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ABSTRACT. With the internationalisation of the Chi-
nese market, Confucian ethics began to draw researchers’
attention. However, little research has been conducted in
the specific application of Confucian ethics in marketing
communication. This article fills in the research gap by
examining how Confucian ethics underpins the discourse
of Chinese Expo invitations. Chinese sales managers’
views are incorporated into the analysis as substantiation of
findings. Confucian ethics embraces both ging (emotion)
and li (reason) and relevant ethical values such as guanxi
(connections), ging, and mianzi (face) play an important
role for advertising Expos and trade fairs. The study also
highlights the complexities of Chinese Expo advertising
that is embedded in inviting behaviour. These findings
shed light on understanding Confucian ethics in marketing
communications in general and have implications for
ethical international marketing and advertising practices.
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Introduction

China is an increasingly important market to the
world in this era of globalisation and international-
isation. Marketing communication such as advertis-
ing and sales promotion texts plays a significant role
in Chinese economic and business development.
According to Chan (2008), Confucian ethics has laid
an important foundation for the Chinese business
practice. Therefore, it is essential for Western busi-
ness firms to understand how Confucian ethics
(Chan, 2008) has been applied to specific area of
marketing communication, which is also the aim of
this article. The particular area this article investi-
gates is Chinese Expo invitations, or invitations to

promote trade fairs, which is one of the most popular
sales texts to promote products in China (Zhu,
1997). An additional reason for choosing this text for
analysis is that Chinese Expo invitations involve
complicated culture-specific politeness behaviour
which is likely to trigger ethical issues in interna-
tional or cross-cultural marketing communications —
a point to be discussed in more detail later in this
article.

Ethics is the cognitive, analytical, systematic and
reflective application of moral principles to complex,
conflicting or unclear situations (Wine, 2008,
p. 487). These moral principles or philosophical
foundations include both the Western and the
Eastern traditions, and a most representative of the
Eastern traditions is Confucian ethics (Chan, 2008).
Chan (2008) contends that Confucian ethics is not
merely about impairment of business activities, but
rather to emphasise the significance of human virtues
and the adoption of a proper focus towards the
striving for human virtue and profits, respectively.
Chan’s claim is also in alignment with virtue ethics
(e.g. Maclntyre, 1996; Solomon, 1992) that stresses
being and the application of human virtues in the
business and commercial life. Some of the important
virtues of Confucian ethics include guanxi or
connections and interdependence (Chan, 2008;
Leung and Wong, 2001; Hoivik, 2007). In light of
the above definition about Confucian ethics, this
article aims to explore in what way Confucian ethics
is applied in Chinese Expo invitations. The rationale
for doing this research is explicated below.

Expo invitations are a common genre of mar-
keting communication to promote trade fairs and
attract prospective buyers (Blythe, 2000), and they
involve not only advertising of Expos products but
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also appropriate use of inviting behaviour relating to
high level of politeness, respect and interdependence
(Zhu, 1997; Zhuge and Chen, 1994). The situation
Chinese Expo invitations involves can be even more
complex in an international marketing context. For
example, New Zealand managers may not under-
stand the Confucian ethics — a Chinese invitation
attempts to communicate, and it may be interpreted
as ethically inappropriate as shown in this example
cited from an authentic Expo invitation:

The General Director of Your Honoured Company,

It is decided that the Zhengzhou Computer Software
Show will be held on December 1, 2006 in the Sci-
ence and Technology Centre. We would like to seek
your cooperation and sincerely invite you participate
in this show.

[ solicited very different responses when showing
this invitation to a Chinese and a New Zealand
manager. The Chinese manager believes that this
invitation shows high level of respect by using
honorific forms to address the reader and it also
expresses guanxi and interdependence as the writer
wishes to seek cooperation with the reader. The
New Zealand manager, however, thought that
‘Honoured Company’ was inappropriately used as a
salutation. In addition, he felt intimated and pushed
under the pressure of ‘seeking for cooperation’. As a
consequence, one’s culture virtues, the Confucian
ethics in this case, were interpreted by another cul-
ture as intrusion of personal space, which also caused
a sense of insecurity deriving from this intrusion.
The clash of different views across cultures about
invitation can even go further surrounding ethical
issues of workplace harassment. For example,
Zhu and Thompson (2000) vividly described how
repeated telephone invitations by a Chinese aca-
demic were eventually interpreted by an Australian
student as an unethical behaviour relating to sexual
harassment. Although Expo invitations may not
necessarily be related to sexual harassment, similar
type of conflicts relating to privacy and personal
space can occur. Adequate attention should, there-
fore, be given to Confucian ethics underpinning
appropriate behaviour in Chinese Expo invitations.
One pertinent research question is: what kinds of
Confucian ethics, then, are Chinese marketers
adhering to in adverting Expo promotions? Similar

questions are also asked by Nill and Schibrowsky
(2007) in a more general sense for marketers. What is
more complex is the fact that the traditional ethics is
frequently mixed with advertising strategies. To
what extent, then, is Confucian ethics compatible to
advertising strategies?

Cultural differences in Chinese marketing and
business communication have long drawn research-
ers’ attention (e.g. Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998;
Paik and Tung, 1999; Zhu et al., 2007). For
example, Chinese business communication (in
either spoken or written forms) is often explained
as following circular (Zhu, 1997) or indirect and
ambiguous styles (Adair and Brett, 2005; Zhu,
2008). These interesting observations offer a glimpse
about the patterns of Chinese communication that
are significantly different from the Western com-
munication behaviour. These research findings
about cultural differences can also apply to marketing
communication. However, very few researches look
at the cultural differences from the perspective of
Confucian ethics. This perspective would explain
fully why Chinese advertising behaviour in mar-
keting communication differs so significantly from
other cultures and what the Chinese ethical and
philosophical underpinnings are. Therefore, it is
imperative to explore these underpinnings as they
may entail ethical dimensions (Whysall, 2000).

Recent research interest in Confucian ethics (e.g.
Chan, 2008; Hoivik, 2007) offers further insight
about Chinese ethics for conducting business in
general. For example, Chan (2008) elaborated on
the concepts of guanxi (connections), interdepen-
dence and harmony as the key for understanding
Confucian ethics. These virtues have also been
accepted as the cornerstone of the Chinese culture
and society (e.g. Ghauri and Fang, 2001; Hofstede
and Bond 1998; Kit-Chun, 2003; Koehn, 2001;
Luo, 2007; Pan, 2000; Paik and Tung, 1999; Sheer
and Chen, 2003; Uljjn, et al., 2005; Zhu and
Zhang, 2007). This article aims to further promote
the research of Confucian ethics in marketing
communication and explore its application in
Chinese Expo invitations.

Specifically, this article, first of all, develops a
guiding conceptual framework based on relevant
Confucian ethics and politeness behaviour. Secondly,
itapplies discourse analysis as a major research method
to examine Confucian ethics applied in Chinese
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marketing communication. A detailed account of the
advertising texts can illustrate how language is used to
promote Expos and Confucian ethics. In addition,
this article also incorporates sales managers’ views as
further substantiation of the analysis.

Guiding conceptual framework

Research issues about ethics in international marketing

A detailed account by Nill and Schibrowsky (2007)
about research on ethics in marketing poses a wide
range of research concerns. Out of these concerns,
there are two areas of particular relevance to this
study. One is about the social and interpersonal roles
a marketer plays for advertising products. The other
is knowledge about the ethical values underpinning
these roles, in particular, in the international context.
Blythe (2000, p. 145) states that one of the
important roles in marketing communication 1is
related to activities directly related to sales. Sales
promotion texts are often seen as implementation of
advertising strategies such as AIDA, which stands for
attracting reader’s attention and interest, stimulating
reader’s desire to own the product and calling for
action (Eunson, 2005). These textbooks also assume
these rules are universally applicable to all sales
promotion texts. Two issues arise from these
assumptions. The first is that this prescription of
marketing roles focuses too much on business
objectives and much less attention is given to human
virtues. The second issue is that it does not pay
adequate attention to the cultural context the sales
promotion text is situated in. The roles or respon-
sibilities for marketing communication can vary
from culture to culture. For example, cross-cultural
issues and problems may arise when different cul-
tures have conflicting virtues as shown in the sce-
nario discussed at the beginning of this article.
Therefore, understanding marketing and advertising
behaviour in the Chinese context is very important
for international marketers. Confucian ethics will
provide some clues to addressing these issues.

Confucian ethics and the qing-orientation

A comprehensive review about Confucian ethics can
be found in Chan (2008) and Hoivik (2007) who

contend that Confucian ethics is based on moral self-
cultivation and the development of human virtues,
rather than based on business profits. They stress
some essential Confucian ethics which include
guanxi, renging (humanized feelings), interdepen-
dence, reciprocity and harmony. A similar view is
also shared by Miao (2005) who stresses the
important role Confucian ethics plays in Chinese
modern business practice.

First of all, guanxi reflects the Chinese networking
system. As Chan (2008) contends that guanxi spe-
cifically reflects the interpersonal relations centring
on the Chinese hierarchical system of interpersonal
and familial relations such as the relationship
between father and son, and husband and wife. Fei
(1985) offers a vivid account about how guanxi
works in China through a system of concentric social
circles, the innermost circle being ones self and the
family members, followed by subsequent circles of
siblings, relatives, friends and colleagues. Therefore,
self identity only exists in relation to its guanxi or
reference with others. The true meaning of ‘self’ is,
therefore, collectively defined. This type of guanxi
model is important for marketing communication,
and marketers have to develop interpersonal rela-
tions with the reader besides a seller-buyer rela-
tionship.

Guanxi can be understood in relation to renging or
ganging, which can be translated literally into
‘humanized feelings’ (Ghauri and Fang, 2001).
However, the application of these feelings can be
quite complicated. According to Chu (1991), renqing
can have two connotations, and besides the
humanized feelings as noted earlier, it also refers to
the sympathetic give-and-take that governs rela-
tionship or guanxi and social exchange in the Chi-
nese culture.

In addition, interdependence, reciprocity and
harmony will promote guanxi or the social concen-
tric circle in China. The notion of reciprocity is
significant for understanding marketing communi-
cation. Although it is often explained as exchanging
favours (Chan, 2008; Su and Littlefield, 2001), the
bottom line of the concept lies in basic human
behaviour relating to indebtedness and return of
favours. In marketing communication, reciprocity is
related to giving respect to each other. Existing
research (e.g. Chan, 2008; Fei, 1985) suggests that
the concepts of interdependence and harmony are an
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important dimension to keep guanxi or the social
concentric circles in order. At a more macro-level,
these interpersonal relations are also important for
keeping social order (Shih, 1959).

In addition, the Confucian ethics of mainzi (face)
also needs to be noted. Mainzi is similar to face
which is about positive image of self (Gao and Ting-
Toomey, 1998). However, it is also different from
face in that it has a collectivistic connotation and can
be related to the reputation and face of the group
(Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998; Hu, 1944). For
example, keeping and giving mainzi is important to
keep everyone’s role in place and adequate level of
respect is also required to keep mainzi.

Politeness behaviour in invitations

Chinese invitation involves a systematic use of
politeness behaviour embedded in Confucian ethics,
which also represents a difference from some other
cultures. According to Austin (1962) and Searle
(1969), an invitation is a directive behaviour used to
get the addressee to do something. Politeness in
invitations, as well as in Expo invitations, can thus be
related to using appropriate language forms to
achieve sales promotion objectives.

Leech (1983) contends that polite language is
likely to be seen as minimising the addressee’s cost
and maximising his/her benefits, and the opposite is
true for the addresser. Politeness behaviour can also
be further explained in the light of Brown and
Levinson’s face-saving theory. Many actions we do
with words are potential face-threatening acts, such
as requests and invitations (Brown and Levinson,
1987). The addresser is thus often confronted with
negative face and has to address it by applying
Leech’s (1983) principles, in which maximising the
addressee’s benefits is the dominant strategy to gain
politeness.

However, how to maximise the addressee’s bene-
fits can be culture-specific. According to Gao and
Ting-Toomey (1998), people from the low-context
cultures such as the United States, Australia and New
Zealand are characterised by a need for an individual
public self-image, whilst people from high context
cultures such as China tend to stress a collaborative
public self-image. In the case of Expo promotion

invitations, the American, Australian or New Zealand
marketers tend to stress individual autonomy, and
therefore, reducing imposition upon the invitee is
likely to be the major persuasive strategy. The Chi-
nese marketers, in contrast, prefer to be seen by others
as collaborative, host-like, sincere and respectful.
Accordingly, they may adopt relevant persuasive
strategies, such as showing respect and establishing
host—guest relationships, besides imposition reduc-
tion, which can be seen in congruence with the
emphasis on renging (humanized feelings) and inter-
dependence. Research findings (e.g. Gao and Ting-
Toomey, 1998; Ge, 2004; Hu and Grove, 1991;
Miao, 2005) so far have substantiated the importance
of rening and relationship building in Chinese culture
in contrast to the emphasis of individual achievements
and transit goals in the western culture.

Invitations are a type of written text. According to
Chen (1947), one of the important criteria of good
writing is to indicate both ging (emotional approach)
and ‘I’ (logical approach). These principles have
been well accepted by Chinese writing theories such
as reiterated in Li (1996). The explicitly preferred
ging can be seen as part of the Confucian ethics
relating to harmony, independence, mianzi and
reciprocity as well.

Chinese textbooks on Expo invitation writing
also indicate a strong combination of both ‘ging’ and
‘I’ Invitations are often described as a type of ‘liyi
xin’ (letters of etiquette) or ‘shejiao xin’ (letters of
social contact) (e.g. Lu et al., 1993). The meaning of
‘shejiao’ (social contact) is readily apparent; however,
‘liyi xin’ needs some explanation. According to
Zhuge and Chen (1994, p. 361), ‘liyi’ means eti-
quette and ceremonies. Accordingly, Chinese sales
invitations are treated as a form of etiquette for
building relationships in which g¢ing plays an
important role as indicated by the honorific address
term ‘Honourable Company’ in the excerpt of the
Chinese Expo invitation a the beginning of this
article.

It needs to be noted that these politeness behav-
iours, such as mianzi (face), are culture-specific and
can easily trigger ethical issues ranging from privacy
to harassment in international marketing commu-
nication. Therefore, adequate attention should be
given to Confucian ethics underpinning Chinese
advertising behaviour in Expo invitations.
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Methods
Data

The data are composed of two sources. The first
source includes 40 Expo promotion invitations
selected from a corpus of 245 invitations collected
from four sales firms in six major Chinese cities
including Shenzhen, Zhengzhou, Nanjing, Shang-
hai, Beijing and Zhuhai. They were selected based
upon the follow criteria. First, the texts had to be
invitations, with the term yaoging xin (invitation)
written in the heading, and this ruled out those
letters that do not have headings although inviting
may be expressed in the content. Invitation headings
were preferred because headings in an invitation are
an important characteristic of an invitation. Sec-
ondly, they had to be advertising texts promoting a
wide range products, such as computers, motor
vehicles, and agricultural products. In light of these
criteria, invitations to corporate training sessions and
professional conferences were excluded.

The second source of data derived from Chinese
sales managers’ views from 100 questionnaires and
two focus-group interviews. The questionnaire was
used to solicit managers’ views about the major
purposes of Expo invitations. As discussed earlier,
Chinese invitations are very complex involving not
only sales and advertising but also developing
interpersonal relations with potential customers.
Their views were also analysed in relation to com-
patibility of Confucian ethics to marketing com-
munications. The second item on the questionnaire
form was about the formulaic items such as the
specific forms of salutations. Invitations tend to use
polite linguistic forms for salutations (Lu et al.,
1993). Accordingly, managers were asked to grade
their preferences about the use of formulaic items.

Two follow-up focus-group interviews were
conducted in sales firms in Shenzhen and Zhengz-
hou to solicit more in-depth input from managers.
The number of people in the focus group ranged
from six to eight. These managers also took part in
the questionnaire, and they were randomly chosen
based on their availability. The Chinese all had at
least an undergraduate education, worked in their
enterprises for at least 3 years and had experience in
reading or drafting advertising texts in a business

context. Therefore, their attitudes were taken to
represent professional attitudes, and reflect the
shared conventions of the business community.

The venue for the interviews was a meeting room
on a company site. The duration for each of
the focus-group interviews was approximately
one hour. The whole interview sessions were
recorded and transcribed. At the interview, I played
the role of a facilitator making sure the discussion
followed the proposed interview tasks. The first task
was to let them reflect on general principles and
ethics for writing sales invitations. I gave them this
scenario to reflect on: Supposing you were to write a
trade fair invitation to your potential customers,
what criteria do you think are appropriate for
writing it up? They were pretty much left alone
brain-storming and discussing the criteria them-
selves. Subsequently I summed up their views, and
the major points will be included in this article.

Units of analysis

This article uses discourse analysis to examine the
Expo invitations. Extensive discourse approaches
have been developed since Harris (1952) extends
the analysis of discourse from clauses to texts, hence
stressing the meanings embedded in text. For
example, more recently, van Dijk (1997a, b) stresses
the importance of discourse as structure and pro-
cesses, and interactions. This article will pay par-
ticular attention to the structure, processes and
interaction of the discourse exhibited in the Chinese
Expo invitations. Genre analysis (e.g. Bakhtin,
1986; Swales, 1990) is used as the major approach
for this article because of its major focus on writ-
ten discourse to which Expo invitations belong.
According to genre researchers (e.g. Gunthner and
Knoblauch, 1995; Hyland, 1998; Miller, 1984;
Orlikowski and Yates, 1994; Swales, 1990), genre is
defined as a type of text, and is situated in its socio-
cultural context. Swales (1990) explains that it is
composed of purposes that are realised in moves and
linguistic forms. A move is defined by Swales (1990)
as an action and a communicative event such as
introducing the products in sales promotion texts.
These features are also known as genre conventions
that are shared by members of discourse community
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(Swales, 1990) or community of social practice
(Lave and Wenger, 1991). On the basis of genre
theory, these components and units of genre are of
particular relevance to this study:

1. Purposes

2. Overall structure of the Expo invitation text

3. Moves and linguistic forms of inviting and
advertising the products

4. Manager’s views about various levels of

levels of marketing communication. Purposes are the
most important component of genre the structure
and moves are a realisation of purposes. In order to
minimise the biases of analysis, this article also
includes managers’ views as substantiation of find-
ings. In addition, their views also provide ethno-
graphic clues about ethical values for marketing
communications in general.

A translated version of a sample invitation is

included here as illustration and this sample also

rexts reflects the general features of the corpus. Note that
These four components are used to reflect the spe- the bold categories in the left-hand column represent
cific ways of applying Confucian ethics from various specific moves of the Expo invitation.
Headline Banking China
Invitation to China Computer Show (date)
Salutation Respectable Reader

Background information

The Chinese economy is developing rapidly. Every industry or business has to promote
its technology so as to increase its competitiveness. In order to meet the needs of the
industries and businesses concerned, Banking China and China Computer Show (this
year) are to be held in December in Beijing. We sincerely invite your (H) company to

This show is to be held on a grand scale. (Names of the participating countries omitted.)
Internationally well known companies dealing with bank security, computers, tele-
communication and automation equipment will exhibit their latest advanced equipment
for financial, banking and other industrial and commercial enterprises.

The commercial councils from Australia, Singapore, and Colorado State of the United
States will also organise delegations to take part. This show will exhibit all kinds of latest
equipment and systems used in banking and financial enterprises. (The detailed exhibits

Introducing
Inviting

participate.
Advertising

omitted.)
Incentives

Inviting again

Through participating in this exhibition, your (H) company can meet more than seventy
producers or suppliers from more than ten countries and districts, and talk about
co-operative plans with them. (You are) welcome to leave your on-site exhibited
products for sale.

In addition to this, many technology exchange discussions will also be held so that
visitors may have a further understanding of all the participants’ advanced products.
Our company sincerely invites managerial and technical representatives from your (H)
company to visit (H) this Exhibition. Enclosed is an invitation card. Please bring this
invitation card with you when you come to the International Exhibition Centre to go

If you need further details, you can contact the Beijing agency of Exhibition Services

Registration

through admission formalities.
Further
Contact Ltd:

Polite closing
Signature
and Date

Miss XXX
Contact details (Phone number and mailing address Omitted)
Wish (you) good health (H)!
XXX Exhibition Services Ltd.
(Date)
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Analysis and discussion
Purposes

The most obvious and major purpose of a sales invi-
tation is to invite the reader to attend an exhibition,
and to elicit the desired response, and this involves a
complex process. The complexity increases when
both sales and inviting have to be taken into consid-
eration. Based on the observation of the data the
following purposes are identified and these purposes
are also evident in the above sample invitation.

1. To give mainzi (face) and invite the reader to
attend the exhibition

2. To build a host—guest relationship with the
reader

3. To attract the reader’s attention and interest

4. To persuade the reader to attend the exhibi-
tion

In general, the above purposes can be divided into
two kinds: inviting the reader to the exhibition and
advertising the exhibition. Inviting is the unique
teature of this genre, whilst advertising the exhibi-
tion is quite similar to advertising in general.

The first two purposes are clearly related to guanxi
and mianzi. The last two purposes are related partly
to the marketing model of AIDA. For example,
attracting the reader’s attention and interest make up
the first two stages of the AIDA model. These
purposes indicate that Confucian ethics such as
mianzi is compatible to advertising strategies and is
used as an important underpinning for promoting
products and inviting potential customers to sales Expo.

The findings by and large correspond to manag-
ers’ preferences. In the questionnaire, the managers
were asked to grade the importance of the purposes.
They were given a list of the above four purposes
and were asked to grade theme as 1 (very important),
2 (quite important), 3 (not so important), and 4 (not
important). Figure 1 shows the results of their rating.

As shown in Figure 1, the managers rated mianzi
for invitation and persuasiveness in advertising the
Expo as the most important purposes, hence sub-
stantiating my claim about the compatibility of
Confucian ethics to the advertising of the Expo. In
addition, the managers also rated relationship
building (guanxi) as quite important, and the level of

important is slightly above ‘attracting interest’.
Although their preferences reflect a balanced view of
both ging and li, or marketing and advertising
embedded in Confucian ethics.

Content: the overall structure

The overall structure of the invitation further reflects
how Confucian ethics underpin the advertising
practice. A range of moves are identified in the
corpus:

Formulaic moves:

1. Heading
2. Opening moves:

Salutation
Greetings

3. Closing moves:
Invitation-related closings or good-wishes
Signature and date

Content moves:

1. Introducing the exhibition

Providing background information
Indicating background objectives
Providing information about the exhibition

2. Inviting the reader
Establishing credentials
4. Describing the exhibition

©

Providing essential details of the exhibition
Evaluating the exhibition or the exhibits

5. Offering incentives

Indicating benefits the exhibition may bring
Offering a special rate

6. Providing registration details

Giving registration details
Giving further contact information

As shown above, Expo invitations have two kinds of
moves: the formulaic moves and the content moves.



524 Yunxia Zhu

80 -
70 -
60 -
50 -
40 -
30 -
20 -
10

m1
w2
a3
04

0 - f
relationship building

attracting interest

persuasiveness mianzi

Figure 1. The managers’ preferences (%). Note: In the diagrams, the columns numbered 1, 2, 3, 4 stand for the four

grades. The vertical axis shows the percentage of each group who chose each grade of the four purposes.

The formulaic moves are related to inviting, and
relationship building, as they are important features
of an invitation. In content moves, Move 1 is related
to the purpose of informing the reader about the
exhibition, Move 2 relates to the purpose of inviting
the reader, Move 3 relates to attracting the reader’s
interest, Move 4 relates to giving positive appraisals
and persuading the reader to attend the exhibition,
Move 5 relates to persuading the reader, and Move 6
is to inform the reader and encourage further com-
munication.

These moves are a further elaboration about how
Confucian ethics underpin the advertising of Expo.
As illustrated in the sample invitation, the adverting-
related moves are sandwiched between formulaic
moves in the invitation. The formulaic moves also
reflect the Confucian ethics. In addition, inviting
behaviour will also be analysed in more depth.

Linguistic realisation of formulaic moves

The formulaic moves include headings, salutations,
greetings, good-wishes, invitation-related closings,
and signature and date. The social distance between
the writer and the reader in all the invitations of the
corpus was basically the same. They are invitations sent
between companies, and a writer who represents one
company invites the reader who represents another.
All the forty Expo invitations have Yaoging Xin
(invitation) as a heading which indicates clearly the
inviting behaviour. Some invitations also include a
card to invite the reader. A range of salutations were

found in the corpus including gui gongsi (Honoured
Company), jing qizhe (respectable reader), title plus
surname, person in charge, ladies and gentlemen.
Only one invitation does not have any salutation
(hence ‘o salutation’). The specific forms of saluta-
tions pose a sharp contrast with English invitations
which often address the reader by name. The level of
respect in the Chinese Expo invitation also varies
and 1n all, they represent a politeness continuum to
give reader a certain kind of mianzi (face). For
example, gui gongsi (Honoured Company), jing qizhe
(respectable reader) are both polite and formal
and the latter is also a polite classic salutation for
letter-writing.

Managers’ views were solicited about the
importance of mianzi and politeness images and the
questionnaire results are presented in Table I.

Table I shows gui gongsi and jinggizhe are ranked
most appropriate, and o salutation was seen as the
least appropriate. A high-level of respect and mianzi

TABLE I

The results of rating (mean score) about preferences
of salutations

Salutation Managers Rank
1. gui gongsi (Honoured Company) 5.09 1
2. jingqizhe (Respectable Reader) 4.95 2
3. Respectable Mr/Ms plus surname 3.2 3
4. Person in charge 2.98 4
5. Ladies and gentlemen 1.22 5
6. o Salutation 1.02 6
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are apparently preferred by the managers. The
managers rated ¢ salutations the least appropriate,
agreeing that an invitation should have a salutation.
They also agreed that salutations were especially
important for invitations, because invitations repre-
sented a polite and respectful register. An invitation
without a salutation would not indicate appropriate
politeness or respect for the reader. There were only
slight differences in the rating of the address terms of
‘Mr plus surname’ and ‘person in charge’. The
managers’ preferences were similar to the findings in
the corpus hence further confirming the analysis.

The closing moves used in sales invitations

Closings are often written in honorific or respectful
forms. Consider the following frequently used form
as an example: It is an honour to invite you. This
closing is related to an invitation as indicated in the
term gong qing (respectfully invite), and is often used
in invitations. It is written in honorific form, thus
showing more respect to the reader than those
without. This is a feature typical of an invitation in
which the writer is expected to show high respect to
the reader, and in this way, this kind of closing can
help to achieve the purpose of relationship building
between the writer and the reader as inviter and
invitee.

Similar respect can also be found in forms of
good-wishes, such as zhu daan (wish you good
health). These good-wishes are representative of
using respectable words to indicate high-level
respect. Although there are no fixed rules about
what honorific forms can be used in the closing, a
professional writer with appropriate world schemata
would know the general guidelines and meet the
level of respect required by an invitation.

Inviting behaviour

The inviting behaviour is exhibited as a particular
move in the invitation which is employed by all the
40 invitations. This move is characterised by the use
of respectful and honorific linguistic forms. When an
appropriate degree of respect is used, the invitee will
feel honoured. Here mianzi comes into play. The
Chinese common saying about reciprocity goes: If

you respect me one inch, I will respect you ten times
more. Therefore, the polite use of language is very
important here as a means of showing mianzi and
respect, and is also consistent with forms used for the
formulaic moves.

In this move, the writers often use verbs relating
to ‘inviting’ especially the verb yaoging (invite),
which can be used both as a verb and a noun. For
example, chengyi meaning ‘sincerely’ is often used to
modify yaoging to indicate the writer’s sincerity:

Chengyi yaoqing gui gongsi paiyuan qingwang canguan.

We sincerely invite (chengyi yaoqing) your (H) company
to come and visit.

Note the honorific form for the company is also
used to match the level of mianzi in this example.

There are three other compound verbs used
which express a similar meaning to yaoqing (invite):
teyao (specially invite), Jingging (respectfully invite)
and gongqing (respectfully invite). The list of similar
respectable expressions goes on and the various
combination of expressions and words show how
hard the writer actually tries to give mianzi and
respect to the reader, which matches the level of
respect of the invitation in general.

The application of Confucian ethics relating to
harmony is explicitly expressed by a direct quote
from Confucius’ teachings:

Huanyi ninen dao Wenzhou zuoke. You peng zi yuanfan
lai, bu yi le hu?

Welcome everyone to come to Wenzhou to be our
guests! How happy we will be if we have friends
coming from afar!

In the above example, the second sentence is a
citation from Analects, which has also become a
common saying in Chinese culture. Therefore, the
application of Confucian ethics and the need for
developing social concentric circles are self-evident.

Another relevant point worth noting is the phe-
nomenon of inviting the reader more than once. For
example, one Expo invitation invites the reader this way:

(1) ingqing gui damwei jieshi paiynan canjia shenghui!

(We) respectfully invite your (H) company to attend
this grand exhibition.
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(2) jiecheng huanying guanglin!
(We) wholeheartedly welcome (your) presence (H).

In the above example, the first invitation is expressed
by the verbal phrase jingging and the second by another
verbal phrase jiecheng huanying guanglin. Note that both
types of inviting tend to use honorific (H) forms to
match the respect and politeness of this genre.

Twelve Expo invitations (30%) invite the reader
more than once, and this phenomenon is worthy of
note as it is related to Confucian ethics in inviting
behaviour. Although in form this repetition is a kind
of redundancy, if it is put in the Chinese cultural
context, it does not represent redundancy at all. In
everyday conversation, people often repeat an invi-
tation to express hospitality. The more times the
host repeats the invitation, the more hospitality and
sincerity are exhibited. If the host invites the guest
only once, the guest may think that the host is only
following some kind of ritual and does not mean to
invite. If the host insists on the invitation again and
again, the addressee will take it as a sincere invitation
and know that the host means what s/he is saying.
Although the written form is different from oral
invitations, repeated inviting appears to be influ-
enced by this ritualistic practice. According to Chen
(1991, p. 106), repetition in invitations is sometimes
necessary as it may indicate the writer’s cordiality
and sincerity towards the reader.

However, the repetition of inviting behaviour can
easily cause ethical issues to other cultures as it can be
related to imposition and intrusion of other people’s
territories. As noted earlier, Zhu and Thompson
(2000) found that the Chinese hospitality and the
verbal realisation of host’s obligations such as
repeated invitations are likely to be explained by
people from other cultures as unethical and as
intruding other people’s privacy and space.

Managers’ views further prove the importance of
apply Confucian ethics for Expo invitation. Here are
some of their comments about the preferred and
they agree that Expo invitations should:

1. promote trade fairs and invite the reader
respectfully

2. make sure to invite the relevant company
members and give mianzi to all

3. have a clear style including relevant informa-
tion about the trade fair

4. invite the reader courteously as a host
5. use yaoging xin (invitation) as a headline and
use respectful language

The first comment is related to promoting the trade
fair and inviting behaviour. Both ging and Ii, and
Confucian ethics and advertising are highlighted.
They also stressed that ging (emotion) should be used
appropriately based on the guanxi of the reader—writer
relationships. This comment also indicates their
knowledge of shejiao (social networking) invitation
genres, which requires a high level of respect and
mianzi. The second and third comments are about
the formulaic components. The Chinese managers
thought that it was appropriate to include all the
relevant members in the invitation as part of the social
networking ritual for guanxi. This collectivistic view
is a reflection of Confucian ethics on harmony and
reciprocity. The fourth and final comments stress the
ging and politeness rituals required by shejiao xin
(letters of social contact) reinforcing harmony. In this
way, the managers’ comments for writing sales invi-
tations indicate a balanced combination of ging
(emotion) and li (reason), which further conforms the
application of Confucian ethics in advertising and
marketing communication.

In general, the Chinese managers preferred to be
seen as collaborative, host-like, sincere and respect-
ful, thus indicating a strong ging (emotion) under-
lined by Confucian ethics.

Conclusion

This article has examined the specific application of
Confucian ethics in Chinese Expo invitations. In
particular, it discussed the important sets of Confu-
cian ethics including guanxi, interdependence, har-
mony and mianzi (face) as important underpinnings
for advertising the Chinese Expo or trade fairs.
These underpinnings were also found to be com-
patible with Western adverting strategies. As an
additional contribution, this article has highlighted
the complexities of Chinese Expo advertising embed-
ded in inviting behaviour governed by politeness
principles. These principles are largely different from
those used by English Expo invitations. The differ-
ences are likely to trigger ethical issues in interna-
tional marketing. Therefore, a marketer without
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these types of knowledge can run the risk of vio-
lating these politeness principles in marketing (e.g.
an overdo or under-play of the politeness behav-
iour), which may lead to ethical issues of harassment
or damaging customer relations. These findings
about culture-specific advertising complexities can
also apply to Chinese marketing communications in
general. Therefore, the model of genre analysis can
be replicated for analysing other genres of marketing
communication.

The genre approach was appropriate as it pro-
vided a systematic account about exactly what lan-
guage could do to promote sales and Confucian
ethics at the same time. Managers’ views offered an
in-depth perspective to justify the analysis and also to
highlight the areas where potential ethical issues may
arise. Similar approaches can also apply to analyse
complex behaviour of marketing communications to
identify and avoid potential ethical issues in relation
to Confucian ethics.

This study has implications for understanding
culture-specific business ethics for relationship mar-
keting and marketing communications. Confucian
ethics and the ging-orientations in advertising can
serve as a guiding principle for marketers to build
interpersonal relations with prospective customers in
the Chinese market. It is also essential for marketers
to identify specific types of Confucian ethics used in
other types of advertising texts. For example, mianzi
(face), harmony and interdependence were essential
for Expo invitations. Other types of Confucian
ethics can be more emphasised in other types of
advertising such as Internet and emails based on their
use of politeness behaviour. Identifying the appro-
priate use of Confucian ethics is essential for estab-
lishing appropriate and eftective relationships with
prospective customers.

This study has limitations focussing solely on ana-
lysing Chinese Expo invitations. Further research
should be conducted using discourse analysis to identify
what the Confucian ethics are applied in different
genres of marketing communications. More impor-
tantly, systematic study should be conducted to see how
Confucian ethics 1s applied in different advertising and
marketing contexts. As the analysis indicated, the
Chinese invitation behaviour involved not only
advertising but also politeness behaviour, and host’s
obligations. Therefore, future research should look
at how marketing can interact with other types of

politeness behaviour besides inviting. All in all, a sys-
tematic discourse analysis of these interactions can offer
linguistic cues about potential ethical issues so that they
be identified and addressed in a timely manner.
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