly frequent customer 

communications without the direct interaction with the company’s language experts. 

Of course, in both insurance and telecommunications companies, there are many 

employees who for different reasons have written contact with customers. In this section, 

however, I will focus on insurance salespeople since, due to their tasks and duties as advisors, 

they themselves have to deliver – when necessary – written bad news to the private 

customers they assist. Such a specific figure does not exist in the telecommunications 

industry.  

Insurance salespeople work, among other things, in the areas of acquisition of new 

customers and customer advice, administration of insurance contracts, and claims 

settlement. It is part of their job to handle also the related incoming and outgoing mail, from 

organisational correspondence in administration to insurance-specific correspondence in the 

area of customer care and claims processing. Once an insurance contract has been concluded, 

for example, they process the application and issue the insurance policy and, in the event of 

damage, they record it, check the customer’s entitlement to compensation, and ensure that 

the claim process runs smoothly (Berufslexikon 4, s.v.). 

When they deal with written customer communications, although being familiar with 

the subject matter, they rarely compose off the cuff. In contrast, they may use letter 

templates, put together text blocks from letters already in use in the company, or assemble 

those usually provided by the CC/MarCom department through wording handbooks or 

guidelines (Section 8.3.3.4; see also Stetter 2017: 689; Jakobs 2005: 28-29).  
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During an interview, a member of the health line insurance staff confirmed that after 

checking the customer medical report it is he on his own who decides whether the claim is 

to accept or reject and then personally discloses bad (or good) news to the customer with a 

sample letter147 already available in the division. He found such letters useful and time 

sparing, especially in case of many claims a day.  

Back to the written-style guidelines, their compilation is fairly frequent especially in 

German-speaking countries, where the related literature and number of publications is 

increasing (e.g., Schneider and Murschetz 2001; Manser et al. 2003; Gottschling 2008, 2013; 

Förster 2011, 2015; Schneider 2017).  

It is frequent that companies – in both industries – organise written-style guidelines 

around their own core features (innovative, active, strong, etc.) and/or values (clarity, 

reliability, openness, etc.) (e.g., Mast 2015: 20). In this case, each section of the guideline is 

dedicated to one of these specific themes. Real examples of sentences that show how features 

and/or values (should) emerge from the language used are usually also provided. Very often, 

there is a comparison between the same sentence written in the style used to date (“before”) 

and in the new one informed by the company’s features/values (“after”) (Section 8.7.2.3). 

Furthermore, in order to ensure that the guidelines do not go unnoticed, CC/MarCom staff 

prepare a sort of “wording kit” – as a few companies call it – which provides “wording tools” 

for those concerned. The tools are in form of concrete examples of how wording 

recommendations can be applied in everyday practice. They comprise sample letters as well 

as sets of text blocks and pre-formulated sentences useful for a positive beginning or a good 

closing of a message, but also for tackling the most frequent daily business issues (e.g., 

apologies, missing documents, late payment, claim rejection, etc.). Further tools are lists of 

words and expressions the company recommends using, formal standards, and general tips 

for clear writing.  

During my fieldwork, I collected specimen wording-handbooks supplied by the 

managers I interviewed both in insurance and in telecoms companies,148 and I observed no 

differences in this regard between the two industries analysed. Such linguistic frameworks 

appear to be a major support in identifying and establishing company-specific writing style 

vocabulary and a corporate “tone of voice” or style (Delin 2017: 660-661) to be used in 

                                                 

 
147 The real example of a pre-formulated letter text is provided in Appendix 11.2.1.  
148  For a quantitative overview, see Appendix 11.1.  
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communicating with the different external stakeholders, and presumedly also with customers 

at the post-sales stage.  

However, analysing the wording-guidelines provided, I noticed that there rarely is a 

section specifically dedicated to unpleasant communications as such and that text blocks 

formulated for customer BNMs are very few. Indeed, after meticulously examining each 

guideline, I found a handful of examples of text modules introducing negative messages just 

about standard claim rejection, contract termination (in the common case that the contract is 

not profitable anymore for the company since the customer has too frequently made use of 

it), and few more unpleasant themes of minor significance such as reminders.149 This is not 

surprising since, as an insurance broker I talked with about his everyday writing activity 

stated,  

Negative messages not based on text blocks are rarely sent and when, anyway, they are no 
routine texts (Insurance broker, Austria, interview, May 2018, author’s translation).  

In this regard, also the written-style guide of an Austrian insurance company 

recommends the guide users to always discuss sensitive issues with the legal and other 

specialised departments, which corroborates the distinction proposed in the previous Section 

8.2.3.4 between standardised and critical cases.  

Stetter (2017), who frequently analysed insurance documents and worked together 

with insurance companies on the optimisation of text generation processes, defines “text 

blocks” as  

frequently used texts or text parts such as salutations, as well as thematic parts such as the 
introduction to an answer to complaints or information about reimbursement rates in private 
health insurance. Written and saved electronically only once, they are then combined into 
whole texts ‘by hand’. Often, if they fit the communicative purpose, whole sets of text modules 
are retrieved […] (Stetter 2017: 677) [original quotation marks]. 

Text block sets are provided with the aim to speed up the writing activity of those 

concerned and so let them save time. The wording staff of an Austrian insurance company 

presents the set of its text blocks in this way: 

This is how it works: simply copy text modules, adapt them, apply them, and save working 
time. […] One thing is important: of course, you can keep your personal style. Always remain 
friendly and write in a way that is understandable for the customer (Set of text modules, 
introduction, Austrian insurance company).  

                                                 

 
149 A few real examples of pre-formulated text modules recommended for daily-business correspondence are 
provided in Appendix 11.2.1. 
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Agents and brokers are allowed to adapt the text blocks to their personal writing style 

or customer groups but within the language frameworks given by the company. 

According to Stetter (2017: 677), resorting to these instruments is standard practice, 

especially when generating general, not personalised, bulk insurance communications for 

many or all the potential members of a customer target group. He cites the example of the 

general terms of insurance that are delivered in the same form to each new policyholder. In 

this case, although text blocks need to be updated or slightly changed from time to time 

because of the changed legal situation, the resulting text “will never address specific aspects 

of a particular contract” (Stetter 2017: 677). However, Stetter warns (especially insurance) 

companies about the risk of using – or allowing to use – standardised text blocks and lists a 

few possible problems connected with adopting a module-based system of text production. 

He mentions, for example, the following “dysfunctionalities”: 1) each module generally suits 

exactly a specific case only and others just approximatively; 2) it is formulated 

independently from other modules and when they are used in combination this could lead to 

incoherent passages, which may affect the comprehensibility of the whole text by the 

customers; 3) due to the company’s complex internal classification and documentation 

processes, it could be then difficult for the staff to know which module is necessary for which 

occasion; 4) sets of text modules may also create dependence since ever more texts will be 

necessary to meet new needs, which make the stock of text blocks difficult to manage (Stetter 

2017: 678-679).  

The broker cited above admitted to really using these pre-prepared sentences and text 

modules as a support for the most frequent customer communications. Unfortunately, for 

reasons including confidentiality and the length of the chain of internal permissions for doing 

that, neither he nor other insurance brokers with whom I spoke were prepared to provide an 

example of such BNM texts. On the other hand, usually a huge number of agents and brokers 

work in or for an insurance company and it would be unfeasible for the company to control 

every kind of outgoing communication (included BNMs), especially those messages 

formulated by collaborators not directly employed by the company, such as the brokers.  

It may also happen that a single line department may compose its own BNMs, without 

consulting the CC/MarCom or other departments. In these cases, it was impossible for me 

to trace backwards the production process of these specific texts, since the marketing 

managers themselves did not know who was exactly responsible for writing in the line 

department and were not able to refer me to the right colleagues.  
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8.3.4.2 Small-sized mobile-service providers  

Implementation of the writing process in small-sized telecommunications service providers 

is uncomplicated and often still in the hands of the company founders.  

During the fieldwork, for example, I met the co-founder of a German-Austrian young 

mobile service provider that conducts social business. Thanks to her many years of 

experience in international management, she fosters the relationships with investors and, 

among other things, represents the company in its relations with external stakeholders.  

Asked about the possible production of BNMs, she claimed that being on the market 

for a short time had not allowed them to think of a specific linguistic strategy for unpleasant 

messages yet. She also argued for the basic business principle that the acquired customers 

must not be “bothered” for as long as possible, unless it is really necessary to deliver them 

bad news.  

We are a young company. We have been around for about 1.5 years and therefore have not yet 
developed any negative standard communication. We are currently responding to negative 
cases very individually, case-by-case (Co-founder and managing director, German-Austrian 
young mobile service provider, explanation email, Sept. 2018, author’s translation).  

Furthermore, very few people were part of the company’s team at the time (now, it is 

still a micro but growing enterprise). They work together in an open space where the 

atmosphere is pleasant and informal, as I could feel during the company visit. Each of them 

has written or telephone contact with prospects or customers for different reasons but they 

are brought together by the same vision of a new, transparent, and socially committed 

company that communicates with the appropriate tone of voice. One person is responsible 

for the wording (proofreading and editing), but the tone of the written customer 

communication – fresh, direct but still polite – is given by the co-founder, as in the following 

negative answer to a customer question about the contract:  

Hello [first name of the customer]. We are pleased that you use [company name] to call, surf 
and automatically do good with it. Unfortunately, unfortunately we cannot switch you to the 
new contract because you have committed yourself to the old contract for 24 months. We know 
that’s not optimal in the mobile industry, but we can’t change the world all at once. Thank you 
for your understanding! Maybe it helps you to know that the new tariffs mean that more people 
can now be reached who contribute to more social and ecological sustainability [...]. Best 
regards and have a good start of the week. (Negative answer given to a customer through a 
text message, German-Austrian young mobile service provider, Sept. 2018, author’s 
translation). 

 Another Austrian mobile service provider described its approach to customer 

communication as almost similar. Due to its very small dimension and lean internal 
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organisation, possible after-sales customer communication is carried out almost exclusively 

per text messages and on the company’s website. Furthermore, its particular and individual 

commercial policy, based on getting increasingly better or cheaper for their customers by 

selling prepaid products only, does not even make unilateral BNMs necessary (see also 

Section 8.1.1.3). Consequently, as the organisation & HR manager, who first answered my 

request of collaboration in the present research project, pointed out, the use of text samples 

or modules for their customer communication is not common at all.  

 In January 2019, a few months before I first approached the company, the compulsory 

registration of all pay-as-you-go SIM cards had come into force in Austria and providers 

were required by law to inform the holders concerned about unpleasant news. The text on 

the issue published on the homepage of the small company was the occasion to discuss the 

production of their written customer communication. Interestingly, the general manager I 

was in correspondence with stated that this is basically informed by the customers’ feedbacks 

and constantly modified and adjusted accordingly.  

The text on the obligation to register on the homepage – as well as all texts on the homepage 
– comes from our customer care manager and together these texts are then revised again [by 
the customer and the general management] and uploaded live. We also constantly revise our 
texts because we take customer feedback very seriously and quickly notice when customers 
do not understand certain processes.  

She added that they do not have a corporate language strategy either and emphasised 

again the key role of the customers’ reactions:  

We are a very small, lean company and therefore there is no corporate language strategy. What 
counts for us is what the customer understands and that is how the texts should be designed 
(General manager, small mobile service provider, explanation email, May 2019, author’s 
translation).  

 

8.3.5 The telecommunications market regulatory authority  

In the following section, I will introduce the most influential actor who significantly affects 

the BNM production process from outside of companies.  



236 

 

As fully reported in Section 2.3, the insurance and telecoms sectors are supervised and 

regulated very strictly.150 Indeed, in countries including Austria, Italy and Germany, 

governments have appointed bodies charged with establishing rules for the companies 

concerned and overseeing their implementation. Among other things, these rules aim to 

guarantee consumer protection especially in matters concerning the transparency of 

companies’ prices and tariffs and general conditions, as well as related information to 

customers. 

This seems interesting in connection with BNMs since, in the telecommunications 

industry, a variety of the authority’s prescriptions dictate not just the content, but even the 

layout and delivery of many business messages to customers with potentially negative 

content, such as announcements of changes in a customer contract’s terms and fees charged, 

or the cancellation of the contract itself.  

I spoke about reasons that led to this precise intervention with an expert in consumer 

law working at the Austrian Regulatory Authority for Broadcasting and 

Telecommunications (RTR). The legal expert, as a member of the conciliation body, helps 

and supports customers in clarifying the matter and reaching a solution acceptable for both 

parts, when customers face disputes about “issues related to phone, internet or radio and 

television service providers (e.g., cable network operators and pay-tv subscription 

providers). Examples of such issues include unclear bill items or when phone or internet 

services do not function properly” (RTR 4: n.p.). It is part of this person’s job to deal with 

disputes also related to communications delivered through the bill and therefore he knows 

well the degree of difficulty these documents represent for customers also from a linguistic 

point of view.  

Actually, the Austrian telecommunication act (2003) had already emphasised the 

importance of transparency regarding news that may be not favourable to customers and had 

issued related best-practice guidelines to support providers in transparently designing their 

communication. At that time, messages about unfavourable changes were often ambiguously 

formulated, for example, by hiding information in promotional messages (which customers 

often overlooked) or in a running text, or by insufficiently describing the content of the 

                                                 

 
150 For an interesting account about the constraints imposed by the US government regulation on corporate 
writing processes of American companies working in public health, finance, and insurance, see Brandt (2005: 
169; 180-184). 
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individual changes (see RTR 2012). However, no noticeable improvement of the situation 

could be achieved till the beginning of the 2010s, when, as cited by the legal expert, past 

lack of announcement transparency and the many related complaints on the part of the 

customers induced the regulator to take a hands-on approach to the providers’ customer 

communication (see also RTR 2012).  

Well, I only know it [the transparency issue] from, of course, the telecommunications 
[industry]. Due to European law, operators of telecommunications and internet services can 
unilaterally change the contractual conditions and also the fees. We, as a public authority, dealt 
with it [the transparency issue] because in the past, we very often observed that unpleasant 
texts are ultimately formulated in a more and more veiled way, so to speak, when a legal 
interest is intended (Legal expert, Head legal department, telecommunications market 
regulatory authority, Austria, interview, Dec. 2018, author’s translation).  

The legal expert underlined the danger of concealment on the part of the companies, 

which has often been connected just with unclear formulations of BNMs and has often 

caused tensions and even legal disputes between customers and providers. In practice, 

negative letters are part of doing business, of course. However, he added 

for me there are two differences: 1) There are clear negative answers, by which, I believe, the 
operators are making an increasing effort to formulate, argue and justify this in such a sensible 
way that it is comprehensible, yes? That is one thing. 2) And the other issue in the legal system 
is the danger of concealment (covering up), which is, of course, a temptation for the 
entrepreneur, when he establishes a contact that has legal consequences and leaves, at the same 
time, freedom of choice for the customer. 

Furthermore, asked about his own definition of bad news for the customers, he 

answered that, drawing on his many years of experience in the field,  

in our area it is certainly above all an economically disadvantageous change in the contract, 
which ultimately makes the price-performance ratio worse. So that is certainly the most 
important thing in our area … at least from the customer’s point of view. I think there are other 
disadvantageous changes, but they are perceived as less unlucky. For example, in the area of 
data protection, if there is a change in the clauses, the awareness of the majority of the 
population is certainly completely different than if [the provider] increases the basic tariff by 
3 cents. […] I would say that a price increase is certainly the most important thing that is 
perceived as unpleasant. Yes. […] 

The only real core example [of bad news] in the telecommunications industry is certainly the 
unilateral changes to the contract. Otherwise, we don’t really have anything. Because with 
these changes, all negative things are actually represented, so to say (Legal expert, Head legal 
department, telecommunications market regulatory authority, Austria, interview, Dec. 2018, 
author’s translation).  

It was within this context, comparable to that in Italy in those years, that in the first 

half of the 2010s, the Austrian and Italian market authorities issued specific regulations and 

acts to promote the transparency of customer communication and especially of unilateral 
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changes in the general terms and conditions and tariff provisions applied to end customers,151 

maybe the most common subject matter of BNMs.  

Aims and content of the Austrian ordinance and Italian deliberation seem very similar 

in both countries.152 Let us consider the Austrian provisions first.  

The purpose of the Austrian related ordinance (MitV, 2012)153 is to guarantee that 

subscribers have the right to freely decide to cease the contract, if in time and transparently 

informed about the unilaterally oncoming changes in its terms that are not exclusively 

favourable (Article 1). Indeed, to ensure that the customers have a correct picture of their 

legal position according to the communication received, Article 3 prescribes the level of 

detail of the messages. It provides, among other things, that in unilaterally communicating 

“not exclusively beneficial adjustment to contractual terms and conditions,” the notification 

shall contain a description of the contractual regulations in force to date and the planned new 

regulations for the specific contractual relationship affected by the amendments. The BNM 

must also state explicitly the customers’ right to withdraw from their contract, the notice 

period (minimum: one month) for withdrawal, the amount of any billing increment and any 

new charges to be introduced, as well as other less fundamental information.154  

During the interview in person with the legal expert, he and I looked at a real example 

of BNM to customers about an increase in the telephone tariff. The legal expert said:  

This layout comes from us. This is then required by law. This is actually the case [BNM]. 
Originally it was only stated that the content of these changes had to be communicated to the 
customer. Thus, in the past, the customer received a five-page advertising folder that on page 
four said at the bottom: ‘We are also changing our contractual conditions for fees.’ And finally, 
as a regulator, we were given the authority to issue legal regulations and we decided to issue 
the Information Requirements Ordinance [MitV, see below], which provides this layout and 
broadly defines the text. Consequently, it is clearly determined what is in there [indicating the 
letter] (Legal expert, Head of the legal department, telecommunications market regulatory 
authority, Austria, interview, Dec. 2018, author’s translation).  

                                                 

 
151 Ordinance of RTR specifying the level of detail, content and form of notification of non-exclusively 
beneficial changes (Information requirements ordinance, MitV, 2012).  
152 For the legal situation in Germany, see Sections 2.2 and 2.3.  
153 As mentioned in Section 2.4, also Germany introduced measures aimed at promoting transparency in 
customer communication in the telecommunications industry. However, the intervention has not reached the 
high degree of detail of Austria and Italy, where even wording and layout are prescribed.   
154 The MitV (2012) was amended in 2015 (anonymous prepaid contracts) and in 2018 (obligation of 
identification of pre-paid cards users). Accordingly, further information has to be conveyed to customers such 
as that about the data transmission speed when using the Internet. Anyway, the amendments have not changed 
what was already prescribed about the basic structure of the written communication. 
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Indeed, article 4 of the Austrian MitV (2012) gives a full account of the content of the 

message, establishing in this way even its wording. For instance, changes must be detailed 

under the heading “Important information” and using exactly the words “We write to inform 

you about a not exclusively beneficial adjustment to the contractual terms and conditions. 

The following adjustments to your contractual relationship are due to come into force on 

[date].” It also prescribes the exact wording that has to be used to inform the customer of 

her/his right to terminate the contract free of charge and of time, deadlines and modality for 

exercising the right of withdrawal. The texts formulated by the regulator have to be 

reproduced completely and unmodified in the communication sent to the customer, as Figure 

34 shows. The MitV (2012, Art. 5) specifies very precisely not just the content but also the 

layout of the BNM. The font size of these words must be at least as large as the fonts used 

in the running text and easy to read, the message drafted by the regulator must be bordered 

and the heading (“important information”) centred, and it must appear on the first page of 

the communication. The latest indications clearly suggest that the message must be in written 

form.  

Figure 34: Regulator requirements in practice, redacted and pseudonymised real example, Austria 2018. 

Figure 34 shows the real page layout of a standard Austrian BNM regarding changes for the 

worse in contracts, specifically rate hikes. Written on an A4 letterhead, it is usually mailed 

or sent as an email attachment. It consists of three main parts: some introductory lines of text 

and some closing lines. Everything inside the box (shown by a dashed line), including the 
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layout, is dictated by the national regulator, while the opening and closing text is worded by 

the company concerned.  

Similar legal constraints are in force in Italy, where is currently in force the AGCOM 

resolution about the protection of users in matters about contracts for the supply of electronic 

communications services (2015).155 In order to ensure understanding of the resolution’s text 

by those who will have to apply it, the resolution provides a list of definitions of the terms 

most used in a telecommunications contract, such as ‘user’, ‘consumer’, ‘provider’, ‘durable 

support’ or ‘cancellation’ and ‘withdrawal’ (Article 1). This is followed by the description 

and explanation of the key provisions the providers must apply by drawing up the customer 

contract. These concern, for example, the users’ freedom of choice and information 

obligations, duration of the contract, modification of the contractual conditions, and 

termination of the contractual relationship (Articles 2 to 11).  

Just like the Austrian regulator the Italian one strictly prescribes even the modalities 

for communicating possible contractual changes to customers providers must apply. Annex 

1 of the resolution is specifically dedicated to this. It is required, for example, for companies 

to give the reasons for any change and to publish the information concerned in its stores and 

on its website too, and to send it via text message where possible (Section 2.2). Moreover, a 

BNM sent together with a bill must be written on a separate page under a striking, capitalised 

heading such as “CHANGES IN THE CONTRACTUAL TERMS AND CONDITIONS” or 

similar (Figure 35). The regulator also provides that regardless of the channel of 

communication used, the information on the right of withdrawal must contain, in addition to 

the indication of the procedure for exercising this right, the following words “You have the 

right by (mm/dd) […] to withdraw from the contract, or to switch to another operator, 

without penalties”.  

 

                                                 

 
155 Prescriptions for the protection of users regarding contracts relating to the supply of electronic 
communications services and related annex 1 on Modalities for communicating contractual changes to users 
and the consequent right of withdrawal (AGCOM 3). 
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Figure 35: Regulator requirements in practice, redacted and pseudonymised real example, Italy, 2019. 

Figure 35 shows the real page layout of a standard Italian BNM regarding changes for the 

worse in contracts, specifically rate hikes. Written on an A4 letterhead, it is sent as an 

attachment to the bill (the present example). Layout, wording about the right of withdrawal, 

and position of the communication within the billing document are dictated by the national 

regulator. Just the very few sentences of the opening and closing text are worded by the 

company concerned.  

 

According to the classification of the participants in the BNM production process 

proposed in Section 8.3.2, the regulators seem to be writers and specifically “professional 

who write” since they directly take part in the actual BNM text composition and even at a 

very high degree by dictating layout and much of the wording. However, companies could 

also consider such prescriptions as quite practical, since they should be on the legal safe side, 

if they apply them exactly. 

From a linguistic point of view, the practical consequences of the intervention of the 

regulator on the text structure of BNMs require some more reflections. The topic will be 

discussed in detail in Section 8.9.  

8.4 Section summary  

Section 8.3 discussed the actors involved in the BNM creation, the second theme and related 

subthemes generated during the thematic analysis as a possible answer to RQ2. First, 
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preliminary remarks were made about the matter of who is actually responsible for BNMs 

within the company, which was addressed by distinguishing two aspects. Making the 

business strategic decisions about concrete interventions that may negatively impact the 

customer interests – e.g., changes in contracts or increases in fees, is usually in the hand of 

the board directors and executives. Departments such as sales, marketing, legal, and others, 

on the other hand, oversee the implementation of the decisions, which implies also being 

involved at different levels in producing the message content and the related text that 

announces such BNM. In fact, findings reveal that no single person or department is in 

charge of the production of BNMs, but rather a set of managers.  

Second, the operative stage of the BNM production process was thoroughly discussed 

according to the level of collaboration or autonomy at which these managers work when 

they create unpleasant customer messages. Indeed, depending on this, they may be 

temporarily grouped into ad hoc, multidisciplinary, and cross-functional teams, called 

“BNM teams,” or be categorised as “lone writers.” The composition of BNM teams may be 

affected by different factors such as the kind of expertise required from the participants, 

BNM type (critical or standardised cases), or the product/service the BNM is about.  

Third, in order to convey the complexity but also the fluidity that characterises the 

team composition, the possible classifications of the participants in the team according to 

different aspects of their writing activity and the related practical consequences on the 

process were also considered. The degree of their actual involvement in the text or content 

production determines, for example, if they are writers or nonwriters. As was corroborated 

by numerous interview extracts, writers are hands-on involved in drafting the text and/or in 

its linguistic quality control (editing, proofreading, checking the legal compliance etc.), 

whereas nonwriters usually contribute to its content or may suggest the language style to 

use.  

In practice, in the “BNM team” usually involved as writers are representatives from 

departments and related (sub)divisions such as marketing, legal & regulatory affairs, and (or 

“on call”) wording. Nonwriters are, for example, staff of telecommunications providers’ 

technical departments, customer service, IT, but also sales managers, insurance actuaries, 

external communication experts and even customers, who sometimes are involved as 

externals in special BNM projects. Depending on job, writing tasks, and organisation of the 

text production process, writers can then be further grouped into “career writers”, who write 

for a living, and “professionals who write”, for whom the writing activity is a part, but not 

https://de.pons.com/%C3%BCbersetzung/englisch-italienisch/directors
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the main one, of their work. According to this classification, marketing managers are 

professionals who write” and act as writers and so are corporate lawyers and regulatory 

affairs staff, who contribute to the BNM text production assessing its general linguistic 

accuracy from the legal perspective and its linguistic compliance with the regulators’ 

prescriptions. In contrast, wording managers are more career writers. What is interesting is 

the intermediate position of the CC/MarCom staff. They are “on call” writers, but at the same 

time nonwriters who take part in the process just indirectly by providing wording guidelines 

and handbooks as orientation tools to “professionals who write” (also) BNMs.  

Fourth, other scenarios, which are possible in insurance companies for independent 

writers – the “lone” ones – were also described. Indeed, insurance brokers or agents 

themselves may use letter templates or put together text modules (text blocks) from letters 

already in use in the company or assembling those usually provided by CC/MarCom. 

Alternatively, in some cases, a single insurance-line department may compose its own letters 

without consulting the corporate communication. It can also happen that in small-sized 

telecoms companies the founder her/himself produces the content of negative messages to 

the customers.  

Finally, particular attention was given to the Austrian and Italian telecommunications 

market regulators that, due to their statutory regulating power, play a key role in the BNM 

content and text production process. For example, in case of BNMs about changes in the 

contractual terms, they prescribe not just the wording of most of the announcement, but also 

the layout, and even the position of the written message within the BNM itself, which may 

make the production process and its management even more complex for the other 

participants. Yet this could be considered by the company as a practical solution to protect 

itself from a legal point of view. Related real examples from both countries were provided.  
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8.5 The BNM text production process  

This section is dedicated to the third main theme and related subthemes generated during the 

thematic analysis (Section 7.2.2.3), which seemed potentially significant (to me) and crucial 

in addressing RQ1, further aspects of RQ2, in addition to those already covered in Section 

8.3, as well as part of RQ3. A quick reminder of the RQs is provided below: 

RQ 1: How are BNMs to private customers produced in practice by companies in the specific 

service sectors of insurance and telecommunications? 

RQ 2: Which actors are involved in producing the content of such BNMs, to what extent, and 

within which (linguistic) frameworks? 

RQ 3: Does the BNM production process impact the effectiveness of the message in terms of 

comprehensibility and intended action on the part of the recipients? 

The section will describe the BNM text production process in practice. Drawing 

mainly on what emerged during the fieldwork and reported by the writers and contributors 

themselves, it will provide deep and detailed insights into how the participants in the BNM 

teams operatively play a part in a joint written document that delivers unpleasant news to 

private customers.  

The composition of BNMs as daily business has already been addressed in the previous 

section. Here, in contrast, the production of BNMs as critical cases will be considered 

(Section 8.3.3.4), i.e., when the gravity or complexity of the subject matter requires the 

(in)direct involvement of many different company departments in order to create the most 

suitable text for the occasion both in terms of content and form.  

 Different aspects of the production of BNMs will be analysed. In the first part of the 

section (8.5.1 to 8.5.4), document cycling, the content making and writing strategy adopted 

by the writers and nonwriters during the process will be discussed in detail in relation to 

relevant research and theory as well as further literature reviewed during the thematic 

analysis in addition to that reported in Section 3.3. The attempts to visualise the process in 

the previous literature and my own proposals for this will be also presented. Real examples 

of how the document cycling process is applied during the BNM production and of the most 

intriguing production stages the text undergoes until its final version will be analysed in 

depth. In the second part of the section (8.7), potential organisational and linguistic 

constraints within which the writers and nonwriters work will then be considered together 

with the related possible consequences in terms of tensions and frictions. What kind of 
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tensions there are and how they are reduced will be also examined, especially considering 

the impact of the regulator’s intervention on the BNM text and content. The possible 

influence of the BNM text production process on the comprehensibility of the text and, so, 

on the effectiveness of its content toward the customers will round off the section.  

8.5.1 Document cycling and dynamic nature of BNMs  

This section is devoted to the theme “document cycling” (Paradis et al. 1985; Jakobs 2005), 

a specific concept that summarises the understanding of (part of) writing at work as a 

recursive process. Although this topic has been explored in the section about the current state 

of research (Section 3.3.2), here it seems necessary to expand the discussion, in order to 

provide more details about how document cycling has been of great help in directing the 

next research steps (e.g., going into greater detail about related phenomena such as text 

trajectory, entextualisation-recontextualisation, and intertextuality) and in understanding 

different aspects of the writing process investigated in its practice. 

In the spirit of an exploratory qualitative analysis such as that carried out in this 

research project, considering this relevant theme meant, as a first step, integrating and further 

reviewing the literature for the study that has already been covered above. As the thematic 

review indicated, Van der Geest (1996: 11-12) describes the recursive form of the document 

production process as not linear but consisting of a “number of activities, often resulting in 

different intermediate or accompanying products” […] and of “a number of cycles of review, 

negotiation and revision” (see also Cross 1990, 1993, 1994; Davies et al. 1999; Jakobs 2005). 

By exploring more deeply this phenomenon, called “document cycling” by Paradis et 

al. (1985: 293), I found that, although it is known to be used frequently in wording technical 

documents (Section 3.3.2),156 it has been less thoroughly investigated in the text construction 

process of other text genres such as BNMs (in business settings).157  

Indeed, as the current study found, document cycling appears to be one of the strategies 

most applied to generate BNM content and related text in the industries considered. As the 

next section will present in detail, the text of BNMs shifts between contexts (Blommaert 

                                                 

 
156 See, for example, Paradis et al. (1985) about industrial R&D writing; Dorff and Duin-Hill (1989)) on 
technical publications; Gemert and Woudstra (1997) on industrial documents and technical reports; Pogner 
(1999) on engineering reports. 
157 Few exceptions were mentioned in Section 3.3.2 about, for example, individual case studies on the creation 
process of an executive letter, an annual report, or the writing activity in an insurance company.  
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2005: 62), each time being partly changed or modified. Furthermore, given that so many 

actors are involved in the process, applying this strategy to BNMs means that the text of 

BNMs is shaped through repeated stages of writing, review, editing, or comment, involving 

at different levels the writers and nonwriters who have already been presented in Section 

8.3. This seems to confirm “the disordered nature of the text production” as proposed by 

Bremner (2014: 490). 

The “propensity of texts to be transferred, transposed, and transformed by a wide range 

of text makers and users […] across different contexts, with different resultant meanings, 

significance and effects” is traceable following the so-called text trajectory, which “signals 

directionalities of both production and uptake” (Lillis and Maybin 2017a: 409-410).  

In physics, the term ‘trajectory’ refers to the set of points through which a movable 

body passes during its motion or the line (straight or curved) described by a movable body 

in its movement (see De Mauro, s.v.; Romeni, s.v.; Treccani, s.v.). Similarly, the linguistic 

analytical category of the text trajectory helps to follow how the text shifts and goes through 

different stages from the first draft to the final version sent to the customers. Indeed, the text 

trajectory empirically tracks “not only […] what changes, but who is involved, why, under 

what conditions and with what consequences” (Lillis 2013: 114; see also Maybin 2017; 

Tusting 2017; Section 3.3.2).158  

Tusting (2017: 555-556), addressing the question what text trajectories can tell us, 

underlines how they supply “a grip on empirical reality”. Indeed, according to the author,  

[f]ollowing the path of textual trajectories provides a usefully material and concrete way into 
analyzing social practices extending in time and space which can otherwise appear abstract, 
making visible processes which can otherwise easily become invisible. Looking at how people 
use, interact with, create and pass on texts provides a material way into processes of social 
practice. 

Considering what was reported above, the notions of text trajectory and document 

cycling seem to suit particularly well the description of the dynamic journey through a 

meandering path – and marked by different halfway points – done by the BNM text during 

                                                 

 
158 In this way, the concept contributed to setting this part of the research in a sociolinguistic framework. 
In the literature, other analytical categories have been used to describe “the mobility of writing-as-text” (Lillis 
2013: 114), such as “genre chains” (Fairclough 2003: 31), “text chains” (Fraenkel 2001), “genre set” (Devitt 
2004), “genre suite” (Berkenkotter and Hanganu-Bresch, 2011), “text history” (TH) (Lillis and Curry 2010: 3-
4), and “textual trajectories” (Lillis and Maybin 2017: 409; 416). For a comprehensive overview, see Lillis 
(2013: 114).  
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its own creation. Indeed, text trajectory represents more dynamically how texts work in 

social contexts, focusing  

not on questions about specific texts and […] their type (for example, is it an example of this 
genre or that genre) [but on] the idea that certain texts routinely cluster together, not because 
of their formal or textual features but because of the ways these texts are produced, received 
and – importantly – acted upon (Lillis 2013: 122-123).  

On the other hand, the writing strategy of document cycling emphasises the changing 

nature of the text, the dynamic conception of writing (e.g., Dorff and Duin-Hill 1989; Linell 

1998: 146; Lillis 2013), and specifically the iterative character also of BNM writing, as well 

as the complex implications this has for the content of such texts.  

Moreover, the tracking process enables also the analysis of two related text-based 

phenomena, entextualisation and recontextualisation (Bauman and Briggs 1990), which 

would be left unexplored by a purely lexical and syntactic text analysis of BNMs. According 

to Woydack (2019: 17-18), entextualisation “involves selecting, designing and inscribing 

prose for a text that will travel into other settings where recipients implement it”, while 

recontextualisation describes “the possible ways these meanings and the forms are adapted, 

construed, and altered in the process of interpretation by the text’s recipient” (see also 

Bernstein 1990; Blommaert 2005; Lillis 2013: 113; Maybin 2017). 

The concept of text trajectory is useful in focusing just how the text “comes into being 

through a process of entextualisation and recontextualisation” (Lillis 2013: 114). According 

to Linell (1998: 148), who analyses the challenge of the transformation of text in a new one 

through recontextualisation, the latter may involve 

actual wording, explicitly expressed meanings, or something only implicit or implied on the 
original text or genre. It may be fairly circumscribed and ‘concrete’, or it may involve general 
attitudes, ways of thinking or arguing, ways of laying out or understanding patterns of 
discourse.  

What was reported above recalls the idea that “any text always involves the use and 

reuse of existing resources” (Lillis 2013: 101). “Intertextuality” is one of the other main 

analytical categories – in addition to recontextualisation – that have been drawn upon to 

define this linguistic phenomenon. Intertextuality is also anchored in the tradition of written 

discourse “as public and social affair, the product of [the…] interaction” of the writer with 

the environment in which she/he acts and not just as a finished product of an individual 

author (Selzer 1991: 172). 

According to Selzer (1991: 172), a main environmental factor is, for example, other 

texts seen as “complex, interconnected networks of meaning within which authors, readers, 
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and texts [themselves] cooperate and compete in the creation of knowledge.” Trying to 

conceptualise this network and the “dynamic interrelation between writers, readers and other 

texts”, Kristeva (1980: 36) coined the term “intertextuality” (Selzer 1991: 173), which suits 

well the notion that “all communication is [somehow] inherently intertextual, made up of 

wordings, meanings, tones and conventions from other texts/uses” (Lillis 2013: 101).  

However, this does not mean that texts are simple reproductions of other texts. Rather, 

intertextuality shows itself in different ways such as indirect reference, allusion, quotation, 

citation, or meeting the expectations about the form of the text (e.g., rhetorical features and 

conventions) (Lillis 2013: 101-102).159 

To what extent previous resources are re-used within the text can only be detected 

empirically. Therefore, intertextuality is suited well for theoretical literary studies and has 

been intensively researched especially in novels since the 1980s (e.g., Bakhtin, Jenette, 

Riffaterre, Fairclough). However, since its ubiquity in each type of discourse, from the 

beginning of the 1990s, this concept has been used to analyse also other genres than 

literature, for example those of the professions (e.g., professional writing in accounting, 

psychiatry, engineering) or writing (and reading) when considered more as a social activity, 

for example on the job. In this way, has emerged a further analytical tool at the basis of the 

increasing shift of research focus from the immanent proprieties of the text and its 

understanding as a self-contained artefact (Selzer 1991: 172) to its creation process, 

understood as production and mediation through its relationship with prior discourse 

(Berkenkotter 2001: 327; see, e.g., also Devitt 1991; Fairclough 1992; Selzer 1993; 

Bazerman 2003, 2010; Blühdorn et al. 2006).  

Regardless of their differences on disciplinary approaches,  

[r]esearchers agree that intertextuality is to do with links and connections between texts; the 
term itself can be broken down to the state of being ‘between, among, amid, in between, in the 
midst’ (OED 2018) of texts. What counts as a text and what counts as a link or connection is 
more controversial. […] [Anyway,] it was Kristeva’s work on the writing of Mikhail 

                                                 

 
159 Bazerman (2003: 86-88) lists different levels of intertextuality, according to which “the text may draw on 
prior texts”: source of meanings to be used at face value; background, support and contrast; beliefs, issues, 
ideas, statements generally circulated and likely familiar to the reader, and so on. He also develops different 
techniques of intertextual representations: direct/indirect quotation; mentioning of a person, document, or 
statements; comment or evaluation; using recognisable phrasing, terminology, associated with specific people 
or groups of people or particular documents; using language and forms that seem to echo certain ways of 
communicating, discussions among other people, etc..  
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Bakhtin160 and especially on dialogism that prompted her focus on the interconnectivity of 
texts, and thus his [Bakhtin’s] research, is also often cast as the conceptual origin if the field 
(Mason 2019: 2).  

The concept of intertextuality is, indeed, traditionally based on the notion of Bakhtin’s 

dialogism161 and the dialogic conceptualisation of the world, according to which things are 

naturally connected and “all discourse is derived from other discourse” (Mason 2019: 4) and 

so “the word”. As Bakhtin (1963/1984: 201) establishes, 

the life of word is contained in its transfer from one mouth to another, from one context to 
another, from one social collective to another, from one generation to another. In this process 
the word does not forget its own path and cannot completely free itself form the power of those 
concrete contexts into which it has entered. 

Consequently, the intertextual analysis allows a dynamic and floating perspective 

according to which every concrete product of the writing activity – the written text – 

comprises a dialogue, a relation with writers, readers, and previous texts (Selzer 1991: 173; 

see also Fairclough 2003: 17). The latter have been absorbed (Kristeva 1980: 66) and 

transformed in the new text which, in turn, will be part of the input for further new ones. 

Through the lens of intertextuality, texts relate to prior ones, but will also inspire those that 

will be written in future, in an open-ended series of contributions (Selzer 1993: 178; see also 

Bazerman 2003: 86).162  

Apart from writers and texts, readers are the other active part of the intertextuality 

dialog. Considering the BNM text production process, especially during the document 

cycling, the readers, i.e., the other members of the BNM team, receive the text and 

“appropriate” (Bhatia 2005) the draft by reading it. Drawing on the latter activity, they create 

                                                 

 
160 Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) was a Russian philosopher and one of the most important theorists of literature 
and discourse in the twentieth century. He is sometimes termed the most important Soviet thinker in the social 
sciences” (Robinson 2011: n.p.). He remained unknown in the West until his work on the novel began to be 
translated into English by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist in the 1980s. He is famous for notions such as 
‘dialogism’, ‘polyphony’, and ‘heteroglossia’.  
161 The literature about Bakhtinian dialogism is voluminous and mostly demanding reading because it is 
intimately related to philosophical and literary concepts, a detailed analysis of which would be beyond the 
scope of the present dissertation. Here just a few basic notions on dialogism are reported, which should help to 
better contextualise the possible relation between intertextuality and BNMs.  
162 As reported in Bhatia (2005: 31-32), for example, Devitt (1991) proposes “a three-dimensional concept of 
intertextuality: generic, referential and functional.” Generic intertextuality refers to the types of texts written 
in the specific professional context considered and at disposal to the writers (tax accountants in Devitt’s case 
study); referential intertextuality is traceable when texts use or refer to other similar texts; and functional 
intertextuality refers to how “texts interact in the particular community” (Devitt 1991: 337) or, in the words of 
Bhatia (2005: 32) functional refers to “a network of texts is formed within a community, such that past texts 
create the need for future texts and so influence their form and content.” 
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their own version of the text through their different linguistic interventions. At each step of 

the cycle, writers and nonwriters are also readers, and conversely, and through a constant 

change of the roles, they get involved in text creation.  

Selzer (1993: 176) describes intertextuality as “the sum total of all the voices drawn 

by a writer into his or her developing text and as all the voices heard by readers in the 

experience of that writing.” He also mentions Greenblatt’s metaphor of “traces” of previous 

texts that inevitably remain in every new text.  

Indeed, the dialogue between texts has been described also using the further metaphor 

of ‘voices’ (Bakhtin 1963/1984), according to which, as noted by Kristeva (1980), 

“intertextuality is viewed as texts or voices embedded within other texts, which is viewed as 

appropriation of words, phrases, or sentences from one text into another” (Bhatia 2005: 31). 

Considering the dialogicality of the text, the concept of ‘voices’ signals the openness of the 

text to difference, which is expressed “by bringing other ‘voices’ into a text” and “is 

fundamental to social interaction” (Fairclough 2003: 41). Texts are therefore characterised 

by the co-presence of voices of particular individuals (Fairclough 2003: 41).  

Strictly related to the Bakhtinian notion of voice and theory of dialogism between 

voices is that of “polyphony,” which has also deeply influenced the concept of 

intertextuality. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1963/1984), Bakhtin first developed 

this concept, which informed most of his novel analysis and gave a major contribution to 

literary theory. The term ‘polyphony’ is borrowed from music and literally means “multiple 

voices”. “Bakhtin reads Dostoevsky’s work as containing many different voices, unmerged 

into a single perspective, and not subordinated to the voice of the author. Each of these voices 

has its own perspective, its own validity, and its own narrative weight within the novel” 

(Robinson 2011: n.p.).163 The use of the term has then been taken up in (socio)linguistics 

and may be understood as the result of many voices speaking together in a text. 

Applying intertextuality and the different metaphors used to represent it to the analysis 

of BNM, different traces may be left (Selzer 1993: 179) (or their different voices are 

recognisable ) by the register of a specific discipline learnt through education, by immersion 

                                                 

 
163 According to Bakhtin, Dostoevsky’s “does not place his own narrative voice between the character and the 
reader” and the book appears as it was “written by multiple characters, not a single author’s standpoint. Instead 
of a single objective world, held together by the author’s voice, there is a plurality of consciousnesses, each 
with its own world. The reader does not see a single reality presented by the author, but rather, how reality 
appears to each character” (Robinson 2011: n.p.).  
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in the specific community (e.g., sales, legal, marketing and so on), by professional reading 

etc., but also, from a practical point of view, by the technical indications about the BNM 

content, the editing and modifying interventions during the collaborative writing, the re-

using of formulations from similar documents drafted previously for the same aim or 

audience, and so on. From the Bakhtinian perspective, BNMs are therefore ‘polyvocal’ texts. 

According to Bazerman (2010: 90), for example, “analyzing voices will help […] sort 

through the confusing multiplicity of voices that appears in many texts” and understand how 

the writer has combined them in the overall document. In addition, intertextual analysis may 

contribute to showing off the single intervention, describing how the single voice takes part 

in the general (text) “choir” – as I would imagine it – and with what tone (e.g., Section 8.8). 

From a practical point of view, documents collected during the fieldwork (Section 6.3) 

such as BNMs and mail exchange with interviewees were a precious means of tracking 

changes in the text (e.g., Bowen 2009: 30). For example, comparing various drafts of a 

particular BNM was crucial in identifying not just the lexical changes but also the other types 

of intervention in the text, their authors, and the reasons why they intervened, and so their 

voices (see also Davies et al. 1999: 304).  

8.5.2 The visualisation of the process  

As mentioned in the section above, document cycling has been observed as a text production 

process mainly of technical documents in environments such as engineering, chemicals, 

architecture, technical publishing, and so on. In order to give a more comprehensive 

understanding of how document cycling works, a few authors have accompanied the textual 

description of the process with its graphic representation. Indeed, figures, graphs, and images 

should help to follow the text journey at a glance and in an easier way. Considering these 

two elements, it is therefore not surprising that the graphic illustrations of the cycles (or 

models) found in the literature about wording processes in corporations are attempts to depict 

the development of documents especially in technical companies. These are not many. 

However, a few of them (Paradis et al. 1985; Spilka 1988; Weber 1991; Jakobs 2005) seemed 

to be illuminating during my first approaches to the production process of BNMs and 

therefore they will be presented below. They have also inspired me in the attempt to figure 

out my own general visual representation(s) of what seem to be – according to the study 

results – the most frequent types/forms of document cycling process applied in the text 



252 

 

production of BNMs in telecommunications and insurance companies. The representation(s) 

and some comments are reported at the end of the present section. 
 

 

 

 

 
Figure 36: The Document-Cycling Process (Paradis et al. 1985: 295). 

Paradis et al. (1985) describe the “writing and editing cycle” of engineering documents 

within a chemical company. They distinguish between three types of actors involved in the 

process: 1) the supervisor, who usually is the initiator of the process; 2) the middle 

management responsible for meeting the deadline; and 3) the staff who “at various stages of 

writing [...] would pass the document on to a supervisor, who review[s] the document and 

call[s] for certain revisions” (1985: 294), mostly concerning the technical content. The text 

is returned to the author, who then has to send the revised version to the superior. Usually, 

the cycle is repeated between three and six (or more) times. The greater the number of cycles, 

the greater the likelihood of tensions between the staff and the supervisor (1985: 295) 

(Section 3.3.2). Paradis et al. describe the exchanges between staff and supervisors in words 

but do not give any indication about how to interpret the figure. Thus, the arrows in bold on 

the left should indicate the high frequency of the text exchanges between the two groups. 

However, to what extent also managers are involved in the process is not clear. The dotted 

line from the managers’ box down back to the supervisors’ box suggests that at some point 

the text had been passed up to the managers’ level, where the cycle of commenting and 

revising has apparently continued. The dotted line that directly links the staff box with that 

of the managers also suggests a kind of direct relationship between these two groups, maybe 

in a second step, when, so it seems, the supervisors do not intervene in the process anymore. 

Even where the last arrow in bold leads to is not specified. 

Although being limited by considering just three groups of writers/editors working on 

a technical document, the figure is the first attempt in studies about non-academic writing to 

illustrate the reiterative nature of the document cycling process.  
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Figure 37: “A complex version of Paradis et al.’s Document Cycling Process Model” (Spilka 1988: 210).  

Spilka (1988: 212) conducted a study on the writing activity of engineers in a large 

American corporation. She interviewed technical writers about the document cycling process 

applied to produce documents and compared the results with the writing strategies usually 

recommended in textbooks to appeal to a multiple audience.  

She found out that in that company the first draft of a technical document is usually 

composed by a young engineer within a project team. The draft is then routed to other 

members of team for verbal or written feedback in line with which it is revised again by the 

young writer, and returned to the team. Once the team agrees on the first draft, the text must 

be approved by a second committee made up of managers of a higher level and revised again 

by another technical writer. What follows then is the approval of a senior manager of the 

division and, if necessary, the intervention of the legal consultants.  

Thus, Spilka’s model illustrates how the document travels up along the internal 

administrative ladder and passes through a set of increasingly higher approval levels.  
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Figure 38: Document Cycling in One Battelle Laboratory (Weber 1991: 53). 

Weber (1991) presents an industrial case study on technical communication and 

specifically about the writing process of the group of authors working in the laboratory 

where he was employed as a technical editor at the time of the study. Typical clients of his 

company are government agencies that, as sponsors, may take an active part in the text 

production of the technical reports they commission to the laboratory. Indeed, Weber refers 

of a well-established document cycling process (1991: 51) for the reports, consisting of 

cycles of production by the scientific staff and of extensive internal and external review. 

Weber (1991: 52) claims that  

[s]ponsors, both government and private, may review multiple drafts of each report, suggesting 
changes in the texts. Formal reports produced in the department go through typical revision 
cycles. Anyone in the cycle (sponsor, manager, author, editor) has multiple opportunities to 
review the draft. 

Thus, for example, the sponsor-comment cycle depends on the sponsors, whereas 

management- and peer review cycles draw more on the internal clearance process in order 

to prevent classified information being leaked outside the laboratory. Furthermore, 

government clearance is also needed when reports involve government projects (Weber 

1991: 52). Although Weber reports on one cycle, what Figure 38 seems to show is a set of 

many “mini” cycles in each of which only two actors are involved in different combinations: 

the clients who comment on the draft and the author who revises the draft accordingly; the 

peers who review the draft, and the author who revises accordingly; the management who 
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review the draft, and the author who revises accordingly, and so on. The figure also suggests 

that the cycles are linked in a linear way, from the first client’s comment to the 

publication/delivery to client. Thus, the whole document production should result from the 

sum of such different mini cycles of revision the report goes through, each of which forming 

an individual composition stage. However, the image seems not to capture the recursivity of 

the entire process but that of the individual cycles only. Although this example of 

visualisation refers again to a technical environment and has the limitation of considering a 

case study, it seems to be interesting in order to have the “real” writers’ perspective on the 

process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 39: Document cycling (TP = text draft, O = partner for information) (Jakobs 2005: 26) (author’s 
translation)  

Jakobs (2005: 25) mentions document cycling, together with the tendency towards 

cooperative text production and thus towards institutional products involving several 

authors, as one of the main features of writing at work in companies, organisations, and 

public agencies. She claims that some specific features of these types of professional writing 

are embedded in the professional and organisational context, within which the writing 

activity takes place. 

The organisational context offered by the production of texts for an internet portal by 

different authors from the point of view of a technical writer, who performs quality control, 

correction, and release of the texts, is used by Jakobs to provide a summary description of 

the creating process of documents in institutions. In doing that, she draws on often-cited 



256 

 

studies from the 1990s (e.g., Paradis at al. 1985; Ede and Lunsford; Gemert and Woudstra 

1996; Cross 1993) (see also Section 3.3.2).  

The collaborative process covers various phases such as generating ideas, planning, 

formulating, reviewing the (partial) product, and final acceptance (2005: 24-25), for each of 

which different people are responsible. This usually means that one person (or a team of 

authors) writes and submits a draft text, which is then reviewed and commented on by 

various entities. When the document cycling process is applied, the text then passes in 

iterative loops through several stops over of a cycle, in which phases of joint consultation, 

drafting and reviewing, renewed exchanging, editing and resubmission alternate. In this way, 

the text production process extends over several levels of context (2005: 25). Jakobs further 

notes that the cycle is often fixed in institutions (2005: 25) and, if at all, just minimal 

differences may occur.  

Like the description, also the graphic version of the process (Figure 39) is a general 

and basic model of document cycling. The first writer(s) is indicated by the rectangle “TE 1 

draft”, the entities that are involved are not specified and simply drawn as ovals, and dotted 

curved lines represent the path followed by the text during the process.  

 

Taken together, the graphic representations of document cycles reported above indicate that 

the reiterative text production process is usually illustrated by rectangles or ovals, and 

arrows. The rectangles represent the actors involved in the process and the double-ended 

arrows that link them show the back-and-forth journey of the text. In Paradis et al.’s model, 

a few bold lines indicate that text is repeatedly submitted and resubmitted. In general, 

according to a more modern interpretation of the cycle, the arrows may symbolise the 

different parts of the text trajectory.  

Concerning the direction of the process, Paradis et al. see it as a horizontal movement 

from left to right, while Spilka thinks of it as a bottom-up one, which represents well the 

idea of the passage of the text through increasingly important hierarchical levels, while 

Weber and Jakobs interpret it as a top-down vertical one. 

What the four models have in common is the cyclicity of certain text passages at certain 

levels of the process in order to achieve the accuracy necessary to go further to the next stage 

(or cycle). In Paradis et al.’s, Spilka’s, and Weber’s studies, the next stage is usually 

characterised by the intervention on the text by managers of a higher hierarchical level, who 

usually have more experience in such writing activity and deeper knowledge in terms of both 
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text content and form. In Paradis et al. the draft may be routed back by the managers to the 

supervisors and by the supervisors to the staff. Then, once revised, it may be resubmitted by 

the writer directly to the managers. Spilka, who calls her own model a “complex version” 

(1988: 210) of that of Paradis et al., also suggests through her verbal description and model 

a process made up of three phases or partial cycles: 1st, 2nd, and 3rd draft. Each cycle is 

separated from the others. Once a cycle is completed, the next one follows, which runs 

among managers of a higher level than those in the previous cycle. In each cycle, the actors 

interact just with another (e.g., writer-clients-working team-writer / writer-full committee-

working team-writer / writer-upper management-legal counsel-writer). The young writer is 

the only one to play a part in each cycle by having an ongoing interrelation with all other 

actors. The meaning of the thin lines linking the writer with client #1, #2 and #3 is not given 

in the verbal description of the process and can just be guessed by the reader – so the 

impression. The process depicted in Weber’s model is similar to that in Spilka’s but the 

process is made more complex by the presence of a larger number of actors who can 

intervene. In Jakobs, the verbal description of the process seems more detailed. However, 

who exactly may be involved in the process remains vague. 

 To sum up, the detailed analysis of the models described above, together with what 

was reported in Section 3.3.2, suggests that in document cycling, the single writer does not 

create each time a completely new first draft but usually draws on previous similar texts used 

in the company (see also intertextuality in the previous section). What follows in the process 

is a more or less long and complex series of revision cycles involving different actors who, 

on the basis of their hierarchical position or experience in such activities and expertise in 

specific areas, exercise different types of quality control (content, style, legal complaint). 

Usually, the process proceeds in stages completed in themselves. The only element that 

justifies the recursivity of the process is represented by the routing back of the text to the 

writer who has first drafted the text after each individual revision cycle.  

According to what was reported above, for the two industries considered, I will 

therefore propose more than one text production model of BNMs, which are expanded 

versions of what has been presented in the previous literature to date. They show a few basic 

analogies with those already described at the beginning of this section but also some further 

content and graphic elements that, due to the results of the study, I considered appropriate to 

include.  
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On the one hand, for example, rectangles are further used to represent the writers and 

the contributors, who are thus precisely indicated in my model. On the other hand, the 

visualisation of the text trajectory has been added as an element not yet considered in 

previous visual models. To show parts of the latter, instead of using just straight or curved 

lines linking the rectangles, lines that bend around themselves and sometimes even take a 

backwards direction have also been inserted. This graphic solution should help to give a 

better idea of the cyclical, reiterative, and sometimes looping nature of certain shifts of the 

text between specific actors involved in the process (Figures 40 and 41). Different colours 

have then been used for the actors and colour gradient lines, composed by the colours of the 

rectangles through which the text has gone, for the parts of the trajectory between them. This 

graphic expedient suggests how each time the text picks something up from the contexts it 

passes through, it is enriched with each shift. The arrow ends indicate the direction of the 

trajectory. The cloud that stretches in the background depicts the legal and the authority’s 

prescriptions, which functions as an overarching support underlying the whole process.  

The first model (Figure 40) shows the multidirectional journey of the BNM text 

through three of the main departments in telecommunications companies usually involved 

in the text production process of unpleasant communications to customers. These shifts of 

the text have already been described in Section 8.3.3.3. The content develops through an 

intense email exchange between the CRM and the wording manager, in which information 

is collected and explanations about the content are given. The text draft is shaped by 

suggestions for changes and revisions, and the wording is ameliorated according (also) to 

the company wording guidelines, which, in turn, reflect the company’s values and guiding 

principles.  

Figure 41164 shows another form of the document cycling process in 

telecommunications companies, where the text shifts through four of the main departments 

usually involved in the process: sales, marketing CVM, legal department & regulatory 

affairs, and wording. It depicts how the text travels through a constant entextualisation-

recontextualisation process. In one context, the text is entextualised (or produced) with the 

intention to let it travel on to other contexts (the other departments), where the recipients 

(the other managers) receive the draft of the BNM and recontextualise it (or re-formulate), 

                                                 

 
164 The model was presented during Pizzedaz’s talks at the International Pragmatics Conference 2021 and 
(Association for Business Communication) ABC Regional Conference 2021 (see Pizzedaz 2021a and 2021b).  
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re-implement (or adapt and modify) in the new context through means of editing, 

cancellation, addition, comments, further citations, so on. This journey is traceable following 

the colourful text trajectory, whose loops and whirls are somehow reminiscent of the railway 

track of a fairground roller-coaster. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 40: Visualisation of the BNM text and content production process. Writers and nonwriters involved: 
CRM, WM, and LD; telecommunications services provider.  
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Figure 41: Visualisation of the BNM text and content production process. Writers and nonwriters involved: 
SD, marketing CVM, LD and RA, WM; telecommunications services provider.  
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8.5.3 Distinctive features of the BNM document cycling process  

Spilka, commenting in her study on the document cycling process adopted by a specific 

corporate division, interestingly points out that the “document cycling process naturally 

differs according to each division and each rhetorical situation” (1988: 212), suggesting that 

a document cycling model cannot be generalised and thus neither be done in the same way 

for every company or process.  

The claim has been informative since it seems to confirm what was generated during 

the thematic analysis in order to answer the question about how BNMs to private customers 

are produced in practice and, thus, it may be extended to the companies considered in the 

present study, too. Indeed, the results seem to confirm that document cycling is a flexible 

process, characterised by a few specific and recurring elements, the different combination of 

which causes the process to develop differently in terms of length, duration, actors involved, 

and number of writing and revision cycles needed to be completed. Thus, there is no “one” 

BNM document cycling process along just one text trajectory but rather different forms of 

both, even in the same company.  

However, a few common distinctive elements can be identified:  

− A text has to be produced for a critical case, for whose content and wording it requires 

the intervention of writers and contributors (writers and nonwriters) within a BNM 

team (Section 8.3.2);  

− The actors involved work sequentially (e.g., Sharples 1999) within a serial 

collaboration (Hewett 2010) or collaboration chain (Thrall 1992) applying the “relay” 

collaborative strategy (Posner and Baecker 1992: 131): A primary author drafts the 

text and passes it to the other team members for evaluation and possible revisions (e.g., 

Paradis et al. 1985); 

− The type (genre) of text is usually known since it has already been produced by the 

writers and nonwriters or by the company on previous similar occasions. It is at the 

writers’ disposal and specifies targets and potential constraints (also of a linguistic 

nature) (e.g., van der Geest 1996: 10; Gemert and Woudstra 1996: 106) (Section 8.3.3);  

− Nonwriters do not contribute and writers do not work on the draft at the same time but 

everyone works one at a time on the text, intervening in his/her own area of 

competence, and with her/his own writing expertise; although being “separated in time 
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and actors involved” (van der Geest 1996: 10), their activity is closely interrelated, 

since  

− At the end of each intervention, writers and nonwriters recursively launch the text to 

one another within a series of quality control cycles (Paradis et al. 1985; Dorff and 

Duin-Hill 1989; Brandt 2005; Schindler and Wolfe 2014) made up of wording and 

revisions, as well as of corrections, reviews, additions, editing, legal compliance etc. 

until at one point the draft is considered completed;  

In this way, in BNM document cycling one writer or nonwriter at a time maintains 

control of the text or its content, but control passes recursively between team 

members;  

− Responsibility for the intervention on and control of the text (and content) is shared 

(e.g., Lunsford and Ede 1990) among the members of the BNM team (e.g., Davies et 

al. 1999: 303), but intermittently during the cycle, is temporarily held by the writer or 

nonwriter who is working on the text or content at that moment. This means that she/he 

exercises relative authority (Dorff and Duin-Hill 1989) (see also Section 8.7.1) on 

wording or controlling and that the responsibility is constantly passed from one 

member of the BNM team to another. Thus, also responsibility moves during the stages 

of the document cycling and when it is transferred. On the other hand, this implies 

some kind of shared authorship for the entire document (Gooch 2005: 181);  

− At the end, the text should be factually, legally, and linguistically correct and, despite 

its several authors, stylistically coherent (Jakobs 2005: 26). At this point, the entire 

content and text production process ends.  

How often the members of the BNM team deem it necessary to bounce the text back 

and forth and for what reasons, as well as how much time they have at their disposal to 

conclude the process may vary greatly. It depends mainly on what kind of BNM is to be 

delivered, i.e., on whether the BNM is classified as a critical case or not – at least in the 

companies considered (Section 8.3.3.4).  

8.5.4 BNM text production in practice  

In order to give linguistic evidence of how the BNM document cycling process and its 

entextualisation-contextualisation phases situationally take place, the present section will 

provide two possible versions describing and analysing the main stages of the process, which 

serve as representative examples of the production of BNMs in both sectors more generally. 
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These are summarised in Tables 23 and 24 and depicted in Figures 47 and 52. The version 

from the telecommunications industry will describe in depth the linguistic modifications the 

text undergoes, whereas that from the insurance sector will focus more on the 

entextualisation-recontextualisation process. This distinction is just for reasons of clarity, 

since they are two aspects of the same phenomenon that are mutually interrelated and one 

does not exclude the other.  

Linell’s (1998: 144) description of recontextualisation as a ubiquitous phenomenon, 

in which discourse and discursive content travel between situations just as humans do, seems 

appropriate here. Indeed, at both insurance and telecommunications service providers, drafts 

of BNMs are continually entextualised (formulated) and recontextualised (Maybin 2017; 

Linell 1998; Bernstein 1990), each time undergoing linguistic transformations and 

adaptations.  

8.5.4.1 Telecommunications service providers  

A BNM about changes in the contractual and economic conditions is produced at an Italian 

telecommunications service provider fictionally called TELCO ITL. The BNM will be 

attached as an informative message to the (e-)bill. The temporary BNM team involved is 

made up of members of the sales (SD), marketing customer value management (CVM), legal 

(LD) and regulatory affairs (RA) departments.  

The message is initially entextualised by the sales department (SD) and then 

recontextualised in a series of drafts until the final version emerges. Before the text is sent 

out to private customers, at least five (or more) shifts of entextualisation and at least five (or 

more) of recontextualisation are identifiable during the document cycling processes. As it 

will be described below, the number of the shifts is not always precisely countable.  
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Table 23: Entextualisation-recontextualisation process in practice: BNM content and text production process, 
telecommunications service provider.  

8.5.4.1.1 Stage 1  

The following Figures 42 and 43 show an authentic document that may represent the starting 

of the BNM production process. 

A telecommunications service provider has begun to evaluate a change in the customer 

contract conditions. In the present case, the offer for a specific landline contract considered 

no more profitable for the company165 will be cancelled and replaced by a new one with 

other characteristics. The document is prepared by the SD as a standard PowerPoint 

presentation made up of two slides. The first one (Figure 42) introduces a concise summary 

in form of a bulleted list of the repricing options. It also shows a comparison between present 

and new offer conditions – introduced with the words “From… To…” – for the two customer 

categories concerned. Due to the related monthly hike rate, the impact of the initiative on the 

annual corporate profit has also been considered.  

                                                 

 
165 Information about realisable profit with the new offer was strictly confidential and had been cancelled by 
the company. I pseudonymised technical details about the offers during the translation process (see Sections 
6.1.2.3 and 7.1).  

1) Sales technical document(s) evaluating change in costumer contract conditions (bad news) 
is/are prepared by the sales department (SD)  [e1] 
 

Information meeting(s) with SD, marketing CVM, LD, and RA departments: preliminary 
information on the reason for the measure and the planned start date  

 

2) Initial draft of the BNM text is prepared by SD or by SD in consultation with marketing 
CVM on the basis of the content of [e1] [r1 of e1]  [e2] 

3) [e2] forwarded to LD [r2 of e2]  [e3] and RA [r3 of e3]  [e4] 
 

4) [e4] forwarded to “renegotiation round” (SD, marketing CVM, LD, and RA) and possibly 
also Wording Manager (WM) [r4 of e4]  [e5]  

5) [e5] (= final version of the BNM) forwarded to the CVM to create text messages (if the 
client target group is only mobile users) 
 

6) IT division that creates serial client letters publishes it on the “Information” page on the 
company website and passes it as a detailed notice to flagship-shops and retailers [r5 of 
e5]  [e6] 

7) BNM is received by private clients as an attachment to the (e-)bill [r6 of e6].  
 

[e1] first entextualisation, etc; [r1] first recontextualisation, etc. 
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Figure 42: Stage 1 - Content specifications. Evaluation of changes in the contractual conditions. Slide 1, 
summary repricing options landline phone, [e1], telecommunications service provider (author’s translation). 
[CB =customer base].  

 The second slide (Figure 43) called “Implications and Issues” ponders pros-and-cons 

of the new offer. Pros are, for example, the company pricing-competitiveness in comparison 

to the market-leader and the simplification of the range of products. In contrast, cons 

considered are the significant increase in the monthly fee – not in favour of the elderly target 

customer-group – and some legal and compliance issues that could result in fines, warnings, 

or compensation and that have to be discussed with the corporate lawyer. As it is common 

in PowerPoint presentations, also these data are presented in form of a bulleted list.  

 The SD is also aware of the legal requirements prescribed in case of changes in existing 

contracts. Indeed, in the note below the two columns, it warns that the message must be 

dedicated and clearly indicate the new conditions with the explicit heading “changes in the 

contractual terms and conditions.”  

 The technical content is phrased in highly specialised language that might be 

understandable to insiders only or, as in this case, to those colleagues who, although 

belonging to other departments, often work closely together with sales people and over time 
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have learned and got used to this type of language. It includes jargon words, abbreviations, 

and expressions such as ‘remodulation’166 (= adjustment; change in the fee), ‘full tariff’, 

‘CB’ (= customer base), ‘ADSL’, ‘warning with roll back’, ‘connection fees’, ‘activation 

fees’, ‘opt-out on basic price list’ and the like (Figure 42, circled in green).  

Figure 43: Stage 1 - Content specifications. Evaluation of changes in the contractual conditions. Slide 2, 
implications and issues, [e1], telecommunications service provider (author’s translation). [CB =customer 
base]. 

 The SD executes the decisions of the Board about changes with negative consequences 

for the customers, giving practical effect to these resolutions. Drawing on sales figures, 

economic-financial and sales data about the buying market, and marketing information on 

the customer target groups, sales managers help to protect the company financially. In the 

case reported above, they detected a few contracts (or products) that were no longer 

remunerative for the company and therefore should be cancelled or a more expensive version 

of the offer should be quoted to the customer groups involved. They calculated the increased 

rate of the monthly fee and decided other content changes in the contractual conditions (e.g., 

which services are included in the new offer). However obvious it may seem, the change had 

to be disclosed to the customers, and just the SD established the timetable for both the start 

of the initiative and communication to the customers.  

 The SD starts off on a change for the worse for the customers affected and, as 

nonwriters, on the BNM document cycling process in practice. Indeed, SD produces the 

                                                 

 
166 Rimodulazione (Italian), Anpassung (German).  
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content of the BNM – the technical details about the fee increase – that, although in form of 

a scanty document full of economic and technical-sales information, may be considered as 

the entextualisation of the first BNM draft ([e1]). At the same time, it also represents the 

first stage of the BNM document cycling and, so, the first step of its journey through the 

different company divisions involved.  

8.5.4.1.2 Information meeting  

Usually, an information meeting is convened by the SD to present the initiative to the 

members of marketing CVM, LD & RA departments, who will be part of the temporary 

BNM team. With the support of the technical documents described above, preliminary 

information is given along with the reasons for changing or ceasing the contracts and the 

planned deadlines.  

This stage is not part of the actual written-text production process. However, it seems 

important to mention since it is in this meeting that the BNM team is built and the use of the 

BNM is explained. 

Depending on the company and workflow, further similar meetings may follow. 

8.5.4.1.3 Stage 2  

The brief sales information and written considerations reported in the SD documents are 

launched by the sales people along the first part of the text trajectory to the marketing CVM 

manager who, often in collaboration with SD colleagues, recontextualises them [r1]. Since 

it is required by the regulator and also for the reasons given in Section 8.1, the 

communication has to be in written form, no matter which channel is chosen to deliver it. 

Thus, the marketing CVM manager transforms it by means of elaborations – a few of which 

are of an intertextual nature – such as writing, addition, cancellation, paraphrasing, phrasing 

and rephrasing the sales-technical data about “Option 2”167 simply put on a bullet-point list 

by the SD in the first draft of a written text. This is recognisable as such from some of its 

main peculiarities such as having a title –the capitalised heading is dictated by law – and 

                                                 

 
167 To avoid confusion between the two options presented by the SD, just Option 2 is considered as basis for 
the description of the process. 
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being structured in paragraphs and composed of full sentences, as well as from its cohesion 

and coherence (Dardano 2005: 94-98)168 (Figure 44).  

However, the intervention of the CVM manager is more complex than it may appear 

at first glance, since the recontextualisation of [e1], resulting from [r1 of e1], in the first 

BNM draft comprises more than only putting sales information into meaningful and 

complete sentences. Recontextualising requires the writer to look at further elements and 

aspects concerning the content and wording of the text, which may stimulate but also limit 

the writing activity (Jakobs and Perrin 2014: 19), and that – in the end – have to fit together 

in the BNM. 

On the one hand, the writer has to consider not only the content specifications of the 

change laid down by the SD, but also further content prescribed by law that must not be 

missing. Indeed, as it is prescribed by the Italian regulator, operators intending to modify 

economic or contractual conditions have to inform the users concerned about the content of 

the modifications but also of the reasons justifying them, the date of their entry into force 

and the right to withdraw from the contract without penalties (AGCOM 5; see also details in 

Section 8.3.5). Consequently, one of the manager’s tasks is to compose a text whose content 

is mostly already established and/or compulsory. Considering, in addition, that the 

communication should be complete but at the same time as short as possible, due to the risk 

of not being read, this may constrain the length of further content that the CVM manager 

may deem necessary to add from the point of view of customer communication. Generally, 

no communication attached to an (e-)bill usually should be longer than one page. 

 On the other hand, specific indications about the wording are also partly provided by 

the regulator. Thus, the situation leaves the manager little leeway to choose, in line with his 

own customer communication style, etc., the wording of parts of the text, since this is 

prescribed by legislation requiring companies to use the phrasing the regulator considers to 

be clearest. For example, when reporting information about the customer’s right to withdraw 

from the contract, specific sentences pre-formulated by the regulator have to be inserted in 

the text. In addition, specific technical terms such as ‘user’, ‘provider’ etc. may only be used 

                                                 

 
168 For the “constitutive principles” of a text (coherence, cohesion, intentionality, acceptability, 
informativeness, situationality and intertextuality), see De Beaugrande and Dressler (1981); Dardano (2005: 
95-98). 
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if, in context, they effectively correspond to the definition given in the AGCOM’s resolution 

(AGCOM 5).  

 This further limits (or stimulates) the writer in finding his own best writing style that, 

according to the customer communication, should help to “sweeten the pill” for the 

customers – as an Italian CVM manager described this part of his intervention – and also 

provide as high a level of text comprehensibility as possible. The task is made even more 

challenging by the fact that usually BNMs are post-sales touchpoints with no commercial 

character and, moreover, are partly of a legal nature (see Section 2.2), which naturally 

implies the use (also) of the legal language in their formulation – or at least in the formulation 

of parts of them.  

 The creativity of the CVM writer regarding the look of the text is also somehow 

inhibited by the regulator’s prescriptions even about how to set out the text of such 

communications on the page (see Section 8.3.5 and Figures 34 and 35).  

Like the sales manager, the CVM manager is clearly also familiar with the legal 

requirements prescribed by law, which have to be applied each time the company is going 

to create a BNM about contractual changes. It is therefore not surprising that the 

recontextualisation of the BNM may partly take place, according to the intertextuality 

process, on the basis of previous BNMs, which announced similar changes and are now 

adapted to the new one.  

 The CVM writer approaches the production of BNMs with what has already been sent 

to customers on previous occasions also for practical reasons, so as not to waste time starting 

over each time. Indeed, as it has already been reported in Section 8.3.3.2 about the specific 

writing tasks of the CVM manager, when I interviewed one of them, he described his 

intervention on the BNM with these words: Well, drawing on our past experience, we write 

a draft of the text that we share then with the corporate lawyer […] and always also with 

the colleagues from regulatory affairs (interview, Feb. 2019, author’s translation). This 

seems common practice in the industry, as confirmed by the senior customer relations 

manager of a German telecommunications service provider, who said about the beginning 

of the process: We also have what we did, of course, so we always optimise the writing a 

little, right? (Interview Nov. 2018, author’s translation). 
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Figure 44: Stage 2 - Clear information. Communication proposal about the repricing option formulated by the 
marketing CVM writer, [r1 of e1]  [e2], telecommunications service provider. Interventions of CVM (blue 
circles), traces of sales data and information left (green circles) (author’s translation). 

 Thus, in practice, the text design does not differ much from that of previous BNMs. 

The CVM writer recycles given and reinterprets new meaning (Linell 1998: 148). He 

considers carefully possible syntactic and lexical alternatives, and modifies here and there 

some specific information that needs to be updated according to the characteristics of the 

new offer. If appropriate, he adds a few paragraphs (or parts of them), or just a few short 
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sentences, which are explicitly formulated for the present communication (e.g., Figure 44, 

1, 4 and 6). Then, structuring the whole text, he puts these new paragraphs or sentences 

together with that content required by law and that has been already entextualised in previous 

similarly unpleasant communications.  

 In the present case, for example, he uses the “copy-paste” technique to replicate the 

entire paragraphs 3 and 5 (Figure 44) in the new BNM. Using the same-named commands 

in his computer interface, he transfers the texts from the previous document to the present 

one and creates a duplicate of part of the latter in the new document (Techopedia: n.p.). This 

suggests that the manager, drawing on past experience on similar occasions, incorporates 

these texts just to gain a first idea of the possible length of the BNM as a whole. Indeed, the 

content of these specific paragraphs will be checked and – if necessary – updated and so 

edited, supplemented or fine-tuned at a later stage by those members of the BNM team who 

are experts in the related specific matter (e.g., the legal and regulatory affairs managers). 

From what was reported above it follows that the text production of the first draft 

consists of different activities undertaken by the CVM writer, through which he blends 

re(writing), in the form of text phrasing, editing, and adding, with text assembling, in the 

form of ordering, structuring, and moving sentences and paragraphs around (e.g., Woods 

2006: 86).  

But let us have a look in detail at how the CVM writer recontextualises the information 

received from the SD.  

First, the regulator prescribes for BNMs sent as an attachment to the (e-bill) that the 

communication has to be separated from any further ones and that its lettering has to catch 

the attention of the readers and bear the following heading: “IMPORTANT NOTICE: 

MODIFICATION OF THE CONDITIONS OF THE CONTRACT” or similar [capital 

letters original] (AGCOM 3).  

As it is common in writing, he subdivides the text into paragraphs (Figure 44, curly 

brackets), which “provide a framework for organising […] ideas in a logical order. Using a 

clear structure for [the] paragraphs helps guide the reader through [the] written work. […] 

A paragraph develops [one] main idea through a series of related sentences” (Newcastle 

university 2021: n.p.). For practical reasons due to the different topics to be covered, the 

CVM manager, by defining the general outline of the text, devotes each paragraph to a 

specific topic: introduction/justification, technical details about the change, etc. 
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Stage 2 – Paragraph 1 (Figure 44, 1): Opening and justification  

Dear Customer, we would like to inform you that TELCO ITL is evolving its services to bring 
them ever closer to the needs of our Customers [capitalised in original].  

Given that the communication will reach several hundreds of thousands of customers, the 

CVM writer chooses a greeting form that, although being introduced by the adjective “dear,” 

is generally addressed to the common customer. Thus, names or family names are not used. 

Maybe, the only one sign of any kind of special consideration for the customer is that the 

word ‘customer’ (Cliente, Italian) is capitalised, which is otherwise unusual for Italian 

common nouns. 

 The informative character of the communication is highlighted just by the use of the 

verb “to inform” in the sentence “We would like to inform you […].” TELCO ITL is cited 

in the third person and as an active subject (“is evolving”). 

 As it was mentioned above, the provider is required to justify the need for the 

contractual change. Usually, the customers are given the reasons for that in the opening 

section of the communication. The analysis of the primary documents revealed that the first 

sentence mentioning – in this case – that the company “is evolving its services to bring them 

ever closer to the needs of the Customers” appears also in other BNMs of the same company 

about changes in the contractual terms. It seems to be a standard incipit used to legitimise 

those measures, which are announced in the immediately following sentence. Indeed, despite 

the positive connotation of the verb “to evolve,”169 on what services exactly the provider is 

working or what the customers’ needs it alludes to are (maybe technical efficiency? better 

service?) is not cited, suggesting that the sentence was really formulated on a previous 

occasion and quoted here as reminder that this information has to be given. 

Presenting the reasons for bad news first is common when the writer applies the so-

called “indirect approach” to customer communication(s), which aims “to ease the blow and 

help accept the situation” (Bovée and Thill 2010: 283) on behalf of the receiver. Messages 

of this kind start with a “buffer”, defined in many communication textbooks as “a neutral, 

noncontroversial statement that establishes common ground with the reader” (Bovée and 

Thill 2010: 283; see also Ewald and Burnett 1997; Locker and Kienzler 2015: 294). In this 

case, the justification for the change provides the buffer. However, it seems to be not a bulky 

                                                 

 
169 “Evolve: If something evolves or you evolve it, it gradually develops over a period of time into something 
different and usually more advanced” (Collins Dictionary, s.v. ) [emphasis added]. 
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buffer since, according to the literature (e.g., Ewald and Burnett 1997: 259), it should 

contains details that soften the forthcoming bad news, putting  

the reader in a good frame of mind, not give the bad news but not imply a positive answer 
either, and provide a natural transition to the body of the letter. The kind of statements most 
often used as buffers are good news, facts and chronologies of events, references to enclosures, 
thanks, and statements of principle (Locker and Kienzler 2015: 294). 

The general and short opening sentence seems not to fully have these features – at least 

in this first text draft. 

Providing justification, however, cannot be missing, as it is mandatory according to 

the authority’s regulations (at least in Austria and Italy). Its degree of detail, on the other 

hand, depends on the extent to which the individual company considers it appropriate to 

provide more or less general information. Some Austrian providers, for example, seem to 

give more weight than the Italian ones to giving a full and precise justification for the change. 

Sometimes, a sentence such as “Of course, it is important to us that you know why we are 

doing this. Therefore, we explain the reasons in detail below” is added to the first one, which 

announces the change, and a long text at the back of the communication, which may take up 

to two pages, is completely dedicated to this.170 

 

Stage 2 – Paragraph 2 (Figure 44, 2): The content and timing of the contractual change  

Starting from [day/month/year], offer MMM1 [offer name] will no longer be marketed and 
will be replaced by the MMM2 new offer [new offer name] that will have the following 
characteristics: 
• ADSL without limit and with speeds of up to xx Mega in download and y Mega in upload.  
• NEW: 60 minutes traffic included per month without charge for calling all fixed and 

mobile national numbers (if the call is accepted). When exceeding the 60 minutes per month 
included, the current conditions will apply: calls to all Fixed and National Mobile numbers 
at €xx.x / min. €xx.x cents connection fees. 

• Fixed numbers in Western Europe, USA and Canada at €xx.x / min. and €xx.x connection 
fees [original capitalised and bold].  

 
This paragraph converts the concise pieces of information formulated by the SD in a 

highly technical language into a text made up of sentences of a complete and self-sufficient 

meaning (e.g., Lo Duca 2013: 195) about the change specifications and timing.  

                                                 

 
170 Some German telecommunications providers, who are not rigidly limited in the wording of BNMs, when 
sending especially letters about price hikes, dedicate enough space to the justification (at least 3-4 sentences), 
with the aim of specifying the reason for that. The justification is commonly put between the buffer and bad 
news. However, it can also happen that the same provider, when announcing other bad news such as the 
cancellation of a service, gives no justification at all for the measure adopted.  
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During the recontextualisation, the CVM manager focuses on a polite and mild 

language that should cushion the effect of bad news on the customers. For example, to make 

clear that something will change – what in the SD’s presentation was introduced with 

“From… To…”, instead of explicit phrases such as ‘the termination of the (to date) offer,’ 

he creates the sentence “the (to date) offer will no longer be marketed and will be replaced 

by […].” He also cites the name of the (to date) offer and what the new offer will be called. 

Furthermore, he contextualises the change temporally, reporting precise indications about 

the date of its entry into force, as already stated by the SD and as required by law, too.  

Three bullet-pointed subparagraphs report the description in running text of the 

technical features as given by SD. The CVM manager draws also on the exact terms (e.g., 

product line name, connection fees) and conditions used in the SD’s document. Few jargon 

words are still present, but most of them are now in common use and do not need any 

particular additional explanation. Graphically, specific features of the new offer are 

highlighted in bold. In addition, the CVM manager decides to give particular prominence to 

the so-called ‘carrot,’171 (60 minutes traffic included per month without charge etc.), which 

is placed second on the list of the features and introduced by the word “new” in capital 

letters.  

The technical features of the new offer may be understood as an attempt of the provider 

to respond to those undefined customers’ needs briefly mentioned in the buffer. During this 

second entextualisation stage, the CVM manager linguistically transforms the change in the 

contractual conditions into an attractive sales offer, which should persuade customers to 

accept not only the new offer but also the new conditions for it, namely a more expensive 

monthly tariff. 

In business communication, this writing strategy may be interpreted as “recasting the 

[negative] situation as a positive message” (Locker and Kienzler 2015: 301). This means 

that the company – the CVM manager – decides to put favourable and informative emphasis 

on news that customers may consider negative for themselves, but which directly leads (or 

should leave) to an advantage for them.  

The name of the company is not mentioned anymore. Grammatically, the two tariffs 

are passive subjects (e.g., “will be replaced”).  

                                                 

 
171 “An offer of something enticing as a means of persuasion (often contrasted with the threat of something 
punitive or unwelcome)” (Lexico dictionary, s.v., No. 3).  
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Stage 2 – Paragraph 3 (Figure 44, 3): Repeating the date of the entry into force of the 

contractual change and announcing bad news  

According to and in pursuance of article 14 of the General Conditions of Contract, we inform 
you that from [day/month/year], your MMM1 offer will be automatically migrated to the 
aforementioned MMM2 new offer and the monthly cost will be increased by XX euros. 

The exact day from which the new tariff will come into effect has already been given 

at the beginning of Paragraph 2. For reasons of clarity, this important information is repeated 

again here, even referring to a specific paragraph of the general conditions of the contract.  

Information on the economic change in the contract is also given in this paragraph. 

More precisely, the piece of bad news is announced about the amount of the increase that 

the customer will have to pay monthly to benefit from the new offer. Grammatically, it is 

rendered through a brief coordinate clause introduced by the conjunction ‘and’, so becoming 

“[…] and the monthly tariff will be increased by xx euros.” 

In doing that, the writer seems to follow the rule of writing business correspondence 

to  

limit the space devoted to negative information in a message and, correspondingly, reserve 
space for emphasising the positive. For example, characteristically only one line in a negative 
message is devoted to bad news (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 262) [original italics].  

The CVM writer packs bad news into a very short paragraph made up of one short 

sentence only. The sentence seems to be also duplicated from previous BNMs in the new 

one. Indeed, the register is different compared to that of the previous two paragraphs due to 

the use, at least partly, of legalese (e.g., “According to and in pursuance of article 14 of the 

General Conditions of Contract, …”; “aforementioned”).  

However, the intervention of the CVM writer is traceable in the euphemistic past 

participle ‘migrated’ (migrato, Italian) instead of ‘substituted’, apparently “considered to be 

too harsh or blunt when referring to something unpleasant” (Lexico dictionary, s.v.). This 

word choice seems an interesting writing strategy. The first meaning of ‘migration’ refers to 

“seasonal movement of animals from one region to another” or “movement of people to a 

new area or country in order to find work or better living conditions” (Lexico dictionary, 

s.v.). It is also used in computing to indicate the “process of moving software or hardware to 

a different computer system” or “the process of starting to use a different computer system, 

or of making someone do this” (Macmillan dictionary, s.v.). Apparently, the CVM manager 

used this word for two reasons. On the one hand, he wanted to avoid repeating the word 

‘change’ – already appearing in the message title, which may recall something unpleasant to 
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the reader. On the other hand, he mitigated the impact of a message disclosing the definitive 

conversion of the old offer to a new one not much favourable to the customer and even 

unilaterally decided by the company. In this way, he transformed the explicit idea of change 

and becoming different through the lighter idea of shifting (from one tariff to a more 

expensive one) or beginning something new, recalled here by the computing jargon 

apparently commonly used in the telecommunications sector.  

 

Stage 2 – Paragraph 4 (Figure 44, 4): Adding positive information 

Any additional services or promotions active on your line will therefore remain active and will 
not be changed. 

 The CVM writer adds positive information, reassuring the customers that, for example, 

other services or promotions still active will not be affected by the new measure. Although 

the line-spacing makes clear the separation from the previous paragraph and the introduction 

of a new topic, the register used in the sentence recalls that of legal writing. This suggests 

that also this content is part of the specifications required by law, but also that the sentence 

has probably already been formulated in previous similar BNMs. Again, a passive sentence 

construction is used which, according to the most common legal writing rules, “is 

appropriate for emphasizing what was done, as opposed to who did it” (Bar association 2015: 

n.p.). However, it may make the content less clear since the actor is not explicitly cited. Who 

decided not to change additional services and promotions – if the SD on this specific 

occasion or if it is stated in the contract – may not be specified sufficiently. However, my 

personal impression is that the source of the information may not be so important for the 

receivers as long as the information is correct.  

 

Stage 2 – Paragraph 5 (Figure 44, 5): The customer’s right to withdraw from the contract 

without penalties 

We remind you that, as required by art. 70 paragraph 4 of the Electronic Communications 
Code and in consideration of this proposal to modify the contractual conditions, if you do not 
accept the change indicated above, you can exercise the right of withdrawal within 30 days 
from the date of receipt of this communication or switch to another operator, without penalties 
or deactivation costs by notifying us by certified registered letter with return receipt at the 
following address: [Address follows].  

As it has been described in detail in Section 8.3.5, further contents of the 

communication are established by the regulator. Accordingly, in Italy, in addition to the 

customer’s right to transparent information about the company’s reasons for the changes and 
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their consequences (for the customer), further rights such as that to freedom of choice must 

be clearly formulated. Thus, the precise description of the procedure for exercising the right 

of withdrawal without penalties and even the exact wording to introduce this point in the 

communication are provided by the regulator and must be included. Indeed, the regulator 

prescribes that “regardless of the method of communication used, the information on the 

right of withdrawal must contain the following wording:  

If you do not accept the change indicated above, you can exercise the right of withdrawal 
within 30 days from the date of receipt of this communication or switch to another operator 
without penalties or deactivation costs by notifying us by certified registered letter with return 
receipt at the following address: [Address follows] (or by fax to the following No. xxx, email 
to the address xxx@xx.xx, or website www.xxx)” (AGCOM 3).  

This extremely technical paragraph made up of formulaic expressions is clearly a 

duplicate of previous similar text. Its compulsory insertion was mentioned also on the first 

slide of the SD presentation and for practical reasons is needed by the CVM writer to have 

an idea of the text length. The legal accuracy of this paragraph will be checked at a later 

stage of the BNM production process by the legal and regulatory affairs departments.  

 

Stage 2 – Paragraph 6 (Figure 44, 6): Closing  

For further information on the cost or details of your new offer, please contact the TELCO 
ITL customer service or visit the customer area [internet address follows]. 

 The last paragraph informs the customer about who to contact in case of questions or 

if further information on the new offer is needed. The telephone number of the company 

customer service and the internet address of the customer area are given.  

 Also this sentence, although not being of a legal nature, seems to be already pre-

formulated and inserted as a closing formula “that attempts to convey a helpful and friendly 

attitude” (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 259). In this first draft, there is no sign off.  

8.5.4.1.4 Stage 3  

Text [e2], in which the frameworks within which SD and CVM departments have left their 

traces (green and blue circles in Figure 44), is launched along the second part of the text 

trajectory to the LD and RA department(s), where its legal accuracy and acceptability to the 

telecommunications regulation authority is ensured.  

The launch is made possible by using the computer and its different functions. Indeed, 

all presentations and drafts are prepared and written on the computer using popular digital 

mailto:xxx@xx.xx
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writing programs. The resulting digital documents are then sent easily and quickly per e-

mail or intranet to the colleagues involved in the process. The corporate lawyer of the 

telecommunications service provider considered in the present case described the sending-

receiving of the text between the departments with these words:  

The marketing CVM manager sends this draft [the first one] to the LD and RA as a MS-word 
file that may be discussed in brief meetings, calls, and mail correspondence, or, almost always, 
simply modified as a text document on the computer (Corporate lawyer, telecommunications 
service provider, Italy, interview May 2020, author’s translation) 

 Figure 45 shows the real interventions of LD and RA on the first draft (purple circles). 

It is not possible to reconstruct the exact time sequence in which the third recontextualisation 

takes place, since the lawyer and the RA specialist work on the draft almost simultaneously 

or alternately at short intervals from one another, supporting one another in protecting the 

company from the legal point of view. However, from the comments on the right it seems 

that the RA expert works first on the draft and the corporate lawyer shortly after.  

 It is interesting to note that their written feedback and comments on the communication 

draft about the tariff change proposed by the marketing CVM writer are made on the same 

document using the computer feature “review > track changes”. When this command is on, 

deletions are marked with a strikethrough, and additions are marked with a different colour 
than that of the original text. Different authors’ changes are (also) indicated with different 
colors […] and comments and formatting are displayed in balloons in the margins of the 
document (Microsoft Office support: n.p.).  

 The owner of the document can then “accept” or “reject” the changes through the 

homonymous commands.  

The recontextualisation by the legal team occurs through different means such as 

commenting, suggesting modifications, revising (examination, corrections, and alterations), 

re-writing, adding and deleting text, clarifying, “removing ambiguities, sharpening, 

tightening, tidying up grammar, and so on” (Woods 2006: 86).  

 Specifically, the RA expert checks whether the wording required by law has been (or 

not) cited correctly. In Paragraph 3 (Figure 45), for example, he specifies the article number 

of the General Conditions of Contract and suggests to the colleagues that if they are not sure 

of the contractual reference, since it may have changed over time, they may omit the phrase. 

He edits this part of the communication cancelling the euphemism “migrated to” and 

inserting “replaced with,” which should make clearer what will happen to the old tariff.  

For reasons of coherence and to prevent the text from being redundant, he cancels the 

adverb ‘therefore’ in paragraph 4, since there is no consequential relation between this 
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sentence and what has already been said. Apparently, he intervenes on Paragraph 5, after the 

corporate lawyer has modified it, cancelling the reference to the fact that there will not be 

any deactivation costs. Since mentioning this condition is explicitly required by the 

regulator, he suggests considering maintaining the specification (last comment on the right).  

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 45: Stage 3 - Legal accuracy. Feedback and comments of LD and RA on the communication proposal 
about the repricing option formulated by the marketing CVM writer, [r2] and [r3], telecommunications service 
provider. Interventions of LD and RA (purple circles), traces of the interventions of SD (green circle) and CVM 
(blue circles).  

The corporate lawyer’s recontextualisation [r3 of e3] involves linguistic changes and 

interpretations like comments or suggestions about the substitution of single words or 

phrases, and sometimes syntactic simplifications (e.g., Figure 45, 2-5), but also clarification 

of the relevant contract.  

The corporate lawyer, for example, considers vague the first sentence about the 

evolution of the company services to be closer to the need of the customers. She notes in the 

first comment on the right that giving reasons justifying the remodulation is necessary here. 



280 

 

In the paragraph, she provides the justification, adding the concise sentence “to allow a 

greater certainty and stability of monthly spending”.172 Much of the literature about giving 

bad news in a business context suggests that an effective buffer serves as a bridge to “the 

explanations and information that will culminate in your negative news” (Bovée and Thill 

2014: 334). Furthermore, when using an indirect opening for BNMs, a number of convention 

rules are recommended, such as 

 [e]xplain[ing] why you have made your negative decision before stating what the decision is; 
make sure that your explanation is specific and relates to the readers’ particular situation; use 
only your strongest reasons in your explanations. Avoid hiding behind the company policy 
[…] (Ewald and Burnett 1997: 260)  

When talking with the lawyer about this passage, she just mentioned the fact that the 

specification is required by the regulator, which is the reason for integrating new text in the 

sentence.  

In the paragraph about the technical description of the change, she intervenes on the 

syntactic structure of the sentences, moving some phrases around and cancelling other ones. 

The content is not modified, but the description is now more coherent and comprehensible. 

Graphically, she suggests not using bullet-pointed lists. Also in Paragraph 3, although it is 

of a legal nature, the corporate lawyer edits the second part of the paragraph about the 

increase in the tariff (bad news), making much clearer to the customer what she/he will have 

to pay for the new offer.  

She adds further citations and specifications essential according to the legal 

requirements, as, in Paragraph 5, the exact day by which the customer can exercise the right 

to withdrawal or switch to another operator.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 
172 Textbooks on business communication (e.g., Ewald and Burnett 1997; Bovée and Thill 2010; Locker and 
Kienzler 2015) suggest giving reasons for BNMs. The effectiveness of the reasons or their impact on the 
feelings of the receiver or effect on their attitude toward the company having disclose it may depend on many 
factors such as surprise receiving it, length of the text reporting the reason, presence of a good buffer, gender, 
context, etc. (Locker 1999).  



281 

 

8.5.4.1.5 Stage 4 – “Renegotiation round”  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 46: Stage 4 - “Renegotiation round” 

In a possible Stage 4, a “renegotiation round” may be called. This may happen, for 

example, if the SD, due to new directions from the top management, considers inserting 

some additional technical content information (e.g., “download (and up to x mega if not 

reached by the TELCO ITL network); the following options will be incompatible with the 

new offer and consequently cancelled: RRR, GGG, etc.”). Therefore, new additions have to 

be made to the text, which leads to further quality controls from the other members of the 

BNM team. Involved are again the SD manger, the CVM writer, the legal team (LD and 

RA), and possibly the wording manager. 

In the end, the paragraphs are of a different nature (sales, legal, etc.) and the challenge 

for the team and, especially, for the CVM writer will be to harmonise the different registers 

in a coherent – and possibly comprehensible – text. In the final stage, the CVM writer (and 

WM) may polish and trim the text giving the final touches to it.  

In this way, the entextualisation-recontextualisation process takes place recursively 

many times again through further back-and-forth shifts of the text among the actors involved 

(Figure 47). It is not possible to exactly reconstruct how many shifts there are, since 

companies do not always keep track of them or save all intermediate versions of the text.  
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Figure 47: Recursive entextualisation-recontextualisation process in practice, telecommunications service 
provider.  

8.5.4.1.6 Stage 5  

The text, once shared and approved by the members of the BNM team in its final form, is 

then posted under “information” on the company’s website, passed as detailed notice to 

flagship-shops and retailers, and this form is received also by private customers as an 

attachment to the (e-)bill (Figure 48).  

In the final version, through the subtitle “Information intended for …,” the BNM team 

asserts the informative character only of the communication. Indeed, its possible epistolary 

character has been abandoned and any reference to a direct and kind approach to the 

customer (“Dear”) has disappeared and been substituted with a sentence having the company 

as active subject (“TELCO ITL is evolving…”). Consequently, no sign off is required at the 

end. 

This is also because there is no signature on the entire bill, maybe because the letter-

headed sheet on which it is digitally printed already reports company name, logo, address 

and tax code.  
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Figure 48: Stage 5 - The final version of the communication about the (tariff) remodulation [e5].  

8.5.4.1.7 Text messages announcing bad news  

The same process is followed when the company sends mobile phone customers text 

messages announcing bad news (Figures 49, 50 and 51). Together with the letters sent by 

post, (e-bill) and the company’s website, text messages are further texts used by 

telecommunication service providers to disclose bad news. The content should be same as 

that of the message sent as an attachment to the (e-)bill or posted on the website. Challenging 

in composing text messages are the limited number of characters/spaces that allow a 

maximal length of up to 4 concatenated text messages (562 characters/spaces). This means 

for the writer trying to compress as much content as possible into as few digits as possible.  

In the real example reported below, the text message from an Italian 

telecommunications provider should inform the target customer-group about the monthly 

Information intended for MMM1 customers 
 
TELCO ITL is evolving its services to bring them ever closer to the needs of our Customers and to allow greater 
certainty and stability of monthly spending. 

 
Starting from (day/month/year), offer MMM1 will no longer be marketed and will be replaced by the new MMM2 
offer, which will have the following characteristics: 

 
• ADSL without limit and with speeds of up to x Mega in download (and up to y Mega if not reached 

by the TELCO ITL network). 
• 60 minutes traffic included per month to all fixed and mobile national numbers. Exceeding the 60 

minutes per month included, the current conditions will apply, which state a cost of €xx.x / min. with 
a charge of €xx.x for answering connection fees.  

• Calls to fixed numbers in Western Europe, USA and Canada at 0 cents /min with €xx.x connection 
fees. 

 
According to and in pursuance of the General Conditions of Contract, we inform you that from 
(day/month/year), your MMM1 offer will be automatically substituted with the aforementioned new MMM2 offer 
whose monthly cost will be that of the actual offer MMM1 increased by XX euros.  

 
Any additional services or promotions active on your MMM1 offer will remain active. 
 
The following options will be incompatible with the new offer and consequently cancelled: RRR, GGG, etc. 
 
Customers concerned will be informed in advance by communication attached to the bill and, as required by 
an.70 paragraph 4 of the Electronic Communications Code, they will be able to withdraw from the contract or 
switch to another operator by D/M/J without penalties or deactivation costs by notifying us by certified 
registered letter with return receipt to the following address: (address) 
 
For further information on the cost or characteristics of your new offer, please contact the TELCO ITL customer 
service at 0000 (telephone no.).  
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increase of the fee from x euro to xx euro. Free of charge, the customer has the possibility 

of adding XX GIGA extra per month by sending a short phrase to a specific telephone 

number. Information about the updating of the general terms and conditions of contract are 

also to be given. The changes are part of a remodelling campaign on behalf of the customer 

base using mobile services.  

Involved are the marketing CVM writer and the legal team.  

Figure 49: Text message – Marketing CVM proposal  

The legal team makes some comments about this first draft and replies to the colleague 

from the CVM as a short feedback:  

Figure 50: Text edited (yellow highlight) and comments from corporate lawyer and regulatory affairs expert. 

Figure 51: Final text message sent to the customers.  

In the last version of the text message, the intervention of the CVM writer is 

particularly intense. He applies different writing means: rephrasing, editing, adding, 

clarifying, and re-ordering. Bad news is given first using the mild verb ‘to go up to’ (passare 

a, Italian), already introduced in the first proposal, instead of “to increase.” The “carrot” (the 

Text message - Offer remodelling + change to the GTCs 
Contract amendment, from renewal after dd/m Articles x, y and z of the terms and conditions are 
amended. In addition, your [product name] goes up to €xx per month.  
Only for you, extra XX GIGA per month for free if you send a text message to [tel. no.] with 
[short phrase] by dd/mm. Withdrawal at no cost through the web, return receipt, certificated 
email, [call centre tel. no.], shops or change operator up to the day before renewal. Info on 
[dedicated link].  

We suggest the changes made in yellow. For the rest, OK, subject to the risks already highlighted, 
including the lack of mention of the reason for the change, the express mention of compliance 
with the 30-day minimum term and the deadlines.  
 
Text message - Offer remodulation + amendment to GTCs 
Contract amendment from renewal after dd/m: articles d, x, y, and z of the terms and conditions 
are amended. In addition, your [product name] goes up to €xx per month.  
Only for you free XX extra GIGA per month if you send an SMS to [tel. no.] with [short phrase] 
by [dd/mm are specified]. Withdrawal at no cost through the web, return receipt, certificated 
email, [call centre tel. no.], shops, or change operator up to the day before renewal. Info on 
[dedicated link]. 

Text message - Remodelling offer + change to GTCs 
Contract changes: from the renewal following dd/mm, your [product name] offer will go up to 
€xx per month. You can upgrade your offer at no extra cost by replying to this SMS before dd/mm 
with [short phrase] to activate XX GB per month for 1 year, after which it will be automatically 
deactivated. In addition, the general terms and conditions of contract will be modified. 
Withdrawal at no cost through the web, return receipt, certificated email, [call centre tel. no.], 
shops, or change operator up to the day before the change. Details on [dedicated link]. 
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XX GB extra) is presented as an opportunity for the customer (You can) and as an 

enrichment (arricchire, Italian) of the offer, which is described here with some more 

technical details, among which is also clearly specified that it will end after a year. The 

mention of the change in the contractual conditions is reported as additional information and 

not as the first one as in the proposal at the beginning of the process.  

8.5.4.2 Insurance companies  

In insurance companies, the document cycling process is similar to that in 

telecommunications providers but more complex because, in comparison, the number of the 

actors involved and the text shifts may be more, as the real example illustrated in Table 24 

and Figure 52 shows. This may depend on the generally less agile and flexible structure 

(Section 2) of insurance companies, which implies a longer quality control and approval 

process. Indeed, as one of my interviewees, an in-house professional writer with a Vienna 

insurance group, remarked, the process of writing a mass-mailed BNM “can take just a few 

weeks or up to several months, depending on the complexity and urgency of the case.” 

In the example below, a BNM about changes in the conditions of a car policy is 

produced in an Austrian insurance company. The board of directors decides to terminate the 

current comprehensive motor vehicle contract since it is no longer lucrative for the company 

and to offer the customer to continue the contract but with a higher premium. The BNM will 

be a letter sent by post.  

The temporary BNM team is made up of members of the actuarial (AD), corporate 

communication (CC) (= MarCom; see Section 8.3.3.4), market management (MM), and 

legal (LD) departments, and on call, the wording manager. In this case, the actuarial 

department (AD) or the corporate communication department (CC) (= marketing 

communications – MarCom; see Section 8.3.3.4), after consultation with AD and the market 

manager, compose the first draft of the BNM [e1] and prepare its launch to the LD. The text 

is then recontextualised in a series of drafts until the final version emerges.  
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Table 24: How bad news mass mailings are produced in an insurance company: A typical real example for 
motor vehicle insurance (Source: Wording and market manager, insurance company, Austria, explanation 
email, June 2018). 

Before the text is received by private customers, a total of five main actors have 

worked on it (plus management board and ombudsman, who check the text but usually do 

not make any change anymore). At least ten processes of entextualisation and 13 of 

recontextualisation are identifiable, thus more than in a common document cycling process 

at telecommunications service providers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) Initial draft text prepared either by Actuarial Department (AD) (or by Corporate 
Communication (CC/MarCom) after consultation with AD and Market Management 
(MM)) [e1]  

2) [e1] to MM [r1] [e2]  
3) [e2] forwarded to AD [r2 of e2] [e3] 
4) [e3] forwarded to Legal Department (LD) [r3 of e3] [e4]  

 

5) [e4] forwarded to CC/MarCom [r4 of e4] [e5]  
6) [e5] forwarded (again) to AD [r5 of e5] [e6],  
7) [e6] forwarded (again) to MM [r6 of e6] [e7]  
8) [e7] forwarded (again) to CC/MarCom [r7 of e7] [e8]  

 

9) [e8] forwarded to “renegotiation round” (AD + LD + MM + CC/MarCom) [r8 of e8] 
[e9] and possibly also Wording Manager (WM) [r9 of e9] [e10]) 

 

10) [e10] (= final version) forwarded to Management Board [r10 of e10] and to Central 
Distribution Control (administrative purposes only) 

11) Final version of the letter forwarded, along with preliminary information on the reason 
for the measure and the planned date of dispatch, to all customer consultants [r11 of e10] 
and the ombudsman [r12 of e10] 

12) Letter forwarded to the central IT Distribution Centre, for creation and dispatch of the 
serial letters  

13) BNM received by private clients [r13 of e10] 
 

[e1] first entextualisation, etc; [r1] first recontextualisation, etc.  
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Figure 52: Real example of document cycling in an insurance company, Austria.  
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As can be seen in Figure 52, during the document cycling, the text circulates and moves 

repeatedly through the organisational structure between the departments concerned, and the 

“textual trajectory” (Maybin 2017a: 416) is readily traceable.  

Also in insurance companies, entextualisation [e1] may take place drawing on previous 

BNMs, before the text is launched by AD (or CC/MarCom), along the first part of the 

trajectory to the market manager (MM), who recontextualises the draft [r1] by means of 

linguistic transformations and elaborations like writing, rephrasing, adding, and cancelling, 

and so on. The new version of the communication [e2] is then sent along the second part of 

the trajectory to the AD, who again recontextualise it by ensuring its accuracy in actuarial 

terms (e.g., by summarising or correcting the technical content). This third version of the 

communication, recontextualised [e3] by AD, is relaunched along a third part of the 

trajectory to LD, where its legal accuracy and acceptability to the financial supervision 

authority is ensured. LD’s recontextualisation [r3 of e3] involves not only comments or 

suggestions about the linguistic aspect (use of specific words and sentence coherence), but 

also clarification of the legal subject matter, confirmation that statutes have been cited 

correctly or addition of further citations. Once the fourth version of the communication has 

been entextualised by LD in this way [e4], it is shifted to CC/MarCom along the fourth part 

of the text trajectory. Here, a second cycle begins. First, the latest text version is forwarded 

again to AD [r5 of e5], [e6] again to MM [r6 of e6], and [e7] is returned again to 

CC/MarCom, where [e8] is finished off.  

However, if the interventions by AD and LD have significantly reduced the text’s 

comprehensibility and readability for customers, a “renegotiation round” may be called 

involving AD, LD, MM, and CC/MarCom [r8 of e8] [e9]. At this point, the wording manager 

(WM) is often invited to participate [r9 of e9] [e10]. 

8.6 Summary of the first part of the section  

The first part of Section 8.5 was dedicated to the description and analysis of the BNM content 

and text production process in practice, especially in critical cases. This is the third main 

theme (and related subthemes) generated during the thematic analysis as a possible answer 

to RQ1 and some further aspects of RQ2. Document cycling, the collaborative writing 

process adopted in the industries concerned during the BNM text production, was explored 

in greater detail than in the thematic review both from a theoretical and a practical 
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perspective. “Text trajectory”, “intertextuality”, and Bakhtin’s notions of “dialogism” and 

“polyphony” have been introduced as the most suitable linguistic analytical tools in 

exploring the text related phenomenon of entextualisation-recontextualisation, which is the 

basis of the production of BNMs, and so of one of the key aspects in the discussion about 

the dynamic nature of the BNMs. Strengths and weaknesses of, as well as similarities and 

differences between the most well-known graphic models of document cycling (Paradis et 

al. 1985, Spilka 1988, Weber 1991, Jakobs 2005) were provided as the basis for my own 

attempt to visually represent the production process and the text trajectory of BNMs. 

Although document cycling proves to be a flexible process that may change considerably 

even in the same company according to the number of actors involved and type of 

interventions needed to complete it, a few distinctive and recurring features were identified 

for the creation of BNMs.  

Two possible versions of the BNM text production process were proposed, one for the 

telecommunications and one for the insurance sector. Drawing on unmanipulated BNM 

drafts and texts provided during the fieldwork, the different stages of the process were 

individually analysed in detail and described in their linguistic elaboration together with the 

writers and nonwriters, who recursively intervene on the text, how they do this and for what 

reason. Real examples of the entextualisation-recontextualisation process of text messages 

delivering bad news at telecommunications service providers were also discussed.  
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8.7 Potential constrains for writers and nonwriters  

After describing the actors involved and document cycling as the most frequent text 

production process of BNMs, some key aspects of the process will be analysed in detail in 

order to shed still more light on what exactly happens behind the scenes of the production 

of these specific texts. The present section is dedicated to the frameworks, especially of a 

linguistic nature, within which writers and nonwriters work.  

According to Jakobs (2007: 30), writing at work may be understood as a many-faceted 

process that covers a bright field of activities, which includes, for example,  

the spontaneous fixing of thoughts, statements and observations, or the combining and 
modifying of text blocks, or an iterative complex of actions in which productive, reproductive, 
and receptive processes interact, which serve to retrieve information from memory or from 
external sources, to evaluate, structure, formulate and write down content and/or check, revise, 
and comment the product. The process is led by internally represented schemata, reasons and 
goals, and the way in which it is shaped is influenced by environmental conditions (author’s 
translation).  

Jakobs usefully summarises the complexity of the writing activity and, although she 

does not mention the term explicitly, she gives a seminal description of intertextuality. 

Indeed, Jakobs’ words reported above evoke clearly the image of the two levels of real 

dialogue held by the writer with her/his inside and outside during the writing activity. On 

the one hand, the writer is in a constant dialogue between her/himself and her/his own 

previous experiences as writer and reader. On the other hand, as reader, editor, or reviser (at 

work) she/he also dialogues with previous discourse in the form of written texts. This 

highlights how writing consists of bringing the inside173 but also the outside of the writer 

into the text. This conceptualisation underpins the theory of the dynamic nature of text (see 

Section 8.5.1).  

In addition, Jakobs claims that both levels are affected by the different context(s) in 

which the writer acts. Indeed, the writing process, as described above by Jakobs, does not 

occur in a watertight compartment but in the general context in which it is embedded and 

necessarily influenced by. Therefore, writing at work may be considered a “specific, written 

form of institutional thinking and acting” (Jakobs 2005: 17), which depends on different 

                                                 

 
173 The analysis of what happens inside the writer in the workplace, although fascinating, is not part of the 
present study. Still, it is an aspect to remember since it is experienced by each writer and, therefore, by those 
involved in the different stages of the document cycling, too.  
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factors or frameworks that originate within the “social web” (Winsor 1989) (Section 3.3.1.3) 

in which the writer happens to work. In the words of Winsor (1989: 271),  

any individual’s writing is called forth and shaped by the needs and aims of the organization, 
and that to be understood it must draw on vocabulary, knowledge, and beliefs other 
organization members share. This social network is most visible in organizations like 
workplaces […] where actions are aimed at a collective goal (Winsor 1989: 271). 

Considering specifically the document cycling as a form of collaborative practice, 

these seem to suit well also the frameworks within which the text of BNMs is produced.  

The picture proposed by Winsor was later developed in Jakobs’ “model of interacting 

factors” (2007:30) (Figure 53). Accordingly, the writing activity occurs in companies and 

organisations within a dynamic context characterised by the interplay of the writing activities 

with different potentially influencing environments (Jakobs and Perrin 2014: 19), which 

make up the working context in which writers and nonwriters do their activity. Jakobs’ 

overview of the environments, also called “inclusion model” (2005:17; see also 2007: 30) 

(Section 3.3.2), shows the incorporation in one another and the interaction between the 

environments (the “shells”) on which writing in the workplace and its results depends.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 53: Jakobs’ model of interacting factors (Jakobs 2007:30) or “inclusion model” (Jakobs 2005:17) 
[language emphasised].  

Each environment, in turn, is characterised by a set of interdependent and influencing 

factors, which are listed in the related rectangles. The model develops from its centre, i.e., 

the “writer” with her/his individual features. These include age, education, experience, 

status, work position and function, one’s own mental representation of the job, interaction 

skills with the colleagues, social and cultural socialisation, and her/his role(s) during the 

process (ideas-contributor, writer, co-author, feedback giver, etc.), which all characterise 

her/his attitude to the text production task (Jakobs 2005: 18).  
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This person operates under specific contextual conditions (“workplace”) that include 

the text production task, the work situation, or the organisational conditions of the workplace 

such as work organisation, “more or less defined workflows, team features, established 

practices, […] interactions with others, […], media available, spatial conditions, time and 

financial budget” (Jakobs 2005: 17-18). This environment is included in the “organisation,” 

which is characterised by elements such as size and type of the company, internal structure, 

document management, vertical or horizontal relations, internal or external addresses, as 

well as rules, quality assurance issues, and so on. The “domain” (e.g., industry or sector) in 

and for which texts are created, refers to professional behaviours, values and rules that define 

the communicative interactions with business partners, customers, competitors, and the like. 

Finally, the general term “culture” refers to the outermost environment of all with respect to 

the writer and the overarching space that includes all others and their interactions. It 

comprises cultural, but also social (e.g., general society values and norms system; legal and 

statutory requirements), linguistic (e.g., text-formulation rules), and time factors (Jakobs 

2005: 18; see also 1997: 26; 2014a: 327-328; 2014b: 19).  

When writers and nonwriters are employees, the writing process they participate in 

may be influenced at different levels by the environments and related factors reported above. 

Thus, combining this concept with that of the production of BNMs entails that all the internal 

writers and nonwriters mentioned previously are part of complex processes of text 

production that are embedded in “nested environments,” each of which, according to Jakobs, 

represents a kind of “enablement” but also “constraint” for the writing activity (Jakobs and 

Perrin 2014: 19).  

 The present study corroborates the impact of specific aspects of Jakobs’ “writer”, 

“workplace”, “organisation”, and “domain” environments on the BNM production process, 

as already partly reported and specified for documents about bad news, for example, in 

Section 2 about the context and in Section 8.5.1 about the document cycling process.  

 The next sections will consider a few further factors of the environments “workplace” 

and “organisation” – or in an intermediate position between the two – which also seem to 

influence the inter-functional collaboration of writers and nonwriters during the BNM 

production and which have not been explored yet (in the present study). Specifically, these 

are the internal business organisation according to departments and line and staff positions 

and, since it seems to be particularly interesting from a linguistic point of view, the linguistic 
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factor, which may limit (but also foster) the text composition activity during the process. 

Both frameworks within which writers and nonwriters work will be fully discussed below.  

8.7.1 Departments and line and staff positions  

Organisational settings such as companies usually follow an organisational design, which is 

loosely defined as choosing structures and associated managerial processes in order to 

operate effectively (Cooper et al. 1998: 452). Hellriegel et al. (2001: 474; 485) define 

organisation design more precisely as  

the process of assessing and selecting the structure and formal system of communication, 
division of labor, coordination, control, authority, and responsibility necessary to achieve an 
organisation’s goals. 

  Within this process, the division of labour specifically “refers to the various ways of 

dividing up tasks and labor to achieve goals” (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 474). One common type 

of division of labour is departmentalisation, the “process of grouping jobs into manageable 

units […] by functions, by product, by location, and by type of customer” (Pride et al. 2005: 

227). For example, when the functional design prevails, positions and departments are 

created drawing on specialised activities or functions, such as human resources, production, 

accounting, and purchasing (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 474; 487). According to Pride et al. 

(2005: 227), this also means that “jobs that relate to the same organizational activity […] are 

grouped together.” As a consequence, all the marketing people work in the marketing 

department, all sales people in the sales department, etc. (Pride et al. 2005: 227).  

 The telecommunications service providers considered are organised, for example, by 

marketing CVM or CRM, sales, legal functions and so on. Insurance companies, depending 

on their dimensions, are usually organised in four main areas: strategic top, technical 

structure, support functions (including LD) and production (including SD, products 

development, and marketing) (Lorrai 2017: 38-39). Departmentalization by functions, by 

location, or, due to the internal decentralised organisational system, by line of insurance is 

also possible.174 

Another main distinctive feature of the companies considered is their internal work 

organisation according to a “scalar chain of command,” in which communication, “authority 

                                                 

 
174 During the fieldwork, different types of departmentalisation sometimes made it difficult to reach the right 
contact person.   
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and responsibility are arranged hierarchically” (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 486) and pass from a 

unit, department, or manager to another (e.g., Burton and Thakur 1998; Pride et al. 2005: 

224; 233-234; McDaniel and Gitman 2009).  

Usually, the company’s structure is visually represented by an organisational chart, a 

diagram depicting in detail roles, relationships between individuals, and responsibilities that 

link employees to each other and to the management within a setting (Chen 2021: n.p.). 

These kinds of charts are particularly useful to display “an employee’s hierarchical status 

relative to other individuals within the company” (Chen 2021: n.p.).  

As Figure 54 shows, squares are particular position or persons whose positions are 

connected to each other through lines. The command goes along these virtual ‘lines’ from 

the top management to the lowest levels of the organization (e.g., the president and/or the 

board of directors are usually at the top, followed at the next level by the vice presidents, 

etc.). Depending on the company, positions and relationships may be different and the chains 

can be more or less long or assume a more or less complex form.  

Solid vertical lines indicate that the connected line positions are in the chain of 

command and that the one graphically below reports directly to the one above (Pride et al. 

2005: 224). A person in a line position “makes decisions and gives orders to subordinates to 

achieve the goals of the organization” (Pride et al. 2005: 233). Typical line positions are 

sales, marketing, production, etc.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
Figure 54: Example of organisation chart (Source: Line-staff organisations 2018: n.p.).  

In contrast, the connections to particular positions, the staff positions, such as the legal, 

human resources, or accounting departments are usually shown as broken lines (Figure 54). 
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Staff divisions (or persons) do not directly participate in the chain of command175 and do not 

decide themselves, but “prepare the decisions, and advise and inform other management 

units of the company” (Kolvenbach 1979: 23). Indeed, “as an organisation grows and 

becomes more complex, the line organization can be enhanced by adding staff positions to 

the design” (McDaniel and Gitman 2009: 244). A staff management position 

is […] created to provide support, advice, and expertise to someone in the chain of command. 
[…] They usually have either advisory or functional authority. Advisory authority is simply 
the expectation that line managers will consult the appropriate staff manger when making 
decisions. Functional authority is the authority of staff managers to make decisions and issue 
directives – but only about their own area of expertise [original italics] (Pride et al. 2005: 233) 

There are two categories of staff positions: (1) personal staff; and (2) specialized staff. [The 
first ones] are ‘assistant to’ positions that provide special administrative support to higher-
level positions. […] Specialized staff positions perform specialized technical services or 
specialized problem-solving services for other parts of the organization (Burton and Thakur 
1998: 189) [original italics and quotation marks]. 

Common examples of specialised staff are the legal department, in the person of the 

corporate lawyer and the regulatory affairs expert, the insurance actuarial department, and 

the wording management (made up of one person only).  

Differentiating between positions and responsibility may help to understand how the 

internal organisation contributes to creating structural frameworks (in the form of 

departments and functions) which define and circumscribe the authority relationships 

between line and staff, and therefore the relationships between the different BNM writers 

and nonwriters. Indeed, the line-staff organisation may even lead to conflicts about the 

perception of the respective roles in the company since  

[l]ine managers normally are responsible for some process that creates part or all of the firm’s 
goods or services. Staff personnel often serve in an advisory or control role that requires 
specialized professional or technical knowledge. They also may specify the methods and 
partially control the resources used by the line managers. […] At the same time, line managers 
are held responsible for results […] Thus line managers may feel that staff personnel are 
encroaching on their areas of legitimate authority […] [and may] perceive that their authority 
is less than their actual responsibility because of staff involvement (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 
302). 

For example, according to Kolvenbach, 

Business and legal aspects of a problem are closely connected and in most cases are impossible 
to separate. Therefore, businessmen have the feeling the attorney should not give advice or 

                                                 

 
175 But staff managers do have authority over their assistants (Pride et al. 2005: 233). 
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make decisions in business matters, even if the attorney could make a valuable contribution to 
the business matter (1979: 21). 

Since in the BNM production process both line and staff positions participate, such 

feelings may remain latent or lead to tensions and even conflicts of a different nature within 

the team.  

The relationship between line and staff people is – as mentioned – also a matter of 

expertise, which also greatly contributes to the level of possible reciprocal influence among 

the writers and nonwriters (the power relations)176. Indeed, from one’s own “skill or 

knowledge in a particular field,” (Lexico dictionary, s.v.) originates the so-called ‘expert 

power’ (French and Raven 1959: 163-165). According to Mautner et al. (2019: 162), the 

expert influence originates from “a person’s superior knowledge; or rather, [from] other 

people’s belief [original italics] that the person’s knowledge is indeed superior and relevant 

in a given context.” However, according to French and Raven (1959: 164), this kind of power 

is limited to the “very specific areas” where experts have ability.  

This seems especially interesting when thinking about corporate lawyers and 

regulatory affairs people in the sectors considered, since the definition and delimitation of 

their “very specific” areas of interest does not seem obvious (Section 8.3.3.1).  

In any case, the concept of expert power seems to suit well the “organisational” 

relationships among the BNM team. On one hand, professional staff experts from specific 

fields (e.g., the internal legal advisors) have to be consulted and may have a veto over 

significant business matters. On the other hand, line professional experts (e.g., sales and 

marketing CVM/CRM managers) also expert their expert power that draws on knowledge 

of the company’s products/services and of the market and is – at that – legitimate, i.e., 

recognised as valid on the basis of the organisational structure and her/his management role 

(legitimate power).  

                                                 

 
176 “Power pervades human relationships, is ubiquitous in organisations and also shapes broader social 
structures” (Mautner et al. 2019: 158). The topic of “power” has been addressed by many different disciplines 
(political sciences, philosophy, sociology, management studies etc.) and the literature about it, its origin, or 
definition is voluminous. A deep exploration of power would be beyond the scope of this study. However, for 
the  discussion of the power relations between the different actors involved in the BNM production process, 
this research draws on the following definition: “Power is viewed as the ability of one person (or group) to 
influence or control some aspect of another person (or group)” (Cartwright 1959: v). 
French and Raven (1959), for example, “distinguish between five types of power according to what it is based 
on, that is, its ‘sources’” (Mautner et al. 2019: 162): legitimate, reward, coercive, expert and referent power. 
Of interest for BNMs is especially expert power that will be discussed in greater detail above, in the text.  
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Especially in the BNM production process, the levels of expert power at which the 

departments reciprocally influence each other overlap constantly. For example, the corporate 

lawyer is called as support for sales managers and may discuss with them even in advance 

their proposals or projects about, say, changes in customer contracts. Legal advice becomes 

the deciding factor for the feasibility (feasibility but under the condition of some changes, 

or impracticability) of the sales plan of action. In such a case, the legal expertise power is 

stronger and more decisive than that of sales. This may lead to a confrontation with the line 

units involved because different interests collide (legal reasons vs business target). In this 

case, staff power clashes with line expert and legitimate power.  

But power – and this will be particularly interesting for the BNM production process 

– is also linked to communication and, in turn, to language. Hierarchical relationships (as 

presented above) influence communication and language use, too, as well as “people’s 

language competences and the way they use language can make them more, or less, powerful 

within the organisation” (e.g., Mautner et al. 2019: 165).  

Indeed, back to the BNMs, in a further step of the implementation of the contractual 

change, further tensions linked to the use of language may also arise in the BNM team. 

During the text production process, many line and staff managers contribute at different 

levels to the same written text, applying written-production skills, exercising editing, control, 

and approval authority,177 as well as showing a high level of technical competence in the 

BNM subject matter, each one having a different way of thinking and approach to wording 

and style.178  

Consequently, the line-staff antagonism or clash of expert power(s) breaks out through 

frictions about the language that is to be used when disclosing negative messages to the 

customers. The expert power is here “not only displayed through language; it is […] 

achieved through language” (Saville-Troike 2003: 260) (see example in the excursus, 

Section 8.8.1).  

                                                 

 
177 According to Bazerman (2010: 89), in writing context, ‘authority’ is defined as “the power of being an 
author, of making a statement.”   
178 The level of affinity to writing may also contribute to sharpening the tensions between the writers and 
nonwriters, who are partly communication practitioners (e.g., marketing CVM/CRM), and professional writers 
(e.g., wording manager), who possess excellent rhetorical skills (e.g., corporate lawyers).  
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In this way, the language shifts the relationship between the departments concerned 

onto a new level where the tensions and their mitigation are quite a different kind and assume 

a novel aspect, as the next section will show. 

8.7.2 Linguistic frameworks  

By analysing how texts are produced, the linguistic aspect of the process takes on particular 

relevance. It is therefore interesting to note that in the “inclusion model” (Section 8.7), 

Jakobs (2005: 17) mentions the linguistic space as part of the “culture” environment, which 

embraces and so transversally crosses the other contexts. In relation to the production 

process of BNMs, this seems relevant since the specific linguistic frameworks, within which 

writers and nonwriters work in practice, affect in a particularly significant way the direction 

followed by the text trajectory and the linguistic form taken by the text at the end of the 

document cycling (the BNM sent to the customers).  

Of these frameworks, the most important consist in content specifications, legal 

requirements, corporate guidelines for communication and language, as well as general 

language correctness and stylistic consistency, all of which considerably condition the 

linguistic aspect of the text production process. They affect the way writers and nonwriters 

consider their own roles in the process and their linguistic approach to it. Indeed, each set of 

writers and nonwriters communicates using the language of their discipline (e.g., Gooch 

2005: 186) and has its own particular linguistic interest, which, in turn, reflects its specific 

viewpoint on customer communication. When producing BNMs, specific linguistic interests 

may include verifying the content details (e.g., by the sales department) or ensuring legal 

accuracy and complying with the legal requirements prescribed for written texts (e.g., by the 

legal team). Providing clear information to customers applying corporate communication 

and language guidelines (e.g., by CC/MarCom) or using the individual company’s style to 

communicate with customers (e.g., by the CRM, CVM management), and language 

supervision through perfectly but clearly formulating written texts (wording manager) are 

further focal points (Figure 55).  

The next sections will consider each linguistic framework individually.  
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Figure 55: The BNM content and text production process. Linguistic frameworks. 

 

8.7.2.1 Content specifications  

As described in Section 8.3.3.5, in insurance companies, market managers and sales 

managers (individually or together), in many cases supported by the actuaries, contribute to 

creating the content of what can later be bad news to customers. Indeed, due to their function, 

they can propose, for example, modifying existing products or discontinuing those 

considered no longer lucrative for the company. Consequently, specific products will no 

longer be offered and/or a new contract under new conditions has to be subscribed to by the 

customer, which is not always to her/his economic advantage (Sections 2.2 and 8.1.1.3).  

Similarly, in telecommunications companies, sales managers usually give colleagues 

from marketing CVM, CRM (Section 8.3.3.2) the content basis to produce communications 

to customers, for example, about changes in the contract conditions.  

This is the reason why, although market and sales managers (and actuaries) are usually 

nonwriters and do not actively participate in the writing process, according to the study 

results, they may be considered the triggers of the technical subject matter, and therefore the 

first links of the chain of shifts that leads to the BNM text.  

In the process, sales departments work within their own institutional-linguistic 

frameworks, namely those of content specifications, which require some use of technical 

insurance or telecommunications jargon and expressions. Real examples from the 

documents collected for the study are:  
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Premium; arrears; claim; concealment of the health situation; the surrender value; payout 
(grant of probate); annuity factor; notification of current entitlement (Technical jargon, BNM, 
insurance companies). 

The contract is contested in the spirit of article […]; […]…situation relevant for the risk that 
was inquired upon; The repurchase fees amount to […] (Technical expressions, BNM, 
insurance companies).  

ADSL; Mega in download and in upload; SIM card; GB; activation fee; fixed number; unit 
cost for a call connection; 4G / LTE network (Technical jargon, BNM, telecommunications 
service providers). 

Unlimited ADSL with speeds of up to [number] Mega in download and [number] Mega in 
upload (and up to [number] Mega if not reached by the [name of the provider] network). 

Calls to fixed numbers in Western Europe, USA and Canada at 0 cents / min. with 18.15 cents 
connection fees. 

Any ADSL service, if present on the line, will not be changed and will remain active under 
the same conditions previously subscribed (Technical expressions, BNM, telecommunications 
service providers).  

Throughout the process, sales departments (and actuaries) verify the correctness and 

precision of the content and of such jargon, thus showing their understanding of their part in 

creating texts intended for customers. However, especially in the insurance sector, awareness 

of the real comprehension of technical language by customers is becoming a critical issue. 

Indeed, word choices due to the diaphasic language variety can sometimes be incompatible 

with the effectiveness of the messages to the customers. 

8.7.2.2 Legal requirements  

Legislation and regulators’ prescriptions (Sections 2.2 and 2.3) provide the frameworks 

within which corporate lawyers and regulatory affairs teams work in order to “comply with 

existing laws and regulations, defend the company in various disputes [...] or assess and 

manage business and legal risks” (Bain, 2017: 116).  

 Regarding BNMs, this means legal and regulatory affairs staff applies what the 

legislators and especially the market authority prescribe for content, form (partially), and 

layout of some type of unpleasant communications, such as those, for example, about 

changes in the contract conditions (Sections 8.3.5 and 8.3.3.1). The reasons for doing that 

may be different: 1) observing prescriptions that are legally compulsory, 2) not incurring 

penalties that could affect the company’s finances and damage its internal and external 

reputation, and 3) ensuring that customer communications are produced according to the 

rules in force. 
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 Consequently, the legal and regulatory affairs teams are usually very keen for any 

BNM they send to follow carefully what the rules authoritatively establish. Thus, the main 

(linguistic) contribution of legal and regulatory affairs departments is to “protect[ing] the 

company legally” (Delin 2017: 665; see also Brandt 2005: 180) on every occasion the 

company communicates with its stakeholders (and therefore specifically also in BNMs). As 

fully described in Section 8.3.3.1, this has taken three main forms: 

1) Ensuring linguistic precision in quoting exactly the section or wording of the relevant 

legal documents that makes the requirement, as a few real examples from the BNMs 

collected during the fieldwork show:  

According to and in pursuance of article 14 of the General Conditions of Contract … 

As required by art. 70, paragraph 4 of the Electronic Communications Code, […] in 
consideration of this proposal to modify the contractual conditions, if you do not accept the 
change indicated above, you can exercise the right of withdraw without penalties or 
deactivation costs by notifying us… (Legal requirements, BNM, telecommunications service 
providers Italy).  

We write to inform you about a not exclusively beneficial adjustment to the contractual terms 
and conditions. … There are no residual charges for any minimum contract period that may 
still exist or for any benefits claimed. (Legal requirements, BNM, telecommunications service 
providers Austria). 

The legislature has provided in Section 39 of the Insurance Contract Act that […] 

The contract is contested on the basis of article 22 ICA [insurance act] due to concealment of 
the requested risk-relevant health circumstances. (Legal requirements, BNM, insurance 
companies, Austria).  

2) Proposing alternative formulations for phrasing the content and  

3) Giving written advisory opinion.  

 The implied use of legal jargon, similarly to the sales variety, “often create[s] a large 

risk of misinterpretation or misunderstanding when placed in a non-legal context” (Baptista 

2012: n.p.; Lutz 2015: 148). According to Brettschneider (2016: 194), legal experts often 

forget to translate their technical knowledge shown through sophisticated technical terms 

into everyday language when communicating with customers – due to time pressure or a 

lack of sensitivity for the need for comprehensible language. In this way, as observed by van 

der Geest (1996: 10), legal requirements may lead to texts that have a low quality if 

considering coherence and cohesion, but fulfil their goals according to the external factors 

“better than versions that are more clear, simple, concise or correct.”  
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8.7.2.3 Corporate language and language supervision  

Most of the companies I visited have adopted detailed internal recommendations for 

corporate communication, namely about linguistic behaviour and style for use in 

communication with internal or external counterparts (e.g., colleagues, customers, suppliers, 

and partners) (see Section 8.3.3.4). These indications are usually part of the corporate 

language (CL) which, together with other fields such as corporate design, corporate 

communication, and corporate culture, contributes to creating the corporate identity (CI). 

The CL refers to a targeted, specific language used in the company as part of the corporate 

behaviours. Indeed, companies differ not just in aspects such as logo, brand and so on. They 

also speak in different ways. The CL makes them unique (e.g., Doppler 2020: n.p.). Just as 

human beings have their own way of speaking, so do companies. Specifically, the “tone of 

voice” (ToV) refers to the way in which companies write and speak, to what they say and 

how they do that to convey different contents and address different target groups (see 

University of Leeds). It describes how companies use and adapt their particular linguistic 

style or register to convey their personality and values at every “touchpoint”, or situation 

involving interaction with stakeholders (Delin 2005). Increasing research attention has 

recently been devoted to the different modulations of ToV (e.g., Nölke 2012; Delin 2017; 

Falcinelli 2018) as a significant element of the general corporate or institution 

communication. 

Insights into CL and corporate wording are usually given to the employees in internal 

workshops, which should enable employees to use the CL properly. Usually, the basic 

principles of the CL are collected in company handbooks, made available to the employees. 

Sometimes they are dedicated to the writing culture of the company only, since as often 

reported in them (no matter in which industry), every written contact conveys an impression 

to the receiver and acts like the company business-card, shaping, in this way, its image.  

During the fieldwork, I collected a few of these handbooks and noted that CL and 

company writing style are often presented and explained in combination with the company’s 

internal values. Thus, the writing values (should) draw on the brand values, which inspire 

and underpin the CL and, so, the general approach to the customers, too. As real indications 

from the handbooks show, if a company, for example, explicitly chooses a customer-focused 

language, the value “we inspire” becomes in written communication “we begin and end our 

writing in a friendly manner; we show understanding and empathy.” Or, if a company 

defines itself as “innovative,” then its communication should be characterised by a fast, 
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solution-oriented, and not bureaucratic style. Fostering the value “being human and kind” 

should mean to be sympathetic and friendly in the written communication to the customers, 

and so on. If a company that defines itself as “active,” in the sense of being quick in giving 

feedback and always reachable for its clients, will also use the active style, avoiding passive 

constructions in its written communications. Thus, instead of “The documents are to be 

enclosed”, the company recommends to write “Please bring the documents with you” (Real 

example from the style guidelines of an Austrian insurance company, provided in September 

2018, author’s translation). Values can of course be different depending on the company, 

but the principles of CL remain the same, at least in most of the companies contacted.  

Most of the values connected to customer communication focus on developing a 

clearer way to communicate in order to decrease and better manage customer queries and 

criticisms in this respect. Indeed, as reported in detail in Section 2.4, in the last decade 

companies have been generally under pressure because of the intensification of the request 

for clarifications by customers and new regulations about the transparency of the language 

used as prescribed by national and European institutions. A few of the managers interviewed 

hinted that the trend towards the increasing focus on CL in its various forms is (also) due to 

this. CL and its tone inform not just ads or slogans, but the whole communication, included 

the (everyday) customer correspondence (Doppler 2020: n.p.), which seems interesting for 

BNMs, too. Indeed, this may be a point of discordance between cool advertising slogans and 

awkwardly worded letters to customers, which may confuse the addressees (e.g., Doppler 

2020: n.p.; see also Sections 2.4.1 and 8.1.2.3).  

When present in the company, linguistic style and standards, namely the set of rules 

that regulate the corporate language, should be applied on each oral or written 

communication occasion, thus, also at each entextualisation and recontextualisation stage of 

the BNM production process involving the writers. This seems particularly relevant when, 

for example, wording managers proofread and often reword drafts composed by others or 

marketing managers attempt to soften the legal or specialized register of their colleagues.  

However, in a few particularly big telecommunications service providers, BNMs seem 

to be drafted and edited by CRM or marketing CVM managers exclusively and according to 

their own customer communication style. In none of the interviews conducted in any of the 

countries considered, for example, CRM or marketing CVM managers mentioned the aspect 

of CL (Section 8.2.3.2), as claimed, for example, by a corporate lawyer when talking about 

the role of corporate communication rules:  
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I: Do you not follow corporate communication rules? 

CL: No. Only corporate identity (brand, letterhead), but not towards the customer or different 
stakeholders. It is the individual departments that, depending on who they interface with - and 
with the customer is the CVM – decide on the texts and approach. There is no uniform 
communication, since each department interfaces with its specific customers and audiences 
(authorities, institutions, external lawyers...). There is no uniformity, no pattern to follow. The 
CVM interfaces with customers who are business and consumer. There are no wording 
guidelines (Corporate lawyer, telecommunications service provider, Italy, interview May 
2020, author’s translation).  

 

8.8 “Linguistic” frictions and “linguistic” compromises  

As described above, the final version of the BNM is the result of several “iterations of 

editing” (Delin 2017: 665) and reviewing and draws on many recontextualisations, each of 

them, however, implying 

a complex transformation, involving shifts of meaning and new perspectives, the accentuation 
of some semantic aspects and the attenuation or total elimination of others. […] [A]lthough 
formal aspects of linguistic expressions may be retained in the transformation process […], 
semantic aspects and communicative values are changed, due to the change of contexts. [In 
addition, each recontextualisation involves] the dragging along of some aspects of contexts 
from one situation of use to another (Linell 1998:148). 

Furthermore, the interprofessional contacts established between corporate lawyers, 

marketers, actuaries, market managers, etc. reflect the contacts between 

different ideologies, […] different ideological and culture- and profession-specific approaches 
to the same or similar phenomena […], all with their different commitments, understandings 
and premises for communication. […] In such cases, views collide and coalesce [since] what 
is being exchanged is not only words and discourses, but the worlds that make discourse 
(Linell 1998:148-149) [italics added]. 

Indeed, as reported in Section 3.3.1 about collaborative writing, interprofessional 

collaboration may lead to conflicts, which is not surprising when different (cultural, 

professional, and linguistic) interests, aims and needs are at stake and have to be considered 

(e.g., Paradis et al. 1985, Spilka 1993, Cross 1994, Palmeri 2004, Gooch 2005, Bremner 

2014, 2018). Some authors have identified different factors that may contribute to creating 

conflicts during a multi-actor writing activity (e.g., Burnett 1991; Cross 1994; Schindler and 

Wolfe 2014: 165).179  

                                                 

 
179 It may be that during the process further kinds of tensions arise. In management studies, for example, 
different factors influencing the conflict (e.g., unclear responsibility, interpersonal relationship, scarcity of 
resources, conflict of interest), types of conflicts (relationship, cognitive, procedural); levels (intrapersonal, 
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However, drawing on the accounts of the interviewees during the fieldwork, I would 

not consider these temporary disagreements as real conflicts or conflicts in the proper sense 

of the word. Indeed, ‘conflict’ refers to any situation in which “there are incompatible goals, 

cognitions, or emotions within or between individuals or groups that lead to opposition or 

antagonistic interaction” (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 294). The basic concept here is that of 

incompatibility, i.e., the “the condition of two things being so different in nature as to be 

incapable of coexisting” (Lexico dictionary, s.v.). Such a tense and uncomfortable situation 

was never mentioned by the managers or corporate lawyers interviewed during the fieldwork 

for this study.  

Of course, in the complex BNM text production process, the number of writers and 

nonwriters involved and their frequent interactions lead to possible tensions, disharmony, 

and frictions, which draw on variations generated by and reflected especially in the language 

used (e.g., Van der Mast 1996: 48) by the different members of the BNM teams.  

In order to overcome possible objections, for example, from CC/MarCom or CVM 

managers to the changes introduced during document cycling by the legal or the technical 

actuarial team, different opinions on content and wording style preferences are (and have to 

be) somehow reconciled within the team.180 

Indeed, – self-evident as it may be – the main and basic challenge in the text and 

content production process, and so in that of BNMs, too, is creating a “consensus of opinion” 

(Van der Mast 1996: 45) among the writers and nonwriters involved about the language and 

the tone of voice (ToV) to be used (e.g., Davies et al 1999: 304). Specifically, this involves 

what blend of languages and registers is to be applied when composing the text for the 

purpose considered, i.e., delivering bad news. This aim seems not to be explicitly declared 

when the BNM team is set up, but this is what the team does in practice. 

                                                 

 
interpersonal, intragroup, intergroup), and causes (managerial expectations, communication disruption, 
misunderstanding, lack of accountability) have been identified as well as possible ways that can be used for 
their solution (avoiding, forcing, accommodating, collaborating style etc.) (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 293-314; 
businessjargons: n.p.).  
In the present study, addressing also this topic would not have been possible, since it would imply adopting a 
more ethnographic approach to the study and having the chance to observe the writers and nonwriters ‘live’ in 
their relationship to one another (the dynamics within the team). Unfortunately, as it was already mentioned in 
the sections about the exploratory research, the companies I had contact with did not allow this kind of research, 
which, therefore, would go beyond the scope of this study. 
180 The concept of the “constraint satisfaction” (Waller 1987) as model of document creation seems to suit well 
what already described. Waller developed the model in his Ph.D. dissertation, analysing how the graphical and 
typographical resources used to create a communication are repeatedly modified until the final form of the 
product. The dissertation is cited by Delin (2017: 666) but without the page number(s).   
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Thus, this type of clashes that may emerge during the text production process, which 

I would consider to be of an exclusively linguistic nature and think of as “linguistic” tensions 

or “linguistic” frictions, because of their intrinsic characteristics, may be mitigated just 

through a recursive document production process such as document cycling. However, as 

already Paradis et al. (1985) observe, most of the actors are not aware of being part of the 

process until it is presented to them as such.  

In her study about writing for a living, Brandt (2005: 176) draws, for example, on 

accounts of different people who “produce texts as a primary service for their company” 

such as a lawyer, marketing director, underwriter and so on. When they produce texts as 

“primary commercial products” – i.e., through them the company’s customer base, 

competitive advantage, and growth “rely on what and how people write” (2005: 174) – she 

observes that collaboration and oversight, as well as “high levels of mediation and 

synthesis”, are common in writing at work. This seems to suit partly the BNM production, 

too. Indeed, Brandt further claims that the possible conflicts that may arise between people 

who represent different interests within business and organisational settings may be 

mediated through the writers. She argues for the prominent role of the writers – although it 

often remains in the background of the text production process:  

[m]ediation and synthesis refer to the way that writers serve as tools of production, 
transforming complex organizational histories and interests, needs, and constraints into textual 
form and smelting their awareness of specialized knowledge, regulation, and multiple 
audiences, constituencies, and competitors into their work processes and products (Brandt 
2005: 176). 

The “manufactural process” of text production is made up of mediation, which, in turn, 

consists of reading, writing, achieving coherence, and bringing together different concerns 

and goals of an organisation (Brandt 2005: 179; see also Dorff and Duin-Hill 1989). Under 

this perspective, Brandt sees the writing activity as a translation process of “one form of 

knowledge into another”, where conflicts can arise since the text has to “meet the needs and 

requirements of [the] multiple interests” (2005: 176; 178).  

In organisational behaviour, ‘mediation’ is usually understood as “a process by which 

a third party helps two or more other parties resolve one or more conflicts. More of them 

occur directly between the involved individuals. But when the parties appear likely to 

become locked in win-lose conflict, a mediator, acting as a neutral party, may be able to help 

them resolve their differences” (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 313). This definition recalls partly the 

function of the wording managers, when they act, for example, as “language facilitators” 
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(Section 8.3.3.3.). However, drawing on what stated by corporate lawyers and managers met 

for the study, I would not consider each writer and nonwriter a mediator. Indeed, in the BNM 

production process, they themselves are active parts in the creation, they are the main actors 

of the process and, thus, they are those who disagree and maybe happen to need the 

mediation (e.g., of the wording manager). Furthermore, writers and nonwriters do not have 

conflicting goals. In contrast, relying on their own area of expertise and competence as well 

as those of the other members in the BNM team, they work together towards the common 

aim to produce the text that has to be sent to the customers. The dividing factor is – as 

described above – how to reach common consent on the formulation of the text.  

The linguistic frictions and tensions that arise during the complex entextualisation and 

recontextualisation process are real and can be (and are) resolved only when each BNM 

team member makes concessions by accepting, consenting to or renegotiating changes 

proposed by others – even though she/he does not particularly like them as solutions. This 

behaviour, between cooperation and assertiveness, is frequently used as a means to resolve 

tensions (Hellriegel et al. 2001: 307) and seems to be generally adopted also during the BNM 

production process. However, in the case of “linguistic” frictions, specifically in BNMs, it 

is desirable on the part of the actors involved to have “a flexible view of language to 

overcome the authors’ resistance to having their work changed by others” (Weber 1991: 62; 

see also Palmeri 2004: 52). In practice, when language is not seen as a rigid construct but as 

a tool that is adapted and changed according to context and aim of the message, some 

information can be formulated in more than one way. Reducing linguistic tensions means 

adopting various text production strategies with the primary and shared purpose to produce 

a joint document. The strategies include editing, cancellation, addition based on the internal 

wording guidelines (e.g., from CC/MarCom and/or wording manager) or individual 

customer communication language (e.g., from CVM, CRM), or comments, linguistic 

suggestions, clarifications, the insertion of further citations or incorporation (e.g., from LD 

and RA), or use of some technical terms (e.g., from sales, actuarial, technical departments).  

Therefore, inspired by the concept of “compromise texts” introduced by Van der Mast 

(1996: 43) about policy issue papers for the Dutch government, and owing to the collective 

nature of the text writing in business settings, I would suggest considering the linguistic 

solution achieved for the definitive version of the BNMs as an overarching and inevitable 

“linguistic” compromise. This linguistic compromise is made up of the set of previous partial 



308 

 

linguistic compromises – as just described above – that have been adopted at each step of 

the document cycling and that together have led to the final product.  

As such, what in insurance companies is sent to the management board as well as to 

central distribution control, customer consultants, and the ombudsman, and to the final 

customer in telecommunications service providers, often does not completely satisfy any of 

its authors. Indeed, as Delin (2018: 665) reminds us, a compromise text “is not anybody’s 

ideal result but rather the result of what has been possible to do” in the given timeframe and 

situation. However, a compromise BNM is what customers receive.  

At this point I will argue that, ironically, this means that customers receive a text with 

which none of the authors are fully satisfied from a linguistic point of view. And this – as 

the corporate lawyer of an Italian telecommunications service provider claimed in interview 

– is clearly perceivable just from the several entextualisation and recontextualisation stages 

needed to reach the linguistic compromise.  

This seems to be confirmed considering also the specific aspect of the tone used in 

BNMs. Indeed, modulating the ToV of BNMs involves the complex interaction of the 

various “voices” of the in-house writers and nonwriters. The end product (i.e., the ToV 

actually used) represents the combination of the different intentions and perspectives 

described previously and so is “polyvocal” (Bakhtin 1984; Linell 1998) and/or hybrid just 

as the expression of the linguistic compromise reached and therefore, sometimes, not 

perfectly balanced (see also Section 8.5.1).  

On the other hand, in the end, commenting, reviewing, and editing may be considered 

a “form of quality control that is often essential to creating a document that meets multiple 

organizational needs” (Schindler and Wolfe 2014: 164). Indeed, effective corporate 

communication, and above all customer communication, derives from the efforts of all the 

writers and nonwriters involved “to interact to achieve best outcomes for the company” 

(Baptista 2012: n.p.). Regarding BNMs, that means taking up the challenge of retaining 

customers to whom bad news must be disclosed. For, for example, 

whenever an insurance company makes a unilateral change to a contract, it runs the risk that 
the customer will not extend it and may also cancel other contracts at next possible opportunity 
(Wording and market manager, insurance company, Austria, email, May 2018). 
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8.8.1 Excursus. Linguistic tensions between legal duty and clear information to the 

customers  

Among the different internal actors of the BNM text production, what is particularly 

interesting is the linguistic tensions between corporate lawyers and marketing managers, 

which may arise because of the clash between legal duty and communicative freestyle (Heinz 

2010: 5).  

In the literature, emphasis has been placed on the relationship between corporate 

lawyers and those generally called communicators (P.R. or CorpCom people, as described 

in Section 8.3.3.4) (e.g., Heinz 2010; Schulte 2011). In contrast, the relationship of corporate 

lawyers to those who are specifically involved in customer communication and are actively 

part of the document cycling, such as the marketing CVM, CRM, or CC/MarCom managers, 

has been less investigated. However, the practical approach of the corporate lawyers to a 

possible collaboration with other corporate departments seems to remain the same, and it 

does not matter with which one they work together. Therefore, a few basic features of the 

relationship keep recurring also when they team up with marketing people.  

For example, some authors (Bain 2017; Baptista 2012: n.p.) underline the advisability 

of collaboration especially between corporate lawyers and communicators. As Bain (2017: 

118) observes, there are significant differences in the way these two worker categories think 

and work:  

Lawyers rely on rules and regulations, while communicators have no such foundation. [They 
both rely] on principles and values, but lawyers can lean on the law to bolster their positions. 
[…] Lawyers can potentially bring work to a halt with just one word, ‘no’. Communicators 
generally don’t have that power and must use influence to effect change. […] Most lawyers 
prioritize discipline and sweat the details. Many communicators prioritize creativity and don’t 
fret over details. 

Drawing on his own experience as a communications consultant, Bain (2017) also 

acknowledges that 

[t]he two occasionally wrangle over what the company should – or should not – do and say. 
But their responsibilities and skills make lawyers and communicators essential partners who 
collaborate on a wide range of matters, including issues [of a different and sometimes urgent 
nature] and crises that can shape corporate reputation and impact business results (Bain 2017: 
115). 

Of course, most of the situations during which in-house legal and communications 

teams work closely together are extraordinary events such as “government shutdown of the 

business; corporate reorganization (including large layoffs); high-profile lawsuits with 
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competitors, employees” (Bain 2017: 119), or public relations issues involving reputational 

risk or litigation with a high potential media impact.  

However, as emerged from my interviews with internal writers, it also happens that 

corporate lawyers temporarily share their specific competences within BNM teams in order 

to tackle specific tasks, such as disclosing unpleasant news to the customers. In doing so, 

they reveal a (previously) unknown aspect of their conflicting, yet beneficial partnership also 

with other departments that oversee other areas of corporate communication (i.e., that with 

customers). 

Furthermore, the legal function “intersects” (Bain 2017: 115) communications (or 

specifically customer communication) in several respects, such as its efforts “to align 

employee behaviors with corporate values,” or its application of “a healthy dose of 

skepticism and caution in their work” (Bain 2017: 116). But what legal and communications 

professionals have in common above all is that they “are skilled in using written and spoken 

words” (Bain 2017:117). “Lawyers and communicators are all masters of language” 

(Baptista 2012: n.p.), and of their own language registers. This is just as true for marketing 

managers, especially those who take care of customer relationships. 

According to Heinz (2010: 19), language is one of the most important tools of the 

lawyer. However, language should not be understood as good style or good use of language 

as in the classroom, but rather, as a real medium used – in the figurative sense – as a weapon 

of attack or defence. Lawyers – continues Heinz – learn to use both oral and written language 

during their studies, where the textual language is unmistakable due to the special, 

sometimes artificial legal expression. But the precise language is also an expression of their 

approach to (customer) communication, since in the legal world linguistic meticulousness, 

intricate terminology, and detail produce clarity (Heinz 2010: 19). 

Managers in legal and communication as well as in CVM/CRM marketing positions 

“both defend and persuade relying on the power of words, though each profession wields 

that power differently” (Baptista 2012: n.p.). As mentioned in Section 8.3.3 about the 

potential constraints for writer and nonwriters, whereas members of the legal team rely on 

the precise use of legal terminology because  

the consequence of imprecision can be severe, whether it involves civil, criminal, contractual 
or regulatory matters, [colleagues with the marketing and customer communication are] 
responsible for translating legal language […] for diverse audiences, carving out the key 
points, and making them relevant to specific groups. The art is in finding the common ground 
that satisfies both (Baptista 2012: n.p.). 
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Among the most successful personal skills required from a manager to achieve positive 

results in a competitive business environment, there are not just critical thinking and the 

ability to speak and [original italics] listen. Also written communication skills may be 

critical for success, since “the ability to prepare letters, emails, memos, sales reports, and 

other written documents may spell the difference between success and failure” (Pride et al. 

2005: 214).  

In fact, “messaging and content development” are precisely the critical points – also 

in the production process of BNMs – where linguistic disagreements over wording and style 

arise most frequently (Baptista 2012: n.p.). This is the case not just between corporate 

lawyers and CC/MarCom but also between actuaries and CC/MarCom, not to mention, what 

the law prescribes on that front, as has already been described in detail above.  

8.9 Compulsory insertion: Is it still a “linguistic” compromise?  

The previous section reported on the “linguistic” compromise reached among the company’s 

writers and nonwriters for the final version of BNMs. However, because of its practical 

implications for the structure of BNMs, the role of the legal constraints imposed by the 

regulator (also) on the linguistic form of those BNMs delivering changes in contracts (and 

the related right to withdraw) with telecommunications service providers, especially in Italy 

and Austria, deserves to be considered in more detail.  

With the aim to protect the users and to safeguard the transparency of the 

communication to the latter, the regulator strictly prescribes the modalities providers must 

apply for the types of communications to customers mentioned above. Consequently, 

corporate legal departments or divisions have been insistent that any BNM their companies 

send out must cite the precise section of the legislation concerned and/or use the wording it 

prescribes. In this way, the regulator directly impacts the company’s management as far as 

its area of competence is concerned (regulation and control of the market) but also the 

customer communication, which is usually the exclusive domain of the company.  

From the perspective of intertextuality (and the recontextualisation process) (Section 

8.5.1), this is intriguing, since the regulator is neither an in-house writer nor external 

contributor engaged by the company as in the case of collaborations with communication 

agencies or other kinds of linguistic experts. It is no less than the authority that regulates the 

whole industry and oversees the implementation of its own prescriptions by the providers.  
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This situation seems to place the relation of (parts of) the BNM text with prior texts 

on two apparently different levels of intertextuality, which depend on the different types of 

texts BNMs are related to. On the one hand, BNMs draw on texts from codes of law and 

contracts because BNMs are (partly) of a legal nature (Sections 2.2 and 2.3). Consequently, 

parts of these legal texts are recontextualised into the BNMs since they are necessary for the 

scope of the BNMs. On the other hand, BNMs must also draw on other texts formulated by 

the regulator, which, however, are not of a legal but rather of an informative and transactional 

nature. Whether in this case intertextuality can (or cannot) be interpreted as a form of 

recontextualisation may not be self-evident. Let us first consider the relation to legislation.  

“For purposes of analysis,” Bazerman (2003: 86-87) proposes different levels of 

intertextuality that are defined as “the levels at which a text explicitly invokes another text 

and relies on the other text as a conscious resource” (see also Section 8.5.1). Among the 

levels, he identifies, for example, the relation in which a text may draw on another text as a 

“source of meanings to be used at face value.” According to Bazerman (2003: 86), this is the 

case when  

one text takes statements from another source as authoritative and then repeats that 
authoritative information or statements for the purpose of the new text.  

To make this relation clearer, he gives the example of passages from the US 

Constitution that are cited as authoritative source in Supreme Court decisions.  

From this perspective, something similar should happen when the content and exact 

number of a few articles from authoritative sources such as the General Conditions of 

Contract and the Electronic Communications Code are reported (or “repeated”) in the BNMs 

(Figure 45, paragraphs 3 and 5).  

In her article about intertextuality in tax accounting, Devitt (1991: 74-75) considers a 

similar situation. She analyses the production of a research memorandum that constitutes the 

source of that technical information necessary for a letter from an accountant giving a 

technical opinion on the request of a client. In the letter, citations from the Tax Codes and 

Regulations are inevitable. Devitt considers such a textual situation intertextuality among 

genres,181 which occurs 

                                                 

 
181 In studies of writing, “genre is used to refer to clusters of texts grouped according to their function or 
purpose, such as essays, letters, academic articles” (Lillis 2013: 70).  
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when the text of one genre is incorporated into the text of another genre as usually happens 
when the text of the Tax Codes and Regulations is copied directly into a research memorandum 
(Devitt 1991: 74).  

Furthermore, Devitt mentions Bakhtin’s thesis about the difference of status among 

genres, according to which, in this case, Tax Codes and Regulations are “the law to the tax 

accountants [and] are a genre which must be obeyed” (1991: 74). Indeed, all the work of the 

accountants refers to, depends on, and is informed by what is prescribed by those rules. 

Codes, for example, may be interpreted in different ways, which requires statements and 

opinions, taxpayer actions must comply with the regulations for the sector, and taxes have 

to be paid according to amounts and forms established by the Codes. For these reasons, 

Devitt (1991: 74) calls Tax Codes and Regulations “supergenre(s)” that “serve(s) as the basis 

of and reference point for other tax account’s genres.”  

Of course, also regulations and prescriptions of the Austrian and Italian market 

regulatory authorities have to be observed by the telecommunications service providers 

since, as it was reported in Section 2.3, the sector is strictly regulated. Customers, too, have 

to follow specific procedures – established by the regulator – if they want to exercise their 

right to withdraw. Thus, at a textual level, a few parts of BNMs are built on the “supergenres” 

General Conditions of Contract and Electronic Communications Code. This is clearly 

traceable in the BNMs, when the related articles about possible changes in the contractual 

and economic conditions and the accompanying ways of implementation are directly 

mentioned as reference sources in the text (Figure 45, paragraphs 3 and 5).  

However, considering then the intertextual relation between BNMs and the other 

informative and transactional texts prepared and dictated by the regulator, the notions of 

“supergenre” and/or “quotation of an authoritative source” do not seem to help to understand 

and describe what kind of relation this is. Indeed, what exactly happens at this stage of the 

production process seems to question the concept of recontextualisation.  

Before addressing this issue, it is necessary to briefly recall a few main characteristics 

of recontextualisation, which, as mentioned above, is one of the main analytical categories, 

in addition to intertextuality, when investigating the dynamic behind a text (Section 8.5.1).  

In his discussion of recontextualisation, Linell (1998: 145) talks of “extricating” some 

part of a text and “fitting” it into another context: that is “another text or discourse (or 

discourse genre) and its use and environment.” Drawing on Goffman’s (1974) terms, he adds 

that the “reframing” bound to the process concerns “linguistic expressions, concepts and 

propositions […], ways of saying things”.  
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What is more, Linell’s (1998: 144-145) view of recontextualisation as “the dynamic 

transfer-and-transformation of something from one discourse/text-in-context (…) to 

another” seems to describe well the trajectory of part of a text from the context of the 

legislator to that of the company (BNMs). Linell (1998: 145) refers to Bernstein’s (1990: 

60) description of what happens to a text during this process: “when parts of texts are 

relocated through recontextualisation, they are subject to textual change, such as 

simplification, […] elaboration and refocusing” (Linell, 1998: 145). In doing so, he 

underlines the complex transformations of meaning undergone by the text, and the way in 

which the selected (“quoted”) parts contribute to the creation of meaning in the target 

text/context.  

However, if the wording and layout to be used to convey changes in contracts are 

prescribed by law, can we still consider acceptance of the regulator’s text to be a stage in the 

recontextualisation process? On the one hand, the BNM team has no choice but to fulfil the 

regulator’s requirements. Yet, on the other hand, it does not merely have to follow the 

legislator’s indications about the kind of information to be imparted. They must also use the 

content, and indeed the exact wording.  

This would seem to go beyond adopting, altering or interpreting of the text, which is 

normally understood by recontextualisation, for there is no involvement of any BNM-team 

member in the shift of the regulator’s text into the BNM. The transposition of the text is not 

under the control of the company’s writers and nonwriters. It is not an intentional act made 

by the writers and nonwriters as an expression of their intellectual faculties during the 

writing activity. There is no degree of discretion, nor any free decision of the BNM team. In 

contrast, part of the text (i.e., the precise wording and its layout) is actually imposed.  

I would suggest that here the perspective has changed, or reversed. Indeed, in this case, 

the company’s writers and nonwriters are not ‘active’ participants in the recontextualisation 

process because they do not have the autonomy to select or quote from the legislator texts 

from an “evaluative perspective” or stance, as would be the case in an intertextual 

recontextualisation (Linell 1998: 146, 148). By contrast, the regulator has the power – 

derived from its independent competence to issue regulations and to give them effect 

(Section 2.3) – to force the adoption of their wording and layout. Rather, it seems more 

enlightening to consider this process as the compulsory insertion of (a part of) one text into 

another even according to a predefined graphic design.  
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This unconventional type of relation between texts does not seem to have been 

identified or classified yet, at least according to what was found in the research literature for 

this study.  

If we also consider the interdiscursive level of recontextualisation, which “involves 

different kinds of professional knowledge and perspectives […] on the same or similar 

phenomena” (Linell 1998: 147-149), the BNM can hardly be understood as a linguistic 

“blending” of the perspectives of the legislator and the company’s writers and nonwriters. 

The boundary between the discourses of these two “communities” is even clearly indicated 

in the prescribed layout, by the box containing the text (Austria), or by the precise wording 

that cannot be modified (Italy) (see Section 8.3.5).  

In this situation, the extent to which they affect the BNMs makes the regulators of the 

telecommunications market a completely unexpected, though key actor in the BNM 

production process. However, managing their linguistic intervention during the writing 

process may be challenging for the other writers, whose leeway in creating the company’s 

own linguistic approach to the customers could be (is) limited, as Section 8.3.5 has shown.  

Indeed, the conditions created by the intervention of the regulator may exacerbate the 

tension, already described in the previous sections, between corporate legal/regulatory 

affairs departments and those in charge of marketing CVM or CRM because of their different 

concepts of customer communication. One of the main responsibilities of the 

legal/regulatory affairs department is to protect the company from possible lawsuits, which 

also means interpreting and applying the law scrupulously. However, in the case of what I 

have termed a compulsory insertion, no interpretation is needed, or even possible, because 

the legal requirements about the formulation of the text are so extensive and exact. On the 

other hand, one of the main responsibilities of marketing CVM and customer communication 

departments is not merely to establish, but also to manage their company’s relationships with 

customers – who today form one of its most important stakeholder groups – in both the short 

and long term (Section 2.1). As a result, they would generally prefer never to disclose bad 

news to customers and, if they have no other option, they would prefer communication more 

customer-friendly in terms of message wording and/or layout. This, in turn, means that, 

although they must accept the demands of their legal colleagues, they may do so rather 

unwillingly, hesitantly, and partially, as the following quote indicates: 

We cannot do anything about the legal requirements, but we can at least do our best to let our 
corporate voice be heard in the text that is added before and after the box [as prescribed by the 
Austrian regulator]. We are responsible for the wording of those parts, and that is where we 
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can try to soften the effect of the legally required wording (Member of the CC/MarCom staff, 
telecommunications service provider, Austria, interview, May 2018, author’s translation). 

In fact, in cases like those discussed in the previous section, the ever-present tension 

between marketing/customer communication and legal and regulatory affairs departments 

and the other nonwriters involved is intensified by the intervention of an outside actor (viz., 

the regulator). Here, the linguistic compromise through which the tension is resolved can 

relate only to those parts of the BNM that precede and follow the insertion(s). As far as the 

insertion is concerned, there is no question of compromise; the legislator’s wording and 

layout must be adopted. Here, the power of the company to freely formulate part of its written 

customer communication according to its own values or with its own language and tone of 

voice is completely lacking. If this is a case of extended authorship (e.g., Weber 1991: 54) 

beyond the BNM team actually involved in the process is also questionable.  

Tracing the text trajectory in such specific cases would then be problematic, too. 

Indeed, there is a gap in the text trajectory that can no longer be followed here (Figure 56). 

The text trajectory is interrupted, since recontextualisation, as intended above, is not 

possible. In addition, there seems to be a kind of incompatibility between the document 

cycling process and the compulsory insertion, which cannot be considered a stage but rather 

the odd one out in the process. 

Figure 56: Intervention of the regulator and gap in the text trajectory.  

Furthermore, also the process of modulating the tone of voice (ToV) of BNMs is 

affected by the intervention of the regulator to a larger extent than expected. As mentioned 

in Section 8.5.1, the interplay of the different voices representing the different needs and 

expectations of the members of the BNM team come together into the BNM. The resulting 

“polyvocal” (Bakhtin 1981; Linell 1998) text, which, to put it metaphorically, can be 
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considered a “(text) choir”, should be formulated with the most appropriate tone for 

delivering bad news to the customers at the specific post-sales touchpoint. However, the 

(text) choir sometimes does not “sing” in perfect harmony because it is the result of a 

linguistic compromise and may be even less “in tune”, when the external regulator’s voice 

joins it (not invited) and must be compulsorily introduced into it. In this situation, for writers 

and nonwriters finding the right tone is more challenging than ever.  

This may contribute to the generally low comprehensibility of such texts. Back to the 

voices, Bazerman (2010: 90) argues, for example, that the more the writer makes possible 

the identification of the different voices that can be heard in the text, the greater is the 

reader’s perception of the “world” the writer has created through the text. However, when 

customers read and recontextualise the BNM, they hear the different voices of the choir that 

are singing for them, but often they cannot identify them properly. Furthermore, they capture 

the subtle dissonance among the singing voices, since the choir is not always perfectly 

synchronised, but cannot comprehend the reasons for that, since what happened behind the 

scenes – what happens behind the production process of BNMs – is generally unknown (or 

less known).  

This may be one of the reasons why, in practice, specific kinds of BNMs – as those 

discussed here – remain sometimes puzzling to the readers regarding both their content and 

formulation. And this is despite the increased awareness on the part of a few companies of 

how powerful the language used in bad news communication can be (Section 8.4).  

Moreover, the additional external voice of the regulator, although it is so loud in the 

(text) choir when defining the structure of the communication at such a level of detail, is not 

explicitly pointed out, neither in the Italian nor in the Austrian BNMs. Thus, it can hardly be 

recognised. Indeed, there is no direct or indirect quotation that could help the reader to 

identify the source (e.g., words introducing the quotation or recognisable paraphrasing that 

lets the readers/customers clearly identify the source of information) (Bazerman 2010: 90) 

and no mention of document or statements from the regulator (Bazerman 2003: 86-88). The 

common readers/customers have no “landmarks” at their disposal in the text to distinguish 

the regulator’s voice. In contrast, the corporate writers and nonwriters are well aware of its 

presence but they are neither able nor allowed to make it part of the linguistic compromise 

and to blend it with their own voices as harmoniously as possible for the aim of the text 

(delivering bad news).  
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Related to what was reported above, there is a further point to ponder. From the 

perspective of writers and nonwriters, the authorship question may be frustrating for those 

involved in the document cycling process, since it creates an institutional document that 

lowers (or tends to lower) the voice of the individual writers who are not always (personally) 

identifiable (e.g., Adamzik 2016: 141). Indeed, a BNM single ‘owner’ or a department head 

(whose name, e.g., often appears below it in insurance communications) is rarely responsible 

for its entire content or wording. The names of the BNM team members are usually not 

mentioned, but it seems that their involvement is increasingly acknowledged by referring to 

the BNM collective sender as “[company-name] team” or “(your) [company-name].” Here, 

use of the English word “team” (which in business contexts is used untranslated in both 

Italian and German) represents a recognition of reality.  

On the other hand, this entails that also just for this reason readers/customers hardly 

come to know (or do not know at all) who wrote the BNM at telecommunication providers, 

since unidentified authors are almost always grouped under the general name of the 

company. Startlingly enough, also the regulator belongs to the group of the writers, whose 

intervention, however, is known to the BNM team members and/or to a few insiders only.  

To sum up, a BNM represents the multiple linguistic interests of those in-house and 

external writers and nonwriters for whom the text sings, of those to whom the text gives 

voice. Because of its way of being set up, the BNM is sometimes not harmonious as its 

related tone of voice, which, in turn, may be jarring.  
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8.10 Company (un)awareness of the implications of the BNM text production process  

In this last section, the theme of the companies’ awareness of the impact of the BNM text 

production process on the relationship to customers will be addressed. This theme was 

generated during the thematic analysis as a possible answer to RQ3. Specifically, the 

implications of the process for the readability and, so, comprehensibility of the text will be 

discussed. The related potential advantages companies may get from using more 

transparency in their customer communication and the solutions (or attempts of solutions) 

they have adopted to face the language challenge will be also considered together with some 

personal reflections about this.  

 

The analysis and discussion of the theme “BNM text production process” reported in the 

previous sections revealed how the process of creating these messages involves a complex 

and dynamic interplay of various authors (‘voices’), some internal, whether professional or 

otherwise, others external (e.g., national regulatory authorities). During the entextualisation 

and recontextualisation process, this can result in “linguistic” frictions among the different 

interests and needs represented by the language used by those involved in the BNM 

production process.  

As my analysis has shown, the tensions can be resolved only by adopting various 

“linguistic” compromises between the various author groups. However, the result of the 

compromise(s) may not be completely in balance (“the choir is not in tune”) from a linguistic 

point of view because of the inability and sometimes the impossibility of finding the right 

harmony on the part of the writers. This may affect the readability of the text, especially 

when the potential constraints arising from the different frameworks within which writers 

and nonwriters work collide with the need to provide customers with clear information. 

Findings suggest that the lack of harmony in the wording– as described above – may be 

considered one of the causes of the low comprehensibility often displayed by customer 

communication in general, and by BNMs in particular. Therefore, the effectiveness of BNM 

content may be affected by the BNM production process. 

This situation seems to be at least partly confirmed by the surveys of comprehensibility 

of customer communication in service companies (Sections 2.4 and 8.1.2.3). Lutz (2015: 

179), who has extensively researched comprehensibility of technical texts, mentioning 

Jakobs’ inclusion model points out that  
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[t]ext comprehensibility is often not perceived as an important challenge by the writers, but 
rather the fulfilment of conflicting goals, the formulation of difficult content, the handling of 
emotions or multiple addressing (author’s translation).  

Lutz (2015: 181-182) further observes that  

Writing processes take place in a highly complex pragmatic overall context, and text 
comprehensibility is only one of many important determinants for written-based professional 
communication, such as professional domain, concrete working environment, legal 
requirements [...] or multiple addressing (author’s translation). 

The present study seems to generally confirm this situation. However, the 

comprehensibility of BNMs seems to play an even more important role in post-sales 

customer communication for the reasons mentioned in Section 2.4 (the language issue) and 

in Section 8.1.2.3 (the lack of BNM clarity as an intensifier of customers’ negative feelings 

towards the company). The “linguistic” compromise and its implications for the 

comprehensibility of BNMs support the need for (re)appraising the potentially strategic role 

of the touchpoint BNMs, whose communicative importance has often been underestimated, 

as reported in Section 2.  

8.10.1 Language transparency as an additional benefit  

From the company perspective, there are many elements in favour of the adoption of a more 

transparent and understandable wording in the communications to customers.  

First of all, more comprehensible product descriptions and contract documents, for 

example, may be a factor determining trust (Section 2.1.1). As several customer satisfaction 

surveys (Section 2) show, if a customer does not understand the messages received from the 

company, then she/he suspects that the provider or insurer has something to hide. The 

customer may also be afraid of a scam and think that the apparently enigmatic language has 

been used in the communication on purpose by the company to avoid some of its obligations 

(Musto 2017: n.p.; see also ERGO Study 2012: 25; Servidio 2015: n.p.) (Sections 2.1 and 

2.1.2).  

The editor of an Italian technical communication agency I met during the fieldwork 

for the present study supported the connection between perception and trust. In an interview 

about insurance and financial service companies the agency collaborated with on language 

clarity projects, the editor said that these companies have recognised the “language issue” in 

their customer communication, that is, the little comprehensibility of their written messages. 

Indeed, according to the editor,  
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[c]ompanies are increasingly aware that the issue is related to the external perception of the 
company by customers. The top management wants their company to be better perceived than 
the competitors’ ones. Strongly profit-oriented companies, such as insurance companies and 
telecommunications service providers, have increasingly realised that perception goes through 
a comprehensible language, too (Editor, technical communication agency, Italy, April 2019, 
author’s translation). 

Also the editor of an Austrian communication agency with similar experience in 

collaborating with companies told me that, at the beginning of a language comprehensibility 

project, the first thing a corporation usually has to think about is just what kind of image it 

is giving and wants to give through its language. “Companies have been realising” – the 

editor continued – “that language is a matter of image. It is their business card” (Interview 

Jan. 2019, author’s translation). Finally, also the corporate wording manager of an Austrian 

telecommunications service provider confirmed this, saying in interview that a corporation’s 

unicity may go also through more personal and comprehensible communication (interview 

July 2018) (see also Huang and Haseloff, 2018: 28).  

Indeed, a clear and understandable language should contribute to giving a feeling of 

transparency, which can be a crucial competitive factor in arising the customer’s trust (and 

so loyalty) (Haug and Haseloff 2018: 21-22; 79) in a long-term company-customer 

relationship, where – as described previously – its emotive dimension becomes increasingly 

decisive. Especially in very competitive markets, where products and services are very 

similar and companies need to differ from each other, there is increasing evidence that the 

language helps to give a uniform image of the company (e.g., respectable, friendly, that 

fulfils its promises…) and to gain the trust of the stakeholders (Luttermann and Rothhaar 

2016: 18-19; Mast 2016: 302; 309).182  

The IVASS Study 2021 on the general perception of the insurance industry in Italy 

shows, for example, that trust is fundamental for 93.3% of the interviewees. Indeed, as 

explained by the Milano-Bicocca University professor (quoted in Musto 2021: 2) who 

collaborated in the study, subscribing to an (insurance) product means placing reliance in a 

company and its people. Thus, enhancing trust elements of course means more clarity on 

some technical information related to the contract, but also greater comprehensibility of the 

language in general. Furthermore, also many corporate wording handbooks (Section 8.3.3.4) 

                                                 

 
182 This situation calls for the use of more reader-oriented communication, for speaking the clients’ lingo, not 
insurance companies’ (e.g., Zimmermann 2007, Nr. 245: 9; Breitschopf 2016: 51).  
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that I collected during the companies’ visits, often highlight how the corporate writing style 

mirrors (or should mirror) the company’s culture and values. 

Continuing her reasoning, the Italian editor cited above pointed also out that from the 

companies’ side,  

the awareness [of the ‘language issue’] does not develop from thinking of or analysing their 
own communication style or wording. It develops from the fact that they have been 
continuously solicited for explanation of their written messages, which originates from their 
low customer communication efficacy. And when inefficacy affects the real (economic) return 
in terms of signed contracts and policies sold, they begin to understand that perhaps something 
may be wrong in the way they provide information (Editor, technical communication agency, 
Italy, interview, April 2019, author’s translation). 

Through this claim, the Italian editor highlighted another important aspect linked to 

the use of more understandable wording in customer communication, namely the possible 

market growth. Indeed, according to the well-known principle that consumers tend not to 

buy what they do not understand (Servidio 2015: n.p.; Huang and Haseloff 2018: 24), the 

complexity of the products – also due to the language used in their formulation – may be one 

of the reasons that, for example, discourages the further development of the insurance 

market, at least in Italy (Pinto quoted in Moro 2021: 36). As it has recently been confirmed 

also by the IVASS Study 2021, the percentage of insurance coverage in Italy is lower than 

the European average due to the poor understanding of contracts and the subsequent fear on 

the part of consumers of paying excessive costs and, in some cases, of being cheated 

(Cimarelli and Nigro 2018: n.p.). Although comprehensibility and transparency of, for 

example, contractual terms are now an obligation, also excessive documentation is 

detrimental to transparency. One of the biggest Italian consumer associations confirms, 

indeed, that also too much paper and too much information can confuse customers and 

prospects (e.g., Musto 2021: 2). Furthermore, Focarelli (quoted in Massaro 2021: n.p.) notes 

that, especially in regulated sectors, language is complicated by the need to comply with 

laws and regulations, too, which, in turn, are constantly increasing in number and 

increasingly invasive for companies due to their level of detail (Sections 2.2, 2.3, and 8.3.5). 

At the individual company level, in contrast, a few years ago some telecommunications 

service providers and insurance companies started corporate language-improvement projects 

on their own account, gaining considerable budgetary advantages from these kinds of 

initiatives. Although the economic aspect is often underestimated, it has been calculated that 
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a clear choice of words means person-day183 saving as well as time and cost cutting. For 

example, in the call centre of a European market leader insurance company in Austria, 15% 

of the annual 2.2 million calls in the customer service centre was about incomprehensible 

letters received by customers. Through the linguistic revision of the customer letters, 687 

person-days/year could be saved in the processing of such queries. Furthermore, the query 

rate for about 750,000 standard letters per year was reduced from 10% to 8%, saving 156 

person-days (Schmid 2012: 87; see also Huang and Haseloff 2018: 22-23). Moreover, the 

costs for a comprehensible communication project are much lower than those for P.R. and 

marketing campaigns, but the credibility gained by the company is much higher. As the 

editor of an Austrian corporate wording agency emphasised in an interview,  

One of our clients, a company, got fewer calls or queries for clarity after customers received a 
revised letter [revised here = edited by the agency]. The company paid us, as external wording 
agency, 53 euro for rewriting that customer letter and saved 350 person-days in a year (Editor, 
wording agency, Austria, interview, Jan. 2019, author’s translation).  

Finally yet importantly, more transparency can bring advantages to the company also 

from a legal point of view. A clearly written policy or other kind of document limits litigation 

and is easily defensible in court (Servidio 2015: n.p.; see also Zimmermann 2009: 5). As the 

claim of a language comprehensibility project at an Italian insurance group emphasises, the 

simpler the communication, the fewer complaints, questions and misunderstandings.  

8.10.2 Facing the pressure: A few reflections  

In the context previously discussed in Section 2, the new EU regulations and rules on 

transparency, have given impetus to the service sectors in this direction. However, despite 

the benefits described above, revising the company communication in favour of customers 

and prospects has required (requires) profound changes in companies’ culture, and in the 

mentality of top managers and those people involved at different levels in customer 

communication. Such processes need time to be understood, accepted, supported, and 

practically implemented. 

Considering the last point, telecommunications service providers and insurance 

companies manage hundreds of thousands of messages to customers every day, whose 

                                                 

 
183 “Person-day”: A unit of measurement, especially in accountancy, based on an ideal amount of work done 
by one person in one working day (Dictionary.com, s.v.).  
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content may be complex and delicate for the customers. Working on their transparency 

involves more than only editing and wording the documents. As Huang and Haseloff (2018: 

79-81) point out, this is a real process in which different practical, organisational,184 and 

cultural aspects have to be considered. Moreover, as it was repeatedly emphasised during 

my interviews, customer communication is not the task of one department only. When 

different departments collaborate, different linguistic worlds are brought into contact, with 

the consequence that different corporate language understandings have to be aligned, no 

matter whether the collaboration is on contracts, letters, emails, text modules, brochures, 

web texts or even BNMs.  

Furthermore, employees have very individual ideas about language comprehensibility. 

The challenge for the top management is to develop a shared awareness of the importance 

of a clearer language and more transparent communication, giving the employees also the 

correct tools to do this, because not everyone is a language expert (Huang and Haseloff 2018: 

80-81), even if she/he is involved in the process or otherwise active in practice customer 

communication.  

However, from the interviews carried out for the study it emerged that the legitimacy 

of writing as a work activity has been increasingly acknowledged and the sensitivity about 

how powerful the language used in customer communication has been heightened.  

For example, a growing number of companies – including some of those I have had 

contact with – have been considering the negative results of the surveys of the 

comprehensibility of the language used by service companies (mentioned previously) as a 

cue to rethink their customer communication. Customer feedback suggests that, although the 

population of many Western European countries is increasingly diverse, the wording used 

by some companies is often less clear, not only for second-language speakers, but also for 

natives. Drawing on this, for instance, a few insurance groups and companies (especially in 

Austria) are carrying out specific in-house language comprehensibility projects in 

collaboration with external communication agencies to improve the clarity of their writing. 

These are long-term projects consisting of workshops, writing trainings, e-learning courses 

                                                 

 
184 For example, changing even just one relevant term (e.g., ‘bonus’ becomes ‘contribution’) in written 
customer communication means to involve the IT department in the project. If the company wants to implement 
this change consistently and legally, an adjustment must take place on all communication levels and channels. 
Thus, all letter templates and text modules have to be adjusted. The information scientists must find the texts, 
revise them and then integrate them back into the system (Huang and Haseloff 2018: 80).  
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etc. Some German telecommunications service providers even involve customers directly in 

the drafting process in major communication projects, even on BNMs.  

I interviewed Italian and Austrian communication agencies’ staff that have worked on 

such projects for public institutions and more and more frequently also for private companies 

for the last few years. I noticed a certain similarity of the principles at the basis of a few of 

these projects. Indeed, they refer often to the customer communication policy adopted in the 

public sector especially in northern European countries such as the Netherlands and the UK, 

or France and Switzerland. In these countries, written texts of public institutions are usually 

adapted to the reading level of the general population, based on the adult proficiency in the 

domain of literacy or numeracy, which according to ELINET (European Literacy Policy 

Network) is generally still low in Europe. Drawing on this, some European communication 

agencies have created a network called “Plain Language Europe (PLE)”, which originated 

in the Netherlands, where, according to the Financial Supervision Act (2006), banks, 

insurance companies, and tax authorities are legally obliged to produce documents at a B1 

language level (PLE founder, interview, January 2019). To measure the language 

proficiency of individuals and the difficulty level of texts, PLE refers to the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) established by the Council of 

Europe at the end of the last century. The concept they propose is to apply frameworks and 

benchmarks usually from second language acquisition to improve the clarity of companies’ 

writing.  

The Common European Framework distinguishes six language levels: A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 
and C2, A1 being the lowest level and C2 the highest. Most organisations usually write their 
texts at language level C1. At the same time some 60% of the population has language level 
B1. Therefore, most people do not understand these texts (PLE 2018: n.p.).  

According to PLE, plain language185 corresponds to the B1186 language level of CEFR 

and is the level understood by almost everyone, even by people who have only received 

basic education and never have to read for their work.  

PLE is action-oriented:  

                                                 

 
185 For a detailed discussion on “plain language”, see Lutz (2015: 171-177).  
186 Level B1 reflects the “threshold level” specification for a visitor to a foreign country the ability to maintain 
interaction and get across what you want to in a range of contexts, ability to cope flexibly with problems in 
everyday life (CEFR). 
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The goal when using PL is not to inform your reader or make something understood. Those 
are just means. The purpose of a text is action. Your reader must do something once he has 
read the text. For example, taking medicines in the right way. We cannot raise the educational 
level of our customers – that is a matter of social and educational system in each country – but 
we can raise the level of comprehensibility of our communication reducing the barriers to 
access it (PLE founder, interview, January 2019). 

Tips and rules for a more comprehensible written language usually applied by PLE are 

well known in Linguistics. They are, for example, brief sentences (KISS): 20 words in one 

sentence (German), 25 (Italian); simple syntax: avoid subordination; verbs instead of nouns 

(as few as possible); avoid the nominal style and light verbs (as few as possible); active 

sentence construction instead of passive and so on (Schneider/ Murschetz 2001; Langer et 

al. 2006; Zimmermann 2010; Förster 2011, 1994; Gottschling 2013; Bliesener et a. 2015; 

Haug/Haseloff 2018).  

Few other companies I visited, in contrast, have sought the support of external 

professional writers or communication agencies that offer mostly rewriting services or apply 

their own tools/software to measure the text comprehensibility on the basis of readability 

formulas and rules, on the basis of which they make improvement suggestions for the 

language used.  

As a result of all the projects and initiatives introduced, corporate language and 

wording hand books, guidelines, wording recommendations are flourishing in companies of 

both sectors.  

However, even if customer comprehensibility projects have been (successfully) 

carried out, the main difficulty is then to control and measure the quality of the language 

over the long term. As many of the marketing managers I interviewed admitted, especially 

in insurance companies, this is not possible on an everyday basis. The extremely high 

number of contracts, letters, and other kinds of messages that the company’s collaborators 

regularly deliver to customers does not allow the perfect homogenisation or precise control 

of the corporate language (and neither of BNMs). However, what the marketing departments 

can do is give guidelines and counselling service to the colleagues.  

It is interesting to note that a few companies in both sectors are using NPS (net 

promoter score), a metric to measure customer experience and predict business growth. In 

practice, companies calculate their NPS “using the answer to a key question, using a 0-10 

scale: How likely is it that you would recommend [brand] to a friend or colleague?” 

(Netpromoter: n.p.). Some insurance companies, after customers have subscribed to a policy, 

send them a (e-)questionnaire by answering which customers assess their purchasing 
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experience. Sometimes, one question concerns the comprehensibility of the information 

given. Although the question is not about BNMs, it signals how some companies are 

beginning to develop a certain awareness of the clarity of the language used, considering the 

opinion of those who actually receive their communications and need to understand them in 

order to act accordingly. Unfortunately, to date the answers to such questionnaires have been 

published only in the form of general aggregated comments in the company annual report. 

When I asked to discuss this topic more exhaustively, the few companies using NPS that I 

visited were very cautious of sharing these data and for reasons of confidentiality unwilling 

to do it.  

 Comparing the current progress in the two sectors, a few similarities and differences 

have emerged. Besides a very few cases, where simplified customer communication seemed 

to be only part of a new image or advertising campaign, and besides what is required by law, 

the efforts made on the part of the companies towards such a cultural language change are 

under way.  

  However, as I learned from the several interviews with corporate managers and 

lawyers, the majority of the telecommunications service providers in general seem to be 

making more headway in direction transparency than insurance companies. This is probably 

because the sector is more modern and traditionally more sensible of customer 

communication (Section 2.1.2). It is also characterized by great dynamics – in form of leaner 

structures and more flexible practices – and quicker reactions to any kind of incentives for 

customer communication improvement, even if it means applying regulations and laws. 

Austrian and Italian providers, for example, have long complied with the prescriptions about 

how to communicate changes in the contract conditions – a form of BNM.  

Furthermore, in the last few years, all customer communication of almost every 

company I visited in Austria and Germany has undergone a considerable revision carried out 

both by the internal departments in charge and/or in collaboration with external 

communication experts. Applying guidelines and regulations about customer information’s 

clarity has been the occasion for a few insurance groups and companies, for example, to 

begin adopting a different and clearer approach to their whole corporate communication, 

too. Now, some of them, for example, as mentioned above, have also launched large 

language-comprehensibility projects often supported by external corporate wording 

agencies. In practice, most of these projects consist of preparing wording handbooks and 

organising internal workshops to present the new initiative and the reasons behind it to all 
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the staff and any person in the company who has contact with the customers in writing (or 

orally).  

However, the decentralised internal organisational system common in insurance 

companies, no matter in which country, as well as the sales structure based on the close 

collaboration with a huge number of agents or intermediaries (Section 8.3.3.5), who usually 

manage their customers directly, each one with her/his own personal way of contacting and 

communicating with them, can sometimes slow down these kinds of initiatives. 

 To sum up, as I realised during the fieldwork for the present study, rethinking and 

reshaping a few aspects of the customer communication strategy seems to proceed at 

different speeds in the two sectors considered, and the implementation process of the 

necessary measures also seems not to take place homogeneously in the individual 

companies, groups, or countries.   

8.11 Summary of the second part of the section  

The second part of the section considered the internal organisational and linguistic 

frameworks within which BNM writers and nonwriters work and the related potential 

constraints on the BNM content and text production process. This theme (and related 

subthemes) were generated during the thematic analysis as a possible answer to part of RQ2 

and RQ3. 

Jakobs’ inclusion model (2007:30) helped to visualise the complex relationships 

between the many “environments” that at different levels comprise and, thus, affect writing 

at work. Specific factors from the environments “workplace,” “organisation,” and “culture” 

that may play a relevant role in the activity of BNM teams because of the potential for 

conflict they are able to unlock were specifically addressed: the internal corporate 

organisation with line-staff departments and the language. The linguistic frameworks that 

most condition the linguistic aspect of the text production process were fully addressed: 

content specifications, legal requirements, corporate guidelines for communication and 

language, as well as general language correctness and stylistic consistency. The “linguistic” 

tensions and frictions – as I proposed to call them – that may arise among BNM writers and 

nonwriters during the entextualisation and recontextualisation process and the linguistic 

strategies (accepting or renegotiating changes proposed by other) adopted in the team to 

mitigate them during the document cycling process (e.g., editing, cancellation, addition, 

comments, linguistic suggestions, clarification, insertion of citations etc.) were discussed in 
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detail. I developed the concept of “linguistic” compromise and argued for its application to 

the final version of the BNMs that is sent to the existing customers. An excursus about the 

potential linguistic tensions between corporate lawyers and marketing managers in general 

and specifically during the BNM production completed the discussion.  

Finally, some reflections about the impact on the “linguistic” compromise of the legal 

prescriptions imposed by the Austrian and Italian regulators for text and layout of BNMs 

delivering changes in contracts with telecommunications service providers rounded off the 

section. Here, the notion of what I proposed to term compulsory insertion of (a part of) one 

text into another was introduced – for the first time – as an attempt to describe the 

unconventional type of relation between BNMs and some transactional texts preformulated 

and imposed by the regulator. The notion of compulsory insertion, which questions the 

process of recontextualisation on specific occasions, seems not have been identified or 

categorised yet – at least according to the literature reviewed for the present study.  

An account of the potential benefits companies gain from the simplification of their 

customer language as well as a few reflections about what companies have been doing in 

practice in this regard – also drawn on my personal experience during the fieldwork – 

rounded off the section.  
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9 Conclusions  

Service providers such as insurance and telecommunications companies face the need to 

send private customers BNMs about changes to contracts, rejections of insurance claims, 

etc. BNMs, as (almost always) unilateral post-sales messages from the company, may 

potentially play a strategic communication role in maintaining long-term relations with 

existing customers. However, limited access to corporate settings means that little field 

research has been done on how they are formulated in practice, especially with regard to 

who is involved in the formulation and to what extent, and how the production process may 

impact the effectiveness of BNM content and, so, the relationship with the receivers. The 

aim of the present study was to fill this research gap.  

9.1 Key findings  

The study corroborated the supposition that a proper consideration of BNMs implies a 

profound knowledge of their nature and production process, whose reciprocal implications 

and especially influence on the final result – the text received by the customers – sometimes 

remain recognised only vaguely even by those involved in the process.  

 The overall context for the BNM text production process as a corporate activity was 

identified at the interface between customer communication and writing at work. 

 Exploratory research showed the poor offer of post-sales touchpoints of a non-

commercial, sales-promotional or advertising, informative, and (technical) supporting 

character by telecommunications service providers and the complete lack of them in 

insurance companies (“valley of desolation”). Therefore, the study argued plausibly for the 

identification of BNMs as a form of post-sales brand touchpoint, still too little recognised 

but increasingly important because of their possible key role in the relationship marketing 

of a service provider. Furthermore, reasons were given in support of the (re)evaluation of 

BNMs as another kind of post-sales transactional messages to existing customers, whose 

potential (communicative) contribution has often been underestimated in maintaining and 

fostering a long-term relationship with customers.  

 The study revealed that BNM text production and the identity of those involved in it 

is influenced by several factors that, in turn, (may) indirectly affect the relationship with the 

customers from a communication point of view. A few of them are intrinsically related to 

the sometimes unexpected nature of these messages and others to some different internal and 
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external constraints that put pressure on the companies in general and on the BNM authors 

in particular. This situation highlighted how the sectors considered are increasingly governed 

by laws and regulations and, consequently, how corporate lawyers and regulatory experts 

are assuming a more and more prominent role also in matters – such as customer 

communication – that are commonly not considered to be in their area of competence.  

1) Practical implications for the production of BNMs derive from the contract-based 

nature of the company-customer relationship in both sectors considered. Since BNMs are 

very often about changes in the contractual or economic conditions applied to end customers, 

which Italian and Austrian telecommunications service providers are legally allowed to 

introduce even unilaterally, BNMs need to be formulated in written using (at least to some 

extent) legal language. The not self-evident partially legal character of BNMs confirmed the 

supposition emerged in the exploratory stage of the research that the influence of the legal 

context in which BNMs are formulated makes their process even more complex than 

supposed. Indeed, also corporate lawyers play a key role in the BNM text production process, 

and the inevitable use also of legalese has some impact on the (in)effectiveness of the 

negative message content.  

2) The relevance of the previous point is clearly supported by the fact that in recent 

years, companies have been under severe pressure that actually makes the challenge of more 

comprehensibility of their customer communication, also in the post-sales stage, critical. 

First, they have been receiving large numbers of requests for clarifications, which puts 

pressure on their call centres, second, there are formal satisfaction surveys these days and 

companies often receive negative feedback because of this problem in the communication. 

Third, and this applied very particularly to the BNM the production, new legal requirements 

have been introduced about the so-called transparency of the information provided to 

customers as a result of EU and national legislation.  

3) From the study, indeed, emerged that the competitive markets considered are 

strictly regulated (telecommunications) and supervised (insurance). This means that to 

guarantee consumer protection, the market authorities control and statutorily regulate also 

customer communication transparency, particularly in contract matters, with a degree of 

intervention that may be very high, especially in the telecommunications industry. This 

impacts not just the BNM content but also the text production process, since also corporate 

regulatory-law experts and the regulators take an active part in it.  
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4) In the analysis of the themes and related subthemes generated during the study, 

trying to specify what exactly BNMs and what bad news are revealed that they are connected 

and closely interdependent, since one is not there without the other. BNMs announce bad 

news, which, in turn, without BNMs would not fulfil its aim to push customers to do 

something that can have concrete and emotionally unpleasant consequences for them. 

Furthermore, the study showed that identifying the difference but also complementarity of 

BNMs and bad news is only possible from the double perspective of the company and the 

customer.  

In my own attempt to summarise what BNMs are for the company, I defined them as 

‘relationship communications’ (Delin et al. 2006: 27), namely company post-sales written 
texts without promotional, advertising, or billing character sent to customers after they have 
subscribed to a service. They carry service-company decisions or actions impacting existing 
customers’ interests related to the service at different unfavourable levels (Pizzedaz 2021). 

 The study provided also technical details about practical and legal reasons for the 

timing of delivery and the use of traditional, that is printed, and/or new electronic channels 

for BNMs. Among the different occasions reported in the literature on which BNMs reach 

customers in the post-sales stage, the study confirmed that BNMs – as intended here – are 

“customer-centred” and “message-centred” occurrences (Ewald and Burnett 1997). The 

former means that the company “decides” against a legitimate customer request, whereas the 

latter means that bad news is delivered unilaterally by the company when it “acts” against 

customers, disclosing unfavourable information about itself. The level of gravity of BNMs 

proved to be tightly related to these occasions. Furthermore, a comparison with other 

company messages with negative content received (also) by private customers showed that 

BNMs are no crisis communication texts, no apologies, and no written reactions to customer 

complaints.  

5) According to German, Italian, and English dictionaries, bad news – what BNMs 

are about – may be generally defined as painful, undesirable, unwelcome, adverse, 

disadvantageous, not pleasant information about a recent event (or a change). However, the 

study found that in the context of BNMs in the post-sales stage, the concept needed to be 

examined more closely, since it proved to be crucial in understanding the complex interplay 

among BNMs and maintaining a long-lasting relationship with existing customers. 

(Furthermore, the literature about management and corporate communication seems to 

address the topic not fully enough).  
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 It was found that bad news has rational and emotional dimensions and can be framed 

only subjectively within the news-giver/receiver relationship. Indeed, its specific feature, 

being bad, is not quantifiable but only individually interpretable on the part of the addressees 

– the customers – according not to the piece of news itself but to the practical and emotional 

consequences following its receipt. The former were identified, for example, in changes for 

the worse, calls for action requiring the customer’s money or time, and alterations to a 

traditional practice. The latter, in the customers’ feelings of deficiency such as lack of care 

and/or shared goals with the company, which are often intensified by the lack of clarity of 

the texts announcing bad news. This unique combination of practical inconvenience and 

unpleasant feelings may result in customers getting annoyed and resisting the bad news. 

They then accept or comply with any disadvantageous consequences implied by the bad 

news only reluctantly, or even, at least partly, refuse to do so at all.  

 

Thematic analysis helped also to answer the RQs more precisely and to extend the still little 

existing knowledge of the actors involved in the BNM text production process and how this 

may also affect the effectiveness of the message content.  

6) Considering the operative aspect of BNM creation, the study showed that BNMs 

are not the responsibility of any single department or person within the insurance companies 

and telecommunications service providers I had contact with. Indeed, the process of creating 

such messages involves a complex collaboration and dynamic interaction of several 

departments (contexts) and sets of writers and nonwriters (in-house managers or sometimes 

customers), temporarily grouped in ad hoc, multidisciplinary, and cross-functional “BNM 

teams”, or categorised as “lone writers”, according to the degree of their actual involvement 

in the text or content production. In practice, the composition of BNM teams depends on the 

company’s organisational structure, the kind of expertise required from the participants, the 

subject of the BNM, and its type (critical or standardised cases). At the core of these 

temporary constellations of writers and nonwriters there are certain departments that are 

almost always involved (e.g., sales, marketing, CVM, CRM, legal and regulatory affairs), 

but their remaining make-up is fluid. The affinity to writing and the involvement of “career 

writers”, who write for a living, and “professionals who write”, who are communication 

practitioners, may also contribute to making the BNM team even more varied.  

 The study identified then as “lone” writers small-sized mobile-service providers and 

especially insurance brokers or agents who may use letter templates or assemble text 
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modules (text blocks) already used previously or formulated by the CC/MarCom 

department. However, the actor who mostly affects the BNM production process is an 

external one, the regulator, especially in the telecommunications industry.  

7) Another interesting theme generated during the analysis that is strongly related to 

the writers and nonwriters was that of the “document cycling” process, a specific type of 

collaborative writing, according to which (part of) writing at work is of a recursive nature. 

This means that the document production process is not linear but consists of a “number of 

activities, often resulting in different intermediate or accompanying products […] and of a 

number of cycles of review, negotiation and revision” (van der Geest 1996). Document 

cycling is known to be used frequently in wording technical documents; however, it 

appeared as one of the strategies most applied to produce BNM text content in the business 

settings considered. Given that so many actors are involved in the process, the study showed 

that applying this strategy to BNMs means that the text of BNMs is shaped through repeated 

stages of writing, review, editing, or comment, involving writers and nonwriters at different 

levels. This writing strategy was interesting for the study since it emphasises the changing 

nature and the dynamic conception of text (Linell 1998), and specifically the iterative 

character of the BNM writing. Furthermore, the study showed that there is no “one” BNM 

document cycling process even in the same company but rather a set of a few specific and 

recurring elements whose combination changes the development of the process along 

parameters such as length, duration, the actors involved, and the number of writing and 

revision cycles that have to be completed. The study proposed a few graphic versions of the 

process.  

8) It was also found that during the BNM document cycling production process, 

made up of a complex chain of intertwined stages of entextualisations and 

recontextualisations traceable through the trajectory followed by the text, each set of authors 

involved has a particular linguistic interest (e.g., using the technical content jargon, 

complying with the legal requirements and the corporate guidelines for communication and 

language, ensuring general language correctness and stylistic consistency, or providing clear 

information to customers) and a particular viewpoint on customer communication. This is 

confirmed by the fact that the various frameworks within which writers have to operate affect 

the effectiveness of the BNM content, since these authors all consider their own roles in the 

BNM production process and their linguistic approach to it differently. Indeed, the interplay 

of their different “voices”, which represent their different needs and expectations, come 
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together in the “polyvocal” (Bakhtin 1981; Linell 1998) BNM text that I imagined as a (text) 

“choir”, which, however, may sometimes be not perfectly in tune from a linguistic point of 

view. Indeed, when the internal authors participate in BNM groups, frameworks seem to be 

a constraint on reaching a final version (and so a harmonious text choir) because, when many 

colleagues work on the same text, “linguistic” tensions can emerge. However, when the 

internal authors “have the same overall objective – to advance or protect the interests of the 

company” (Baptista 2012: n.p.), they will be able to overcome the tensions through 

“linguistic” compromises – as I proposed to call them – at the “boundaries” established by 

the frameworks. This kind of linguistic compromise requires the implementation of various 

text production strategies (accepting or renegotiating changes proposed by others) adopted 

within the BNM team during the recursive document production process such as editing, 

reviewing, linguistic suggestions, clarification, insertion of citations etc. Although this may 

also be considered a form of quality control for the company, the study argued for 

considering the linguistic compromise as the main reason why the BNM choir sometimes 

sings jarringly. Therefore, the study suggested that the “linguistic” compromise may be one 

reason for the text being difficult to comprehend when customers, reading and so 

recontextualising it, perceive a kind of discordance in the (text) choir, but cannot find a 

reason for that, since the process beyond the production of BNMs is still underexplored. 

9) However, the compulsory insertion into BNMs of legally prescribed wordings is 

not subject to compromise. Indeed, the present study addressed, apparently for the first time 

in research about customer communication and writing at work, the unconventional type of 

relation between BNMs and some transactional texts produced and dictated by the regulator 

just for messages (mainly) about changes in the contractual conditions – very frequent BNMs 

– to existing customers, which may question the process of recontextualisation. This 

linguistic phenomenon, which I proposed to term compulsory insertion of (a part of) one text 

into another, apparently has been neither identified nor categorised yet – at least according 

to the literature reviewed for the present study.  

 The findings indicate that the compulsory insertion carries further considerable 

implications for the BNM text production process. The regulator does not just influence the 

BNM text production process but is confirmed as one of the key writers in the BNM text 

production process. Its intervention may compound the linguistic frictions especially 

between corporate legal/regulatory affairs and marketing CVM or CRM departments. 
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Finally, the (text) choir, already not perfectly harmonious, will be even more “out of tune”, 

when the external legal voice must be compulsorily introduced into it.  

10) The final part of the study analysed the theme “companies’ (un)awareness of the 

impact of the BNM text production process on the relationship to customers”. On the one 

hand, from the interviews carried out, it turned out that writing seems to be increasingly 

acknowledged as a key activity in the workplace. Thus, also due to the legal prescriptions, 

the awareness of how powerful the language used in customer communication can be, as 

well as of how simplifying this language can potentially bring significant benefits, is 

growing. However, although having launched some language comprehensibility projects and 

concrete initiatives, such as the introduction of corporate language guidelines and wording 

handbooks, the challenge of monitoring and evaluating the quality of the language over the 

long term remains considerable, especially in insurance companies. Generally, rethinking 

and working on the company’s customer communication seems to advance at different paces 

in the two sectors and in the three countries considered. Unfortunately, the language and 

ToV used in the post-sales touchpoint BNMs does not seem to be a matter of reflection, at 

least yet.  

9.2 Significance of the study  

The findings helped to answer RQ1 and RQ2 and break new ground by establishing some 

implications of the BNM production process and the actors involved in it for the text 

comprehensibility and so effectiveness of BNMs in terms of intended action on the part of 

the recipients (RQ3) in the sectors examined.  

They will be of potential interest to various groups. For researchers, they will hopefully 

provide inspiration for the necessary further qualitative research in other service sectors, as 

well as a basis for quantitative research into the validity of the results proposed.  

For professionals/practitioners, the findings can provide an overview allowing them to 

better understand how their various contributions are interconnected in the document cycling 

process and with which consequences. Moreover, insights into the BNM production process 

can benefit the authors of such messages by raising awareness of the implications of the 

writing activity for the post-sales customer relationship, given that traces of 

recontextualisations can inevitably be found in the final, compromise text. This is by its 

nature not fully acceptable to any of its authors and could prompt the realisation that the text 

may not be entirely acceptable to customers either just because of the possible resulting 
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ineffectiveness of its content. Thus, the findings may give an indication of how language use 

can affect not just comprehension of BNM negative factual content, but also the potential 

acceptance of, or resistance to that content during the costumer experience. Consequently, 

the findings may encourage increased awareness in company writers also of the prominent 

role played by language in general, although it is often assumed as an “invisible medium 

with no active role in the workplace and taken for granted” (Darics and Koller 2018: 2).  

For receivers, the findings offer the possibility to learn more about messages most of 

us common customers have direct experience of but whose unexpected text production 

complexity remains nonetheless often unknown. 

The findings may also have pedagogical implications informing, for example, (tertiary 

level) business communication syllabi with practical content.  

Finally, the thesis could have a further impact independent of its results: inspiring 

future business communication researchers who want to approach the ‘real’ world in a 

pragmatic way to make use of exploratory research and thematic analysis.  

9.3 Limitations of the study and recommendations for further research work  

The exploratory nature of the study determined by the little knowledge on the BNM text 

production process as well as the many challenges from qualitative research as applied in 

this study (see Sections 4 to 7) does not seem to allow completely conclusive results or their 

direct application to a broader context. 

A qualitative inquiry into service industries as the two considered, although offering 

valid (Section 7.3), valuable and original insights into the process, does not allow for 

qualitative generalisations, usually intended as “assertions of enduring value that are 

context-free” (Lincoln and Guba 2000: 27) [original italics]. Indeed, this understanding of 

generalisation seems to dispute the intent of qualitative research, which “is not to generalize 

findings to individuals, sites, or places outside of those under study. […] In fact, the value 

of qualitative research lies in the particular description and themes developed in context of 

a specific site” (Creswell 2009: 178). 

In the research field, the discussion about generalisability or external validity of the 

findings, i.e., to what extent “the findings of one study can be applied to other situations” 

(Merriam and Tisdell 2016: 253) has been lively (e.g., Lincoln and Guba 2000; Eisner 1998; 

Gray 2018) and is only possible here to report a few of the main contributions.  
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Lincoln and Guba (2000: 27), referring especially to case studies, underline, for 

example, how the “local conditions make it impossible to generalize” and claim that “if there 

is a ‘true’ generalisation, it is that there can be no generalisation.” However, in the words of 

Gray (2018: 183), who draws on Cronbach (1975), “at best, the results from individual cases 

allow us to build working hypotheses that can be tested in subsequent cases.” Thus, 

qualitative analysis should be considered more suggestive than conclusive and “rather than 

generalize, we can see if the findings from Context A can be transferred to Context B.” 

Patton (2012: 303) gives a further interesting input to the discussion, arguing for the use of 

the term “extrapolation” rather than generalisation, explained as the situation in which “one 

has gone beyond the narrow confines of the data to think about other applications of the 

findings. Extrapolations are modest speculations on the likely applicability of findings to 

other situations under similar, but not identical, conditions.” 

Drawing on what was reported above, I would suggest considering the present study 

as suggestive for further research and encouraging for other researchers to “extrapolate” 

(Patton 2012) from it. Similar but not identical conditions could be explored in other sectors 

and further tools of data gathering during the fieldwork and data analysis might be applied 

(see below). It has to be noted, however, as reported in Section 6.1.2.3 about the ethical 

concerns when conducting qualitative research and especially interviews, that possibly 

interesting data for other researchers from the present study cannot be disclosed in full 

(Appendix 11.1).  

 

The sectors  

Originally, the aim of the study was to investigate the BNM text production process in three 

service industries: insurance, telecommunications, and banking. However, as mentioned in 

Section 5.1.1 about gaining access to the business settings of interest, despite the great 

struggle to obtain any kind of response from the banks contacted at the beginning of the 

research project, this sector had to be dismissed.  

Further research could usefully explore if document cycling is applied to the 

production of BNMs also in other companies of the private sector from which customers 

usually receive bad news, in order to determine possible similarities or differences and the 

reasons for that. Moreover, it would be interesting to find out if also in the public sector 

utility companies compose their BNMs within similar conditions and constraints like those 

analysed in the present study and to address, for example, the following questions: What 
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position do utility companies give to BNMs in their customer communication? Are they 

aware of the potentiality of BNMs as relationship communications? Do they identify BNMs 

as post-sales touchpoints?  

 

The fieldwork 

In the present study, a few constraints limited the fieldwork and, in this way, partially 

affected the application of the research tools to data collection. For example, especially 

during the ER, participant observation and prolonged investigation were not possible for 

different reasons that have been described in detail in Section 5.3. As a consequence, 

qualitative techniques to gather data were limited to unstructured and semi-structured 

interviews, as email exchange with the interlocutors, discussions with communication 

science experts, analysis of primary (text) data (e.g., unmanipulated BNMs) and (field) notes 

as well as document analysis.  

Further research should be undertaken to analyse other aspect of the interactions 

among the writers and nonwriters involved in the BNM text production process, approaching 

the data collection from an even more qualitative perspective, conducting, as previously said, 

participant observation and/or, for example, recording the spoken interactions among the 

BNM team as well as using other methods of analysing qualitative data, such as conversation 

analysis.  

9.4 My stance as a researcher in corporate settings  

Thinking of myself as a researcher, I consider myself a privileged person at the interface 

between two working worlds, the academic and the non-academic. Because of my working 

experience, I know both of them well and for the first time, through the present study, I had 

the opportunity to bring them together.  

To successfully study an organisation (or in my case an organisational process), Weiss 

(1995: 19) recommends to be perceived as a discreet presence with a talent for sensitivity 

and tact, but also persistent and self-confident. Following this, I entered the companies “on 

the tip of my toes” never taking their collaboration for granted. I felt myself as a “guest”, 

who needs information and documents to carry out the study and who is grateful to the 

organisation for offering the opportunity to come in contact with them (Section 6). 

On the other hand, there is a general trend in the literature to consider researchers who 

collaborate with companies as “optimisers” of the phenomena they are investigating. Vine, 
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for example, claims that research on the workplace has implications for workplaces, too, 

especially regarding the findings, when workplaces have been involved in the research. She 

argues that “giving feedback to workplaces where data have been collected should be an 

essential component of the research process. She further suggests doing that “[either 

through] an appreciative inquiry approach of the researcher [that highlights] things that 

people are doing well, […] [or through] a critical approach [that highlights] problems” 

(2020: 258).  

These considerations may be convenient when companies the researcher works with 

explicitly ask for feedback or support in finding solutions for difficult situations they 

consider critical at that moment. However, in my opinion, researchers should not give 

suggestions for improvement to the companies, if not asked for. I would try to make my idea 

clear. The companies I collaborated with were “involved” in my research project through 

their willingness to support it. In addition, most of them have shown great interest in the 

findings of my study and asked to be informed about its progress. They agreed that the 

findings can give a new slant to and food for thought on the BNM text production process, 

for example, offering another point of view on mechanisms of the process often taken for 

granted by those involved in it.  

However, giving suggestions for a possible revision of the process was not the aim of 

the present research project. During the study, I acted as a researcher and not as a consultant 

(e.g., for language, collaborative writing or customer communication). In this case, the 

relationship with the companies would have been of a different nature and the conditions of 

the collaboration would have been explicitly declared from the beginning of the partnership, 

especially regarding company expectations and needs. 

To sum up, it was I that needed the support of the companies but the opposite was not 

necessarily true. The general aim of the study was knowledge production. I analysed and 

described “how is it” and not “how it should be better”.  
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11 Appendix  

11.1 Quantitative overview of the examined data corpus and of the interlocutors  

As mentioned in Sections 5.1.2 and 6.1.2.3, ethical conduct is required when gathering data 

(sometimes of a sensitive nature) or having contact with people for research aims.  

During the present study best practices like giving informed consent to the participants 

were followed and principles such as anonymity, confidentiality, and privacy were applied 

during the entire research process as well as accuracy and honesty when handling the data.  

- Because of the many confidentiality agreements, I subscribed to during the fieldwork 

for the present study, I committed myself not to mention or reveal the company name 

or the sources of the real written data received, nor the names of the people I talked 

with.  

- No information allows to trace back or deductively identify the organisation, or allow 

conclusions to be drawn about the company, its staff or specific products. 

- Participants in the present research were only mentioned with the name of their 

position in the company or with pseudonyms.  

- Usually, the company itself removed personal data and confidential information about 

addressees of the real BNMs provided.  

- All data were only used in aggregated form and under conditions of anonymity and/or 

pseudonymisation and just for research purposes.  

- The transcripts of the interviews were available to the supervisor and the examiner but 

could not be published in full for reasons of confidentiality.  

However, the following tables give a quantitative overview of the examined data 

corpus and of the interlocutors I interviewed during the study.  
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Telecommuni- 
cations service 

providers 

Insurance 
companies Others Total Reference 

section(s) 

Companies that agreed to 
collaborate 8 9 - 17 

5.1.1.; 
6.1.2.4; 
6.2 

BNM texts made available 
by the companies  57 42 - 97 5.3; 6.3 

Complete BNM 
comprehensibility project 1 - - 1 8.1.2.3 

Wording handbooks 
provided 3 (A and G) 5 (A and G) - 8 2.4.2; 

8.3.3.4 
Follow-up explanations 
and recap emails   about 310 6.2; 7.3 

My own notebook (field 
notes)  1 6.3; 7.2.2.2 

Conversations  

50 
of varying length 
one-shot or  
more multiple sessions interviews 

About 18 h of 
recorded data. 
Recording was 
not always 
allowed, the real 
talks took 
altogether about 
25 h 

6.2 

Different speakers  12* 15** 8*** 35 5.1.1.; 6.2  
Table 25: Quantitative overview of the examined data corpus.  

*Telecommunications service providers **Insurance companies 
- Corporate lawyer (1)  
- Corporate wording manager (1)  
- Co-founder and general manager (1)  
- General manager (2)  
- Head group customer service (1) 
- Manager CVM (1) 
- Regulatory affairs expert (1) 
- Manager CRM & quality assurance (member of 

the CC/MarCom staff) (1)  
- Senior customer relations manager (1)  
- Senior marketing manager / customer loyalty, 

comms strategy & digitalization / CRM & 
telemarketing (2)  

- Actuary (2)  
- Corporate communication & CR, HR& company 

development (1)  
- Insurance broker (1)  
- Group customer experience manager (1)  
- Head and assistant corporate communication (2) 
- Head market research (1) 
- Head marketing (1)  
- Head product marketing team/customer and market 

management (1) 
- Manager Net Promotor Score and plain language (1)  
- NPS manager, IT (1)  
- Ombudsmanship (1) 
- Risk manager (1)  
- Wording manager /market management / branding 

and digital marketing (1)  

*** External interlocutors  

- Expert in corporate identity (1) 
- Expert in language comprehensibility (university professor) (1) 
- Senior technical communicator (technical editor), communication agency, Italy (1) 
- Senior writer/editor, communication agency, Austria (3) 
- Plain Language Europe (PLE) founder, communication agency, Netherlands (1) 
- Legal expert, Head legal department, Austrian Regulatory Authority for Broadcasting and 

Telecommunications (1)  
Table 26: Different speakers interviewed during the study.  
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11.2 Real examples 

11.2.1 Pre-formulated letters and text modules recommended for the daily-business 

correspondence 

Footnote 147 
 
We are sorry that, drawing on the documents available, we cannot find a way to accept the application 
for health care. Since your health data will be treated confidentially, we ask for your understanding 
if for data protection reasons we are not allowed to provide your caretaker with any information (Real 
example of pre-formulated letter text used in health line of insurance, Austrian insurance company, 
provided in August 2020).  
 

Footnote 149 

In this case there is no insurance cover because you made a call while driving without a hands-free 
system. This is considered grossly negligent. In this case, the prerequisites for an insurance benefit 
are missing (Real example of pre-formulated text modules recommended for the daily-business 
occasion “claim rejection”, Austrian insurance company, provided in September 2018). 
 
Thank you for your precise description of the damage. We have checked your information and 
unfortunately found that you did not pay the premium on time. Therefore, there was no insurance 
cover and we cannot compensate for this damage. (Real example of pre-formulated text modules 
recommended for the daily-business occasion “claim rejection”, Austrian insurance company, 
provided in June 2018). 
 
We hope that with our service we were at least able to alleviate the financial worries after your 
accident. Unfortunately, we can no longer continue this contract. Because of the increased benefit 
charge, we are therefore terminating this insurance contract in due time [on date], as agreed in the 
conditions. Your insurance cover ends at [time] on this day. (Real example of pre-formulated text 
modules recommended for the daily-business occasion “contract termination”, Austrian insurance 
company, provided in September 2018).  
 
Unfortunately, we have not received the agreed instalment payment for the month [xx]. Anyone can 
miss a payment date once in a while. So that we do not have to make the total amount due, please 
transfer [xx] euros to our account [number] by [date]. Thank you. (Real example of pre-formulated 
text modules for the daily-business occasion “reminder”, Austrian insurance company, provided in 
September 2018). 
 
You have not paid your insurance money [premium] after the reminder. Please note that as a 
consequence you have no insurance cover now (according to Section 39(2) of the Insurance Act). 
(Real example of pre-formulated text modules recommended for the daily-business occasion 
“premium not paid”, Austrian insurance company, provided in June 2018). 
 
We are sorry that, drawing on the documents available, we cannot find a way to accept the application 
for health care. Since your health data will be treated confidentially, we ask for your understanding 
if for data protection reasons we are not allowed to provide your caretaker with any information (Real 
example of pre-formulated letter text used in health line of insurance, Austrian insurance company, 
provided in August 2020). 
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