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LUISA MARINO

Abstract

With the rise of the so-called ‘blue beauty’, many beauty brands have had to adapt to the need
to promote narrations and self-narrations that align with the urgency to care for the environ-
ment and minimize their impact on ocean health. Among the brands that prominently position
themselves as environmentally friendly and ocean-conscious stands Biotherm.

Drawing on a theoretical framework of Corporate Storytelling and employing a social semiotic
approach to Multimodality, this article aims at analyzing how Biotherm communicates its cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR), leveraging sustainability issues in its Blue Report, a free-to-
consult, multimodal document, accessible on the company’s website. In particular, the article
addresses the interplay between verbal and non-verbal modes in constructing and disseminat-
ing Biotherm’s brand narrations throughout the Blue Report.

By means of multimodal analyses of selected double-spreads from the Blue Report and
drawing on Alexandra Georgakopoulou’s work on ‘small stories’ (2007, 2020, 2023), the article
shows how ‘grand’, formal narratives about the company’s CSR merge with ‘small’, semi-for-
mal narratives in the verbal mode. Furthermore, the analysis highlights the extent to which
non-verbal modes crucially facilitate the connection between ‘grand’ and ‘small’ narratives, en-
abling the brand to build (and disseminate) its reputation and foster stakeholder engagement
around eco-themes like sustainability and the preservation of ocean health.

Key words
Corporate storytelling; corporate social responsibility; story; environmental performance report;
ocean advocacy

1. Introduction

The extremely varied panorama of the global beauty industry has seen, in the
last few years, a compelling growth of green beauty brands that advocate and pro-
mote environmental sustainability. While beauty brands are finding new ways to
entice a share of customers which is, day by day, increasingly aware of the impact
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of their skincare and beauty routines on the environment, green beauty is already
shifting towards blue beauty.

Among the brands that have built their own identity around the commitment
to preserve the oceans stands Biotherm. The company was founded in Monaco by
the biochemist Jeanine Marissal, in 1952. Marissal found out an impressive affinity
between human skin and thermal plankton, figuring out thermal plankton could
be used in skincare products since they combined striking healing properties with
high dermal tolerability. The name Biotherm, in fact, blends the two pillars of the
brand: ‘bio’ for biobased ingredients and ‘therm’ for their thermal origins.

This article aims at investigating the verbal and non-verbal storytelling strategies
used by Biotherm to communicate corporate social responsibility (CSR). More
specifically, it focuses on the Blue Report, a free-to-consult, multimodal document
accessible on the company’s website, which addresses the company’s environmental
performance. Within the theoretical framework of Corporate Storytelling (Norlyk
etal. 2014; D’Avanzo 2021; Brown 2006; Boje 2008; Riel 1995; Schulz and Kitchen
2004) and using Multimodality and Social Semiotics (Jewitt, 2009; Kress and Van
Leeuwen 2006; Kress 2009; Stockl 2009) as methodological tools, the article delves
deeper into the interconnections between verbal and non-verbal texts in order to
look at the role played by their interplay in the communication and in the dissem-
ination of the company’s environmental performance.

Drawing on Alexandra Georgakopoulou, (2007, 2020, 2023), Birgitte Nor-
lyk, Marianne Wolff Lundholt and Per Krogh Hansen (2009) and Paul Capriotti
(2011), the article addresses storytelling as an integral part of corporate com-
munication. In this perspective, it is not viewed in a traditional, narratological
perspective, but “as a set of tools to reach a more value-based approach to the
sensemaking of organizations and their stakeholders” (Norlyk et al. 2014: 105).

By means of multimodal analyses of selected double-spreads from Biotherm’s
Blue Report, the article highlights how ‘grand’, formal, narratives about the com-
pany’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) merge with ‘small’, semi-formal nar-
ratives on the verbal side. As section 3 shows in detail, non-verbal modes facilitate
the connection between grand/formal and small/semi-formal narratives, to such
a degree that the company leverages multimodal narratives to build and dissemi-
nate reputation and to foster engagement.

2. Theoretical premises and methodological approach

Since ‘corporate environmental reports are multisemiotic documents’ (Skulstad
2008: 182) in which both verbal and non-verbal elements have a narrative value,
the analysis of the ‘Blue Report’ required an integrated methodological approach
which turned to both Corporate Storytelling and a social semiotic approach to
Multimodality. Thus, this section is divided in two subsections. The first includes
a literature review on storytelling intended as a communicative strategy in corpo-
rate discourse (in particular in the construction of corporate brands) while the
second focuses on multimodality as a tool to delve deeper into the multi-semiotic
character of the text under scrutiny.
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2.1 Storytelling and/in corporate communication

In the post-digital era, companies have radically changed their ways of commu-
nicating themselves to the rest of the world (Mautner 2008; Capriotti 2011; Baldi
and Borello 2016; Barni 2005). On the one hand, the hyper-connection granted
by the Internet has facilitated and encouraged a one-to-one relationship between
companies (the addressers of corporate communication) and stakeholders (the
addressees). Indeed, a device connected to the Internet is sufficient to access all
the information any stakeholder would seek for, anytime and anywhere. On the
other hand, the availability of different multimedia technologies and the exist-
ence of social media and social sharing tools has given companies the possibility
to use several expressive codes, producing contents that can be easily (and almost
infinitely) remediated and disseminated. Yet, massively reaching a vast group of
stakeholders has come with a cost, because while in traditional corporate commu-
nication the asymmetrical flow of information (company to stakeholders) granted
a certain information control, the immediate availability of any kind of data and
information, together with their replicability, has created a disequilibrium to the
extent that “stakeholders are no longer receiving information about GSR activ-
ities just from the company, but from a range of sources, not all of which the
company can control” (Capriotti 2011: 360-361). Therefore, while it is true that
companies have increased the possibility of enticing different kinds of prospec-
tive consumers, striking them with several expressive codes, it is also true that
they have to fight with stronger selection processes that come from the individu-
als’ necessity to overcome the excess of information. In this scenario, storytelling
seems to be a possibility, for a company, to stand out narrating one’s own peculi-
arities (Fontana 2009; 2010; D’Avanzo 2021; Boje 2008).
Norlyk et al. (2014) define corporate storytelling as the:

strategic utilization of stories and storytelling (in the broad sense of man’s
ability to tell and understand narratives) to create coherence and progres-
sion concerning the companies’ or organizations’ brand, identity and devel-
opment (105).

The term storytelling began to be rather used beyond the field of traditional
narratology by the end of the 20™ century, when people came to be defined ‘sto-
rytelling animals’ (Maclntyre 1981) and stories became an instrument to mean-
ing-making for a broad range of disciplines, identity building processes and cul-
tural products. Within this frame, Cees van Riel (1995) laid the foundations for
the development of corporate storytelling, highlighting the role played by stories
in corporate communication. Indeed, he addressed stories not just as anecdotes
or standalone accounts, but as structured, strategic narrative processes aimed at
building a corporate identity, managing reputation, and fostering stakeholder
support through emotional connection, transparency and credibility.

Drawing on these premises, Norlyk et al. (2014) provide an overview of cor-
porate storytelling. They too do not address the term ‘story’ in traditional nar-
ratological terms, but rather as a tool (or a set of tools) presenting companies/
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organizations as unified ‘bodies’. These entities, they claim, use stories to man-
age internal and external communication and maximize communicative effects,
thereby controlling, influencing, and engaging with stakeholders.

In the essay All Marketers Are Liars, Seth Godin wrote: “successful marketers
are just the providers of stories that consumers choose to believe” (2005: 15). He
wanted to draw attention to the need humans have of feeding themselves with
stories (be they true or not) because that is where they experience satisfaction'.
Even if discussing how human brains process and store experiences goes beyond
the scope of this article, it could be useful to borrow from Jerome Bruner’s
“the Narrative Construction of Reality” (1991) to understand why storytelling has
come to be increasingly used, over the years, in marketing and corporate commu-
nication. The psychologist argues that:

we organize our experience and our memory of human happenings mainly
in the form of narrative - stories, excuses, myths, reasons for doing and not
doing, and so on. Narrative is a conventional form, transmitted culturally
and constrained by each individual’s level of mastery and by his conglomer-
ate of prosthetic devices, colleagues, and mentors. (4)

This means that storytelling results in effective communication strategy because it
resembles the way(s) in which humans interpret and catalogue their experiences
on a daily basis, thus being able to master the social reality that surrounds them.

If we aim at looking at a company’s environmental reports using a narrative
approach, we should first acknowledge that narratives do not exist in a vacuum.
Besides, if we admit that organizations have a discursive nature, Boje’s definition
of companies as ‘storytelling organizations’ (see Boje 2008) helps focus on the
dynamic character of storytelling and on the limitless possibilities of repurposing
a brand’s identity.

This fosters two considerations:

(i) the ways in which a company narrates itself depends on the time, the
socio-political and the cultural context in which the narrative is conceived
and disseminated;

(ii) when a company is narrated through storytelling, the disseminated nar-
rative (or story) is made up of “all the identity-relevant narratives that their
participants’ author about them” (Brown 2006: 736); meaning its consisten-
cy is the result of a discursive practice.

In this perspective, corporate brand narrations communicate a company’s iden-
tity adjusting to the socio-political trends and the cultural norms of a given time.
Since they present a company’s identity as uniform and consistent (even though
a company is normally a complex, plurivocal organization) corporate brand nar-
rations “are a form of discursive practice” (Brown 2006: 740) that seek monovo-
cality (see Boje 2008) for the sake of facilitating and encouraging neural coupling
and emotional connection with the stakeholders.
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2.2 Multimodality and Multimodal Discourse Analysis: tools and methods
for linguistic research

In the introduction to The Routledge Handbook of Multimodal Analysis, Carey Jewitt
maintains that “multimodal research looks beyond language to explore a wide
range of modes and communicational contexts” (2009: 2). Thus, while carry-
ing on multimodal research, scholars explore all the semiotic resources and the
modes that can be used in communication for making meaning: from written to
spoken language, from writing to images, from sound to gaze and so forth.

In the last decades multimodality has become a very much used approach in
the study of language because of what Hartmut Stockl has defined a ‘multi-se-
miotic turn’ (2009: 203) in Communication Studies. According to the scholar,
multimodality can be considered as the “natural” mode of communication
because:

(i) humans have more than one sense, and normally use more than one
sense to communicate;

(ii) involving more than one sense in the communication helps realizing
a more efficient communicative act;

(iii) the communicative repertoire of a culture is characterised by “transcrip-
tions”; meaning humans tend to “translate” messages from one medium to
another in order to make sense of what surrounds them (i.e commenting
films, describing pictures, performing and annotating etc.).

In this perspective, multimodality is

(i) the “co-presence of various semiotic modes in a given overall text” (Stockl
2009: 206);

(ii) a technique which facilitates and/or enables the communication;

(iii) “a patterned semiotic activity” (Stockl 2009: 206), meaning what is at
stake is both the modes used within a culture and their users, who infer,
receive and/or interpret meanings.

The idea of multimodality as a patterned semiotic activity is directly linked to
the assumption that the semiotic interplay between modes does not happen in
a vacuum but is linked to a social context that is timely, spatially and culturally
circumscribed. In this regard, the act of meaning making becomes a social prac-
tice (Fairclough 1995; Fairclough and Wodak 1997) that can be studied in a social
semiotic perspective. Thus, Multimodality and Social Semiotics (Halliday 1978;
Jewitt 2009; Martinec and Salway 2005; Kress and Van Leeuwen 2006; Kress
2010) provide the tools to supplement a purely linguistic research, which would
not properly address contemporary communication, due to its complexity.
Fairclough (1995) conceptualises discourse as something profoundly con-
nected to social structures, (collective) identities, and power. He emphasises that
discourse is not just’ about language but also about what social actors do with
language. In this sense discourse is a way of acting because social actors perform
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actions through language. Furthermore, discourse is used to represent the world,
but it also affects and frames the ways in which social actors perceive the world;
thus, discourse is a way of representing. Finally, discourse is a way of being as it
shapes social actors’ individual and collective identities and contributes to deter-
mine social roles.

These theoretical premises prove to be helpful, when it comes to analyse the
discursive strategies used to build corporate brand identity, since they help schol-
ars detect the linguistic choices used by a company to act on the market, narrate
itself and try and establish connections with prospective consumers. In this per-
spective, a combined approach with Multimodal Studies enables researchers to
delve deeper into modes’ interdependence as well as the effects of such interde-
pendence on communication.

With Reading Images. The Grammar of Visual Design, Kress and van Leeuwen
presented a groundbraking framework to investigate non-verbal texts in Commu-
nication Studies. In so doing, they opened up new perspectives on the study of
language and aimed at describing “the way in which depicted elements - people,
places and things - combine in visual ‘statements’ of greater or lesser complexity
and extension” (2006: 1). Reinterpreting Michael Halliday’s three metafunctions
of language, the two scholars outlined what happens on the ideational, interper-
sonal and textual levels in multimodal texts. Concisely:

- any semiotic mode has to be able to represent reality, both in terms of objects
and aspects and in terms of their relationships (ideational metafunction);

- any semiotic mode has to be able to represent social interaction, i.e. the so-
cial relationships between the producer and the receiver of a sign (interpersonal
metafunction);

- any semiotic mode has to be able to create texts, that is complex units of mean-
ing in which the elements are regulated by principles of internal and external
cohesion and coherence (textual metafunction).

The focus of the following analysis has been narrowed to modality (interper-
sonal metafunction) and composition (textual metafunction). Both, in fact, seem
to be fundamental aspects in corporate brand narrations and environmental
reports. Modality refers to the attitude of the brand narrator towards what has
been communicated about and around the brand (both on a verbal and a non-ver-
bal level) and the possible emotional responses this attitude can generate. Com-
position enables critics to infer which sets of information are conveyed through
the report and how they could impact on brand equity and, eventually, on sales.

3. Under the Lens: Biotherm’s Sustainability Philosophy

The term ‘blue beauty’ was coined in 2018 by Jeannie Jarnot (CEO of Beauty
Heroes). She aimed at celebrating beauty brands that were not ‘just’ environmen-
tally and socially sustainable but committed to the protection (and restoration)
of oceans and marine ecosystems. Thus, while ‘green beauty’ can be considered
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as an umbrella term referring to beauty products that are generally considered
eco-friendly (for example because they are vegan, cruelty-free, or because they
use exclusively natural ingredients and appear in fully recycled/recyclable pack-
ages, or even because they support environmental charities), blue beauty can be
considered as a hyponym. It is about removing from beauty products chemicals
and microplastics that could harm the oceans and use production technologies
that limit water waste and preserve marine ecosystems.

The concept of ‘blue beauty is central to Biotherm’s CSR communication, to
the extent that the company dedicates a whole document to the communication
of its evnvironmental performance.

Biotherm’s Blue Report is a free-to-consult document published on the compa-
ny’s website, in the ‘Commitments’ section. It is as a special kind of ‘Environmen-
tal Performance Report’ (EPR) (Skulstad 2008: 187) which indicates a company’s
commitment to preserve the oceans and seas, setting objectives to be less impact-
ful on global waters (and, to a broader extent, on the environment) and develop-
ing (internal) policies aimed at boosting sustainability. Even though, according to
Skulstad’s definition an Environmental Performance Report is normally issued
annually (see Skulstad 2008), the latest Blue Report uploaded on Biotherm’s web-
site dates back to 2022.

Drawing on this premise, this section sheds light on the relationships between
the verbal and non-verbal elements in Biotherm’s Blue Report with the aim of
assessing the role played by both the visual and the verbal modes in the shaping
of the rhetorical strategies used by the company to signal its levels of commit-
ment towards the environment.

In the last decades scholars have traced down some markers and cues that help
detect modality in a multimodal text, as well as scan a text in terms of composi-
tion, so to determine to what extent the interrelationships among modes contrib-
ute to produce meaning. Yet, it is worth remarking that both on a grammatical
and on a visual level, modality is strictly connected to the values and beliefs of
a certain social group and to the ways in which such a social group connects and
relates to other social groups. The textual metafunction (and consequently com-
position) is also affected by the critics’ background and the contexts from which
they analyse a multimodal text. This premise is fundamental to acknowledge that
the following analysis of Biotherm’s Blue Report is just one of the multiple analy-
ses that other critics could provide, while assessing the same text.

When it comes to using categories to interpret and analyse communication
contents, it must not be neglected that even the interpreter is embedded in
a given socio-cultural context, which shapes and frames his/her way to approach
communication. Regarding environmental reports and their analysis, one could
argue that the (perceived) degree of reliability of the message(s) conveyed, as well
as the (perceived) degree of social distance or social closeness, depend on both
the social group and the social connections that have contributed to create the
documents, and on the interpreter’s social group and social connections.

Aud Solbjgrg Skulstad argues that in Environmental Performance Reports,
companies tend to use a double rhetoric strategy to signal their commitment
towards the environment. More in detail, they:
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(a) directly show the company’s commitment towards environmental issues by
“announcing environmental policy and objectives [and] making ‘promises’”
(2008: 188);

(b) signal the business ethics by “reporting on the company’s environmental
performance [and] giving ‘evidence’” (2008: 188).

Building upon this as a base, the analysis of modality and composition (Kress
2009, Kress and van Leeuwen 2006) could help scholars who deal with corporate
storytelling to speculate on the effect of verbal and non-verbal narrations of/on
sustainability in customers’ engagement and willingness to buy the brand.

The analysis that follows highlights how a brand can leverage multimodal tools
to create and convey strategic narratives, aimed to persuade and unify stake-
holders around a common interest. Due to space constrains, only three sections
of the Blue Report were considered in this analysis, that is those related to the
three pillars of the company’s ‘Water Lover Program’: formulas, design solu-
tions, ocean preservation. The analysis treats each double-spread (i.e.: each pair
of facing pages) as a single textual unit. This means that the verbal and non-verbal
elements make sense through their interrelation within the textual unit.

The image below (Fig.1) features the first of the three double-spreads analysed
in this section (Blue Report 2022: 22, 23).

@® More Bioscience
FORMULAS

Figure 1. Double-spread introducing Biotherm’s ocean-friendly bio-based
formulas (Blue Report 2022: 22, 23)

This double-spread is dedicated to the presentation of Biotherm’s bio-based
formulas, to the positive consequences that using bioscience has had on both
the branded products and the environment, and to the presentation of the
company’s future goals. Considering Stockl’s types of content-related linkage
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(2009: 216), the image on the right elaborates the verbal text featured on the
left. This means that readers are able to infer that the image shows lotion
born out of bioscience formulas just because that is specified in the verbal
description on the left. This is not a detail to neglect because it suggests that,
in the construction of this specific double-spread, the verbal text comes before
the non-verbal text.

Even though both pages are connected on the side of contents, Figure 1 shows
how, in this double-spread, verbal and non-verbal texts are separated by both visible
and invisible framing lines. This enables readers to consider verbal and non-verbal
texts also as separate content blocks that can be ‘read’ on their own. Moreover, on
the left, verbal texts are divided in two sections, thanks to additional framing strat-
egies. The ‘goal section’ is, in fact, made salient as it is enclosed in two horizontal
lines, as well as the percentage and the title, made salient because of font size and
type. In terms of composition, in the double-spread verbal and non-verbal contents
are organised and related on a horizontal axis, so that the information flow moves
from left to right. Yet, salience plays here a strategic role. Isolating and juxtaposing
the most salient elements in the double-spread, the result is:

More Bioscience Formulas = 100% > Image

The arrows indicate the order in which verbal and non-verbal elements are read:
from top to bottom and from left to right. Thus, the sequence provides an im-
mediate set of information to any category of readers, be it that of potential
customers, who are just skimming the report, or that of motivated customers,
who are willing to know more. In a corporate storytelling perspective, the ele-
ments that are strategically made salient are the bases on which the narration of
the brand is grounded: bio-based technology (‘more bioscience formulas’ in the
double-spread), oceans preservation (‘100% [of our formulas more respectful of
aquatic life]” in the double-spread) and the image of the lotion as a promotional
preview of the set of products offered by the brand.

The ‘visual framing’ mentioned before is also functional in terms of storytell-
ing as it ideally divides the ‘grand’ story from the ‘small’ one. Indeed, drawing on
Georgakopoulou’s concept of small stories (2007, 2020, 2023), one could argue
that the verbal text on the right presents the company’s official goals, while the
verbal text on the left presents the small stories, intended as the company’s collec-
tive effort to achieve those goals. This seems to be corroborated by the fact that
the verbal text on the right makes a large use of the pronoun ‘we’ and indulges
in positive verbs and verb phrases (e.g: embraces co-creation with nature; is able
to recreate (nature); enhance without compromising (on effectiveness or safety),
etc.). These elements are more than stylistic choices, as they suggest both a rather
uniform vision of the company and the reduction of the boundaries between
the company and the stakeholders. Indeed, if the company is presented as ‘we’,
meaning it has one voice, the result will be a more transparent communication
of CSR. Seemingly, describing how the company does what it does, rather than
just listing what it does (or has done) contributes to make the processes and the
results more tangible, creating a sense of shared values.
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On the other hand, the verbal text framed in the goal section is a more formal
description of what the company has done and will do, in order to advocate for
ocean health. In this case, setting a precise timing and using tenses which focus
on the result of a past action (i.e: has been performed to improve) or tenses
which communicate certain commitment (i.e: will be) contribute to foster authen-
ticity and credibility in the communication of CSR.

Focusing on the double-spread as a whole, the most salient elements are the
image of the lotion on the right and the percentage on the left, mainly because of
their dimension. They are strategically made salient, since they are fundamental
elements in the brand’s narration, grounded in environmental sustainability and
skincare effectiveness. For this reason, they have to be the first elements to catch
the attention of prospective customers. As regards the information value, assum-
ing that “the left is the side of the ‘already given’” (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006:
180), the newness is given by the image of the lotion featured on the right of the
double-spread. Here, thanks to colour modulation (different shades of blue) and
brightness, readers are able to discern the texture of the lotion. The dark blue
background against which the light blue brush strokes stand out, and the ways in
which light and brightness are rendered to highlight colour gradation, contribute
to possibly reproduce, to the eyes of the reader/viewer, the thickness and the
viscosity of the lotion. In this sense, by offering a more lifelike representation,
tridimensionality can enhance a perception of realness and contribute to catch
the attention of the reader/viewer.

My use of the adverb “possibly”, above, is necessary as Kress and van Leeuwen
explain that realness or abstraction are not inherent properties of the world, but
rather conventions that can be understood (or interpreted) through coding orien-
tation (2006: 165). In other words, the degree of reality or abstraction perceived
by readers/viewers, when they try to make sense of the visual languages they face
with, is affected by the social and cultural conventions they are embedded in.

In terms of brand narrations, promoting a unique image of a product (brand
awareness) and encouraging brand associations in the customer’s mind, are effec-
tive techniques to foster an emotional evaluation on the side of the customer (or
prospective one). In Marketing Studies, brand awareness and brand associations
have proven to be fundamental in increasing brand equity?, that is the commer-
cial value of a brand, at a certain point in time, but also its social value, coming
from the subjective emotional evaluation of every single customer who chooses
to purchase that brand instead of its competitors.

The analysis of the first double-spread reveals that even though non-verbal ele-
ments are the most striking and impactful elements, because of their salience, it
is the verbal description that contributes to create a unique image of the product,
presenting the brand as factual and trustworthy.

Figure 2 (below) features the second double-spread object of this analysis. Here
the concept of sustainability is paired with that of circularity, as one of the goals
of the brand is proposing new design solutions coming from recycled sources.
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@ More Sustainable

DESIGN SOLUTIONS

Figure 2. Double-spread introducing Biotherm’s sustainable packaging
and approach to value chain (Blue Report 2022: 34, 35)

Since the graphic layout remains the same throughout the report, even the sec-
ond double-spread shows verbal and non-verbal texts separated by both visible
and invisible framing lines. Once again, the ‘goal section’ is made salient thanks
to both the two horizontal lines that frame the text and to the years in bold, aim-
ing at presenting the brand’s agenda at a glance. The image on the right is also
made salient thanks to size, colour and sharpness. As for the first double-spread
(Fig. 1 above), in terms of “content-related linkage” (St6ckl 2009: 216) even in the
second one the image on the right elaborates the verbal text featured on the left.
In this perspective, the newness of the image displayed on the right stands in the
fact that “it is presented as something which is not yet known [...] by the viewer,
hence as something to which the viewer must pay special attention” (Kress and
Van Leeuwen 2006: 181). In fact, the set of containers represented on the right
can be ‘recognized’ as recycled just because the verbal texts on the left present
Biotherm’s commitment to shift to circular economy.

Focusing on the verbal mode, copywriters employed emotional and rational
persuasion strategies (cfr. Bhatia 2019; Iversen 2014) by combining high and low
modality in the verbal description on the left. As a matter of fact, in the first three
sentences, the subjects (‘(our) Water Lovers roadmap’ in the first sentence and
‘We’ in the second and third sentences) are meant to emotionally involve cus-
tomers (or prospective ones), proposing the image of a community. In so doing,
copywriters encourage the creation of an emotional bond between the brand and
the customer while creating alignment between what a prospective customer may
desire and what the brand is able to offer. For this reason, the verbs ‘includes’,
‘have pledged to reduce’ and ‘aim to design’ contribute to convey an idea of
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transparency. They are high-modality verbs that present facts (‘We have pledged
to reduce our virgin plastic consumption...’) and truths, both established (‘our
Water Lovers roadmap includes using more sustainable materials...) and in the
making (‘We aim to design our packaging for plastic circularity...’), aiming at
engaging readers and invite them to join in. In the last sentence of the verbal
description, instead, ‘Biotherm’ is the subject. Here, after having emotionally
engaged readers, copywriters re-focus the narration on the brand and explain
in detail the steps that will enable it to shift towards circularity. Low modality is
given to this last sentence, both because the use of ‘Biotherm’ as a subject implies
social distancing with the reader, and because the verb ‘hopes’ does not represent
reality but something that may (or may not) happen.

Looking at the verbal texts on the left through the lens of storytelling, one
could say that the formal, action-oriented language used in the ‘goal section’ to
communicate the brand’s agenda corresponds to the ‘grand’ story. On the other
hand, the emotional connotation of the ‘we’ statements that describe Biotherm’s
approach to circular economy correspond to the ‘small’ story (Georgakopoulou
2007), that is the narration(s) through which the brand communicates its values
while trying to build a relationship with its stakeholders, based on commonality
of interests and commitment.

By the analysis of the previous double-spreads (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2), it seemed
that the verbal mode comes first throughout the report, in the sense that
non-verbal texts are used to elaborate information which are essentially con-
veyed through verbal texts. Also, in terms of corporate storytelling, non-verbal
texts are used as a complement to verbal ones, through which the brand’s iden-
tity and commitment are mainly expressed. Yet, the last double-spread under

@ More Actions for
OCEAN PRESERVATION

Figure 3. Double-spread featuring Biotherm’s involvement with NGOs
working for Ocean preservation (Blue Report 2022: 44, 45)
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scrutiny (Fig. 3, below) shows that this consideration does not hold true for the
entire document.

Figure 3 features a section in the Blue Report (2022: 44, 45) where Biotherm’s
activism is presented together with its partnerships with NGOs involved in Ocean
preservation.

Here, a variation in both modality and linkage changes the reading(s) of the
whole text. As to contentrelated linkage, the image on the right extends the
verbal text on the left (cfr. Stockl 2009: 216). Indeed, the visual mode introduces
an element that is related to what is expressed through the verbal mode, but
not co-present in the verbal mode: the two women with the Water Lover sweat-
shirt. As a matter of fact, it seems to add that Biotherm’s Water Lover program
can involve common people, not necessarily primary stakeholders (i.e. managers,
board members, investors, employees).

In this perspective, as regards information value, the left side of the dou-
ble-spread “seems to be the side of the key information, of what the reader must
pay particular attention to” (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996: 180). Above everything
else, the brand seems to convey that anyone can be an agent of change. This
consideration is also supported by the fact that an almost naturalistic modality
is given to the image on the right. The two women are, in fact, in focus, while
the background is slightly overexposed, so much so that the excessive brightness
blurs some of the details. As a consequence, the two women’s sharpness con-
trasted to the blurry background makes the image just “one step away from ‘full
contextualization’”, in Kress and Van Leeuwen’s words (1996: 161). This means
that it reaches the highest degree possible in terms of naturalistic modality since
both a fully articulated and a weakly connoted background would be artificial
and unrealistic.

Concerning the graphic layout on the left, there are no substantial differences
with the double-spreads analysed before (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 above). Even in this
case the verbal texts are organised in two separate sections. Yet here both the sec-
tions have a title. If the section on the right is dedicated, as usual, to the brand’s
goal(s), the section on the left, titled ‘Our vision’, is devoted to the presentation
of Biotherm as a company concerned with protecting the oceans and preserving
the environment. Here, copywriters use once again high modality to engage the
stakeholders and foster the narration of a brand which is willing to gather a com-
munity around a shared objective, as suggested by the large use of the first-per-
son plural pronoun ‘we’ and the possessive adjective ‘our’ (cfr. Georgakopoulou
2007).

In this last double-spread both the visual and the verbal modes cooperate to
emotionally engage consumers, or prospective ones, so to make them feel part
of a community that can take a stance and act for the environment. Yet, it is the
visual mode to dominate here. Indeed, while in the first (Fig. 1) and second case
(Fig. 2) abstract and conceptual photography were used, the last double-spread
(Fig. 3) features photographic naturalism. As a consequence, while in the first two
cases verbal texts were necessary to make readers/viewers infer that the brand
uses bio-based formulas and promotes circularity, in the last case a truthful rep-
resentation of reality (rendered with natural light and the absence of staged sets,
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for example) goes beyond simply capturing the readers/viewers’ attention. It is
meant to enable readers/viewers to connect with what is represented and, conse-
quently, with the brand.

4. Closing remarks

The article has shown how Biotherm uses the Blue Report to communicate the
company’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) using storytelling as a main com-
municative strategy. The multimodal nature of the Blue Report has required an
analysis of the communication strategies which took into account the interplay
between verbal and non-verbal modes. Thus, Multimodality and Social Semiotics
were used as methodological tools to address a document which does not just
present the brand’s identity, intended as its values, ethics, approach(es) to eco-
themes, but also as the means through which stakeholders are encouraged to
feel (or to become) part of a community aimed at pursuing shared interests like
ocean preservation and, generally speaking, environmental advocacy.

Looking at the narrative strategies found throughout the Blue Report through
the lens of Alexandra Georgakopoulou’s works on small stories (2007, 2020,
2023) the article has presented storytelling as the means through which ‘grand,’
formal (multimodal) narratives, dealing with the communication of the com-
pany’s environmental agenda, interrelate with ‘small’ (multimodal) narratives,
aimed at depicting the company as committed and close to the stakeholders, lev-
eraging emotional language and a rather informal tone. In this perspective, while
either elaborating or extending the verbal mode, the non-verbal mode contrib-
utes to provide a link between ‘small’ and ‘grand’ narrations, creating narrative
consistency.

The multimodal analysis of the Blue Report has shown how, in the narration of
Biotherm’s environmental commitment and business ethics, verbal and non-verbal
contents cooperate to engage and communicate with stakeholders and, in par-
ticular, with prospective consumers. Far from being ‘just’ narrations that make
the brand stand out in the beauty industry, the verbal and non-verbal texts in the
report are aimed at satisfying precise marketing needs: creating emotional bonds
and non-tangible values which could resonate with the stakeholders.

Even though analysing three double-spreads out of a whole report cannot pro-
vide an exhaustive picture of the storytelling strategies used to build and promote
a brand’s identity, it has nonetheless shown how looking at corporate storytell-
ing through a multimodal discourse analysis framework can offer insights on
the ways in which verbal and non-verbal language can be used by companies to
both achieve rhetorical goals like encouraging trust, fostering brand loyalty and
enhancing brand reputation and to persuade and establish a connection with
stakeholders.

The Blue Report has thus become for Biotherm the chance to promote a brand
identity grounded in safety (natural ingredients and bio-based formulas); trans-
parency (anything about the brand seems supported by evidence); trust (goals
and agendas are shown) and beliefs (compliance with a shared opinion that
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people should act to preserve the environment). In other words, through the Blue
Report, the brand has been able to leverage narrations of sustainability in order
to stand out in the market as a transparent, trustworthy and unique company.

Such an analysis cannot help predicting if the linguistic strategies used through-
out the report have contributed (or will contribute) to increase brand equity*.
Yet, it has tried to contribute to literature on corporate storytelling, a rather
“amorphous field” (Norlyk et al. 2014: 105) to this day, shedding light on the
role played by multimodal communicative strategies in a company’s attempt to
leverage environmental discourses to establish long, solid relationships with its
stakeholders and to build and spread corporate brand narrations which could
possibly fight market saturation.

Notes

He speaks of “psychology of satisfaction” (Godin 2005: 15).

This is the name given to Biotherm’s environmental action program.

In Brand Management: an introduction through storytelling (2021), Emmanuel Mogaji
presents brand equity as a “set of assets” (165) schematised in: brand awareness,
brand loyalty, brand association, enterprise assets, perceived quality.

Each one of these assets is responsible for value creation both as a single parameter
and as part of a whole. For these reasons brand managers need to be attentive to the
role each parameter plays in branding processes, so to make the most out of their
interactions in terms of value building.

The commercial value of a brand, at a certain point in time, but also its social
value, coming from the subjective emotional evaluation of every single customer
who chooses to purchase that brand instead of its competitors.
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