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Abstract

Transparency can be seen as providing access to more and better information,
in ways that inevitably involve both informativity and accessibility,
comprehension and comprehensiveness. It is difficult, however, to identify
linguistic features that may be critical in the process, apart from generic
appeals to avoiding ambiguity and vagueness. The present paper focuses on
elements of accessibility and looks in particular at the use of exemplification.
Keeping in mind work on strategies of recontextualization in popularising,
exemplifications can be seen as a way of adjusting information to the readers’
knowledge and information needs by offering specific examples of general
phenomena, clarifying general questions and adapting them to the audience.
But how do exemplifications stand from the point of view of informativity and
vagueness? The study is based on a corpus of Annual and Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) reports in the rail sector. The corpus collects reports in
English from different cultural backgrounds — including Native Englishes
across continents and Non-native Englishes, whether English as a Lingua
Franca or translation. The analysis of exemplification was conducted by
identifying the various types of Vague Category Identifiers (VCIs) within the
different forms of Exemplifying Markers, focusing particularly on the two
main components of exemplifications: the General Element and the
Exemplifying Element. This combined methodology allowed for a detailed
examination of the dynamics between vagueness and exemplification,
suggesting that exemplifications may increase accessibility but their
informativity may vary and so can their contribution to transparency.

1. Introduction

The importance of creating and “parading” a positive and reliable corporate image in the face of

increased competition in today’s business environment has given rise to several “disclosure

documents” that are intended to communicate a company’s financial, social, or environmental

performance. In particular, a company’s mission, vision, philosophy, and governance are

increasingly introduced and described in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports. These
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hybrid documents have become common practice, though not mandatory, in the domain of
reporting genres (Bhatia 2004, 62). They help companies manage their identity and public
perception, by combining informational and promotional elements so as to achieve their
communication goals.

Given their growing relevance, scholarly interest in CSR reports has notably intensified,
focusing on two main research avenues. Firstly, research has explored the generic structure of
CSR reports (Bondi and Yu 2018; Yu and Bondi 2017; Bondi 2016a; Catenaccio 2011; Skulstad
2008). Secondly, studies have scrutinised the linguistic and discursive resources employed
within CSR reports to promote socially responsible actions and construct positive corporate
identities. Noteworthy areas of investigations encompass legitimation (Lin 2021; Breeze 2012;
Fuoli 2012), repurposing and interdiscursivity (Catenaccio 2012; 2011, 2010), evaluative
language and stance (Fuoli 2018; 2012; Bondi 2016a; Malavasi 2012, 2011, 2007; Lischinsky
2011), modality (Bondi 2016b; Aiezza 2015), and vague language (Bondi and Sezzi 2024; Jin
2022).

The last area of research mentioned, pertaining vagueness, is particularly intriguing as it
may appear in direct contrast to transparency. Transparency is synonymous to many
interrelated concepts, from good governance to accountability and disclosure (Clark et al. 2015;
Ball 2009). Viewed as a pillar against corruption “due to exposure of deceptive practices that
took place behind closed doors” (Rawlins 2009, 71), it is the foundation on which people’s trust
in companies is based (Schnackenberg and Tomlinson 2016) and from which companies’ positive
image derives. Communicative transparency, which leads to organisational transparency
(Koskela and Crawford Camiciottoli 2020, 60), implies an ease of access to comprehensible and
comprehensive information (Whitehouse and Perrin 2015). Thus, the “perceived quality” of the
disclosed information (Schnackenberg and Tomlinson 2016, 1788) involves aspects of
accessibility, informativity, availability, clarity, accuracy, and readability (Schnackenberg et al.
2021; Schnackenberg and Tomlinson 2016; Williams 2008).

More precisely, this paper focuses on the use of exemplification in CSR reports as a means of
enhancing readers’ comprehension by adjusting information to their knowledge and needs
(Calsamiglia and Van Dijk 2004). Indeed, CSR reports can be seen to adopt various popularizing
strategies in mediating expert discourse for different stakeholders (see Malavasi 2018). While
acknowledging that presenting information inherently involves a process of selection, and that
the level of clarity can differ based on the diverse interests of various audiences, the present
paper aims to analyse how exemplifications stand from the point of view of the interplay
between accessibility and informativity and how far they actually support the argumentation

by providing substantial evidence of the claims made.
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Section 2 explores the use of exemplifications in CSR reports and their relationship with
vagueness. Section 3 outlines the corpus and the methodology employed for the analysis, while
Section 4 presents both the quantitative and qualitative findings. Finally, conclusions are

drawn based on the results of the analysis.

2. Background: exemplifications, vagueness and CSR reports

To the best of our knowledge, the relationship between exemplification and CSR reports has yet
to be explored even if exemplification is “a central aspect of exposition, a part of the routine
ways in which writers in all fields seek to make their ideas accessible and persuasive.” (Hyland
2007, 270)

As highlighted by Yang and Noor Mala (2023), previous studies on exemplification have
investigated its use across various domains, such as academic writing, including EFL and EMI
contexts (e.g., Bondi and Nocella 2024; Su and Fu 2023; Guziurova 2022; Su, Zhang and Chau
2022; Su, Zhang and Lu 2021; Su and Zhang 2020; Paquot 2008; Hyland 2008; 2007; Hinkel
2001), in dictionaries (e.g., Liu 2017; Xu 2008), and in journalism and news reporting (e.g.,
Kramer and Peter 2020; Zillmann and Brosius 2012). Additionally, the diachronic study of
exemplification has been explored by Rodriguez-Abruneiras (2021; 2017; 2012;), focusing on
different exemplifying markers (EMs), and by Su, Zhang and Lu (2021), who examined
linguistics research articles from a diachronic perspective.

It must be noted that since exemplification is one of the two categories of Code Glosses in
Hyland’s metadiscourse model, a number of exemplification-related academic works have been
connected to metadiscourse research (e.g., Guziurova 2022; Hyland 2005). However,
popularisation has also been a rich area of research for studying exemplification, particularly
in relation to other forms of explanation (Gotti 2014; Garzone 2006; Calsamiglia and van Dijk
2004). Given that CSR reports can be viewed as a form of popularisation, it is logical to examine
exemplification within this genre, where it can enhance transparency by providing a
specification of a general category.

Transparency is often linked to the provision of more detailed and higher-quality information
(Clark 2015; Ball 2009). The notion, however, includes several dimensions, such as informativity
and accessibility, as well as the related aspects of comprehensiveness and comprehension
(Whitehouse and Perrin 2015). From the point of view of discourse and communication,
transparency appears to combine elements that are reader-oriented (textual elements that
make the message clear for the reader) and elements that are information-oriented (the choice

of accurate and thorough information).
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Accessibility concerns the availability and ease of accessing information, with “readability”
being a key aspect, including elements like aspects of clarity, explicitness and appropriateness
to the reader. It deals with the necessity of enhancing understanding through both verbal and
non-verbal elements, such as explanations, like definitions, analogies, and exemplifications
(Calsamiglia and Van Dijk 2004), and/or layout and figures (Bateman 2014).

Informativity, on the other hand, pertains to the disclosure of information in an objective and
balanced manner when reporting activities and policies (Rawlins 2009, 74). This information is
verified using Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), which show the advancement toward
intended outcomes and standards (Nistor, Stefanescu, Oprisor and Crisan 2019). Informativity
involves elements related to the accuracy and range of the information conveyed. However, it is
important to recognize that providing information always involves selecting what to include,
and clarity may vary widely, depending on the audience and their specific interests. Moreover,
it is challenging to pinpoint specific linguistic features that are crucial in this process beyond
the general recommendation to avoid ambiguity and vagueness (Overstreet 2011; Cutting 2007,
Cheng and Warren 2003; Channel 1994). It thus seems easier to define transparency in terms
of reducing vagueness (to increase informativity),

Exemplification, as mentioned, is a strategy that mainly supports accessibility. It may also
be expected to reduce vagueness by concretising abstract or general information through single
instantiations referring to specific objects, beings, or circumstances (see Oliveira and Brown
2016). Indeed, it is a clarifying process that implies a passage from general to particular and

can be defined as follows:

a discourse strategy by which the meaning of a unit with a general referent (the general
element or GE) is clarified by means of a second, more specific unit (the exemplifying element
or EE). In an exemplifying construction, the referent of the GE includes the referent of the
EE, which is an example of that general term. (Rodriguez-Abruieiras 2017, 87)

Thus, the structure of an exemplification consists of two parts: an exemplified element, usually
a superordinate category, and an exemplifying one, a subordinate category connected to the
exemplified one by recognisable lexical markers.

The specification provided by examples favours comprehension but does not in itself
guarantee informativity (comprehensiveness, according to Whitehouse and Perrin 2015). As we
will see, the exemplification may not specify all the vague or inexplicit elements of the
generalisation it is associated with, and it may in turn add elements of vagueness or

inexplicitness to the presentation of information.

164



Marina Bondi and Annalisa Sezzi By Way of Example

Given these premises, it is interesting to examine how exemplification is employed in CSR
reports to elucidate concepts and data and its relationship with vagueness, that is, whether

examples limit vague indicators or not.

3. Corpus and methodology

The analysis is based on 28 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports in English (referred
to as RailBritlt) from Italian and British rail transport companies, totalling 544,037 words.
These reports were collected in September 2023 and span the period from 2018 to 2022,
comprising the COVID-19 and post-pandemic phases.

The British section of the corpus (RailBrit) includes 19 CSR reports from five companies
(Govia Thameslink Railway, Great Western Railway, London Northeastern Railway, Railway,
Transport for London), with a total of 208,513 word tokens. Notably, British Rail was privatized
between 1994 and 1997, leading to its division into private companies, each in charge of certain
geographic areas for a certain period.

The Italian subcorpus consists of 5 English-language CSR reports from Ferrovie dello Stato
(Raillt), Italy’s state-owned railway company (263,300 word tokens), and 4 CSR reports from
Italo, the first private operator on Italy’s high-speed rail network (72,224 word tokens), with a
total of 335,524 word tokens. These reports were issued between 2018 and 2022.

RailBritlt is examined adopting a quantitative analysis approach grounded in corpus-
assisted discourse studies. In particular, UAM CorpusTool (O’Donnell 2008) is used to analyse
and compare the two sub-corpora. This application facilitates text tagging with customised
annotation schemes and offers automatic statistical analysis of tagged features, identifying
significant differences between the sets.

The texts were firstly annotated at a document level and split into the two sub-corpora, above
described. Afterwards, manual annotation was performed at a segment level in order to
distinguish exemplifications introduced by different exemplifying markers (EMs), following

Rodriguez-Abruiieiras’ classification summarized in the table below.

EMs SEMANTIC CLASSIFICATION (quoted verbatim)
Neutral EMs For example, for instance, e.g.  The group of neutral markers is made up of forms which introduce
the EE without putting any emphasis on the example chosen.
Hypothetical Say The group of hypothetical EMs is represented by say (also
EMs occasionally let’s say; cf. OED, s.v. say, v.1and int., 17.b). Say is

different from the other markers in that the example it introduces
is, in many cases, a supposition, a hypothesis.

Comparative Like, such as, as The group of comparative EMs consists of the forms like, such as

EMs and (by extension) as.

Focalising EMs Including, included, this This group of EMs comprises those forms which, without being as
includes emphatic as particularisers such as especially or particularly, add a

nuance of emphasis to the EE.
Tab. 1: Rodriguez-Abruneiras’ classification of EMs
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The classification is mostly based on a diachronic study of the forms but also involves attention
to elements of informational focus and factivity (i.e. presupposing the factual nature of what
follows). While Hypothetical EMs presuppose the counterfactual nature of the examples,
focalizing EMs emphasize class membership (the specific example as member of the general
class) and at the same time highlight that the examples have been selected among others.
Comparative EMs, traditionally the most controversial, introduce an element of fuzziness of
categorisation while still presupposing a plurality of potential examples. The different types of
EMs can also be combined (“such as for example”, “including for instance” etc.).

Both the exemplification segment and the preceding general element were annotated
according to the specific type of exemplifying marker used. Following this, an additional layer
of annotation was applied to assess the presence of vagueness indicators in either the general
element (GE), the exemplifying element (EE), or both. This two-stage annotation process aimed
to explore the relationship between vagueness and exemplification, specifically determining
whether vague identifiers are found in both GEs and EEs, and what type of vague identifiers
are mostly found in the two types of segments in CSR reports.

Specifically, to identify vague category identifiers (VCIs), Jin’s (2022) classification of vague
language in CSR reports was used:

e VCls related to quantity deliberately avoid specifying exact numerical values (Jin 2022,

”» 113 » 3

85). Examples include terms like “many,” “some,” “approximately,

”»” 3

millions of,”
“several,” and similar expressions.

e VCls related to degree often emphasize organizational competence and rational decision-
making through adjectives and adverbs like “important,” “significant,” “better,”
“relevant,” and “appropriate,” among others (Jin 2022, 88).

e VClIs related to time were less common in Jin’s 2022 corpus. Examples include “early,”

<

“recent,” “recently,” and “sometimes” (Jin 2022, 90).
¢ The softening stance-taking VCIs using modals such as “may” or “might”

e Segments lacking VCIs or having precise information were annotated with ().

The qualitative analysis sheds light on how exemplification either clarifies or fails to clarify the

vague aspect of the preceding general statement.

4. Analysis
Our study takes a two-fold approach: it offers a quantitative analysis of the data, while also
conducting a qualitative investigation into the use of exemplification and its interaction with

vague language (VL).
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4.1 Quantitative analysis

The total count for each type of EM also includes the corresponding GEs, which were annotated
based on the specific type of marker used. Specifically, the British corpus contains 1,071 EEs
and 720 GEs, while the Italian corpus comprises 1,101 EEs and 745 GEs. The first general
observation we can draw is therefore that vague elements tend to appear more often in the GE
than in the EEs.

There is not always a one-to-one correspondence in the number of GEs and EEs, given the
presence of bulleted lists that contain different elements, each annotated individually. This is
because each example provided may or may not contain a VCI, as shown in Example (1),
comprising a bulleted list:

(1) We have invested over £9m during this franchise in the training and development of

our people including:
. Delivery of a comprehensive ‘One Step Ahead’ customer service training
programme to around 3000 customer-facing employees.

Working towards 40% of our customer facing staff achieving at least a BTEC Level
2 Award in Customer Service (or equivalent).

Accreditation of a minimum of 30 managers each year to the Institute of

Leadership and Management.

. 238 apprentices currently on programme with new apprentices starting each
month.
. Training of 50 managers in Continuous Improvement methodologies to act as

local improvement champions.
Introduction of a comprehensive Leadership Development programme for all

people and specialist leaders. (GOVIA 2019)

The GE includes a VCI related to quantity (“over £9m”), which is not clarified in the following
exemplifications regarding training and development offers. Furthermore, the bulleted list,
together with some specific figures, seems to give an idea of “transparency”’. However, upon
closer examination, quantity VCIs also appear in some of the examples (e.g., “around 3000
customer facing employees”, “towards 40%”).

A qualitative analysis might also notice that, on the one hand, different degrees of
approximation are customary in reporting financial and statistical data and, on the other, the
absence of VCIs does not in itself imply accuracy of information: in the example above, readers
are not actually told what proportion of the budget is attributed to each post, or at least

respectively to management and customer-facing staff.
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Table 2 below presents a comparison of the different types of EMs in the two sub-corpora,

RailBrit and Raillt.

RailBrit Raillt
Feature Number Percent Number Percent
Total Units 1791 1846
EMs N=1791 N=1846 Chisqu Sign
Neutral 122 6.81% 319 17.28% 93.501 +++
Focalising 1302 72.70% 1216 65.87% 19.877 +++
Comparative 367 20.49% 31 16.85% 6.451 e+
Hypothetical 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0.00

Tab. 2: Comparison between EMs types in RailBrit and Raillt

The preliminary quantitative analysis, however, centres on identifying exemplification patterns
and the presence of VClIs in either the EE or the GE. Table 2 indicates that common Neutral
EMs are preferred in Raillt compared to RailBrit, as signalled by the three plus signs in the last
column. UAM uses one or more plus signs to highlight statistically significant exemplifications:
a single plus sign (“+”) denotes a weak significance (90%), two plus signs (“++”) denote medium
significance (95%), and three plus signs (“+++”) signal a strong significance (98%)

On the other hand, RailBrit tends to use more Focalising EMs than Raillt, which are,
nonetheless, the most used in both sub-corpora. Focalising EMs are also the most employed
type, followed by Neutral EMs and Comparative EMs in hard and soft science (see Yuanyuan
and Ibrahim 2023), and “for example” and “including” lead the way in the BROWN family corpus
(Rodriguez-Abruiieiras 2019).

An interesting disparity within the category of neutral EMs emerges between the two sub-
corpora: the marker “e.g.” appears predominantly in the Italian sub-corpus, with 100
occurrences, in contrast to only 7 occurrences in the British sub-corpus. This may be attributed
to Rodriguez-Abruneiras’ observation (2017, 91), referencing the Chicago Manual of Style, that
“e.g. 1s regarded as a rather formal marker, and its use tends to be restricted to parenthetical
references.” Therefore, the Italian CSR reports tend to adopt a more formal style, as also noted
by Yu and Bondi (2017).

A more detailed examination of the various types of VCIs will follow below, starting from an

analysis of the data regarding each EM type.
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4.1.1 VClIs in Neutral Exemplifying Markers
In Table 3 VClIs are analysed in Neutral Exemplifying Markers.

RailBrit Raillt

NEUTRAL N=122 N=319 Chisqu Sign
Soft-stance 1 0.82% 4 1.25% 0.148
taking
Quantity 22 18.03% 32 10.03% 5.258 ++
Degree 1 9.02% 23 7.21% 0.405
Time 4 3.28% 8 2.51% 0.198

4] 84 68.85% 252 79.00% 5.006 ++

Tab. 3: VCls in Neutral Exemplifying Markers

Regarding Soft stance-taking vague identifiers in Neutral exemplifying Markers, there is one
example in the exemplifying element in the British sub-corpus and, of the four examples found
in the Italian sub-corpus, one occurs in the exemplifying element and three in the general
element. A similar tendency to place vague identifiers in the general element is also observed
when vagueness pertains to Quantity. This pattern holds in both corpora: in the British Rail
sub-corpus, there are 13 quantity-related VCIs in the general elements and 9 in the
exemplifying elements (total 22), while in the Italian sub-corpus, there are 20 quantity-related
VClIs in the general elements and 12 in the exemplifying elements (total 32). It is worth noting
that vagueness regarding Quantity is slightly more significant in the British corpus than in the
Italian one (++). When examining Degree VCls, this tendency is confirmed in Raillt, with 16
occurrences in the GEs and 7 in the EEs. However, this is not the case in RailBrit, where the
distribution is more balanced: 6 Degree VCIs appear in the EEs and 5 in the GEs. Interestingly,
Time VClIs are evenly distributed across both corpora, with 2 occurrences in the GEs and 2 in
the EEs in RailBrit, and 4 occurrences in both elements in Raillt.

The ‘@’ category of VClIs reveals an opposite trend, with most instances occurring in the EEs
(563 1in RailBrit and 159 in Raillt) rather than in the GEs (31 in RailBrit and 93 in Raillt). This
could be attributed to the fact that this category includes general and exemplifying elements
that do not contain vague category identifiers. These elements range from specificity (e.g., in
quantity, time etc.) to varying degrees of inexplicitness, all stemming from the omission of
precise references. The higher occurrence of EEs without vague markers may be explained by
the tendency for these EEs to serve as clarifications or specifications of vague GEs, but once

again we should remember that the absence of vagueness does not necessarily mean accuracy
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of information, unless the information is all specified. The ‘D’ category is more pronounced in

the Italian sub-corpus (++).

4.1.2 VCls in Focalising Exemplifying Markers
In Table 4 the presence of VCIs in Focalising Exemplifying Markers is shown.

RailBrit Raillt
FOCALISING N=1302 N=1216 Chisqu Sign
Soft-stance taking 5 0.38% 5 0.41% 0.012
Quantity 238 18.28% 101 8.31% 53.685 +++
Degree 7 5.45% 54 4.44% 1.366
Time 22 1.69% 12 0.99% 2.332
(] 966 74.19% 1044 85.86% 53.096 +++

Tab. 4: VCls in Focalising Exemplifying Markers

As illustrated in Table 4 soft-stance VClIs are relatively infrequent compared to other types of
vague category markers and are all found in GEs (5) in Raillt while in RailBrit 3 are found in
the EEs and and 2 in GEs. Following these are Degree VCIs in GEs (45 in RailBrit and 40 in
Raillt) and EEs (26 in RailBrit and 14 in Raillt), as well as Time VClIs, found in GEs (11 in
RailBrit and 9 in Raillt) and EEs (11 in RailBrit and 3 in Raillt). In the category of the most
frequently employed EMs, the previously noted tendency towards a higher incidence of Quantity
VCIs and ‘@’ VCls, particularly in neutral exemplifying markers, is once again confirmed.
Quantity vague identifiers in focalising GEs and EEs are more prevalent in the British sub-
corpus, with 168 instances in GEs and 70 in EEs, compared to 66 in the Italian GEs and 35 in
the Italian EEs. Moreover, the Raillt sub-corpus demonstrates a markedly stronger tendency to
avoid vague category identifiers in its exemplifications than RailBrit. Vague category identifiers
are particularly absent in EEs (678 occurrences) compared to GEs (366), still possibly suggesting
that the absence of vagueness in exemplifying elements serves as a response to the greater
vagueness in GEs. This trend is even more pronounced in the RailBrit sub-corpus with 688

occurrences in EEs and 278 in GEs.

4.1.3 VCls in Comparative Exemplifying Markers
Table 5 shows the VCIs in Comparative Exemplifying Markers.
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RailBrit Raillt
COMPARATIVE N=367 N=31 Chisqu Sign
Soft-stance taking 4 1.09% 2 0.64% 0.383
Quantity 43 1.72% 33 10.61% 0.002
Degree 18 4.90% 15 4.82% 1.366
Time 7 1.91% 3 0.96% 1.030
1%} 295 80.38% 258 82.96% 0.743

Tab. 5: VCls in Comparative Exemplifying Markers

Referring to Table 5, the observed trend of not having VCIs (Vague Category Identifiers) in
exemplifications is reinforced by the data on Comparative Exemplifying Markers, with a higher
number of occurrences in General Elements (GEs) than in Exemplifying Elements (EEs).
Specifically, 185 occurrences are found in EEs in RailBrit and 183 in Raillt, compared to 110 in
GEs for RailBrit and 75 for Raillt (the Italian sub-corpus, in particular, displays a statistically
more significant presence of ‘@’ VCIs in GEs). These findings seem to suggest that exemplifying
elements often function to clarify or specify vague references present in the corresponding
general elements, as was previously observed. Most of Quantity VCIs are concentrated in the
general elements (34 in RailBrit and 30 in Raillt) rather than in the exemplifying elements (9
in RailBrit and 3 in Raillt). Degree VCIs show the following distribution: in the British sub-
corpus, 16 are found in GEs and 2 in EEs, while in the Italian sub-corpus, there are 2 in GEs
and 1 in EEs.

Regarding Time VClIs, a different distribution emerges between the two sub-corpora. In the
British sub-corpus, they are more frequent in EEs (5) than in GEs, while in the Italian sub-
corpus, there are 2 in GEs and 1 in EEs. The overall tendency observed in other categories,

where vague category markers are primarily found in GEs, is not echoed by the distribution of

Time VCls.

4.2 Qualitative analysis
Exemplifications take on different forms, playing a crucial role in clarifying or supporting
general claims. Not only do they have different forms, but they can also combine different

exemplifying markers, and they variously interact with elements of vagueness.

4.2.1 Combining different exemplifying markers
Beyond the typical use of bulleted lists (Example 1), exemplification frequently appears in the

form of concatenations, where various exemplifying markers are combined to provide more
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comprehensive clarifications. In such cases, multiple examples are linked together, sometimes
using different types of exemplifying markers within a single sentence or across sentences. For
instance, in Example (2), there is the combined use of “such as” and “for example” to introduce

concrete actions taken to reduce landslide risks:

(2) We continue to work with Network Rail, our customers and stakeholders to manage
lineside risk such as vegetation management and the supporting of infrastructure to
reduce the risks of landslips. For example, we managed the impact of engineering works
that secured the cliff face outside Hove station (Summer 2021) and the impact of works
that stabilised embankments at various locations along the Brighton Mainline

(February 2022). (GOVIA 2022)

In this case, the comparative exemplifying marker “such as” serves to introduce broad categories
of activities (e.g., vegetation management, infrastructure support), while the neutral
exemplifying marker “for example” then provides precise instances of these actions (engineering
works at Hove station and on the Brighton Mainline). In particular, the combination of both
markers enhances the clarity of the text by offering the reader a structured flow from general
types of risk management to specific projects. It 1s important to point out that the use of “such
as” implies that the list of measures to prevent landslips is not complete, thereby subtly
emphasising the wide range of actions undertaken by Govia.

Similarly, Example (3) demonstrates a concatenation of exemplifying elements, where
multiple types of activities are listed with the use of the focalising EM “including” and the

neutral exemplifying marker “e.g.” to mark examples within a wider category:

(3) There are many other forms of dialogue between the Group and internal and external
stakeholders, including institutionalised feedback collection (e.g., customer satisfaction
surveys), relationships with the consumer and environmental associations and the

trade unions. (F'S 2018)

In this instance, “including” broadens the scope of the exemplification, offering one instance of
a range of interaction forms with FS stakeholders, while “e.g.” specifies customer satisfaction
surveys as an example of institutionalised feedback collection. This combination of EMs
provides both a broad and a specific level of detail, which enhances the reader’s understanding
of the various ways dialogue is facilitated.

Interestingly, the vague quantity marker “many” in the general element of the

exemplification is not clarified in the following exemplifying element by providing a specific
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number of dialogue forms. Instead, the attention is redirected towards the various types of
dialogue that exist. Thus, vagueness is only partially limited or reduced by exemplification. The
example illustrates the dynamic relationship between exemplification and vagueness that needs

to be explored in the light of the tension between accessibility and informativity in CSR reports.

4.2.2 Exemplification and vagueness between accessibility and informativity
Generally, GEs introduce vague or broad ideas, while the EEs that follow serve to reduce or
elucidate this vagueness through detailed examples or further concrete elaboration. This seems
to be validated by the quantitative analysis: the tables show that the exemplifying elements in
exemplifications tend to lack vague category identifiers, suggesting that EEs may have the
function of reducing the vagueness found in the GEs. It must be remembered, however, that the
‘D’ category, characterized by the absence of VCIs, may signal either a high degree of specificity
or, conversely, inexplicitness to varying extents.

Example (4) begins with a Quantity vague category identifier, “Approximately (43%)”, which
refers to an estimate rather than a precise figure. However, the focalising EE “€240 million”,
categorised as ‘0’ since it specifies a precise amount, provides a concrete, measurable figure,

appearing to reduce the initial vagueness introduced by “approximately:”

(4) Approximately 43% of investments in the Infrastructure segment were earmarked for
safety, technologies and maintaining efficiency (including €240 million to apply last-
generation technologies to the railway network), while the remaining approximately

42% went towards new works (roads and rails). (F'S 2020)

While the GE introduces vagueness with “approximately,” the EE works to clarify by specifying
both the investment purpose and a specific figure. Yet, it does not fully promote transparency
because these percentages remain somewhat vague and undetermined. Even though a specific
amount is given for one of the proportions, the overall count is still not definitively clear,
maintaining a degree of vagueness or obscurity in the information provided, despite the
apparent attempt to quantify.

The focalising EE in Example (5) also does not contain any vague category identifiers but this
exemplifying element is not as precise as the one in Example (4). As suggested by the
quantitative analysis, it follows the use of one Degree VCI, “greater,” found in the preceding
GE. This shift suggests that while the GE introduces some degree of vagueness regarding the
extent of community involvement, the EE focuses instead on providing specific actions like
“physical investment in community art and projects.” Thus, the exemplification offers more

concrete information while leaving the initial vague expression in the GE intact:
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(5) The aim is to secure greater community involvement in promoting and looking after the
stations, including physical investment in community art and projects such as
explaining the history of the railway and station, alongside the creation of a station

adoption group. (Southwestern Railway_SWR 2020)

The EE further clarifies the Degree VCI by specifying the types of projects that will encourage
involvement with a Comparative EM. Again, “such as” indicates that this is not an exhaustive
list. While offering concrete examples that help explain what “greater community involvement”
might entail, thus seemingly reducing vagueness, the precise extent of that involvement
remains nonetheless unspecified.

In Example (6), there is again a Quantity VCI in the GE and no VCI in the EE:

(6) Our Apprentices deliver over 500 hours of community volunteering during the
programme including pond clearance in conjunction with the Brecon National Park,

furthering our work with local communities. (Great Western Railway_GWR 2018)

As a matter of fact, the GE states “over 500 hours of community volunteering,”. The EE reduces
this vagueness by providing a concrete example. This helps to specify the kind of volunteering
work being done. However, since only one example is given, the full range of activities covered
by those “over 500 hours” remains unspecified as well as the precise number of volunteering.
This pattern, where exemplification avoids vagueness markers but does not specify the vague
elements in the GE, is consistently observed in many of the annotated segments. In example
(7), the GE comprises the Quantity VCI “several”. The EE, introduce by a Comparative EM,
tries to narrow its vagueness down by providing a specific example, that is, “the new training
program that used the sports metaphor.” While this helps clarify the type of project

implemented, it does not exhaustively detail the number and scope of projects carried out:

(7) The development of soft skills has been gaining increasing importance and has led to
the implementation of several experiential training projects in 2019, such as the new
training program that used the sports metaphor, aimed at reinforcing each employee’s
awareness about the value of its own role within the organization. (ITALO 2019)

In example (8), GE mentions reengineering “many occupational health and wellbeing

activities”, implying a wide variety of actions. The EE seeks to remove the vagueness of the

Quantity VCI by giving a concrete example:
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(8) Having reengineered many occupational health and wellbeing activities during the
coronavirus pandemic, we will prepare to safely restart activities that require face-to-
face contact, such as medical examinations for operational staff. (Transport for London

2019)

However, similar to previous instances, while the exemplifying element specifies one activity, it
does not make the sentence more transparent, circumscribing the indeterminate “many”. This

also happens in Example (9):

(9) Various activities are carried out to keep operational risk under control. These activities

range from risk analysis to identification and mitigation. (F'S 2018)

Therefore, the EE without VCls often provides a concrete example or a specific detail, such as a
precise number, but it does not directly address the VCI of the preceding GE). Instead, it shifts
the reader’s attention away from the vagueness, focusing on the typology of the indeterminate
aspect. This redirection, whether the GE is vague in terms of quantity, degree, time etc., subtly
diverts the readers’ focus from the vague component without resolving it entirely, leaving
somehow the initial vagueness partly intact.

It must be said that VClIs are also present in the EEs as shown in the quantititative analysis,

as Examples (10) and (11) demonstrate:

(10) Induced impacts represent the final channel of economic impact, through which the
wages of those employed directly by LNER and its supply chain support jobs in other
sectors of the economy. For example, an LNER employee may spend their income on
clothing, groceries, restaurants, household goods etc, which in turn generates

employment in a range of sectors of the wider economy. (London North Eastern

Railway_LNER 2021)

(11) BIM provides a computable depiction of the physical and functional characteristics of a
structure and information related to the entire process, organised in a single collection
of graphical data, drawings and attributes, technical specifications and charts,
facilitating an integrated contract (from the initial concept to the maintenance,
transformation, closure and recycling of the work). For example, in recent years, for
road infrastructures, the concept of the “complete road” has been developed in which

all maintenance and technological plant aspects are already planned in the design stage
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according to the BIM standard integrating all road infrastructure elements. (Ferrovie

dello Stato_FS 2018)

Indeed, in Example (10), the exemplifying element contains a Soft-stance VCI, specifically the
modal verb “may.” The use of “may” implies uncertainty or possibility rather than
definitiveness. The exemplification subsumes variability in the spending behavior of employees
without committing to any specific behaviour. The example draws a hypothetical scenario
illustrating the notion of induced impacts.

By the same token, Example (11), while the EE offers a detailed explanation of how Building
Information Modelling (BIM) integrates multiple elements of road infrastructure, the Time VCI,
“recent years”, in the EE keeps the exemplification temporally unspecified despite the technical
precision of the preceding details.

In both cases, the introduction of a vagueness element does not affect the accessibility of the
example illustrating a general notion, as the communicative function of the whole move is to
explain a technical term. The lack of specification is meant to favour understanding and does
not affect the transparency of the text, as it does not involve essential information on the CSR

performance of the company.

5. Conclusions

The cross-cultural analysis of exemplifying markers (EMs) across British and Italian reports
has shown both convergences and divergences in the preferred types of markers and in the
combination with vague category identifiers.

As for types of markers preferred, focalising EMs are the most used type, especially in
RailBrit. The use of Neutral EMs in Raillt is statistically more significant, reflecting also a more
formal reporting style.

The analysis of vague category identifiers (VCIs) within exemplifications has revealed key
trends in the interplay between the general element (GE) and the exemplifying element (EE),
as well as in the relationship between exemplification, transparency, and vagueness in both
corpora. Vagueness indicators (VCIs) tend to appear more frequently in general elements (GEs)
than in exemplifying elements (EEs) in both sub-corpora, but Raillt shows a greater tendency
to avoid VClIs in its EE.

Exemplifications usually serve as clarifying tools, helping to make abstract or vague
statements more concrete. By providing specific examples, they turn general claims into
relatable instances, thus enhancing accessibility of information. However, even with examples,
the vagueness in CSR reports is not always entirely resolved. This partial reduction of

vagueness means that, while the text can somehow become clearer, the overall picture may
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remain incomplete. As a matter of fact, exemplifications often shift the readers’ focus: the
exemplifying element diverts attention from the vague aspects of the general element, thus from
unresolved ambiguities. Rather than directly addressing issues like quantities, degrees or dates,
the exemplifying element focuses on specific instances of activities or projects.

From the point of view of transparency, the analysis has also suggested the need to qualify
the role of exemplifications and vagueness in corporate discourse. While exemplifications
provide clarity, they often do so selectively, leaving certain aspects vague or open to
interpretation. They normally increase the clarity and therefore accessibility of information, but
do not necessarily imply precision and informativity. The mere presence of vague terms —
fascinating as it is from a discourse point of view — does not provide a measure of transparency,
which requires combined attention to issues of accessibility and informativity. The point of view
of informativity also reminds us of the selective nature of providing information, suggesting two
important limits to a focus on vague language in studies on transparency: attention to
vagueness identifiers should concern their strategic forms, i.e. vagueness around key elements
of corporate performance; the absence of vagueness identifiers should not be seen as greater

informativity, as it can be accompanied by strategic inexplicitness.
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