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Background 
Trust as a valuable business asset 
•  How do companies discursively build, maintain and repair 

stakeholders’ trust? 

The role of multimodal metaphors 



Background 
Trust as a valuable business asset 
•  Trust is a strategic relational asset for a company (Barney and 

Hansen, 1994; García-Marzá, 2005; Ingenhoff and Sommer, 2010; Pirson and 
Malhotra, 2011, Poppo and Schepker, 2010, Ryan and Buchholtz, 2001)  

–  higher investor confidence and easier access to capital 
–  higher employee commitment and customer satisfaction  
–  fewer regulatory burdens, more autonomy and freedom of action  
–  social legitimacy 



Background 
Trust and trustworthiness 

•  Trust involves risk and vulnerability (Caldwell and Clapham, 2003, 
Gambetta, 1988, Hardin, 2006, Mayer et al., 1995, Möllering, 2006)  

•  When we trust others we rely on our subjective assessments of 
their trustworthiness (Hardin, 2002, 2006; Gambetta, 1988; Mayer et al., 
1995)  

 



Background 
Trust and trustworthiness 

How are these facets of trustworthiness communicated via 
multimodal metaphors? 

•  ‘Facets’ of trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995)  

1.  ability 
2.  integrity 
3.  benevolence  

 



Background 
Multimodal metaphor 
•  Multimodal metaphors: metaphors whose target and source are 

each represented exclusively or predominantly in different 
modes (Forceville, 2009: 24) 

–  targets and/or sources can be cued in more than one mode 
simultaneously  

 



Background 
Multimodal metaphor 
•  An example of multimodal (written language + static images) 

metaphor (Caballero, 2009: 84) 



Data 
•  Video 1 

–  “Nestlé: 2013 in 3 minutes” 
–  Creator: Nestlé, a Swiss multinational food and beverage company  
–  Genre: summary business report - highlights 
–  Primary intended audience: company members + business partners 
 
 

•  Video 2 
–  “Fight for life” 
–  Creator: Novartis, a Swiss multinational pharmaceutical company 
–  Genre: mission statement 
–  Primary intended audience: all stakeholders (general audience) 



















Discussion 
Video 1: Nestlé 

•  Two main multimodal metaphors used: COMPANIES ARE 
LIVING ORGANISMS and GOOD IS UP 
–  both are highly conventionalized metaphors 

•  These metaphors highlight Nestlé’s ability 
–  they frame the interpretation of the data reported and promote a 

positive assessment of the company’s performance 
•  The metaphors have a persuasive function 

–  they highlight the company’s ability and competence 
–  they entail an idea of continuous improvement as ‘the natural 

order of things’, fostering optimism about Nestlé’s future 



Discussion 
Video 1: Novartis [1] 

•  Two main metaphors used: THE BODY IS THE WORLD 
(multimodal) and MEDICAL RESEARCH IS WAR (monomodal 
spoken) 
–  the BODY IS THE WORLD metaphor is better described in terms of 

a blended space (Fauconnier and Turner 2002), as elements of 
both source (THE WORLD) and target (THE BODY) domains are 
merged together into a hybrid fictional landscape 

•  These metaphors highlight Novartis’ benevolence 
–  Novartis does what it does, i.e. producing and selling medicines, 

because it cares about people, beyond profit-making motives 
–  the metaphors contribute to constructing a narrative of the 

company as a ‘heroic defender of human kind’ 



Discussion 
Video 1: Novartis [2] 

•  The metaphors perform a persuasive function 
–  they appeal to the viewer’s emotions, e.g. astonishment and fear 
–  they construe the body as a highly complex and fragile 

ecosystem, which requires ‘expert care’ 
•  the viewer should trust Novartis, because Novartis cares about them 
•  the viewer can be carefree, just like a kid 



Conclusions 
•  Initial exploration of companies’ trust-building visual rhetoric 

–  multimodal metaphors are important trust-building devices  
•  corporate discourse is increasingly multimodal 

–  Mayer et al.’s (1995) trustworthiness model provides a useful 
heuristic to interpret and deconstruct corporate messages 

•  Methodological challenges 
–  should the sub-metaphors (e.g. growing tree leaves, the brain as 

a storm) be accounted for as separate, independent metaphors? 
–  naming the sub-metaphors is often difficult and arbitrary  



Thanks for listening! 
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