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The central  focus of  this dissertation project  rests  on a  register  study 1 of  an emergent type of 

professional discourse: the corporate blog. A phenomenon that has only appeared in the course of 

the last two years, corporate or enterprise blogging is the use of blogs by business professionals to  

further organizational goals2. Corporate blogs serve a variety of purposes – they are used both for 

extra-organizational (marketing, public relations, customer relationship management, recruiting) 

and intra-organizational  communication (internal  management,  expert  blogging) as  well  as  for 

other issues pertinent to large organizations, e.g. knowledge management.

My research approaches the object of study from two different directions. In the first part of my 

thesis, I will seek to describe corporate blogs empirically via a text-typographic corpus study3. My 

assumption is that systematically collecting and heuristically assessing textual data will contribute 

to  a  larger  picture  of  this  evolving genre.  Core-linguistic  aspects  of  corporate  blogs,  especially 

lexical,  morphosyntactic and discursive-interactional characteristics will  be at the center of this 

part of the investigation. My goal is to conduct both a qualitative evaluation of individual texts and  

specific linguistic constructions in them and to approach the corpus data holistically, using scalar  

statistical  measures such as lexical  density4,  f-score5 and propositional idea density6,  as well  as 

degree  of  dimensional  variation7.  I  will  attempt  to  evaluate  the  usefulness  of  inductive  (data-

1 I use both the terms register and register study with the meaning assigned to them by Biber and Finegan 
(1994), who lament that “the analysis of genre, register and stylistics is seen as relating to written varietes 
and as based on literary and rhetorical interests rather than linguistic ones”. This view in the discipline,  
paired with a noticeable neglect of written material that is still partly common in many areas, has lead to a  
relatively  low volume of publications on the topic of (written) registers, at least outside of the domain of 
historical linguistics. The field thus appears fragmented between (computer-mediated) discourse analysis,  
traditional stylistics, ethnographic and rhetorical approaches and pragmatics (where the focus – similar  
to sociolinguistics – seems to be largely on synchronous communication, e.g. chat and instant messaging).

2 cf. Weil (2006).
3 With this approach I follow Biber's (1992) suggestion of a macroscopic analysis of a written genre.
4 cf. Stubbs (1996).
5 cf. Heylighen and Dewaele (2002).
6 As implemented by Brown et al (2007).
7 Following Biber (1992), but with a restricted set of features.
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driven)  methods in  this context8 and use  data  from reference corpora  to  contrastively  analyze 

corporate blogs in relation to other text types, both along the domain and modal axes9.

Proceeding from this empirical and largely quantitative view on the text type, I will then switch to  

an assessment of the corporate blog as a domain-specific genre or register, that is, to the contextual 

metastructure framing the process in which individual textual instantiations are produced. While 

the first  part  uses only  the linguistic  data  itself  as  evidence (and is thus purely empirical)  the 

second integrates meta-discursive observations from the speech community10, as well as the highly 

significant technological situatedness of blogs into the description. By adding the pragmatic and 

sociotechnical dimensions to the picture, I will seek to explain the emergence of corporate blogs 

plausibly as more than just an inevitable technological development, but instead as the result of a 

shift  from  one-to-N-oriented,  unidirectional  broadcasting  to  a  communicative  paradigm  more 

similar to immediate interpersonal communication. I will illustrate that corporate blogs are seen by  

their  proponents  as  a  means  of  overcoming  a  looming  communicative  crisis  threatening 

institutions because of their static and highly conventionalized genre practices, which often seem 

opaque, construed and manipulative to outsiders.

A central point of reference in both parts of the investigation will be the strategic, expressive and 

discursive creativity of the individual blogger, the stylistic variability that results from it, and how 

this  degree of  individual  freedom of  expression  can  be  aligned with organizational  goals.  The 

question  of  whether  stylistic  heterogeneity  must  always  be  the  passing  characteristic  of  an 

emerging genre or whether it can be its core constituent will be reviewed. Furthermore, questions 

such  as  the  relevance  of  authorial  authenticity  and reliability  will  be  discussed  in  the  light  of 

deceptive practices such as ghostblogging and flogging, which are considered moral transgressions 

by many non-corporate bloggers.

Because it is devised as a systematic study of both textual instantiations (text typology) and of the 

socio-cognitive frame in which they produced (register/genre),  this  work must take theoretical 

models  and  approaches  from  multiple  areas  of  linguistics  and  from  entirely  other  fields  into 

account.

My conception of genre as functionally underdetermined closely follows Swales, who describes a 

genre as “a class of communicative events [...] with a shared communicative purpose” (1990). In 

the same vein Bazerman speaks of typified texts and remarks that “by using [them] we are able to 

8 The context here is the notable contrast in how different disciplines approach the concept of genre. Many  
researchers involved in computational linguistics and computer science have a utilitarian concept of  
genre, regarding it as a system for the labeling of text in clearly delineated categories which are primarily  
formally defined. In contrast to this, rhetorics and other theory-minded fields seem to have largely  
abandoned form and instead see the functional dimension of a genre as the constitutive element.

9 That is, a comparison of corporate blogs both with other types of corporate discourse (memo, mission 
statement, press release) and with other types of blogs (political, personal).

10 In the tradition of an ethnographic study of a domain-specific variety, such as those conducted by Smart  
(2006) and Artemeva & Freedman (2001).



advance our own interests” (1994) - something certainly very closely aligned with the goal-oriented 

corporate mindset. The conductive role of genres in social interactions is equally stressed by Miller 

(1984) and later applied specifically to blogs (Miller and Shepard 2004). Work in the ethnographic 

tradition of genre research especially in the domain of professional communication is exemplified 

by Artemeva (2005) and Smart (2006) and based on prior theoretical exploration, especially by 

Bhatia  (1993)  and  Berkenkotter  and  Huckin  (1995).  Important  contribution  from  the  field  of 

research into genres of computer-mediated communication and specifically blogging come from 

Herring  et  al  (2004,  2005)  who  draw  on  previous  work  in  CMC  genre  analysis  (Yates  and 

Orlikowski  1992,  Orlikowski  and  Yates  1994),  as  well  as  from  Efimova  and  de  Moor  (2005),  

Anjewierden  and  Efimova  (2006),  Efimova  and  Grudin  (2007)  and  Schmidt  (2007).  The 

approaches used in these studies propagate a holistic view of blog research, not limiting themselves 

to  linguistic  features,  but  also  investigating  aspects  such  as  network  structure  and  blogger 

motivation. Works with a strong applied and computational focus also investigate blogs, analyzing 

large amounts of language data in the context of automated genre classification (Santini 2004, 

2005), authorship attribution (Stamatatos et al. 2000, 2001; Koppel et al. 2003), age (Schler et al. 

2006) gender (Koppel et al. 2002) and personality (Nowson et al. 2005). In many of these studies 

feature sets such as  that  developed by Biber are devised11 and then used to test a data set for 

statistically  salient patterns such as lexeme frequencies, part-of-speech frequencies and n-gram 

frequencies. The theoretical considerations of rhetorics and traditional genre studies seem furthest 

away from these approaches, which share a largely utilitarian outlook on genre.

To summarize, my goal will be to integrate these diverse approaches into a complete register study 

to the extent possible, because all of them have something to offer from the point of view of the 

researcher. I am guided by the realization that a text is more than a sequence of words and that a  

genre  is  in  turn  more  than  the  sum  of  its  collected  instantiations,  while  at  the  same  time  

recognizing  that  the  systematic  study  of  variation  among  texts  using  statistical  measures  has 

opened a completely new avenue into linguistic investigation.
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