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Abstract: This study aims to evaluate message strength of sustainability
communication within transportation companies using the message content
criteria of corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication framework
developed by Du et al. (2010). The authors collected CEO letters (published in
between 2020 and the first quarter of 2022) of transportation companies listed
in NASDAQ and/or NYSE. Majority of the CEO letters reviewed are
superficial in accordance with the information included in the report and
contain abstract statements on the sustainability approach of the company.
Also, examined CEO letters were deemed successful in terms of message
strength, openness and how they narrow the room for skepticism. However,
findings show that reviewed CEO letters rarely adopted all the aforementioned
content elements. This study is one of the limited available studies in
management communication literature of transportation industry and it suggests
message content criteria of CSR communication framework for evaluating
message strength of CEO letters.
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1 Introduction

The role of CEOs has always been beyond just developing competitive strategies and
running the operational activities of businesses in line with organisational goals.
However, the need for CEOs to be the main actors of organisational communication in
the healthy conduct of society-business relations is becoming more evident with each
passing day (Men, 2014). CEO messages are recognised as a method to convey the
strategic objectives employed by the organisation. They provide insights for stakeholders
about the organisations’ values, priorities, and stances on social/environmental issues.
Thus, CEO messages offer the opportunity to convey the right message in a convincing
and even inspiring way. Although this significancy, this particular role of CEOs is getting
harder in many ways, considering the diversification of corporate communication
channels (Men, 2015), the pressure on reporting and transparency on businesses (Marais,
2012), and the complexity of environmental and social issues (Iannuzzi, 2000; Ferns
et al., 2008). All these hardships mean that communication strategies followed by CEOs
must be well thought out in order to achieve successful results in managerial and
financial performance (Segars and Kohut, 2001), and avoid any misunderstanding which
might lead to reputation loss both for the CEOs and their organisations (Love et al.,
2017).

Consistent with this significance, there is now a plethora of research in corporate
communication literature on this particular issue, providing insights on how these
messages can be well conveyed taking various content related criteria into account such
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as their linguistics (Wang et al., 2021), tone (Liu and Nguyen, 2020), ideological
standpoints (Mékeld and Laine, 2011) and timing (Ben Youssef and Khan, 2018).
However, despite this emphasis, it is observed that studies focusing on CEO letters in the
sustainability/ate social responsibility (CSR) reports of organisations are rather limited
but they are becoming more prominent. These reports are critical as they are tangible
resources where organisations can evaluate their impacts on social and environmental
issues, and transparently share the risks and opportunities they face with all their
stakeholders. The CEO letters included in these reports are of particular interest as they
are on the first pages of the report and summarise the current status and future of the
business in the field of sustainability (Na et al., 2020). More importantly, the CEO letters
can be seen as an image building tool if it is well structured (Sethi et al., 2016). With all
these aspects, CEO letters are often described as the heart and soul of corporate reports.
From the perspective of signalling theory, which is useful to describe the behaviour when
two parties (individuals or organisations) have access to different information (Connelly
et al., 2011), a good CEO letter provides a signal that transportation companies have high
standards and practices in their CSR activities. This study aims to support the signalling
theory by examining the actual commitment, impact, and motive for CSR reporting.

Specifically, transportation companies need to further their scope of corporate
responsibility to include sustainability issues and to gain competitive advantage in such a
dynamic and competitive environment. Accordingly, although, the narrative of adopting
sustainability practices is elevated in the context of the transportation industry, it is
unclear whether they truly are effectively internalising such practices. CSR reports
provide integration in sustainable practices and communicating their results and meet
stakeholders’ accountability and transparency requirements (Karaman et al., 2020). Thus,
this paper aims to reveal the communication effectiveness of transportation companies by
conducting content analysis on CEO messages conveyed in the mentioned companies’
sustainability/CSR reports. The content analysis is rooted on message content criteria of
CSR communication framework developed by Du et al. (2010). Out of the four
components in the framework (commitment, impact, motive, and CSR fit), the
component of ‘CSR fit’ was decided not to be involved in the content analysis. This
decision is based on the evidence in the related literature revealing that low CSR fit may
result in favourable stakeholder reactions (see Bloom et al., 2006). Thus, our analysis got
use of the components of commitment, impact, and motive. Commitment as a component
of message content is present when the content provides solid information on the amount
of input, durability of the practices/initiatives and consistency of support. Therefore, the
component of commitment deals with the input side of corporate actions. Different from
commitment, the component of impact is present when the content involves solid
information on the outcome of the practices/initiatives. Motive, on the other hand, is
present when the content involves solid information on motivation of the corporate
behind their practices/initiatives (whether it is altruistic or intrinsic). These components
of message content help understand whether the CEO letter presents solid evidence of the
organisations’ sustainability mindset and actions or not. Applying the concept in
transportation industry, this study intends to answer the following specific research
questions (RQs):

1 Commitment: does the CEO letter convey the commitment of the organisation to the
sustainable practices/CSR initiatives by providing solid information on the amount
of input, durability, and consistency of mentioned practices?
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2 Impact: does the CEO letter convey the impact of organisation’s sustainability
practices/CSR initiatives by providing solid information?

3 Motive: does the CEO letter convey the motives of the organisation in performing
sustainability practices/CSR initiatives by providing solid information?

To put it differently, our analysis does not aim at receiving a result on the success of
researched transport companies in terms of their sustainable practices, as our focus is
solely on revealing the success of CEO communication by taking their letters as units of
analysis. It is believed that tracing said constructs on message content would help
revealing the levels of informativeness, clarity and transparency of investigated CEO
letters. In other words, findings derived from the analysis can only show if the message
strength of CEO letters really serves for transparency or if they remain abstract leaving
more room for stakeholder skepticism.

Another significance of this research is that the transportation industry has faced
practical problems such as border closures and increased supply chain disruptions due to
the impact of COVID-19, as well as being an industry with intense expectations
regarding decarbonisation. Therefore, it is possible to argue that the interest in CEO
letters, which are the unit of analysis of the research, has increased their importance in
the process in question. Liu et al.’s (2022) study on multinational enterprises which had
been affected by said supply chain disruptions and Im et al.’s (2021) study on hospitality
industry which had been affected by said border closures at the time, also place a similar
emphasis on CEO letters, given that the time period required CEOs to take an active role
with their duty of being the ‘corporate communicator’. Although the effects of
COVID-19 on the transportation industry have been investigated from many different
perspectives, the number of studies addressing this period in terms of corporate
communication is quite limited. For this reason, the current research is expected to
contribute to the transportation literature as well as the communication literature.

In the following section, the paper presents a review of literature on CEO letters in
corporate communication and how it is addressed in transportation industry in terms of
sustainability. Then, Section 3 outlines the methodology of this research by highlighting
the process of content analysis employed. Section 4 reports our results. And finally,
conclusions section provides discussions and identifies avenues for further research.

2 Literature review

2.1 CEQO letters as a source of sustainability communication

New era in business that is rooted in accountability and sustainability urges CEOs to
show presence in sustainability communication and not leave this important duty only to
the board room. Attention given to the CEOs in evaluating sustainability communication
due to their role as being the main ‘corporate communicator’ and being the ‘corporate
leader’ with the responsibility of implementing sustainability actions (Epstein, 2008).
Based on these increasing expectations from CEOs, publications seeking practical
guidelines for CEOs to well manage their companies’ sustainability journey are
expanding rapidly. CEO letters, which are considered as a narrative reflecting the soul of
the CSR reports and giving the stakeholders (reader of the message) a shortcut in
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evaluating the performance of the CEO and the company, are frequently preferred as
source material for evaluating the communication quality of companies.

However, CEO letters function as an impression management tool rather than
reflecting actual sustainability performance due to the immaturity of sustainability
reporting (Barkemeyer et al., 2014). Companies with poor sustainability performance are
more likely to be focused on using their reports as a manipulation tool for legitimacy,
rather than accountability (Cho and Patten, 2007). Unfortunately, companies use these
reports for overdrawing their success stories in sustainability and hide the negative
environmental/social impact (Diouf and Boiral, 2017). Therefore, while the interest of the
stakeholders in these reports rises due to the increasing importance of the sustainability
field, the fact that the possibility of manipulation in the sustainability communication
cannot be underestimated triggers these stakeholders’ skepticism (Elving, 2013). To
eliminate the skepticism that stakeholders may have towards businesses, CEOs are
expected to demonstrate their integrity to sustainability strategies in a clear and
convincing manner (Pham and Tran, 2020). This emphasis on the role of CEOs leads us
to a question about how CEO letters can function as effective communication tools in
sustainability reports in order to reduce stakeholder skepticism and increase business
reputation.

Since the significance of rhetoric in CEO letters is well understood in terms of
corporate impression management, the literature regarding the sustainability
communication also provides insights on the elements of successful rhetoric. For the
evaluation of successful rhetoric, the use of DICTION language factors, which is a text
analysis software that enables researchers to analyse the verbal tone in a given set of texts
based on their level of certainty, activity, realism, optimism and commonality (Hart,
2001), is quite common in literature as demonstrated in Table 1.

So far, studies have reported some communications tactics as Geppert and Lawrence
(2008) showed that CEOs of the companies with higher reputation prefer a more relaxed
writing style (with less variety of words, shorter words and concrete words) whereas the
CEOs of lower reputation companies do the opposite (Geppert and Lawrence, 2008).
Craig and Brennan (2012) revealed that the language choice of the CEOs is linked with
size and the visibility of their companies. Boudt and Thewissen (2019) stressed out
negative and positive words are strategically positioned in a way to create positive
perceptions. Conaway and Wardrope (2010) found that CEO letters are aligned with the
culture. Existing literature already makes a certain contribution with both computer aided
discourse analysis studies and interpretive studies that examine these discourses in depth.
However, there is still a lack of research to explore the sustainability communication
between CEOs and stakeholders in effectively conveying sustainability practices.

2.2 CEQO letters as a communication driver in transportation companies

Sustainability and sustainable supply chain management (SCM) is an evolving and one of
the most popular fields of SCM (Fang et al., 2022). The extant literature has already
focused on the sustainability from the manufacturing industry perspective, but very little
investigated service industry (Haleem et al., 2022) such as transportation industry. Even
though transportation is an inherent part of supply chains (Shekarian et al., 2022) and
popularity of the sustainability, transportation companies and their sustainability
initiatives have received relatively less interest with respect to the supply chain
(Stekelorum et al., 2020).
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Table 1 Evaluation criteria of content analysis studies on CEO letters
Author(s) Source of CEO Evaluation criteria Sample
letters
Geppert and Annual reports  DICTION language  Fortune’s Most Admired
Lawrence (2008) factors (certainty, Companies, Harris Interactive

Conaway and
Wardrope (2010)

Prasad and Mir
(2002)

Im etal. (2021)

Craig and Brennan
(2012)

Jonill and Rimmel
(2010)

Craig and Amernic
(2018)

Boudt and
Thewissen (2019)

De-Miguel-Molina
et al. (2019)

Yan et al. (2019)
Seo et al. (2021)

Annual reports

Annual reports

Corporate websites

Annual reports

Annual reports

Annual reports

Annual reports

Sustainability and
annual reports

Annual reports

Annual reports,
CSR, sustainability
reports and
websites

activity, realism,
optimism and
commonality)

Stylistic (writing)
features, embedded
cultural attributes

Hermeneutics

Aristotelian
persuasive rhetoric
(ethos, pathos, logos)

DICTION language
factors (certainty,
activity, realism,
optimism, and
commonality)

Action, fact and
interest,
accountability

DICTION language
factors (certainty,
activity, realism,
optimism, and
commonality)

DICTION (positive
and negative words)

Community
involvement and
social license to
operate

Linguistic style

Credibility, efficacy,
commitment, and
responsibility for the
work

Corporate Reputation Survey
and Business Ethics Corporate
Responsibility Report

US and Latin American-based
companies listed on the New
York Stock Exchange

US Oil Industry companies

Hospitality companies listed
in Fortune 500

Companies listed in Fortune
500

Swedish companies
nominated in ‘Best Annual
Report’ contest.

Companies allegedly having
hubristic CEOs

Companies included in Dow
Jones Industrial Average
(DJIA)

Top 40 mining companies

US companies

Airline companies

Transportation literature addressed sustainability issues such as occupational health and
safety, air emissions, energy management, innovative technologies and security systems
(Karagiannis et al., 2022), sustainability practices (Stekelorum et al, 2020;
Michalska-Szajer et al., 2021; Fulzele and Shankar, 2022), energy efficiency
(Liimatainen et al., 2014; Yan et al., 2021), human element (Kitada and Olger, 2015),
gender diversity (Kuzey et al., 2022; Cindalovd and Hedija, 2020), transportation
infrastructure (Chen et al., 2021), strategy (Hargett and Williams, 2009; Kuzey et al.,
2022; Chang et al., 2015; Chang and Yeh, 2016), performance (Rao, 2021; Luo et al,,
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2021; Kuo et al., 2022), firm characteristics (Cin¢alova and Hedija, 2020; Yuen et al.,
2018), urban mass transportation and modal integration (Shrivastava and O’Mahony,
2010), innovation and sustainable transport (Arnaud and Williams, 2010; Wiegmans and
Geerlings, 2010; Vural 2019).

Although, past research has emphasised the importance of communicating the
sustainability efforts in order to establish a stronger bond with the stakeholders for
transportation companies (e.g., Lam and Lai, 2015; Seo et al., 2021). Therefore, the
strands about the communication in transportation companies still run in parallel, not yet
producing research under the problem of the effective communication on sustainable
transportation practices. The current literature has not adequately pointed out
sustainability communication practised by transportation companies (Lam and Lai, 2015;
Bitiktas and Tuna, 2020). Recently, Zieba and Johansson (2022) specified the
requirement of promoting transparent corporate reporting and how the sustainability
claims are constructed and communicated to stakeholders.

Companies should be conveying their sustainability messages though communication
channels to reinforce and communicate their commitment towards sustainability (Yuen
et al.,, 2018). Few scholars have analysed the communication channels as Facebook
messages (Bitiktas and Tuna, 2020), Twitter posts (Altuntag Vural, 2021), non-financial
reports (Gorecka and Strojek-Filus (2022) and CEO letters (Seo et al., 2021). Bitiktas and
Tuna (2020) examined the Facebook messages of container shipping companies and
emphasised that many of them ignore social media and do not convey clear messages to
stakeholders. Altuntas Vural et al. (2021) contributed to how the shipping companies
position their brands within the scope of sustainability. Seo et al. (2021) conducted
content analysis to assess the differences in quality of strategic communication between
the three leading alliance groups and a non-alliance group. They claimed that the
non-alliance group has more ideal CEO letters than the alliance groups. These scholars
have shown that sustainability communication literature for transportation industry needs
to be extended.

Finally, our study contributes to the transportation literature that examines
sustainability communication by providing evidence of whether narrative disclosures
included in the CEO letters provide transparent information or not through analysing
CEO letters following the framework of Du et al. (2010) in the transportation industry.

3 Methodology

3.1 Data collection

It is highlighted in the existing literature that there is a need for embracing qualitative
techniques to gain a deeper understanding on functioning of CEO letters in sustainability
communication (Craig and Brennan, 2012). Based on that approach, this study employs
directive qualitative content analysis on CEO letters of transportation companies with the
aim of revealing communication effectiveness of the CEOs in sustainability reporting.
Using directive content analysis, the communication framework of Du et al. (2010) was
used to focus the RQs and identify key concepts or variables as initial coding.

The most recent CEO letters (published in between 2020 and the first quarter of 2022)
of transportation companies which are listed in NASDAQ and/or NYSE with mega,
large, and medium market cap (above 2 billion dollars), were collected as units of
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analysis in this study. Three market cap categories were selected, as higher capitalisation
tends to lead to higher quantity and quality of disclosure (Lee, 2017). Selected time
period has a particular importance since transportation industry has played a crucial role
in combating with global challenges caused by COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, it can be
expected that a greater meaning was attributed to the corporate communication at this
time period by the stakeholders.

The list of companies to be focused on was generated by using ‘stock screener’ of
NASDAQ (2022). According to this criterion, there are forty-nine companies that need to
be considered. Among these forty-nine companies, five of them namely Booking
Holdings, AirBnB Inc., Travel Leisure Co., Expedia Group and MakeMyTrip Limited
were decided not to be included in the analysis as these are considered as companies
belonging to travel and hospitality sectors. This decision allowed authors to go on with a
more homogeneous list of companies involving airline/airfreight, maritime, road and rail
transportation companies.

Since the focus of this study is on sustainability communication of CEOs, the authors
searched for CEO letters from non-financial reports presented in corporate websites of
remaining forty-four companies. The titles of said reports varies based on companies’
preferences and reports with the titles of sustainability report, CSR report, social impact
report, global impact report and environmental, social and governance (ESG) report were
collected. However, there had to be an extraction of eight more companies, as three of the
companies’ websites were not accessible due to bad gateway error and five of the
companies did not publish any sustainability related reports within the investigated
timeframe. Once the collection of reports was completed, the authors looked for
availability of CEO letters inside of these reports. Finally, six more companies were
extracted since either these reports did not contain any CEO statements at all or had
noticeably short statements presented as quotations which cannot be considered as a CEO
letter. Consequently, the sample size consisted of 30 CEO letters as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Data collection process

Transportation companies
listed in NASDAQ/NYSE
(above 2 billion $ market

Extraction of
travel/hospitality
companies

cap)
n=49 n=44
Extraction of companies Extraction of companies
without CEO letters in without sustainability
sustainability reports reports (or unaccessible)
n=30 n=36

3.2 Data analysis

Data analysis process started with coding the CEO letters with the aid of MAXQDA
(2018) software. Initially, pilot phase was implemented in four steps, consisting of
creating a codebook, trial coding, reliability checking, and revisiting the code book. The
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codebook consisted of three components of ‘commitment’, ‘impact’ and ‘motive’ which
was adapted from Du et al.’s (2010) communication framework on message content.
Based on the codebook, the coders (all three of the authors) assigned to code the
sentences in seven CEO letters (consisting of 23% of the sample) which manifest at least
one of these components for trial coding. After completing trial coding, inter-rater
reliability of this trial was tested by the percentage of agreement for multiple raters to
improve reliability. Total number of units of coding that each pair of agreed divided by
total number of units of coding and number of coders (Schreier, 2012). Inter-rater
reliability was calculated according to percent agreement with following steps:

e Three coders’ ratings were tabularised.

e Additional columns were added for the combinations (pairs) of ratings. There were
three possible pairs.

e ‘1’ and ‘0’ was placed for agreement and disagreement, respectively for each pair.

e They (‘1’ and ‘0”) were added up in an agreement column.

e  The mean of the fractions was calculated at the end of the agreement column.

e Inter-rater reliability was found as 0.71 for commitment and motive, 0.80 for impact.

Percent agreement level closer to 75% would be acceptable (Graham et al., 2012). Then,
coders discussed mismatches occurred at the trial phase to avoid inconsistencies that
might occur during the main coding phase. Mismatches mostly arose regarding the code
of ‘commitment’ due to the multidimensional definition (as it involves input, duration,
and consistency of practices) of commitment. The coders have decided to code
‘commitment’ on narratives in which at least one of those dimensions exist. For the main
coding, one of the coders was attained as the primary coder and was in charge of coding
the data. After completing the main coding, other two coders evaluated each other’s
codes as a secondary coder.

4 Findings

As a result of data analysis, it is found that five of the CEO letters did not include any of
the investigated message content components. These CEO letters were rather designed in
a way to function as an introduction to the whole report, welcoming the readers and
allowing them to know that detailed information is provided in the following sections.
These CEOs provide no detail either on the sustainability mindset or the actions of their
organisations. Therefore, these letters are to be evaluated as poorly performing means of
communication. Hereby, we can conclude that signalling theory is neglected in these
letters which proposes that stakeholders seek out signals (observable actions) to provide
information on unobservable attributes and outcomes (Bergh et al., 2014).

A remarkably similar conclusion can be drawn for the CEO letters which only convey
the ‘motive’. Seven letters underline the motivation behind their sustainability efforts but
do not convey any solid evidence either on their commitment or impact. Therefore, these
letters are only designed to make a connection between the business and its sustainability
approach in the minds of the readers, but do not present the results of this approach or
how it was managed.
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Although remaining letters had at least two of the message content components, only
two of the letters had all the mentioned components. Four letters had the components of
‘commitment’ and ‘impact’. While the organisational effort and outputs related to
sustainability are well presented in these letters, it is seen that the narrative about
motivation is incomplete. It is possible to see the reason for this incompleteness as the
CEOs who wrote the texts think that the motivation in the sustainability approach of the
company is obvious or already well-known by the stakeholders. Four letters included
narrative about ‘motive’ and ‘impact’. Typically, these letters well conveyed the motive
of the sustainability efforts and provided information on achievements and/or expected
outcomes while they lacked in giving details about the input aspect of their sustainability
efforts. Finally, four letters had the components of ‘motive’ and ‘impact’. Although these
letters perform well in terms of conveying details on organisations’ sustainability mindset
and evidence for their commitment, they poorly perform in giving solid information
either on organisations’ sustainability achievements or expected outcomes. Therefore, it
can be argued that these letters are also open to skepticism, since they do not let the
reader know whether the organisational efforts lead to solid outcomes or not.

The results of the data analysis also provide insights on how commitment, motive and
impact were managed in the investigated letter in the following subsections.

4.1 Conveying ‘commitment’ in CEQ letters

Among 30 letters only ten of them conveyed the ‘commitment’ of organisations. It is
useful to remember that in the conceptual foundations of this research, commitment is
handled through the organisation’s ability to transparently explain the inputs in
sustainability practices. In this sense, although many statements expressing the
organisation’s commitment to sustainability goals are included in the letters, the findings
showed that letters were wrapped up in verbiage and commitment is rarely embodied.
Therefore, the statements in question carry the risk of arousing skepticism for
stakeholders and are insufficient in terms of persuasion.

For the ones, in which the ‘commitment’ was well conveyed, it was concluded that
both environmental and social sustainability issues were addressed. Organisational
commitment to environmental sustainability practices were found to be conveyed mostly
through statements explaining their offsetting practices and fuel efficiency improvements.
The following two excerpts exemplify the narratives of these activities:

“Delta has committed more than $30 million to offset 13 million tons of our
airline’s carbon emissions from March through December 2020.” — DeltaAir

“Since October 2018, China Southern Airlines invested 516 million yuan to
promote energy utilization of fuel vehicles in the airport control area;
vigorously promoted the replacement of APU with bridge power supplies to
save 116,000 tons of aviation jet fuel while being an innovator of information
technology.” — China Southern

Addressing social sustainability issues are not limited with health and safety issues,
organisational commitments to philanthropic efforts with varying objectives such as
eradicating racial injustice, supporting natural disaster victims, and empowering
low-income communities are also found in the letters:
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“Following the historic 2020 hurricane season, Kirby’s employees, including
the Company match, raised a record $325,000 for our Kirby Disaster Relief
Fund to assist their fellow employees in times of need.” — Kirby

“Building upon our unwavering commitment to equity and justice, we pledged
one million employee volunteer service hours to support underserved Black
communities.” — FedEx

“Despite a challenging financial outlook, Delta and The Delta Air Lines
Foundation contributed approximately $32 million to our communities in
2020.” — Delta Airlines

4.2 Conveying ‘impact’ in CEO letters

Data analysis showed that 14 letters out of 30 conveyed the ‘impact’ of organisations’
sustainability efforts to the stakeholders. Particularly, it is difficult to grasp whether the
sustainability practices of organisations turn into concrete outputs or whether there are
output targets expected to be achieved in a certain time period. On the other hand, these
14 letters have a more transparent narrative, as they set measurable goals and convey the
position of the organisation to the stakeholders in line with these goals. In these letters,
the impacts organisations achieved or targeted were mostly within the framework of
environmental sustainability. Since the transportation industry has a significant negative
impact on the environment with prominent levels CO, emissions, providing sound
information on eco-friendly practices of organisations is crucial for reducing stakeholder
skepticism and increasing their trust. Therefore, such transparency and informativeness
can also be considered as a booster of an ecofriendly corporate image. The following
quotations form examples to this, as they narrate organisations’ achievements or targets
in improving fuel efficiencies.

“It was also the year we began flying regularly on sustainable aviation fuel
(SAF) from San Francisco International Airport — allowing us to reduce
lifecycle emissions up to 80% per gallon of delivered neat fuel.” — JetBlue

“Through the adoption of new technology systems and operating practices, we
increased our sustainability advantage over our competitors, setting records for
fuel efficiency and exceeding our emissions-reduction targets.” — CSG-ESG

“We intend to cut our CO2 emissions per passenger/km by 10% over the next
decade and we have committed to be plastic-free on board our aircraft within
the next 4 years.” — Ryanair

At this point, it is worth to note that social sustainability elements are less suitable for
measurability due to their nature. Therefore, narratives reflecting the outputs of concrete
steps taken in relation to social issues such as ensuring gender equality in organisations,
reducing health and safety hazards, and tackling poverty could be identified in a few
letters. The excerpts below are statements that convey the outputs of the organisations
regarding the aforementioned issues, respectively:

“In the past 12 months, more than 60% of promotions to middle and senior
management roles within the Ryanair Group were female.” — Ryanair

“Over the course of the year, CSX employees achieved a 10 percent reduction
in the company’s personal injury rate” — CSG-ESG
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“In total, China Southern Airlines dispatched 83 poverty alleviation staff to
temporary posts and villages with the mission to help all areas out of poverty” —
China Southern Airlines

4.3 Conveying ‘motive’ in CEO letters

Twenty-one letters conveyed the ‘motive’ of the organisations in their sustainability
approach. However, there are various aspects in conveying motive. One common theme
was the narrative on the need of taking an action in the year 2020 mostly related with
COVID-19 pandemic. Especially for the organisations in the USA, racial injustice came
forth as another common theme, which was highlighted as another significant factor in
these organisations’ motive. Following quotations are examples of statements linking
motive of the organisation more with the sustainability issues mentioned above:

“..While we have focused on efforts to foster diversity and inclusion, the
murder of George Floyd in May 2020, just miles from our headquarters in
Minnesota, reinforced the need for us to take a stand to help dismantle the
systemic racism that impacts so many...” — CH Robinson

“...2020 was a year of undue tragedy and hardship for individuals, families, and
businesses. We were faced with both an extraordinary global health emergency
and ongoing attacks on equality and basic human rights...” — CSG-ESG

A greater portion of the letters had a focus on how their mission and values matched with
their sustainability mindset while conveying motive in their narratives. Following
quotation is an example:

“...Our company’s purpose is creating an airline people love, and our values
are to own safety, do the right thing, be kind-hearted, deliver performance, and
be remarkable. This purpose and these values guide our culture and business to
deliver value for all those who depend on us — employees, guests, communities,
and owners... — Alaska Airlines

While stressing on how their sustainability approach is aligned with the organisational
values, some of the CEO letters also included statements which openly declare their
awareness of business opportunities that might emerge from their sustainability efforts.
Following statements are examples of said narratives:

“...We also believe that doing right things right is good for business. Our
intense focus on safety and security, our commitment to our employees and our
communities, and our investments in improving our environmental footprint are
not only the right things to do — they also provide opportunities to enhance our
business and create greater value for our stakeholders...” — Old Dominion

“...Sustainability remains of utmost importance, not only because it is the right
thing to do, but because it enables us to make good business decisions...” —
Expeditors

Although it is not possible to say that it is common, it has also been found that in some
letters, CEOs associate the sustainability motivation of their businesses with their
awareness of the environmental damage caused by the transportation industry:

“...Since our aircraft run on fossil fuels, we recognize our role in contributing
to climate change as well as our responsibility to solve it...” — United
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5 Conclusions

Sustainable development has become a significant policy target for transportation
industry which has specifically recognised with disrepute in terms of its environmental
impact. One way for transportation companies to show they care about the sustainability
is CEO letters which have an important potential to convey the sustainability approach of
top management towards the reader in a short and striking way. This study began with
questions whether CEO letters contain elements that will reduce stakeholder skepticism
and increase trust in transportation companies. Anchored in the research of Du et al.
(2010), in harmony with the three elements (commitment, impact and motive) related to
the content of the message, this study analysed 30 CEO letters published by
transportation companies. The study found that there were particular letters in which the
CEO only conveys the general content of the report or the CEO only defines the
organisation’s approach to sustainability through abstract sentences. Although in limited
numbers, there are also examples of letters that fully integrated the message content
elements of Du et al. (2010) into the narrative. It is possible to say that these letters are
much more successful in terms of transparency and openness, thus narrowing the room
for skepticism. As a result of the data analysis, transportation companies rarely adopted
all of these components. Specifically, ‘impact’ and ‘commitment’ components were not
pointed out explicitly in the letters, which means they fail to touch on the output of the
sustainability efforts of the transportation companies and their commitment to these
efforts. “‘Motive’ component was covered in the majority of the letters. However, CEO
letters covering motivation and overlooking the other two components may create the
perception that the sustainability efforts of these companies are only an image building
tool due to the inefficient sustainability communication. This result is in alignment with
the Barkemeyer et al. (2014) that CEO letters function as an impression management tool
rather than reflecting the actual sustainability performance due to the immaturity of
sustainability reporting. Considering that most of the CEO letters examined cannot
convey the sustainability message strongly, it will be easier to achieve positive
differentiation by applying the message content principles framed by Du et al. (2010).
Since the CEO letters were written during the COVID-19 period (that is, a period when
the need for stakeholders to be ‘in the know’ was high), it can be argued that the low
strength of these messages has the potential to create a weakness in the CEO’s ‘corporate
communicator’ role.

5.1 Practical implications

Findings of this study offer practical implications for CEOs and public relations teams in
terms of improving the quality of corporate narratives in sustainability communication.
The increase in the importance of the sustainability concept in today’s market has led to
an increase in the skepticism of the organisation’s sustainability performance from the
viewpoint of the stakeholders. Stakeholders now push the organisational activities within
this framework while evaluating the legitimacy of businesses and CEOs. First, the results
showed the sustainability communication deficiency that may cause stakeholder
skepticism and decrease trust in the organisation. These companies might be missing the
chance to persuade the stakeholders on the transparency and trust for the company and
maintain their relationship with them even if they do their best in the pursuit of
sustainability.
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Moreover, as addressed by Im et al. (2021) for the hospitality organisations,
transportation companies also need to accept the value of CEO letters as an essential
persuasion tool to improve the companies’ image while diminishing negative perceptions
from stakeholders. Thus, they could benefit from signals which help close the gap
between what stakeholders know about the company and what they want to know (Bergh
et al., 2014) in consistency with the signalling theory. Therefore, the sustainability
approach of organisations should be conveyed to the stakeholders in an open and
transparent manner. Also, CEOs consider that the remaining part of the reports cover
sustainability in detail, and they might overlook the necessary elements for sustainability
communication in the letters. A CEO letter should convey the feeling that the CEO of the
company embraces the idea of sustainability for both internal and external stakeholders.

To summarise in a more concrete way, CEOs in transportation industry can utilise
results of this research by:

e Designing the CEO letters as a document to reflect their companies’ sustainability
mindset, rather than using the letter as a brief introduction to the rest of the report
(even if the report has a rich content).

¢ Underlining the commitment of their company by providing necessary information
on what the company has done so far, so that the readers’ potential skepticism would
decrease.

e Underlining the motivation of their company by illustrating concrete actions, so that
the readers would not doubt whether it is not more than an image building effort.

e Underlining the impact of their already in practice sustainability efforts, so that the
readers can understand whether said efforts were on target.

5.2 Theoretical implications

Sustainability practices are essential to increase competitive advantage and benefit, by
communicating their sustainability efforts in order to establish a stronger bond with their
stakeholders who care about protecting the environment (Lam and Lai, 2015). This study
is of particularly theoretical significance due to providing an emphasis to effective
sustainability communication established by transportation companies. Considering the
sample period of the study covering COVID-19 period, transportation companies have
reflected especially health and safety issues as increasing social sustainability in the
narratives of the letter. Thus, social sustainability issues such as eradicating racial
injustice, supporting natural disaster victims, and empowering low-income communities
have supported the increase of social sustainability issues.

Furthermore, this study offers message content elements of Du et al. (2010) as an
evaluation tool for effective sustainable communication. ‘Commitment’, ‘impact’ and
‘motive’ components of message content might be employed to form or evaluate the
transparency of CEO letters in the future studies as well.

Management communication in transportation area is still in its infancy and there are
many questions that need to be explored in order to help understand the right use of
mediums and the efficient ways to convey messages that would enhance corporate
legitimacy and lower stakeholder skepticism. One of the limited available studies
suggested that transportation companies do not convey clear messages to stakeholders in
social media (Bitiktas and Tuna, 2020). In parallel with that, this study revealed
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transportation companies do not develop transparent sustainable communication through
CEO letters. Although these are different communication channels, results supporting
each other have been presented.

5.3 Limitation and directions for future research

Findings of this study cannot be generalised beyond the study context. This study
includes 30 company cases. Thus, this study design allows transferability within the
transportation industry, however not beyond this industry and not beyond these
companies’ cases. Further studies should consider expanding it to other industry contexts.
Although shipping, trucking and airline companies have similar characteristics, there are
differences in terms of the stakeholders they are in contact with and analysing them into
sub-segments would yield more meaningful results. However, since the sample size
considered in this study is not sufficient, such a disaggregation could not be made. This
can be considered as another limitation of the study. This study used limited time period
covering COVID-19 and future researchers might collect longitudinal data and test the
message strength of sustainability communication in parallel with the global dynamics
such as inflationary environment, financial crises, territorial wars, etc. With regard to the
limited data used in this study, studies evaluating the CEO letters together with rest of the
parts in sustainability reports can generate a more comprehensive understanding of this
communication. Furthermore, three dimensions of sustainability could be investigated
separately in this context in order to obtain more detailed results. Current study could be
considered as a preliminary effort to evaluate transparency of sustainability
communication. Integrating CEO profiles such as professional background, gender, age,
region, leadership styles and elements of the CEO letters other than the text such as
graphic elements, (e.g., photos, logos) would be helpful to examine the nature of the
sustainability communication in depth.
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