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Abstract 
Based on the upper echelons theory, previous literature has suggested that CEO's personal characteristics 
influence firms’ internationalization. However, most research investigates the static traits such as age, 
education, overseas background, etc. Since CEO's communication skills exert influence on the firm as well, 
communication may also be of significance in the process of firm internationalization. We proposed that three 
CEO rhetoric strategies affect firm internationalization by persuading employees to recognize the international 
purpose and contribute to it jointly. Using the data of CEO rhetorical strategies and the level of 
internationalization of 118 Chinese listed firms, we tested the influence of CEO rhetoric strategy on firms’ 
internationalization. The results show that two CEO rhetoric strategies – Ethos and Pathos – affect firm 
internationalization positively. The findings reveal that proper strategy of CEO communication is important for 
the execution of firms’ internationalization. 
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Introduction 
The internationalization of firms means that the 
firms conduct business activities across national 
borders (Tihanyi, L., Ellstrand, A. E., Daily, C. M., 
& Dalton, D. R., 2000), which belongs to the 
strategy of firm regional diversification. 
International operations can reduce the volatility of 
business risks and returns (Kim, W. C., Hwang, P., 
& Burgers, W. P., 1993; Tallman & Li, 1996), 
bring organizations a competitive advantage 
(Dunning, 1993), and bring more opportunities for 
firm growth (Wolf, 1977). Because the strategic 
decision and execution of the firm are mainly 

affected by CEOs (Haynes & Hillman, 2010), 
extant research from upper echelons theory on 
corporate internationalization strategies mostly 
involves the relationship between the CEOs' 
personal traits and corporate internationalization 
strategy, and rarely studies how CEOs can 
effectively persuade employees to participate in the 
process of corporate internationalization. 

In order to fill this gap, this research looks 
innovatively at how CEOs influence the 
implementation of corporate internationalization 
strategies, that is, how to use rhetoric to persuade 
internal and external stakeholders to seek 
internationalization jointly and take part in 



 

 

Qiuyue Shao et al.         CEO rhetorical strategies and firms’ internationalization: a communication perspective 5 

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT, Vol. 27 (2022), No. 2, pp. 004-016 

international operations. This article will focus on 
the internal communication of firms, that is, 
whether the CEOs’ rhetorical strategies can 
motivate the internationalization by popularizing 
the management vision to all levels of the firm, and 
eventually encourage stakeholders to work 
together towards a firm's internationalization goal. 

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate that 
CEOs using rhetorical strategies aimed at 
persuading employees to participate in 
international business activities could effectively 
accelerate the internationalization of firms. While 
the relevance and rationale of CEO communication 
and positioning is prevalent in academic and 
professional literature (Bendisch, F., Larsen, G., & 
Trueman, M., 2013; Fanelli & Misangyi, 2006; 
Men, 2012; Sohn, Y. Y., Weaver Lariscy, R., & 
Tinkham, S. F., 2009; Wæraas, 2010), CEOs are 
expected to use narrative strategies and influential 
rhetoric (Grafström & Falkman Lena, 2017). They 
use strategic communication and public relations 
as a professional practice to manage 
communication activities and relationships 
between organizations and their stakeholders 
(Hallahan, K., Holtzhausen, D., van Ruler, B., 
Verčič, D., & Sriramesh, K., 2007; Verčič & 
Grunig, 2000). Rhetorical strategies have gradually 
entered the field of management and become part 
of leadership practice and research. Different 
rhetorical strategies will affect employees' work 
participation to varying degrees (Liu, C., Chen, S., 
& Shao, Q., 2019), and then affect the international 
operation results of firms (Braet, 1992). In order to 
investigate the influence of rhetorical strategies by 
CEOs, we have proposed three hypotheses about 
the three rhetorical techniques, which come from 
Aristotle's classification of rhetorical methods: 
ethos, pathos, and logos. Through text analysis 
methods applied to annual reports of listed 
manufacturing firms, we will ascertain which of 
these three rhetorical techniques were used. We set 
up a multiple regression model to test whether the 
use of CEO rhetoric really affects the improvement 
of the inter-nationalization of the firm. 

1. Theory and hypotheses 
Regarding the internationalization of firms, Wind, 
Douglas and Perlmutter, (1973) consider it to be a 
process in which a specific attitude or tendency is 
closely related to the gradual growth of the 
implementation of internationalization. There are 
also some scholars who define the 
internationalization of firms as an increasingly 
coherent and orderly process of 

internationalization participation (Bilkey & Tesar, 
1977). Some research incorporates the awareness 
of internationalization of firms into the scope of the 
definition, pointing out that internationalization 
refers to the process by which firms gradually 
attach importance to the influence of future 
internationalization activities (Beamish, P. W., 
Morrison, A. J., & Rosenzweig, P. M., 1997). In 
addition, dynamics and time elements cannot be 
ignored in the definition of internationalization. 
Internationalization describes a time-dependent 
process and can therefore be summarized as an 
evolving law (Jones & Coviello, 2005). 

The motivation of firm internationalization is 
also the starting point of theoretical research on 
internationalization. Regarding why firms should 
be internationalized, Dunning's theory of corporate 
mergers proposes an "eclectic paradigm" for 
international production, that is, when a firm has 
three advantages at the same time: ownership 
advantages, internalization advantages, and 
internationalization advantages, direct foreign 
investment behavior will occur. Hymer (1976) 
believes that the monopoly advantages of home 
country firms over similar firms in the host country 
are the motivation for firms to invest overseas. The 
product cycle theory proposed by Vernon (1966) 
believes that the place of production depends on 
different stages of the product life cycle. Aliber 
(1970) pointed out that the motivation for firms to 
engage in overseas investment lies in the 
differences in capitalization rates in different 
countries and focuses on analyzing the impact of 
macroeconomic variables, such as currency, on 
overseas investment. The above theories are based 
on the methods of multinational firms in developed 
countries and have become mainstream theories of 
international research. Wells (1968) is 
representative in terms of the research on the 
results of firm internationalization in developing 
countries. He proposed that protecting export 
markets is the most important motivation for 
manufacturing firms in developing countries to 
invest abroad. 

Internationalization strategy is considered to be 
a vital strategy for a firm (Hitt, M. A., Hoskisson, 
R. E., & Ireland, R. D., 1994). It drives information 
needs and distributes information for competitive 
analysis, resource allocation, and strategic 
management (Zahra, S. A., Neubaum, D. O., & El–
Hagrassey, G. M., 2002). Regarding the 
influencing factors of the internationalization 
strategy, the existing research has been conducted 
around the following four dimensions: firm level, 
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industry level, transaction-specific level and 
institutional background. Among them, one of the 
focuses of firm-level research is the impact of 
corporate management. Upper Echelons theory 
(Hambrick & Mason, 1984) holds that strategic 
choice is a complex decision in that it is the result 
of the interaction of multiple behavioral factors and 
reflects the characteristics of decision makers' 
cognitive tendencies, values, and knowledge 
reserves. Only in recent decades has the discussion 
of the effects of top management team composition 
been extended to the context of MNCs and firm 
internationalization (Herrmann & Datta, 2005). At 
present, a large number of empirical studies on 
corporate internationalization have shown that top 
managers play an extremely important role in 
corporate internationalization strategies (Beckman 
& Burton, 2008; Herrmann & Datta, 2005; Hitt et 
al., 1994; McKiernan, 1992). Most of the research 
on the level of internationalization in China 
focuses on factors of the CEO such as salary, age, 
tenure and education level (Jaw & Lin, 2009), 
confirming that the personal characteristics of 
CEOs affect the strategic decision-making of 
internationalization.  

Further, Bartlett and Ghoshal (2002) have 
proposed that the most successful firms are those 
who are able to develop a common understanding 
of a clear and consistent corporate vision. The 
understanding and acceptance of vision can 
function as a global glue (Den Hartog & Verburg, 
1997) to result in incremental appreciation and 
commitment from individual managers. In fact, the 
quality of strategy made by top management teams 
will be strengthened if they pay attention to the 
interaction process, such as communication with 
middle managers, first-line managers and staff, 
improving their enthusiasm (Liu, X. H., GE, Y. H., 
& Wang, Q., 2014). Although it is accepted that 
communication of vision and leader rhetoric are 
important, there is lack of explanation about why 
leader rhetoric is related to speech charisma in 
terms of producing strong emotional and 
motivational effects on followers (Shamir, B., 
Arthur, M. B., & House, R. J., 1994). This article 
attempts to classify the rhetorical strategies taken 
advantage of by CEOs and study the impact of 
CEO rhetoric on the internationalization of firms.  

To specify the definition and usage of the word 
‘rhetoric’, we refer to Aristotle’s work on rhetoric. 
In ancient Greece, Aristotle defined rhetoric as the 
ability to find viable ways of persuasion in each 
case (Cope, 1877), emphasizing rhetoric as an 
ability to present arguments. In addition, Aristotle 

categorized the rhetorical strategies into three 
types: Ethos, Pathos, and Logos. Ethos is showing 
the audience character, affecting the audience with 
wisdom and virtues, making them believe in the 
speaker and accept his point of view. Pathos is 
realized through the persuader’s control over the 
emotions of the audience. Logos convinces the 
audience through rational or logical reasoning. 

On the one hand, rhetoric, as a symbolic method 
rooted in the essential function of language, 
essentially induces people's cooperative behavior. 
It concentrates on bringing a persuasive and 
influential side to the discourse of leaders. On the 
other hand, CEOs play an important part in creating 
and dispersing organizational values and visions to 
organization members and the external 
environment. Their speeches within and outside 
the firm are important to motivate others and gain 
support for their vision (Den Hartog & Verburg, 
1997). On the basis of the perspectives above, we 
wonder whether a CEO's rhetorical strategy affects 
the degree of internationalization. What is the 
mechanism of rhetoric’s effect on the 
internationalization?  

1.1. Credibility appeals: ethos strategy 
The rhetorical definition of ethos refers to an image 
the speaker projects to the audience (Kallendorf & 
Kallendorf, 1985). In line with Aristotle, a speaker 
communicates a credible ethos to the audience 
when he shows the audience his intelligence, 
upright character and goodwill (Cooper, 1935). 
Kennedy (2007) pointed out that ethos, as a way of 
persuasion, refers to the trustworthy qualities that 
the speaker deliberately shows in their speech. 
Based on the above research, Halloran (1982) 
concluded our understanding of ethos, including 
authority, good character and reputation. 
Therefore, although Aristotle's ethos strategy has a 
different interpretation in following rhetorical 
research, it still does not deviate from the three 
basic elements proposed by Aristotle: wisdom, 
virtue, and goodwill. 

Empirical investigations suggests that ethos 
creates trust, which contributes to credibility and 
higher performance among the audience. Ethos 
strategy is in action when the message conveyed by 
a speaker functions as the medium through which 
his personality activates the dominant response of 
value (Rosenthal, 1966). In other words, speakers 
want their audience to have a positive impression 
of them in order to motivate the audience or readers 
to trust what they say, agree with them and, 
ultimately, cooperate with them (Kallendorf & 
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Kallendorf, 1985). During this process, 
intelligence and credibility count. Burtt and 
Falkenberg (1941) found that expert opinions have 
more significant influence than the majority views. 
It has been discovered that, when the speaker holds 
a higher status than others, his cloze test scores will 
be somewhat higher (Harms, 1961). It means that 
the impact of ethos strategy, which shows 
intelligence, wisdom and upright character, is 
meaningful for credibility creation. Further, ethos 
is essential for elevating performance. Previous 
research found that rhetoric of personal suggestion 
is capable of affecting performance in kinds of 
perceptual and psychomotor assignments (Aveling 
& Hargreaves, 1921).  

Moreover, it is important to note that a leader’s 
personal ethos promotes organizational vision 
(Yoeli & Berkovich, 2010) that pushes the 
organization to have a greater chance of success in 
the long term (Larwood, L., Falbe, C. M., Kriger, 
M. P., & Miesing, P., 1995). A leader’s ethos 
mirrors his values and beliefs, which are a key to 
understanding his personal vision (Chance, 1992). 
The description of a leader’s vision is regarded as 
the springboard to create change in organizations 
(Awamleh & Gardner, 1999). It functions as a 
motivation for effort towards the future described 
in the vision (Berson, Y., Shamir, B., Avolio, B. J., 
& Popper, M., 2001). In particular, empirical 
research demonstrated that a CEO’s vision and 
endeavor strongly matters for international path 
and expansion (Gentile ‐ Lüdecke, S., 
Halaszovich, T., & Lundan, S., 2019). Since 
scholars assume that a leader’s vision is conveyed 
and strengthened by his ethos (Caza, A., Barker, B. 
A., & Cameron, K. S., 2004), we suggest, 
employees should be persuaded by CEO ethos 
strategy to be convinced of internationalization and 
joint efforts will be devoted to achieving a firm's 
goal of international growth. Therefore, we 
propose that: 

H1: CEO ethos strategy is positively related to 
firm internationalization. 

1.2. Affective appeals: pathos strategy 
Pathos is a mood of a speech which puts the 
audience into a certain habit of mind (Braet, 1992), 
from which we derive both the English words 
‘passion’ and ‘passive’ (Konstan, 2006). For 
arousing these emotions, Aristotle posited three 
sides of rules for us: the condition of audience’s 
emotions, the persons about whom one feels 
emotions and the motive (Gerson, 1999).  

Emotions can undoubtedly influence 

stakeholders’ decision-making (Schwarz, 2000). 
Existing research demonstrated that moral 
emotions are essential to human decisions 
(Callahan, 1988) for which Waddell (1990) called 
for greater acceptance of the legitimacy of 
emotion. In political psychology, it has been 
supported by dual-process models that automatic 
process is one of the paths for individuals to form 
an opinion (Lieberman, 2007), and the automatic 
process constitutes an emotional foundation for 
decision-making (Haidt, 2007).  

Bagozzi, Gopinath, and Nyer (1999) not only 
argue that emotional valence affects decision-
making, but also, in a step further, that the more 
intense the anticipated emotions, the more people 
were encouraged to achieve the success and avoid 
potential failure. Leaders who appropriately 
employ emotions to communicate, or who testify 
better awareness of their own emotions and those 
of others, perform at a higher level (Goleman, 
1998). Similarly, leadership scholars also posited 
that leaders’ expression of their emotions is one of 
the mainly productivity-relevant methods to affect 
performance (Humphrey, 2002). When followers 
observe and experience the emotional expression 
of a leader, they may be emotionally influenced 
through emotional contagion (Hatfield, E., Rapson, 
R. L., & Le, Y.-C. L.,- 2011). It has been shown 
that the potential mechanism through which CEO’s 
emotional display may influence employees’ 
action is through the attributions and expectations 
implicated by CEO’s expressed emotion (Wang & 
Seibert, 2015). In the study into rhetoric of 
international business leaders, Hartog (1997) also 
emphasized the emotional effects on followers that 
CEO speeches should have. 

In sum, pathos strategy, which aims to create 
emotions and passions among stakeholders, is vital 
for firm internationalization performance. 
Therefore, we propose that: 

H2: CEO pathos strategy is positively related to 
firm internationalization. 

1.3. Rational appeals: logos strategy 
According to Aristotle, logical proof is identified 
as a method in speech that proves or seems to prove 
a speaker’s point. Specifically, it requires skillful 
application of syllogisms (Braet, 1992). Logos, 
which appeals to logic, received the greatest focus 
of attention among three types of rhetorical 
justification (Brown, A. D., Ainsworth, S., & 
Grant, D., 2012). It stands for the clarity, integrity 
and utility put forward through verbal 
argumentation and logical reasoning (Holt & 
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Macpherson, 2010). In essence, the process of 
persuading others is based on the original facts of 
logical reasoning or quoting examples to achieve a 
common position between the speaker and the 
listener (common ground) (Stalnaker, 2002).  

Empirical investigations concentrating on logos 
appeals have demonstrated that the argumentations 
and structure make them persuasive (Brown et al., 
2012). Some scholars’ research into 
communication strategies compared three types of 
rhetorical strategies and argued that Chinese CEO 
communications are based more on rational 
appeals to be understood in international markets 
(Huang & Rose, 2018). Holt and Macpherson 
(2010) conducted case studies among 
entrepreneurs and found that the manager turning 
to logos, including using formal records of 
continuous improvement, meant he exhibited an 
authoritative nature of the activity the firm was 
engaged in, helping the firm win new customers.  

Logos appeals are correlated with logical 
calculations of means and ends and thus evoke 
legitimacy for transnational firms. It has been 
found that firm risk is positively related to 
internationalization (Bartov, E., Bodnar, G. M., & 
Kaul, A., 1996) and that firms intending to conduct 
overseas business are faced with the challenge of 
gaining legitimacy (Bangara, A., Freeman, S., & 
Schroder, W., 2012). Suchman (1995) elaborates 
three kinds of legitimacy: cognitive legitimacy 
(based on taken-for-grantedness), pragmatic 
legitimacy (exchange evaluation of benefits) and 
moral legitimacy (normative and without 
consideration of practical benefits). Among three 
kinds of legitimacy, cognitive and pragmatic 
legitimacy are considered the dominant forms of 
legitimacy taken advantage of by firms, especially 
in the increasingly international society (Scherer & 
Palazzo, 2007). Previous research held the view 
that logos appeals are highly correlated with the 
cognitive and pragmatic legitimacy. Suchman 
(1995) posited that the rhetoric of logos is 
competent for creating cognitive legitimacy among 
audiences through plausible explanations. Further, 
Sandy Edward Green (2004) emphasized that 
pragmatic legitimacy is conferred by catering to 
the audiences’ self-interests in terms of logos 
appeals.  

For international firms exposed to the liability 
of foreignness during internationalization, they are 
at disadvantage of competing with local firms 
(Bangara et al., 2012), which necessitates the 
requirement to build legitimacy as a method to gain 
needed resources to survive and develop 

(Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). Besides, strategic 
communication has been considered as playing an 
important role, in the way of strengthening 
recognition and confidence for corporate actions, 
so that legitimacy can be fostered to ensure the 
licenses to operate overseas (Keller-Bacher & 
Zerfass, 2019). In sum, the rhetoric of logos is 
competent and necessary to develop corporate 
legitimacy for firm internationalization. Therefore,  

H3: CEO Logos and the degree of corporate 
internationalization are positively related. 

2. Method 

2.1. Data and samples 
The samples selected in this study were all 
manufacturing firms listed on the Shanghai Stock 
Exchange and Shenzhen Stock Exchange in China 
from 2015 to 2016, and the samples were selected 
as follows: (1) delete samples with trading status of 
ST and PT; (2) delete samples with zero overseas 
sales revenue or overseas subsidiaries; (3) delete 
samples with asset-liability ratios greater than 1; 
(4) delete samples which went through a CEO 
change at that time; (5) delete samples with 
missing data. The reasons for sample selection are 
as follows: first, the unified selection of 
manufacturing firms ensures the comparability and 
validity of data and ensures that sample firms are 
in a similar external environment, and that CEO 
rhetoric strategies and other variables are 
effectively measured. Secondly, according to the 
industry classification index released by the China 
securities regulatory commission, manufacturing 
firms account for about 60% of China's listed 
firms, indicating their importance in China's 
economic development and strong value to 
research. Finally, the reason why we choose a 
sample of 2015-2016 is that since 2015 China's 
economic growth has flattened, and manufacturing 
firms have been faced with internal differentiation. 
According to Dunning's investment development 
cycle theory, as domestic demand tends toward 
saturation and labor costs increase, domestic firms 
begin to tend towards an asset transfer strategy, 
such as engaging in foreign investment. In this 
context, the establishment of internationalization 
strategy is the result of the internal and external 
environments, and the promotion of the 
internationalization process has become one of the 
trends of some Chinese manufacturing firms. 
Therefore, 2015-2016 is a key period for firms to 
make decisions and implement measures reflecting 
their response to external pressure. In addition, 



 

 

Qiuyue Shao et al.         CEO rhetorical strategies and firms’ internationalization: a communication perspective 9 

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT, Vol. 27 (2022), No. 2, pp. 004-016 

considering the lagging effect of CEO rhetoric 
strategy on firm internationalization, the indicator 
of firm internationalization lags behind CEO 
rhetoric strategy by one period. Finally, the 
independent variable and control variable we 
measured is period t, and the dependent variable we 
measured is period t+1, that is, the year of the 
independent variable and control variable we 
selected is 2015, and the year of the dependent 
variable we selected is 2016. 

The data sources used in this study are the 
Juchao Website, Wind database and China Stock 
Market & Accounting Research Database 
(CSMAR). The CEO's rhetorical strategies come 
from the text analysis of the annual report of the 
firm published by Juchao, a professional website 
providing complete annual reports. The 
internationalization degree of the firm is based on 
relevant data such as overseas income published by 
Wind database. The control variables are divided 
into two levels of indicators, namely, the firm level 
and the CEO level, both from the CSMAR 
database. After stripping out the missing 
businesses, there were 118 observations.  

2.2. Measurement 

2.2.1. Dependent variable 

We take the change of firm internationalization 
index as the dependent variable, that is, the 
proportion of the firm's overseas income in the total 
revenue of the firm (FSTS) as the indicator to 
measure the degree of firm internationalization, 
and take the ratio change from 2015 to 2016 as the 
dependent variable of this study. Considering the 
different internationalization foundation of 
different manufacturing firms, it is difficult to 
detect the influence of CEO rhetorical strategies on 
internationalization process by taking the absolute 
value of internationalization index as the 
dependent variable. In addition, based on the 
gradual and continuous characteristics of firm 
internationalization, the indicators should reflect 
the progress of firm internationalization to a certain 
extent. Therefore, we choose the change of ratio as 
the dependent variable to reflect the effect of the 
independent variable more precisely.  

2.2.2. Independent variables 

The CEO's rhetorical strategies are obtained by 
analysing annual reports related to inter-
nationalization. Text analysis, or content analysis, 
is defined as a systematic, replicable method that 
compresses text phrases into content categories 

based on specific coding rules. Since previous 
studies did not establish a direct rule for analysing 
CEO rhetoric strategies, it is difficult to obtain 
CEO rhetorical strategies through keyword 
retrieval or artificial intelligence. Therefore, this 
study adopts the artificial text analysis method to 
code selected samples one by one. In light of the 
fact that most corporate executives refuse to fill in 
questionnaires, the information about corporate 
executives obtained from the questionnaire survey 
method is often greatly biased. Therefore, the data 
obtained from the text analysis of the publicly 
disclosed archived information of firms is easy to 
obtain and reliable. 

By analysing public texts written or approved 
by the CEO, we can obtain comprehensive 
information about the use of CEO rhetorical 
strategy more directly. In social activities, 
individuals' language styles and diction reflect their 
psychological activities and cognitive modes. The 
annual report, which to some extent reflects the 
CEO's style of speeches and contains a large 
amount of information, is a reasonable way to 
obtain the knowledge and cognition of CEOs. This 
paper collects and analyses the rhetorical strategy 
of annual reports in order to know the vision of a 
CEO to promote firm internationalization, the 
strength of their vision, and further analyses the 
influence of such rhetorical strategy. The following 
are three rhetorical techniques for analysing the 
text of the annual report: 
 Ethos.  

Ethos is used to demonstrate the firm's 
international capabilities. The application of the 
ethos technique in the annual report of the firm is 
mainly manifested in the results achieved by the 
firm's internationalization. By showing wisdom, 
virtues and professionalism, a firm's existing 
strength in expanding overseas business is verified 
so that spiritual incentives are produced to 
encourage employees to further expand their 
overseas business and enhance their inter-
nationalization. In addition, ethos rhetoric can 
directly improve corporate credibility and 
reliability, and prove to investors the strength of the 
CEO's international operations, enhancing the 
prestige of the CEO's further corporate inter-
nationalization. Once the ethos text appears in the 
firm's annual report, it is coded as 1, otherwise it is 
0. 
 2.2.1.2. Pathos. 

Pathos is used to present the inter-national 
aspirations of the firm. One of the environmental 
factors influencing the inter-nationalization of 
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firms is the desire for inter-nationalization, which 
refers to the inter-nationalized business orientation 
of firms and their managers, that is, to engage in 
business operations with the orientation to broad 
whole markets in the world. Pathos technique is 
expressed in texts such as quoting proverbs and 
poems, using ancient classics, substituting true 
feelings, passionately stating the firm's inter-
nationalization desire, and demonstrating the firm's 
determination to expand overseas. Pathos 
technique reflects the diversified writing skills of 
the firm's annual report, fully mobilizes the reader's 
emotions, immerses them in empathy with the 
CEO, and make them have a deeper sense of the 
CEO's business goals. Once it appears in the text of 
the firm annual report, it is coded as 1, otherwise it 
is 0. 
 2.2.1.3. Logos.  

Logos is used to express reasons for 
internationalization. Internationalization needs, 
including the requirements for the inter-
nationalization of firms by changes in the external 
environment (the "thrust" and "gravity" of the 
environment for the firm's internationalization) and 
the necessity of the firm's own requirements for 
internationalization (by the firm's products, 
research and development, etc.). The main 
application of logos is to explain the cause and 
effect of the establishment of the firm's 
internationalization strategy in the annual report of 
the firm, and to state reasonably why the firm 
should be internationalized and how to achieve 
internationalization. When the CEO uses logic to 
persuade rationality, high-frequency phrases such 
as: causality (because, so), adversative (though, 
but), conjunction (in addition, further), objectively 
and clearly state the essence of the firm's 
internationalization strategy and offer explanation 
of necessity and significance of implementation. 
Once the relevant statement appears in the firm's 
annual report, it is coded as 1, otherwise it is 0. 

2.2.3. Control variables 

In order to exclude the potential influence of other 
variables on the dependent variable, based on 
existing research, this paper introduces two levels 
of control variables. First, the firm level controls 
the asset-liability ratio, the nature of ownership, the 
industry and the size of the firm; second, the CEO 
level controls the duality, age, tenure, and 
education. 
  Firm-level control variables 

The following factors that may affect the degree of 

internationalization have been set as control 
variables: (1) Asset-liability ratio – the proportion 
of total corporate liabilities in total assets in 2015 
is used. (2) Nature of ownership – the state-owned 
firm code is 1 and the rest are 0. (3) Industry – 
according to the secondary industry standards for 
manufacturing industry issued by the CSRC, it is 
divided into 13 industries with a total of 12 dummy 
variables. (4) Firm scale – the natural logarithm of 
the firm's total assets in 2015 is used. 
 CEO-level control variables 

Based on upper echelon theories, CEOs' cognitive 
tendencies, values, and knowledge reserves can 
influence a firm's strategic choices. Therefore, the 
following CEO personal characteristics introduce 
control variables: (1) Whether the CEO holds both 
positions. If the CEO is concurrently chairman, the 
value is set to 1, otherwise it is set to 0. (2) CEO’s 
age. The CEO’s age in 2015 is taken as the unit. (3) 
CEO’s term. The number of years a CEO has held 
the position at listed firms in 2015 is adopted. (4) 
Education level. The value of technical secondary 
school and below is 1; the value of junior college 
is 2; the value of master's degree is 4; the value of 
doctoral students is 5; others (academic 
qualifications published in other forms, such as 
honorary doctorates, correspondence, etc.) is set to 
6, and MBA / EMBA is set to 7. 

3. Results 

3.1. Descriptive statistics and correlation 
analysis 
Table 1 shows descriptive statistical results for all 
variables. Among a total of 118 observations, the 
increase in the internationalization index among 
firms varies greatly, with a maximum increase of 
97% and a minimum decrease of 30%. The average 
age of the CEO is 49.178 years old, the average 
education level is a bachelor's degree and a master's 
degree, and the average term is 4.6 years. At the 
time, 0.8% of the CEOs were concurrently 
directors of the firm. 

3.2. Regression results 
H1 proposes that the use of CEO ethos rhetoric 

will positively affect the internationalization 
process of firms. Because the coefficient of the 
independent variable ethos in Model 5 of Table 2 
is positive (β = 0.06, p <0.001), we can see that the 
use of ethos rhetorical strategies has a significant 
positive impact. Therefore, compared with firms 
whose CEOs do not use ethos rhetorical strategies, 
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firms that use ethos rhetorical strategies will 
achieve greater progress in the firm's 
internationalization indicators. 

H2 proposes that the CEO's use of pathos 
rhetoric will positively affect the inter-
nationalization process of firms. According to the 

results of multiple regression analysis, the 
coefficient of the independent variable pathos is 
positive, but β = 0.005, and the p value is 0.9, 
which indicates that the use of pathos rhetoric has 
no significant effect on the internationalization 
process of the firm, so H2 cannot be accepted. 

 
Table 1   Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis 

Variable Mean SD. 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Increase .008 .116 1.000     
2. Ethos .686 .466 .299* 1.000    
3. Pathos .22 .416 .057 .089 1.000   
4. Logos .170 0.13 .220* .227* .089 1.000  
5. Lev .431 .193 -.224* -.014 .050 .050 1.000 
6. Sta .144 .353 -.069 -.054 -.043 -.043 .106 
7. Dua .008 .092 -.011 -.012 .174 .174 .128 
8. Age 49.178 7.884 -.123 -.062 -.078 -.080 .097 
9. Edu 3.39 1.497 -.067 -.034 .067 .067 .097 
10. Ten 4.634 3.633 .007 -.090 .135 .135 .040 
11. Ind 7.847 3.085 .164 .092 .073 .073 .073 
12. Scale 22.875 1.322 -.150 .074  .246  .246 .608 
Variable 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
6. Sta 1.000       
7. Dua -.038 1.000      
8. Age -.068 .104 1.000     
9. Edu -.107 -.024 -.117 1.000    
10. Ten .066 .118 -.134 -.032 1.000   
11. Ind .075 .095 -.134 .056 -.084 1.000  
12. Scale .087 .180 .079 .066 .125 .123* 1.000* 

* Significant at p＜0.05 level; N= 118. 
Source: the authors’ calculation in Stata 13.1 based on secondary data 

 
Table 2   Estimates for the multiple regression analysis results 

Variables Model1 Model2 Model3 Model4 Model5 

Lev 
-0.114 
(0.069) 

-0.098 
(0.067) 

-0.112 
(0.070) 

-0.092 
(0.068) 

-0.082 
(0.067) 

Sta 
-0.024 
(0.031) 

-0.014 
(0.030) 

-0.023 
(0.031) 

-0.019 
(0.030) 

-0.011 
(0.029) 

Dua 
0.015 
(0.118) 

0.002 
(0.114) 

0.017 
(0.119) 

-0.034 
(0.117) 

-0.036 
(0.114) 

Age 
-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

Edu 
-0.006 
(0.007) 

-0.005 
(0.007) 

-0.005 
(0.007) 

-0.007 
(0.007) 

-0.006 
(0.007) 

Ten 
0.001 
(0.003) 

0.001 
(0.003) 

0.001 
(0.003) 

0.000 
(0.003) 

0.000 
(0.003) 

Ind 
0.007* 
(0.004) 

0.005 
(0.003) 

0.007* 
(0.004) 

0.007* 
(0.003) 

0.005 
(0.003) 

Scale 
-0.004 
(0.01) 

-0.008 
(0.01) 

-0.004 
(0.010) 

-0.010 
(0.010) 

-0.013 
(0.010) 

Ethos 
 0.069*** 

(0.022) 
  0.060*** 

(0.023) 

Pathos 
  0.030 

(0.083) 
 0.005 

(0.079) 

Logos 
   0.069** 

(0.026) 
0.056** 
(0.026) 

F-value 1.510 2.480 1.340 2.160 2.500 
R2 0.100 0.171 0.101 0.153 0.206 

Note: Significant at the *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 level. Standard errors are shown in parentheses.  
Source: the authors’ calculation in Stata 13.1 based on secondary data 
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H3 proposes that the CEO's use of logos 

rhetoric will positively affect the inter-
nationalization process of firms. According to 
Model 5 of Table 2, the coefficient of logos is 
0.056, and the p-value is 0.035, which indicates 
that logos has a significant impact on the 
internationalization process of firms at a 
significance level of 0.05. Therefore, compared 
with firms that do not use logos rhetoric, firms that 
use logos will prove superior in the process of 
internationalization. 

In summary, of the three rhetorical strategies 
used by CEOs, ethos and logos have a significant 
positive impact on the internationalization process 
of the firm, which fully proves the reliability of the 
research results 

4. Discussion 
Based on upper echelons theory, our research 
explores how CEOs use rhetorical strategies to 
persuade employees to participate in the 
internationalization of a firm and achieve forward 
results. Overall, the empirical results are in line 
with our expectations. The data shows that the 
impact of ethos and logos on the inter-
nationalization process of firms is positive and 
significant, while the impact of pathos is not 
significant. 

Ethos can significantly influence the inter-
nationalization process of a firm. CEOs 
communicate by the rhetoric of Ethos to elaborate 
the internationalization performance the firm has 
achieved. These accomplishments symbolize the 
credit of the firm's international strength and CEO's 
international strategy, dispel employees' doubts 
about expanding the firm's overseas business, and 
form a strong bond of trust among stakeholders. As 
a result, ethos motivates employees to engage in 
the subsequent internationalization work, 
promoting the inter-nationalization process of the 
firm. 

Pathos does not have a significant impact on the 
internationalization of firms. First, from the 
selected sample, very few CEOs use pathos 
rhetoric in their annual reports. The text of the 
annual report of the firm is mainly based on 
information disclosure. The text style of the annual 
report is objective and rational, while the rhetorical 
strategy of pathos is emotional and passionate, 
probably conflicting with the writing style of 
annual reports. In addition, compared with 
objective and direct data, the driving role of 
emotional communication skills is more 

euphemistic and implicit, and it is difficult to 
mobilize unconscious behavioural feedback 
through emotional means. 

Logos has a significant impact on the 
internationalization of firms. Logos affects 
behaviour by influencing the audience's cognition. 
Resorting to reason aims to analyse the cause and 
effect of the persuader’s argument. Logos 
motivates employees to think about the attributes 
and benefits of international activities, making 
employees gradually understand and agree with the 
CEO's proposal. Only after deeply understanding 
the necessity and significance of the 
internationalization strategy can employees devote 
themselves to the practice of inter-nationalization. 

After analysis and discussion of this research, 
we’ve found the CEO rhetoric strategy affects the 
internationalization process of the firm by 
motivating stakeholders to participate in it and, 
finally, improves the firm's internationalization. 
This research analyses the use of language in the 
annual report of the firm from a micro-level. Deng 
(2012) suggested that future research on the 
internationalization of Chinese firms should be 
based on upper echelons theory to further explore 
the internal mechanism of top management team's 
influence on firm performance. CEO rhetoric 
technique, which can be seen as an aspect of CEO 
communicative skills (Den Hartog & Verburg, 
1997), is closely related with upper echelons theory 
in terms of factors impacting on firm performance 
and strategic decisions (Anwar, M., Shah Syed 
Zulfiqar, A., & Khan Sher, Z., 2018). Therefore, 
this study attempts to analyse the effect of CEO 
rhetoric strategies on firms’ international 
performance from the perspective of CEO 
communication.  

4.1. Theoretical contribution 
We provide several theoretical contributions. 

Firstly, by extending our understanding of the 
hypothesized relationship between CEO rhetorical 
strategy and firm internationalization, we 
contribute to upper echelons theory that CEOs 
rhetorical strategies exert effects on firm strategy 
and performance.  Most previous studies based on 
upper echelon theories started from personal 
characteristics of CEOs, such as CEOs' age, gender, 
tenure, education background and personality 
(Faccio, M., Marchica, M.-T., & Mura, R., 2016; 
Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Jing, G., Hao, C., & 
Xian, Z., 2013; Malmendier & Tate, 2005; Orens 
& Reheul, 2013) to investigate how the static 
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personal features affect corporate strategic 
implementation and performance. However, just as 
Carpenter, Geletkanycz and Sanders (2004) 
posited, while some scholars have already focused 
on CEO behaviours such as experience, there are 
still other behaviours or activities that have been 
overlooked. Thus, behavioural processes of CEOs 
have received great attention since it could deepen 
our understanding of multiple paths of how firms 
are impacted. In this study, we introduce a 
relatively new CEO behaviour-related variable, the 
Aristotle rhetorical technique of CEOs, and found 
empirical support of the hypothesized relationship 
between CEO rhetoric strategies and firm 
internationalization, which clearly evidenced the 
tremendous impact of upper echelon theory. 
Secondly, rhetorical techniques, which can be seen 
as a tool of CEO communication (Coulson-Thomas, 
1992), play a crucial role in strategy 
implementation. Scholars have already found the 
impact of CEO communication on the 
implementation of corporate social responsibility 
strategy (Liu et al., 2019). Based on the perspective 
of CEO communication skills, we have 
demonstrated that two of the rhetoric techniques 
are positively associated with the firms’ 
internationalization in practice. Thus, CEOs’ 
communicative rhetoric tools are capable of 
shaping and influencing the strategy of 
internationalization as well, which further 
complements the view that CEO rhetorical 
techniques influence strategic implementation 
(Den Hartog & Verburg, 1997).  

4.2. Managerial implications 
This study also offers implications for CEOs. It 

highlights the importance of CEO skilful 
communication and suggest that rhetorical strategy 
is powerful in persuading stakeholders. Since 
employees' understanding and cooperation of the 
firm's strategy is essential to guarantee the strategic 
implementation (Foreman & Argenti, 2005), the 
institutionalization of CEO rhetorical 
communication could be a trend in firms in 
international level. From this point of view, CEOs 
should strive to establish a sound process to 
communicate rhetorically with both internal and 
external stakeholders through viable media 
channels now that stakeholders gather information 
from the mass media or social media (Zerfass, A., 
Verčič, D., & Wiesenberg, M., 2016). 

 

4.3. Limitations and future research  
The study has a few limitations that invite 

future research. First, the recognition of rhetorical 
techniques is by means of manual text analysis 
which inefficiently consumes time and labour. 
Nowadays, several mutual software can be taken 
advantage of for content analysis, such as R 
Language, Python, etc. Second, the sample only 
contains listed Chinese manufacturing firms 
without private firms or those operate in other 
industries. It is suggested that future research 
broaden the sample scope to investigate further the 
influence of rhetorical strategy in different contexts. 

Conclusion 
Despite its caveats, this paper connects the CEO 

rhetorical strategy with firm inter-nationalization 
performance. It theorizes and tests the relationship 
between CEO communication techniques and 
international strategic implementation. This effort 
will hopefully deepen our understanding of the 
antecedents of firm internationalization strategy 
and the functions of CEO persuasive 
communication. Our study motivates future 
research to exploit the rich and complicated reality 
of firm strategy.SM 
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