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Abstract 

Each year a number of Canadian municipalities issue their annual financial report 

presenting to their respective residents the summary of the fiscal year. These reports facilitate 

emotive use of language impacting the formation of attitude of readers who are laypersons when 

it comes to statistics and accounting. This research study explored the influence of the emotive 

use of language on attitude formation (in both strength and valence) of the readers towards the 

creators of the reports.  The conclusion is that the emotive use of language did affect both the 

strength and valence of attitude formation on the part of the reader.  Conversely, the absence of 

the emotive use of language left the reader either without a specific attitude or caused the 

formation of negative attitude.  The research also isolated eleven argumentation schemes, various 

rhetorical patterns used to affect reader’s attitude, and established the mechanisms and dynamics 

of their impact on attitude formation. 
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Introduction 

Annual financial reports of local municipalities are designed to appeal to reason 

supported by objective proof in the form of statistics. However, these reports feature numerous 

instances of emotive use of language, which may affect the formation of attitude on the part of 

readers. Stevenson (1937) described the emotive meaning of a word as its ability, based on the 

way it was used in the past, to raise affect in the listener, subsequently influencing the 

positive/negative (i.e. valence) perception of the topic (p. 23).   For example, the statement “we 

have experienced a significant revenue increase of $150,000” is perceived differently than “we 

have experienced a revenue increase of $150,000.” The word “significant” may have an emotive 

influence on the meaning of the quantity of $150,000, possibly affecting the attitude of the 

reader. See Figure 1. 

 

 The research question this study was designed to explore was does the emotive use of 

language in 2015 annual municipal financial reports in New Westminster, Coquitlam, Port 

Coquitlam, and Port Moody (British Columbia) exact their influence on attitude formation in lay 

audience towards statistical information, and if so, how?  

The hypothesis of this study is that the emotive use of language in these financial reports 

affects attitude formation of lay audiences towards the statistics in both strength and valence 

Figure 1

Illustration of Emotive Use of Language

Literary context Statistics

Our revenue shows significant increase of $150,000

A word with emotive influence
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(positive/negative) of the attitude. Furthermore, the extent and nature of this influence may 

depend on the argumentation strategy used, some having stronger or qualitatively different effect 

than the other.  

Definition of Terms 

Statistics (interchangeably called “numbers” in this proposal) are considered to be the 

quantitative information, signified either in numerals, words or tables, expressing results of 

statistical operations such as sums, averages, medians, proportions and other calculations. 

Context refers to the words surrounding statistics either immediately (micro-context) or a 

constellation of elements on a page or the structure of the whole section of the text (macro-

context). Richards (2001) made a clear distinction between this type of context, which he called 

“literary context” and defined as a “group of words….which on a given occasion accompanies or 

surrounds whatever is said to have a context,” and the internal and external context that comprise 

a sign, which will be discussed in later text (p. 58). The audience or reader is referred to as a 

group of people with limited statistical knowledge, the laypersons who still must consume the 

information. Persons with limited statistical knowledge are, for the purpose of this study, 

considered to be those who do not identify themselves as financial or statistical professionals. 

Background 

Every spring a number of municipalities in Metro Vancouver submit their annual 

financial reports to the public. The basic content of these reports is prescribed by the Public 

Sector Accounting Board (PSAB), delineating with great specificity which financial measures 

are to be reported (income, expenses, variances, and similar). The list of criteria remains stable 

from year to year. Municipalities adhere to this criteria by providing the required statistics; 

however, they also include an array of other measures and statistics which were not mandated, 



9 

EMOTIVE USE OF LANGUAGE IN FINANCIL ANNUAL MUNICIPAL REPOR 

such as various aspects of municipal activities (number of library visits for example), or 

overviews of activities of certain sections (recreational programs, etc.). All these statistics, 

mandated and non-mandated, are presented in a context made of additional narrative and visual 

elements. There are many similarities as well as differences, between these reports both of which 

point towards various rhetorical techniques used, which are of primary interest for this research. 

In immediate, practical terms, the purpose of this study is to provide communication 

professionals the knowledge needed to present statistics in a context conducive to better 

understanding of their meaning for an audience with limited statistical knowledge. In wider 

theoretical terms, this study is an attempt to analyze the inner workings of rhetorical practices 

utilizing the power of statistics as a demonstration of objectivity, which is so strongly established 

as a value that it may obscure the influences of emotive language on attitude formation. 

Literature Review 

Previous Research  

Reports are viewed as a specific literary genre, one designed to present “information and 

opinions as a result of careful investigation and consideration [in order to further] the business 

operations of an organization in the private or public sector in fulfillment of its goals” (Yeung, 

2007, p. 159). As such, most authors address the formal structure of reports, as in Myers’ (1996) 

syntactical and rhetorical analysis of reports. Myers (1996) examined the narrative sections of 

the report and extracted a number of rhetorical features, such as rhetorical questions, balanced 

sentences, inverted sentences, isolation, repetition, etc. (p. 4). He used statistical analysis to 

assess the differences in utilizing these strategies in reports grouped as “worst” and “best” by 

several financial magazines and concluded that there were significant differences in the 

employment of these strategies (p. 6). Such research was conducted with an intention to enable 
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teaching of proper report writing for students and professionals, but it did not address the inner 

workings of such rhetorical structures.  

Bloch (2010) conducted a study with a similar educational purpose, investigating the 

usage of reporting verbs in academic papers and concluded that, although academic papers are 

not reports per se, their scientific and objective nature rendered them similar enough to be 

considered as relative to financial reports (p. 235). He extracted various categories of verbs based 

on syntactic forms and rhetorical purpose and analyzed them in order to provide teaching 

material for report writing (Bloch, 2010, p. 219). The categories such as “attitude towards the 

claim” provide a glimpse into the evaluative aspect of rhetorical strategies when it comes to 

objective reporting from the perspective of the author’s attitude towards the claim (Bloch, 2010, 

p. 236). What is missing is the exploration of the effect emotive language has on the reader. 

An extensive look into the nature of a reports’ rhetoric was provided by Yeung (2007), in 

her study of linguistic and rhetorical features of business reports. Yeung (2007) addressed the 

“micro-rhetorical moves” within reports, one of which is the use of the evaluative language (pp. 

169–170). Evaluative terms are usually presented in the form of nouns, adjectives or verbs, but 

evaluation also can take forms of comparison, or can be introduced from the general (some broad 

criteria or value stated) to the particular (actual results) (Yeung, 2007, pp. 170–172). Yeung 

(2007) also made an important notion that reports are essentially used for persuasion rather than 

information, confirming that reports are epideictic rather than forensic (p. 177). Although her 

study provided an excellent array of rhetorical features and an analysis of the structure of reports, 

it leaves room for greater detail on emotive use of language, and its connection with 

argumentation schemes.  
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Most of these studies address the formal structural features of the report, tackling the 

emotive use of language in reporting in rudimentary form, leaving opportunities for further 

research on the use of emotive language and its function in reports.  

Components of Attitude 

Studies in attitude formation postulate that attitude has an affective and a cognitive 

component (Verplanken, Hofstee & Janssen, 1998, p. 24). An affective component is concerned 

with the sense of the favourable or unfavourable, while cognitive is related to beliefs or rational 

thoughts (Verplanken, Hofstee & Janssen, 1998, p. 24). Verplanken, Hofstee and Janssen (1998) 

discovered the affective component of attitude to be faster and easier to access than the cognitive 

(p. 33). People feel before they know, and the feelings influence how we judge a phenomenon. 

But numbers in their limited range of meaning are emotionally neutral, and need context to 

provide evaluative grounds for forming attitude. Slovic (2007) stated that “without a context to 

give affective perspective to quantities of dollars, ice cream, and lives, these quantities may 

convey little meaning” (p. 1342). Adding an affective stimulus to statistics will transfer some of 

the stimulus’ affective qualities to the numbers too (Mitchell, Anderson, & Lovibonda, 2003, p. 

203). As an example, the sentence “Our revenue for the last quarter was $150 million” provides 

less evaluative context for attitude formation in a layperson than “Our revenue for the last 

quarter was only $150 million”. The word “only” indicates undesirable change and creates 

negative valence in the attitude preceding formation of cognitive component of the attitude. As 

such, it can be considered to exert emotive influence on statistics. Emotive use of language is a 

rhetorical device which signals the “value commitment of the author” (Oddo, 2013, p. 244).  
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Guiding Theories 

The theoretical framework guiding this research comes from three disciplines: rhetoric, 

semiotics, and study of ideology (Appendix G).  

1) Basic Concepts of Rhetoric 

The research started with basic rhetorical concepts from both classical as well as new 

rhetorical theorists. Aristotle, in “Rhetoric”, provides a theoretical framework through the 

concept of three rhetorical appeals: logos (appeal to reason), ethos (credibility of the speaker) 

and pathos (appeal to emotion) (trans. 1910, 2, 1356a). While the reports appear to be focused on 

logos, providing statistics as an objective support for a rational argument, they, through the use 

of various rhetorical techniques and devices, appeal to pathos, through the emotional component 

of the evaluation process of the statistics, and to ethos, credibility of the speaker, by creating 

positive or negative attitude towards numbers presented.  

Aristotle distinguished three types of speeches in “Rhetoric”: political, where the orator 

advises for or against something, forensic, concerned with the analysis of the past as to attack or 

defend, and ceremonial speeches, used to celebrate or censure someone (trans. 1910, 3, 1358b). 

Today these three types of speeches are named deliberative (political), judicial (forensic) and 

epideictic (ceremonial) (Longaker & Walker, 2011, p. 13). Although aforementioned financial 

reports appear to be judicial (forensic), the use of emotive language and appeal to pathos would 

make them epideictic (celebratory).   

Another important concept from classic rhetorical tradition is exigence, an issue or 

tension that needs to be resolved (Longaker & Walker, 2011, p. 12). Exigence is what creates a 

rhetorical situation. A rhetorical situation consists of, as Bitzer (1999) outlined, participants 

involved in exigence that can be resolved only by a discourse (p. 220). Exigence that cannot be 
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resolved by discourse or cannot be resolved at all is not rhetorical (Bitzer, 1999, p. 221). In these 

reports, the exigence appears to be the tension between the governing body attempting to justify 

its competence to its audiences (residents) on one side, and residents demanding accountability 

and positive results from the governing body on the other.   

The argument, in classical rhetorical theory, is expressed as an enthymeme, a form of 

everyday reasoning, different from formal logic as it is based on common opinions (doxa) 

(Longaker & Walker, 2011, pp. 54–56). Enthymeme can be presentational or ideational, the 

distinction being one of the form vs. content; they represent a different way of looking at the 

same thing (Longaker & Walker, 2011, pp. 54–56). The value of understanding the difference 

between the ideational and presentational enthymeme is that at times an argument may not 

appear to be an argument at all; it does not appear presentational, due to the techniques used in 

its presentation (Longaker & Walker, 2011, p. 91). An argument that “states no claim and 

provides no conclusion” but still has its ideational content is called an indirect argument 

(Longaker & Walker, 2011, p. 91). It is the task of the rhetorician (a person who uses rhetorical 

analysis to deconstruct text) to find and recognize that the argument is, in fact, taking place. One 

way to do that is to find out what is the so-called stasis, the most pressing question that the rhetor 

is deliberating upon without appearing to deliberate at all, in that indirect argument (Longaker & 

Walker, 2011, p. 76). For example, if a news broadcast announces that “20,000 refugees will be 

offered home and safety” the stasis is revolving around the issue of refugees being people in dire 

need of humanitarian help while others see them as a security risk; this sentence is an indirect 

argument, even if appears as a simple news announcement. Finding stasis in municipal reports 

could lead to discovering the goals and motivations of the participants in the argument. In the 

case of the aforementioned reports, they are written as an objective summary of reality and do 
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not appear to be an argument; however, this research asserts that underneath its impartiality lies a 

deep stasis brought forth in a form of an indirect argument that the reports represent: reinforcing 

the perception of competence of the governing body.   

New rhetoric, “a catch-all term for various efforts in the modern era to revive, redefine, 

and/or broaden the scope of classical rhetoric in light of contemporary theory and practice” 

expands the theoretical range of classical rhetoric, creating many new concepts for understanding 

the persuasive power of arguments (Nordquist, 2016, para. 1). The representatives of new 

rhetoric upon which this research is based are Chaim Perelman (1912–1984) and Lucie 

Olbrechts-Tyteca (1899–1987), Ivor A. Richards (1893–1979) and Charles K. Ogden (1889 –

1957), Charles S. Stevenson (1908–1979), and contemporary scholars like Fabrizio Macagno and 

Douglas Walton.  

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) introduced various “argumentative schemes,” 

such as argument by comparison or a pragmatic argument (p. 188). Pragmatic argument is the 

one in which the evaluation of the effect (final results of a fiscal year in this research) is 

transferred into the evaluation of the cause (actions of governing) (Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 

266). To aid in this evaluation, statistics are rhetorically contextualized to receive a meaning that 

may initiate or strengthen the attitude formation and steer the reader in a desired valence 

(positive or negative).  

Building upon the work of the new rhetoric of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008), 

modern rhetoricians Fabrizio Macagno and Douglas Walton (2014) focused on emotive language 

and provided even deeper analysis of its use in argumentation (p. 52). They further discussed the 

argumentation schemes as “abstract representations of the relationship between the material link 

between the sentences constituting the premise and the conclusion, and the logical rule governing 
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the passage from the former to the latter” (Macagno & Walton, 2014, p. 51). For example, one 

such scheme is the argumentation from cause and effect: when certain action is brought about, 

some consequences will result; if the consequences are positive, such action should be brought 

about (Macagno & Walton, 2014, p. 56). If the governing bodies of a municipality have brought 

about progress into the community, then their re-election will secure the same progress in the 

future. This example demonstrates the connection between the influence of emotive use of 

language through specific argumentative strategies while maintaining the adherence to the value 

of objectivity expressed in statistics. In this case the relationship is about the presentation of 

summary of successes through statistics as a good consequence of the governing of the city, 

which may facilitate the re-election of the Council. 

This theoretical base was used to create categories for the deductive coding of individual 

units of analysis (sentences in the text). The system of categories was theoretically based on 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (2008) classification of argumentation strategies and 

techniques, and Macagno and Walton’s (2008) categorization of argumentation schemes. See 

Appendix F. From there, the categories were assessed for relevance and grouping; some were 

excluded as being outside the scope of this research, while others were collapsed into joined 

categories. See Appendix F. The remaining categories of rhetorical strategies (marked with a 

small letter of the alphabet in the following list), were chosen as deductive codes. In the list 

below, they are positioned in this previously established system of argumentation. 

1. Quazi-logical arguments  

A. Arguments by definition 

1) Argument by emotive redefinition  

a. Argument by distortion 
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b. Argument by emotive description 

c. Argument by vague or unclear referent  

d. Argument by euphemism  

2) Argument by amplification 

a) Argument by amplification of number with words 

b) Argument by amplification through words 

B. Argument by comparison 

2. Arguments based on structure of reality  

A. Argument by sequential relationship  

1) Pragmatic argument 

2) Argument by consequence 

B. Argument by relations of coexistence  

1) Argument of interaction of an act and a person 

a) Argument by intention 

b) Argument by prestige 

Description of Argumentation Strategies 

All coded units fell into two main categories of argumentation strategies:  

1. Quazi-logical arguments, those that emulate formal logic, and  

2. Arguments based on structure of reality, the ones that in some way connect two 

different phenomena to create persuasive effect (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008,  

pp. 193, 261).  

1. Quazi-Logical Argument 

A quazi-logical argument draws its persuasive power by appearing to rest on formal 
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logic; however, once subjected to rigorous logical analysis, it exhibits differences with formal 

syllogism (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 193). Quazi-logical arguments can be 

explicit, directly evoking the rules of logic to which it appeals, or a part of an "underlying 

structure" and less obvious (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 194). It is to be noted that 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) do not consider this quazi-logical form of 

argumentation to be inferior to formal logic; on the contrary, they assert that reasoning by 

formal logic is possible only under special conditions of artificially isolated circumstance, not 

in day-to-day life (p. 193). Objectivity in a quazi-logical argument is also evoked in the 

construction of the narrative as a logically sound argument which may contribute to the 

increased credibility of the reports. 

The major types of a quazi-logical argument are: 

A. Argument by definition 

B. Argument by comparison. 

A. Argument by definition 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) consider argument by definition to belong to 

quazi-logical when the definition is “neither arbitrary nor obvious" but justified through an 

argument that appears as logical (p. 210). This type of argument was identified by Aristotle in 

“Rhetoric” as "grasping at essence of things" and "drawing a syllogical conclusion about the 

subject” (trans. 1910, 23, 15). Macagno and Walton (2014) proposed that definitions should be 

considered "premises in complex reasoning", thus reaffirming the quazi-logical nature of 

argumentation that uses definitions (p. 70). Arguments by definitions isolated in this research 

fall into these categories: 

1) Argument by emotive redefinition and 
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2) Argument by amplification. 

1) Argument by emotive redefinition is the identification of a phenomenon by using a 

word that carries an evaluative meaning; it is a "persuasive definition" (Macagno & Walton, 

2014, p. 10). Subcategories of emotive redefinition are 

a) Argument by distortion 

b) Argument by emotive description 

c) Argument by vague and unclear referent, and 

d) Argument by euphemism 

a) Argument by distortion is "distorting reality by including false or unacceptable 

details in the representation" (Macagno & Walton, 2014, p. 18). In the study that this paper 

describes, there is no determination on the nature of the word/phrase introduced: using the 

word "consistency" to describe the way investments are made. For example: the text “A 

consistency in the short term global investment market contributed to stable average annual 

yield to the portfolio of 1.90%” is considered to represent neither false nor unacceptable 

information, as this study does not aim to take a critical stance towards any of the strategies 

used, as much as to analyze and understand them. However, using the word “consistent” in 

particular may have an emotive effect on the reader implying deliberate effort in investments, 

presenting the actor (the investor) as an entity with positive characteristics. For the purpose of 

this research, such distortive words were called "synonyms changing the meaning". 

Grammatically they can be nouns, pronouns, verbs, or adverbs. 

b) Argument by emotive descriptions is constructed through adverbs and adjectives 

assigning evaluative component to statistics. "Healthy financial position" defines the financial 

situation as positive, regardless of the number presented alongside with the statement, of 
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which the reader may not have evaluated at all unless supported by the adjective. Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) refer to it through a category of descriptive definitions where “a 

meaning is given to a word in a certain environment at a particular time” (p. 211). 

c) Argument by vague or unclear referent is a strategy within the "words that mask" 

category (Macagno & Walton, 2014, p. 16). It is a word that carries a certain evaluation within 

itself, but the actual referent is not defined. In the context of statistics, bringing forth a number 

with an adjective that renders it imprecise may be considered as an unclear referent. Such 

numbers are usually preceded by adverbs, such as "approximately" or “nearly”. 

d) Argument by euphemisms use words that do not signify narrow, specific concepts 

with particular features; they remain generic, hence may be used to obscure important 

characteristics of the object in question (Macagno & Walton, 2014, p. 16). For example, 

saying "utilizing" is generic enough not to indicate the specific detail of the way funds are 

used, but it may sound better than "spend", "finance", "invest" which are more specific and 

may affect the attitude in the reader. 

2) The argumentation strategy of amplification has a variety of forms in literature. 

Aristotle in “Rhetoric” refers to it as "amplificio" or "indignant language" when the rhetor uses 

overly strong language without justifiable support. Macagno and Walton (2014) discussed 

amplification as a very effective rhetorical strategy for appealing to evaluation of statement 

(trans. 1910, 3, 1336a). In this exploration of communication of statistics, however, this 

strategy was applied in two ways: 

a) Argumentation by amplification of numbers with words, and 

b) Argumentation by amplification through words 

a) Argumentation by amplification of numbers with words was applied through the use 
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of qualifiers "more than x" or "over x” rather than using exact numbers. The assumption is that 

using qualifiers, rather than exact numbers, is persuasive, intended to affect the evaluation, and 

as such represents emotive use of language. Saying “we had more than 1500 resolved issues” 

carries a certain tone of emphasis more than “we had 1567 cases of resolved issues” which by 

itself, to an uninformed reader, does not tell is the number of 1567 in any way an extraordinary 

achievement. 

b) Argumentation by amplification through words such as a superlative can also be 

considered a form of comparison, but in this case, it is taken to be amplification, a form of 

enlarging the statistic. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) also considered rhetorical usage 

of superlative from two aspects: as comparison, where something is superior to all of 

something else, or as something so superior that it is unique (p. 245). "Judgements made 

through superlatives are much more impressive", concluded Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

(2008) "as the being is more individualized" (p. 245). 

B. Argument by comparison is defined by Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) as a 

process where different concepts are considered in relation to each other (p. 242). In their 

example of comparison, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) take a case where it is not 

possible to effectively measure qualities compared, which would make this type of comparison 

a quazi-logical argument (p. 242). In the case of reports, the phenomena compared are 

quantifiable, which gives an objective legitimacy to the use of comparison. As such 

comparison may be considered more of an objective context as it simply provides a point of 

reference in other numbers, without making any judgement or statement of them. While some 

may question whether comparison would then be an emotive argumentation strategy at all, it is 

important to recognize that leaving the comparison out on purpose where it would help the 
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understanding of the results can be considered an argumentation strategy in itself, hence the 

choice to include it is also rhetorical. Since it appears less subjective than some other 

categories, comparison may be considered as a “quazi-objective” argumentation category. The 

particular form of comparison considered is the comparison of quantitative ordering of specific 

measured values (as opposed to comparison by ordering, such as “heavier than” without 

specific measurement) (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 242). 

2. Arguments Based on the Structure of Reality 

Arguments based on the structure of reality is discussed by Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) 

are an argument in which the rhetor is establishing connection between his/her claim  

with something else which has been accepted (p. 261). This argument connects two claims 

either as: 

A. Argument by sequential relationship or 

B. Argument by the relationship of coexistence (Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 262). 

A. Sequential relationship emphasises the causal relationship, placing one element as a 

cause and one as an effect (Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 263). The representatives of sequential 

relationship studied in this research are: 

a) Pragmatic argument, and 

b) Argument by consequence. 

a) Pragmatic argument has been briefly mentioned in the section on underlining 

theories as the one in which the evaluation of the effect (final results of a fiscal year) is 

transferred into the evaluation of the cause (actions of governing) (Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 

266). It would be expected that this type of argument features prominently on the micro-level 

of units of analysis but it also may be taken that the whole report represents one large 



22 

EMOTIVE USE OF LANGUAGE IN FINANCIL ANNUAL MUNICIPAL REPOR 

pragmatic argument where the consequences of the governing body’s actions are expressed in 

the form of positive and desirable statistical results, transferring the positive evaluation onto 

the agent of such actions. While producing statistics in itself is bringing about the 

consequence, these specific units qualified as pragmatic argument are attempting to go a step 

further in reinforcing the meaning of the statistic, giving them added connotation of success. 

b) Argumentation strategy of where an event is presented as a consequence works in 

the opposite direction. It leads from the cause to the consequence justifying a certain outcome 

(Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 272). Explaining that spending has occurred due to certain specific 

causes (circumstances) would an example of this. 

B. Unlike in argument by sequential relationships, the argument by relations of 

coexistence connect phenomena that exist simultaneously; they are of a different level, one 

explaining the other through additional detail or meaning (Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 293). It 

is important to note that this is not a causal relationship between an act and a person, but a 

qualitative connection—one defines the other rather than one causes the other (Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 2008, p. 296). This will be clearer when considering the main type of argument by 

coexistence: interaction of an act and a person. Interaction of an act and a person influences 

our judgement by the property of an act to have influence on the "construction" of a person 

powerful enough to constantly "reconstruct" that person (Olbrechts-Tyteca, 2008, p. 296). In 

this fashion, actions of an organization, presented through a measurement of results, can have 

significant impact in audience's evaluation of the organization. Reports themselves consist of 

either prescribed or chosen acts measured in some way, and the collections of these 

representations sheds light on the nature of the organization. The subsequent subdivision of the 

argument of interaction of a person explains it further: 
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a) Argument by intention, and 

b) Argument by prestige. 

a) The argument by intention uses an act that is yet not actualized but intended, and as 

such affects the evaluation of the actor. Intention is very connected with the actor, as 

Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008) asserted, as an "emanation" of the actor (p. 301). When introducing 

argument by intention, the report surpasses its judicial role, as summation and evaluation of 

the past, and steps into the territory of deliberative arguments, the one about the future. It is 

irrelevant for the rhetorical situation at hand if the indented action was carried forth or not; the 

persuasion is in the intention itself. 

b) Argument by prestige calls into argumentation the qualities of another actor, and 

association with this actor transfers those qualities onto the actor in question (Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 2008, p. 303). For example, when a government body reports on receiving recognition 

from a reputable organization, the evaluation of the governing body itself may be influenced 

by the reputation of that organization as well. Argument by prestige is also a subset of the 

argument by authority. 

To further understand the theoretical background of the interaction of emotive language with 

scientific information in an argument, it is necessary to briefly review the semiotic approach to 

numbers. 
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2) Semiotics 

Sign Theory of I. A. Richards 

Richards (2001) proposed that a sign consists of three elements: a referent, the concept 

represented (for example a dog); a reference, the thought of the concepts (everything each person 

thinks that a dog is); and a symbol—a word, picture, representation of a dog (p. 11). It is the 

reference that has a central point in the discussion of emotive use of language. The reference, 

Richards (2001) elaborated, is dependent on the overall experience of each person individually, 

as it derives meaning from external context (as previously mentioned, different from the literary 

context), events that repeat leading to the same symbol, and psychological context, an 

individual’s senses, thoughts and inner reactions to the symbol (p.56). Therefore, two people can 

use the same symbol for the same referent, but they will never have the same reference as they 

had unique experiences throughout their lives. For some, courage is the ability to face challenges 

despite fear, for others it is the lack of fear altogether. The sign, its context and the process 

throughout which the sign is created indicate the sign situation (Richards, 2001, p. 48). The 

earliest use of the term sign situation was by Charles Kay Ogden (1889–1957), an American 

psychologist, and it is defined as "a situation or context in which a sign is interpreted by one or 

more interpreters with respect to a particular set of reference points" (English Oxford Living 

Dictionary, 2017). Understanding the sign situation means understanding the relationship 

between a symbol, reference, and referent, and their history.  

Following the introduction of these concepts, Richards (2001) formulated canons of 

symbolism, a set of rules defining the relationships between referents, symbols, and references. 

The most important for this discussion is the canon of expansion which states that “the referent 

of a contracted symbol is a referent of the symbol expanded,” introducing the notion of an 
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expanded symbol: when a symbol is expanded to its full form then the indication of the sign 

situation is much deeper and fuller, enabling better understanding of the referent (Richards, 

2001, p. 93). For example, a report may state that a municipality had a $1.5 million deficit in the 

overall budget; however, expanding the symbol of $1.5 million by the addition of words like 

increased or decreased will provide more meaningful reference for the reader. However, 

Richards (2001), noted that instead of the expansion of a symbol, most often what is offered is a 

“symbolic overgrowth”, a constellation of other symbols which distort the reference enabling 

only experts to decide which symbols are true to their referent and which are not (Richards, 

2001, p. 93). Adding emotive language to the previous example would be a good illustration: if 

the city had a “negligible $1.5 million increase in deficit in the overall budget,” the reference 

changes its meaning, implying an opinion, rather than a fact.  

Richards’ framework provides a look at statistics as contracted symbols in need of 

expansion, which is achieved through different rhetorical strategies. However, some of these 

strategies—such as the emotive use of language that is discussed in this proposal— may displace 

the referent of the statistics. The symbol may not be true anymore; its meaning could be changed 

to affect the attitude, consequently steering the audience towards desired attitude.  

Emotive Language and its Use 

Richards (2001) postulated that language can be used in a scientific sense, to state a fact, 

or it can be used to impact attitude (p. 250).  The first he named the referential use of language, 

and the second emotive (Richards, 2001, p. 250). The referential use of language must have 

logical connections between concepts and ideas, while in emotive use it is the attitudes towards 

these concepts that must be properly organized, sometimes without having to have the logical 

connection with the concepts (Richards, 2001, p. 251). Some words are purely emotive, stated 
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Richards (1989), like the word “beautiful”; they convey only attitudes, not a true reference, and 

have only the function of enticing the same attitudes in others (p. 123). Black (1948) disagreed 

with Richards, considering his qualification to be too narrow (p. 43). The words do not have 

emotive meaning, concluded Black (1948), they have emotive influence (p. 125). Others agreed 

with Black. Ladd (1948) proposed that the emotive meaning is added atop descriptive meaning, 

which makes it difficult to discern their effect due to the descriptive or emotive content (p. 124). 

The term “emotive use of language” rather than the emotive meaning of a word will be used in 

this research as more appropriate.  

Referential Language and Objectivity 

As previously mentioned, Richards (2001) also introduced the referential use of 

language, the purpose of which is to convey facts, and therefore can be either true or false, 

something that emotive use of language does not do (p. 250). Referential use of language is 

prevalent in scientific work. However, while true referential language strives to convey the 

referent as directly as possible, most reports assume a neutral tone as a style of presentation to 

just emulate referential language with a goal to project objectivity and gain credibility, or appeal 

to logos to increase ethos, to use the terms of classical rhetoric. Koetsenruijter (2011) conducted 

an empirical study presenting the participants with two identical articles, the difference between 

them being the presence/absence of numbers. The study revealed a consistent effect: Using more 

numbers in an article made it appear more credible (Koetsenruijter, 2011, p. 78).Yeung (2007) 

noted that reports use strategies of nominalization, objectivity, and rational argument, and 

impersonal tone (avoiding I and we) to “create an impression of professionalism and objectivity” 

(p. 166). Chandler (2007) discussed the “scientific text” where the author “retreats to 

invisibility” so the referent can represent itself (p. 68). But as Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 



27 

EMOTIVE USE OF LANGUAGE IN FINANCIL ANNUAL MUNICIPAL REPOR 

(2008) so compellingly formulated, “there is no neutral choice but there is a choice that passes 

for neutral,” it is deceiving to trust this appearance of neutrality as objectivity (p. 149). When 

Maier (2012) conducted an audit of daily newspaper stories he discovered a significant number 

of various mistakes made in presenting these statistics, such as numbers not tallying, or numbers 

being misinterpreted (Maier, 2012, pp. 512–513). These inconsistencies apparently did not affect 

the perception of objectivity.  

The Semiotic Nature of a Number 

At the very outset of trying to understand numbers, semioticians faced a challenge: 

numbers are different from other symbolic concepts. Richards (1989) only touched on the subject 

by stating that symbols of mathematics differ from other symbols inasmuch that they are 

symbols of other symbols or of operations of other symbols (p. 88). If Richards’ model of signs 

is employed, the numerals/number-words are the symbols; the sense we make of them is the 

reference; but the referent, the mental representation of quantity, is fuzzy at best. Dehaene (2011) 

explained it through cognitive psychology: Quantities are only felt as approximations, and it is 

the application of symbols (numerals) that gives them discreet boundaries (p. 16). It is due to this 

“fuzziness” that people are susceptible to various cognitive phenomena such as the distance 

effect, where it is easier to assess the difference of two distant numbers, like 70 and 120, than 

closer numbers, like 62 and 65 (Daheane, 2011, p. 61). Hence, quantitative information is 

cognitively processed differently than the qualitative one.  

Numbers are abstract signs with limited meaning that requires context to expand their 

boundaries. Peters, Dieckmann, Västfjäll, Mertz, Slovic, and Hibbard (2009) pointed out how 

numerical information changes its meaning from one context to another as in “9 °F vs. 9 billion 
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dollars vs. 9% wrong on an exam” (p. 226). Numbers can be given positive or negative attributes 

to infuse statistics with meaning thus affecting attitudes (Hallahan, 1999, pp. 208, 212).  

3) The Ideograph of Objectivity 

Objectivity was not always as prevalent a method in the search for truth as it is today; it 

became desirable through the influence of empiricism and positivism, and the development of 

science and measurement in the 18th and 19th centuries (Daston & Galison, 2007, p. 17). As 

Porter (1995) noted, positivism introduced a rigorous certainty of measurements that made no 

assumptions, thus appearing completely neutral to the measured phenomenon (pp. 19–20). He 

positioned objectivity as a political, not just a scientific, phenomenon, and posited that 

objectivity replaces the inconsistent judgement of people with unquestionable rules of laws 

(Porter, 1995, p. 74). Porter (1995) illustrated this notion through his research of statistical 

development in 1820s and 1830s London, in which statisticians asserted that “numbers should be 

allowed to speak for themselves” with no “room for opinions” (p. 78). But, added Porter, the 

same statisticians seemed to be have been inclined to stress their objectivity when “they were 

weak, and had to appeal to the strong”, indicating that the statistics were being used as a 

rhetorical device (p. 78). It is this rhetorical use of statistics that called for deeper analysis in 

understanding how it is achieved through specific rhetorical strategies and devices. 

From the rhetorical aspect, the phenomenon of objectivity in modern Western society is 

an ideograph, a “commonly shared constellation of presupposition” like liberty or freedom, as 

Longaker and Walker (2011) defined (pp. 188, 200). It is a presupposition of this research that 

objectivity exerts its influence much like Althuser’s (2008) interpellation, the projection of an 

individual into a subject of ideology (p. 45). Objectivity, expressed through statistics, influences 

the receiver of the message to take a subject position from which the meaning of the text appears 
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to derive from pure facts and rationality, and as such the truth of the text is unquestionable and 

absolute. The use of statistics plays a key role in projecting the image of objectivity.  

Conclusion 

Statistics (numbers) have the power to persuade. They are a result of rigorous 

measurement, and as such viewed as an expression of objectivity. With the development of 

scientific methods and measurement technologies, objectivity became a value strongly upheld in 

everyday life as an indicator of truth, independent of human failings. Such is the power of 

numbers that just their presence obscures the use of various rhetorical strategies in a text 

designed to reinforce or change the attitude of a reader. However, what appears to be the appeal 

to pure reason is often an appeal to emotional component of judgement, which can lead the 

reader to a specific attitude. The research into the inner workings of these, for a layperson, 

imperceptible strategies aims to deconstruct the language used, and pinpoint distinct ways in 

which it falls into bigger argumentation schemes. 

Methodology 

Discussing the rhetorical situation, Vatz (1999) articulated that the speaker does not 

discover the meaning of the information presented; he/she chooses what is worth discussing and 

then “translates the chosen information into a meaning”, therefore creating the meaning (p. 228). 

Given this interpretive nature of the rhetorical situation, where what is considered worthy of 

persuasion is not imposed by reality but chosen by actors, the research of rhetorical aspects of 

statistics will be undertaken within an interpretative paradigm, which in its core has the concept 

of understanding reality from the perspective of the observer (Bhattacharya, 2008, p. 467). The 

approach of this research is constructivist-interpretivist, a concept that presumes that “all reality 

and interpretations are socially constructed”, as Bhattacharya (2008) stated, with emphasis on 
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confirmability as a criterion of validity (p. 466). The study was conducted within an interpretive 

paradigm, which positions the findings in a specific period of time and specific circumstances, 

interpreted by a specific researcher, claiming no universal, objective truth. 

The method chosen for this research is mixed-methods, combining qualitative content 

analysis with a quantitative analysis of a survey. Qualitative content analysis is a method of 

closely studying the text to establish reoccurring motifs which are then grouped by the categories 

previously established on theoretical bases (Mayring, 2014, p. 10). There are numerous types of 

content analysis offered by number of authors, the listing of which exceeds the scope of this 

research. For the purpose of this study, the qualitative content analysis is based on Mayring 

(2014), as described in the section on Research Design. (See page 32). Once the whole text is 

grouped into categories, they can be further analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively 

(Mayring, 2014, p. 10). Through this initial content analysis, the units of analysis with language 

presumed to exert the emotive influence on statistics were isolated and deductively coded as per 

categories introduced earlier.  After this, a survey was conducted among laypersons to assess the 

strength of impact and valence of each category on readers’ attitudes towards statistics, 

establishing which category exerts strong influence on attitude formation and in which fashion. 

These findings were then analysed.   

The subject of analysis was an annual municipal financial report. The data sample was 

comprised of the online pdf files of annual financial reports from the five Metro Vancouver 

municipalities’ official web sites: Burnaby, New Westminster, Coquitlam, Port Coquitlam and 

Port Moody. These communities were chosen because they subscribe to the same reporting 

procedures determined by the auditors from Government Finance Officers Association (GFOA). 

Each municipality’s report contained detailed financial statements from various areas of 
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business, evaluated by the same prescribed criteria. However, each municipality’s report also 

provided insight in the performance measurements not required by GFOA, the choice of which 

differed from one community to the other. These similarities and differences provided an 

opportunity for extensive comparative analysis of various rhetorical devices and technique used 

to add evaluative meaning to statistics in question.  

Research Design 

The research was designed as a three-stage process. See Appendix A. The first stage 

was the content analysis, a process of reading and coding of the original text. The second stage 

was a survey designed to establish which categories of codes are most frequent and exert most 

influence on the evaluation of statistics. The third stage is the analysis of the findings.   

Stage One: Qualitative Content Analysis 

The qualitative content analysis stage consisted of two steps: isolating units of analysis, 

and deductive coding of each unit based on the categories of argumentation. See page 15 and 

Appendix F. The unit of analysis is a sentence or a bullet in a paragraph containing statistics.   

In step one, isolating units of analysis, the data was collected through extracting 

sentences, presumed to exert emotive influence on statistics. Their influence on statistics in this 

stage was established through two semiotic techniques: first, by paradigmatic commutative test, 

replacement of a word/phrase with one of the opposite meaning, or second, by omission of the 

word/phrase, to establish whether the change on the level of a symbol causes change on the level 

of a reference and ultimately change the attitude of the reader (Chandler, 2007, p.17). Perelman 

(2005) commented that a figure is considered to be argumentative if it “brings about a change of 

perspective” (p. 38). If the omission of the word “only” changes the attitude of a reader and 

his/her evaluation of the statistics in a sentence such as “our maintenance has increased by only 
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$1,200,000”, then its use is argumentative, and can be suspected to have an emotive (evaluative) 

influence on the reader. An exaggerated example of a paradigmatic commutation test would be 

the replacement of the phrase “It is worth a mention” in the sentence “It is worth a mention that 

the city had a 3.5% increase of revenue.” with the phrase “It is not worth a mention.”  

In step two the deductive coding was used to code each until analysis with the codes 

based on categories emerging from the rhetorical theories of authors previously mentioned. See 

page 15. The coding was done through the coding software called QDAMiner. The codes were 

then downloaded to Excel and summarized for further analysis.    

Stage Two: Online Survey 

The purpose of the survey was to explore the strength and valence of the influence of 

the categories of emotive language.  

The survey used a sample of residents of the Canadian cities of Coquitlam, Port 

Coquitlam and Port Moody, due to the fact that all three communities cooperate closely in many 

aspects and are considered to be one area called Tricity. The sample was unrestricted, generated 

by advertising the survey through Facebook, allowing self-selection to complete the 

questionnaire (Van Selm & Jankowski, 2006, p. 440). 46 participants were recruited through the 

Facebook online advertising from November 1, 2017–December 20, 2017, limited to Coquitlam, 

Port Coquitlam and Port Moody users. The number of people who were exposed to this message 

was determined automatically by Facebook filters and targets only the Facebook users in this 

geographical area. The Facebook ad ran for a total of 6 weeks potentially reaching 15,000 

Facebook users (the reach is offered and fulfilled by Facebook). The ad invited readers to 

participate in an academic survey concerned with the clarity of communication of numbers and 

statistics in public documents. See Appendix E.   
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The participants were instructed that the goal of the survey is not to evaluate any 

municipality’s performance in particular, but rather to contribute to clear communication in 

reports by stating their understanding of certain statements and the way these statements affect 

them. Hence, the name of the municipality was fictionalised as Springfield, to remove any 

association with any other real entity. Participants were also asked whether their occupation 

requires advanced knowledge of statistics or accounting, to eliminate those who are not 

laypersons when it comes to statistical literacy. They were also required to be over the age of 18, 

which was established by asking them to declare that they are older than 18.  

There were two separate questionnaires, automatically alternating online: both contained 

sentences with emotive use of language (emotive sentences in further text) and the sentences 

without any additional context (non-emotive sentences in further text) in random position in the 

questionnaire but with the corresponding opposites in the other questionnaire. Each questionnaire 

consisted of two types of questions: multiple-choice questions and open-ended questions. The 

multiple-choice questions were comprised of statements such as “$9.084 million of Springfield’s 

reserves surplus was utilized to fund projects.” followed by the following question: “Judging by 

the way this particular sentence is worded, do you get a positive impression (feeling) that the 

municipality of Springfield is governed competently? “To each statement the answers offered 

were: strongly agree, agree, strongly disagree, disagree, and “Not enough information”. See 

Appendix B for full list of questions and sample of visual online presentation.  

The goal of the multiple-choice questions of the survey was to assess the strength and 

valence of the influence of the statement on the formation of the reader’s attitude. The goal of 

open-ended questions was to provide additional insight into the responses.  
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Survey Component One: Multiple-Choice Questions Analysis 

Reliability of the questionnaire (does the questionnaire measure what it is saying it 

measures) was assessed through establishing the statistical correlation between the score of 

participants’ answers to each question with the average scores of all answers to each question 

(Trochim, 2006). If Q stood for a question and P for a participant, this correlation test looked like 

Figure 2a and 2b:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The example in Figure 2.b shows 0.52 as the lowest correlation value. Once the results 

are obtained and assessed, the cut-off level of sufficient correlation coefficient was established 

based on results: any correlation below 0.3 was treated as weak; correlation from 0.3 to 0.65 was 

treated as moderate and correlation over 0.65 as significant.  

Figure 2.b

Avg. 

P1 0.52

P2 0.82

P3 0.98

Measuring Construct Validity: Correlation of answers of all participation for 

eaech question with the average score for questions.

Figure 2.a

P1 P2 P3 P4… Avg. 

Q1 2 3 2 4 2.75

Q2 1 2 1 1 1.25

Q3 5 1 2 1 2.25

Q4… 4 5 3 4 4.00

Measuring Construct Validity: Scores for each question across participant and the 

final average score for each question.
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The validity of the survey component was also pretested before going public. A small 

sample was formed through friends and acquaintances, to assess the validity and clarity of the 

survey. The same demographic criterion applied for this sample as for the main sample.  

A number of measures were used for the multiple-choice questions. The strength score 

of the category of emotive use of language was assessed by assigning a number of points to each 

response:  

- strongly agree: 2 points  

- strongly disagree: 2 points  

- agree: 1 points 

- disagree: 1 points  

- not enough information: 0 points 

This score measures the intensity of influence on attitude, and allows for the maximum of 

86 points per question for 43 participants (if all 43 participants chose the option of “strongly 

agree” or “strongly disagree” for a certain question, the overall number of points for that 

question would be 86). These resulting scores were then grouped into four sets of values:  

1. Weak influence: 0 points to 25% of maximum of 86 points 

2. Moderately weak influence: over 25% of maximum possible to 50%  

of maximum of 86 points 

3. Moderately strong influence: over 50% of maximum possible to 75%  

of maximum of 86 points  

4. Strong influence: over 75% of maximum possible to 100% of maximum  

possible of 86 points  
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To the measure of sum of the scores, a measure of average was added to control the 

position of the answers within the 4 sets of values.  

Example: if there were 120 participants, the maximum possible would be 240 points. If 

Q stands for a question, the total score for questions could be. See Figure 3.  

 

However, if the answers showed a wider range of scores, the results may be 

inconclusive. See Figure 4. Hence, a maximum of 25% of range difference can be accepted  

to consider the answers still belonging to the same set of values, if the average belongs to the 

same set.  

 

 

 

 

Such discrepancy would point out that the question was placed in a wrong category and 

needs to be revaluated, or that there may be subcategories where the emotive influence is 

different, which may open further research possibilities.   

Figure 4 

Example of Answer Score With Large Range of Values

 CATEGORY 2 Total score Percentage of maximum Strength of influence

Q11 175 73% Moderately weak

Q13 57 24% Weak

Q17 11 5% Weak

Q1 214 89% Strong

Range 214-11=203 85% of range difference Inconclusive (over 25% of diff.)

Average 114.25 48% Moderately weak

Figure 3

Example of Answer Score With Small Range of Values and Average Within a Particular Set of Value

 CATEGORY 1 Total score Percentage of maximum Strength of influence

Q1 45 19% Weak

Q7 32 13% Weak

Q23 50 21% Weak

Q4 41 17% Weak

Range 50-32=18 7.5% of range difference WEAK (for the category)

Average 42 18% WEAK (for the category)
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The final analysis used for the survey’s multiple-choice questions also utilized 

quantitative measures derived from basic descriptive statistics: sum, range and average:  

- Sum of Scores per category (from 0 to 4). Expresses the quantitative value of answers by 

adding scores (“strongly disagree” received -2 points, “disagree” -1, “not enough 

information” 0 points, “agree” 1 point and “strongly agree” 2 points) to capture the 

sentiment valence. Higher number indicates more positive attitude. See Appendix C, 

Column 3. 

- Range (from 0 to 4). Expresses the average difference between the smallest and the 

highest score per category to capture how diverse were the answers. Higher numbers 

indicate higher difference between minimum and maximum points per question. This 

measure is used to assess the validity. See Appendix C, Column 4.   

- Average of category scores (0-4). Adds the individual scores for a category and creates 

an average. Higher number indicates more positive attitude towards the category. See 

Appendix C, Column 5. 

Survey Component Two: Open-Ended Questions Analysis 

The open-ended question in the questionnaire were designed to first, extract the biases 

and possible misunderstandings of questions by the participants, and second, to provide deeper 

understanding of the emotive influence the argumentation strategies. These answers were 

inductively coded and then compiled into a new set of categories, ordered by their frequency and 

further analyzed. The coding used in this study is classified as “descriptive coding” by Saldana 

(2015), which searches for the prevalent topic of the segments examined, and codes them with a 

short, descriptive phrase (p. 88). A number of measures for open-ended answers were created to 

evaluate results: 



38 

EMOTIVE USE OF LANGUAGE IN FINANCIL ANNUAL MUNICIPAL REPOR 

- Number of responses. Number of responses for open questions "Please tell us why" 

attached to each question. See Appendix D, Column 1. 

- % of number of responses. Percentage of total of all responses to the open questions 

"Please tell us why" attached to each question. It asserts which questions received most 

of the open feedback and explanations. See Appendix D, Column 2. 

- Attitude established. Number of respondents who have attitude established regarding 

questions, as per their open answers (second stage of research) as opposed to those  

who could not form the attitude based on the information presented. See Appendix D, 

Column 3. 

- Attitude established %.  Percentage of respondents who have attitude established 

regarding questions, as per their open answers (second stage of research). Positive 

difference means more people established attitudes based on emotive content. See 

Appendix D, Column 4. 

- Valence of established attitude %. Percentage of total of respondents who, in their 

multiple-choice questions checked "disagree" or "strongly disagree" (compounded as 

negative) vs. those who chose "agree" or "strongly agree" (compound as positive) and 

expressed their attitude as established in their open questions. The higher percentage 

indicates a higher proportion of people who created either negative or positive attitude. 

See Appendix D, Column 5. 

The analysis of open-ended questions delved into the intricacies of argumentative 

schemes, and looked for the utilization of categories of emotive language in the contest of 

financial report to unveil patterns of meaning.  
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Limitations to the Research 

The research was limited to five municipalities in the Lower Mainland of British 

Columbia, Canada. The research does not address factors like gender, age, ethnicity, or education 

level in the choice of participants.   

One of the limitations was the use of a relatively small unrestricted sample, due to 

financial restrictions. The conclusions derived from such a sample cannot be generalizable to the 

larger population. The same financial restrictions meant there was only one coder (the thesis 

author herself) for the coding process, which opened possibilities for codes to be too narrow or 

too broad, or codes to have uneven data. To reduce the risk, coding was done in two separate 

cycles and compared for inconsistencies.  

Another limitation of the study was the inability to measure the statistical literacy of the 

participants due to the time constraints and complexity of the survey. For that purpose, the 

statistical literacy was assessed through allowing participants to declare as those with or without 

professional training in statistics or finances by their own, and consequently eliminating from the 

study those who self-identified as statistical or financial professionals. In that respect, the results 

of this study leave room for caution when interpreting them in the light of statistical literacy. 

There was also a limitation of controlling other variables that may influence the reader, 

aside from the emotive use of language. For example, the so-called frequency effect whereby the 

choice of the type of statistic such as using percentages (10%) vs. probability statements (one in 

ten) has an influence on the understanding of the statistics (Hill & Brase, 2012, p. 2344). In 

addition, the framing effect can exert significant influence on attitude, such as describing a 

medical procedure to have a “25% success rate” vs. “75% failure rate” (Levin, Schneider & 

Gaeth, 1998, p. 153). Focusing on positive vs. negative aspects can exert evaluative influences 
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on judgement regardless of the statistical value.  The previously mentioned magnitude effect can 

interfere with the evaluation process, as larger numbers may seem as more indicative of a 

success/failure (Xia, 2003, p. 276). The statements in the survey stage of the research were 

constructed to minimize the influence of these additional factors. One way of achieving this 

effect was to apply a consistent expression of statistics throughout the questionnaire: similar 

measurements within similar numerical ranges (all percentages within one-digit numbers; all 

dollar values within hundreds of thousands values, etc.).  

Ethics 

The approval from the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board was obtained 

based on several considerations. One of the main ethical concerns was related to the 

organizational entities whose financial reports were being analyzed. First, the fact that the 

researcher is employed by the City of Coquitlam, British Columbia, Canada, may be a conflict of 

interest resulting in some interpretation of data. The author took specific care to remain as 

impartial as possible. Second, there was a possibility of the tendency on the part of the public to 

view any analysis of governmental practices through a critical lens. This specific research was 

not intended to criticize but to analyse and present findings that can be used in any environment 

where statistics are presented. This concern was addressed in the questionnaire by explaining to 

the participants the purpose of the research as assessing clarity of communication, rather than 

evaluating governmental practices. No specific municipality was named in any part of the 

research or its conclusions.  

Special ethical concern was given to the survey participants, protection of their 

anonymity and privacy. Informed consent was received by the participant via them checking the 

box (“By checking this box I agree to have received the ….”) next to the information about the 
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purpose of the study, as well as protecting their privacy and the ways in which they can withdraw 

from the study. Since there is no need for the participant names, phone numbers, or addresses 

and IP addresses, the survey was fully anonymous.  

 

Findings and Discussion 

Findings 

The first stage data collected from the text yielded 573 units of analysis for coding, which 

then produced 960 codes. The second stage data collection commenced through a survey 

advertised on Facebook from December 1, 2017 to January 15, 2018. The validity of the 

questionnaire was assessed and all the answers with the correlation below 0.3 were excluded 

from the summary (3 in total), leaving 43 sets of answers for analysis.  

The analysis of multiple-choice questions first assessed the frequency of categories in the 

original text, the excerpts of sentences suspected to employ emotive use of language (in further 

text emotive sentences). The total of 573 emotive sentences were extracted and coded based on 

the deductive coding developed from theoretical foundation. The most frequent argumentation 

strategy used was pragmatic argument (33%) followed by argument by comparison (11%), 

argument by amplification of numbers with words (10%), argument by distortion (9%), argument 

by intention (7%), argument by consequences (6%), argument by vague or unclear referent (5%), 

argument by amplification through words and argument by prestige (3%), and argument by 

euphemism and argument by emotive description (2%). See Figures 5 and 6.   

Based on the measure of the strength of influence on attitude formation (which does not 

consider the valence—was the formed attitude positive or negative), the average for all emotive 

sentences was 23% while non-emotive sentences received 20% as an average score. See 

Appendix C, Column 2. The average difference scored at 10% in favour of emotive sentences, 
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indicating higher effect on attitude formation. See Appendix C, Column 2. When the individual 

categories’ strength scores were plotted, they revealed the pattern of emotive sentences 

consistently scoring higher than non-emotive, even if their strength was within moderate levels. 

See Figure 7.  
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Figure 6

Frequency of Subcategories of Argument Based on Structure of Reality
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Figure 7

Strength of Influence of Categories Based on Average Score of Survey Questions
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The other measurements from the multiple-choice questions confirm this finding: the sum 

of scores per category, which took into the account valence of the attitude was 48.1 for emotive 

and 43.6 for non-emotive, and so did the average score for all categories, being 1.1 for emotive 

vs. 1.0 for non-emotive. See Appendix C, Columns 3 and 6. Another indicator of the kind of 

influence that emotive use of language has on attitude formation was a high correlation between 

the strength of score (measures just the strength, giving more points to category with more 

people with attitude formed) and sum of scores (measures valence giving more points to 

categories with more people with “agree” or “strongly agree” positive attitude formed): for 

emotive sentences the correlation coefficient was 0.95, while for non-emotive sentences it was a 

moderate 0.59. See Appendix C, comparison of Columns 2 and 3. In other words, emotive use of 

language tends to increase the formation of attitude in readers.  

The second component of survey involved analysis of the “tell us why” answers provided 

alongside the multiple-choice Likert scale. The participants provided rich answers explaining 

why they made a certain choice on the Likert scale, enriching the understanding of their answers. 

These responses were separately coded and yielded 10 categories of answers, which provided 

additional information of why was attitude formed or not formed. These responses provided 

further support to the thesis that emotive use of language in reports impacts attitude formation: 

emotive sentences had an average of 68.7% of respondents having formed their attitude based on 

the sentences, while non-emotive sentences had an average of 49.9%. See Appendix D, Column 

4. There was also a strong correlation between the strength score and positive valence in the 

open-ended responses where attitude was judged by the explicit statements from participants, not 

by their multiple choices: strength score correlated with positive attitude at 0.84 coefficient of 

correlation for emotive, while -0.06 for non-emotive. See Appendix C, Columns 2 and Appendix 
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D, Column 6. This finding indicates that using stronger emotive language may significantly 

increase the formation of positive attitude while using “milder” emotive language may decrease 

the chances of positive attitude. Not using emotive language at all does not have predictable 

impact on the valence of attitude formed. However it is interesting that out of those who formed 

the opinion based on non-emotive sentences, 45.8% formed a negative opinion even though the 

sentences presented positive results.  

Finally, a summary of codes for open-ended answers in the survey showed the same 

advantage of emotive use of language in attitude formation: 35.8% of those who answered 

emotive open-ended questions and stated a formed attitude provided an explanation that it was 

due to the specific emotive use of language, more than any other reason for attitude formation.  

See Figure 8.  

Figure 8

Attitude was formed
Emotive

Non-

emotive

Due to specific emotive use of language 35.8% 15.7%

Due to overall context provided 17.2% 19.2%

Due to specific numbers provided 8.6% 16.0%

Attitude formed: still more info requested 3.4% 3.9%

Statement of approval without explanation 0.7% 1.8%

total 65.7% 56.6%

Attitude was not formed

Requested more context 10.4% 8.9%

Requested comparison 10.4% 11.4%

Stated insufficient information provided 9.7% 16.4%

Stated insufficient knowledge of facts 3.0% 6.4%

Inconclusive 0.7% 0.4%

total 34.3% 43.4%

Frequency of Codes in Analysis of Open-Ended Answers of the Survey
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The analysis of individual categories revealed a pattern similar to the strength score in the 

analysis of multiple-choice questions: emotive sentences ranked higher than non-emotive and the 

differences between the scores are more significant. See Figure 9. 

 

 

Figure 9
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In analysis of the individual categories, there was a number of differences in the way they 

affected attitude formation.  

Argument by Distortion 

Argument by distortion featured 9% of the time in the original text, having higher sum of 

scores (51) which indicates more positive attitudes, but the strength score was the same for 

emotive and non-emotive sentences, 24%, which was the fourth strongest score of all categories. 

See Appendix C, Columns 1, 2 and 3. Argument by distortion did influence more positive 

(66.7%) than negative (33.3%) attitudes in emotive sentences, but the lack of the emotive 

language in the non-emotive sentences caused 100% of respondents to form negative attitudes. 

See Appendix D, Column 5. Therefore, using an argument of distortion has significant influence 

on attitude formation. 

Argument by Emotive Description 

Argument by emotive description was used sporadically, at only 2% in the original text, 

but exhibited very strong influence on attitude formation: at 30% strength score in emotive 

responses, the highest of all, and 19% in non-emotive responses, it displayed the biggest 

difference in all categories between the two. See Appendix C, Column 1 and 2. This category 

also had the highest sum of scores (67) indicating the attitude was positive. See Appendix C, 

Column 3. Analysis of the open-ended answers confirms both the strength and the valence: 

emotive sentences had 82.5% of respondents forming attitude with emotive sentences vs. 60% of 

non-emotive; out of those who formed attitude, 100% of respondents formed positive attitude. 

See Appendix D, Column 5. Non-emotive sentences had 80% of respondents forming positive 

attitudes, and 20% negative, which indicates that sentences may have had another element of 

influence. i.e. That possibly the content of the sentences was sufficiently explanatory without 
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emotive language, a speculation that would need further research to be proven as fact. However, 

the difference is still significant enough to be attributed to the emotive use of language. See 

Appendix D, Column 5. This category is strong and has a potential to form positive attitude.   

Argument by Vague or Unclear Referent 

The category argument by vague or unclear referent was used 5% of the time in the 

original text, and the difference in the score strength between emotive and non-emotive was 

small, even if in favour of emotive content (20%) vs. non-emotive (19%). The analysis of open-

ended answers showed a better result, where 53.8% of respondents formed their opinion based 

on an emotive sentence while 30.8% based it on a non-emotive sentence. See Appendix D, 

Column 4. However, of those who did form the attitude at all (positive or negative) it seems that 

all had positive attitude on the non-emotive sentences while the emotive sentence received only 

66.7% of positive attitudes. See Appendix D, Column 5. It would appear that this category did 

have strong influence and the participants had to rely on the information provided to create their 

conclusions and form their attitude, which would explain the inconsistent results. 

Argument by Comparison 

The second most frequent category of argument was argument by comparison at 11% of 

all category used in the original text. See Appendix C, Column 1. Although not as frequent, it 

displayed very high strength score at 28% for emotive content, much higher than for non-

emotive content (12%). See Appendix C, Column 2. Open-ended answers provided further 

support: emotive sentences scored 100% on positive attitude, while non-emotive sentences were 

split evenly between positive and negative (50% for each). See Appendix D, Column 5. 

Comparison was also mentioned frequently in comments, in both emotive (10.4% of 
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respondents) and non-emotive sentences (11.4%) where attitude was not formed, as a request for 

some sort of point of reference for better judgment. See Figure 8.  

In summary, comparison is often used and often requested, and it significantly affects the 

attitude formation, particularly in a positive way (if the results work in favour of the rhetor).   

Argument by Intention 

Although used only 7% of the time in the original text, this category consistently showed 

strong influence on attitude formation: it had a 23.7% higher strength score for emotive than 

non-emotive sentences in analysis of multiple-choice questions, and 44.4% higher instances of 

formed attitude by emotive than non-emotive sentence in open-ended answers analysis. See 

Appendix C, Columns 1 and 2, and Appendix D, Column 5. Analysis of open-ended answers 

also showed that non-emotive sentences for this category had a higher percentage of respondents 

who formed positive attitudes in emotive sentences (80%), and negative attitudes in non-emotive 

sentences (71.4%). See Appendix D, Column 5. This shows that argument by consequence has 

strong impact on attitude formation, and creates positive sentiment, while the lack of it increases 

negative sentiment. 

 Argument by Euphemism 

This category, used only 2% of the time in the original text showed somewhat 

controversial results: in multiple-choice questions the strength scores were quite low for emotive 

(17%) compared to other categories, and furthermore much lower than for non-emotive (24%) 

for the same category, while the sum of scores indicated that non-emotive sentences had better 

positive attitude – 54 for non-emotive, and 32 for emotive. See Appendix C, Columns 1, 2 and 3. 

The analysis of the open-ended answers revealed that just as many respondents formed the 

opinion from emotive as they did from non-emotive sentences (50% each), and that all of those 
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who formed an attitude from non-emotive sentences formed positive attitude. See Appendix D, 

Columns 4 and 5. The controversial results about the strength of this category to influence 

formation of attitude indicates that more research is needed, possibly with more questions to 

eliminate other underlying variables.   

  Argument by Amplification of Numbers by Words 

Argument by amplification of numbers with words (more than, almost, close to, nearly, 

etc.) was the third most frequent category in the original text. See Appendix C, Column 1. In 

multiple-choice questions it impacted attitude formation in non-emotive sentences more than in 

emotive, by 18.2% of a difference. See Appendix C, Column 2. Even the impact it had on 

emotive sentences was one of the lowest of all categories, 18%. See Appendix C, Column 2. 

When valence was checked, this category showed that those who stated that they have an 

established attitude it was mostly a negative attitude (66.7% for emotive and 63.6% for non-

emotive). See Appendix D, Column 5.  This result indicates that the category has not had impact 

as strong as it was negative.  

Argument by Amplification through Words 

Argument by amplification through words, although not used often in the original text 

(only 3% of the time), showed consistent results in both analysis of multiple-choice and open-

ended answers: multiple-choice answers shows its strength score at 27% for emotive, which is 

the third highest of all categories, and 22% for non-emotive, which is also the third highest score 

of all categories, but the open-ended answers indicate that the sentence itself may be written in 

such a way that regardless of the measured emotive content still affects the attitude. See 

Appendix C, Columns 1 and 2. Analysis of open-ended answers removes that doubt: 66.7% of 

respondents formed their attitude based on emotive, which was very close to average, and 39.1% 
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on non-emotive sentences, quite below the average for non-emotive. See Appendix C, Column 4 

and 5. Of those who formed attitude from emotive sentences, all formed positive attitude, while 

of those who formed attitude from non-emotive sentence, 50% formed negative, and 50% form 

positive attitude. Using words for amplification has a steady, strong influence on attitude 

formation, and it produces positive attitude, while the absence of it leaves more room for 

interpretation that can go either way towards positive or negative.  

Pragmatic Argument 

Pragmatic argument, although the most common in original text (used 33% of the time), 

showed only mild strength score in emotive sentences (21%), barely ahead of non-emotive 

(19%), with slightly higher sum of scores (51.7% for emotive and 43 for non-emotive) indicating 

tendency towards positive attitude. See Appendix C, Columns 1, 2 and 3. Analysis of open-

ended answers retains the position of strength of the category: 66.7% of respondents formed 

attitude based on emotive, while 64.4% based on non-emotive, and positive attitude prevailed, 

but non-emotive sentences had more people having positive attitude than emotive ones. See 

Appendix C, Columns 4 and 5. Given that the difference in strength was not overwhelming, 

valence became more dependant on factors not measured in this case.  

Argument by Consequence 

The category of argument of consequence (used 6% of time in original text) also showed 

mild difference in strength between emotive (22%) and non-emotive (19%). The overall sum of 

scores shows tendency towards positive attitude formed, 45.7 for emotive vs. 37.7 for non-

emotive. See Appendix C, Columns 1 and 2. Analysis of open-ended answers found that non-

emotive sentences created more attitude — 64.1% respondents created their attitude from non-

emotive while 53.1% from emotive sentences. See Appendix D, Column 4. However, emotive 
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sentences were far more responsible for positive attitude than for negative: 50% of those who 

formed attitude from emotive sentences had positive one, while only 28.6% of those who created 

attitude from non-emotive sentences were positively impressed. See Appendix D, Column 5. 

Even with a milder, and perhaps even somewhat unpredictable influence on attitude, this 

category contributes more to the creation of positive attitude.  

Argument by Intention 

Providing intention for a statement (used 7% of time in original text) showed to have a 

more impactful effect on attitude formation: the strength score was 23% for emotive, and 17% 

for non-emotive, with a high difference between the two. See Appendix C, Columns 1 and 2. The 

sum of score was decisively showing positive valence. See Appendix C, Columns 1 and 3. 

Analysis of open-ended answers strengthened these findings: 90% of those who were exposed to 

emotive sentences created their attitude and 80% of them created positive attitude, while only 

50% created attitude based on non-emotive sentences and only 20% of them had positive 

attitude. See Appendix D, Columns 4 and 5. Using intention as argumentation point to explain 

numbers affect the attitude and creates positive valence. 

Argument by Prestige 

Argument by prestige, used only 3% of time showed the second biggest impact on 

attitude formation: strength score was 29%, only slightly behind argument by emotive 

description (30%), with sum of scores of 58, again second-best after argument by emotive 

description (67). See Appendix C, Columns 1, 2 and 3. It did better in analysis of open-ended 

answers showing that 92.6% of those who were exposed to emotive sentences formed their 

attitude (argument by emotive description 82.8%) with a bigger difference from non-emotive 

sentences which had 30% of respondents forming attitude, vs. 60% for argument by emotive 
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description. See Appendix D, Column 4. Argument by prestige had 100% of those who formed 

attitude from emotive sentences have positive attitude, with only 55.5% having positive attitude 

from non-emotive sentences. See Appendix D, Column 5. This category has strong effect on 

readers, and the absence of it opens the possibilities of unpredictable interpretations based on 

numbers only.  

When all categories are compared and ranked based on the scores relative to each other, 

the following emerges. See Figure 10.  

    

 

Figure 10

Category Rating Relative to Each Other
1

1. Quazi-logical arguments  

Argument by distortion moderately low high low high

Argument by emotive description low high high high

Argument by vague or unclear referent low moderately high low moderately high

Argument by euphemism low moderately high low moderately low

Argument by amplification of numbers by words moderately low moderately high low moderately low

Argument by amplification through words low high moderately low high

Argument by comparison moderately low high moderately high moderately high

2. Arguments based on structure of reality 

Pragmatic argument high high low high

Argument by consequence low high moderately low moderately high

Argument by intention moderately low high moderately high moderately high

Argument by prestige low high high high

1
Key:

less than 25% of maximum value of the column low

25%-less than 50% of maximum value of the column moderately low

50% to less than 75% of maximum value of the column moderately high

75% and up of maximum value of the column high

Sum of scores 

(positive attitude 

formed) compared to 

other categories

Frequency % in 

original text*

Difference between 

strength in emotive 

and non emotive 

compared to other 

categories

Strength of influence 

compared to other 

categories
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Argument by prestige and argument by emotive description show the highest ability  

to affect the formation of attitude, and a positive one for that matter, as they are ranked high in 

all scores.  

Discussion 

Both analyses of multiple-choice and open-ended answers confirmed the starting 

postulation that emotive use of language in reports influences the attitude formation, and 

furthermore offered a deeper look into the way this influence is exerted. Most of the sentences, 

emotive and non-emotive, were about positive statistics (statistics presenting some positive 

results), which created positive attitude, confirming that emotive use of language can predispose 

not just the attitude formation but also the desired direction of the valence. What was, however, 

somewhat unexpected is that the absence of emotive use of language predisposed negative 

valence of the attitude formed. The expectation was more of attitude not being formed at all, and 

although those expectations did realize in higher percentage of unformed attitude for non-

emotive sentences than in emotive, it is still a significant finding that the respondents would have 

such presence of negative attitude to non-emotive sentences. Apparently, the lack of context did 

not make people only feel they do not understand the results, but also that they did not form a 

good opinion of the entity in question. When not interpreted, numerical information leaves the 

reader in a dark, from where the attitude does not have to remain neutral, and can take any 

valence, possibly succumbing to other sources for decision-making. Given the exigence in the 

report, a tension between the governing bodies in need to present their actions as positive to the 

readers and residents demanding justification for the government actions, leaving a statistically 

uneducated reader without any interpretation opens a high-risk situation of having potentially 

positive results not recognized as positive at all or even being interpreted as negative.  
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Another notion that stands out from the result of this research is that the readers still 

responded more favourably to the strategies that called upon their trust in the source providing 

the information, such as argument of prestige or argument of emotive description, rather than 

argument by comparison, which was earlier qualified as “quazi-objective” since it appears as 

devoid of judgement by the author. In the time when the ideology of objectivity is embedded in 

readers so deeply, as discussed in literature review, credibility of the sources and descriptive 

adjectives seem to go further than the “harder” proof. Reputation of the speaker (ethos) exerts 

more power on attitude formation than the information presented (logos).  

Another observation of the study is the relationship between the micro and macro 

context, micro being the one on which this research was focused, the workings of emotive use of 

language within an individual sentence, and macro being the whole text as an argumentation in 

its own right, which was discussed in literature review through exigence and stasis. On the micro 

level, the two most powerful argumentation strategies, argument by prestige and argument by 

emotive description, were used least frequently. The most frequently used strategy, pragmatic 

argument, showed the highest influence on attitude in both emotive and non-emotive sentences, 

with little difference between them. On the macro level, the rhetorical purpose of the report is 

presumed to present the municipal government as competent and instil confidence in tax-payers, 

so the information chosen to be presented was, for the most part, positive. As such, it did not 

necessarily need emotive language to achieve its purpose: the results can could speak for 

themselves. It can be postulated that it is on that macro level of the choice of the material 

presented where one must search for a rhetorical intention more so than in the way the 

information is presented on the micro level. Looking at the way rhetorical strategies were 

implemented, they appear as if they were designed more for interpretation of already chosen 
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positive results, than for distorting these results with emotive use of language. Like any other 

contextual situation, these two levels of information could interact in a number of ways, 

complementing each other and providing support for each other. The micro level of emotive use 

of language then appears to be designed more to avoid misinterpretation of the data, as well as to 

offer understanding to the audience that does not have professional training in finances, than to 

obscure facts and lead the reader astray.  

Future research 

What results from the necessity of the context for both the reader and the author, as well 

as from the subtle difference between categories in the way they affect attitude formation, is the 

question of the cut-off line between the referential and emotive language, between “symbol 

expanded” and the “symbolic overgrowth” (Richards, 2001, p. 93). If context then must be 

provided, for the benefit of both the reader and the author, can it be provided in a way that leaves 

enough room for the reader to create attitude on his/her own? Is referential language possible at 

all? And if it is, how can that fine line between informing and persuading be determined? What 

type of “measurement” could be used to establish the “objective” quality of presentation? Such 

questions require a further in-depth look into the way statistics are communicated. 

Another intriguing research question is the interaction of the macro and micro context 

and finding a proportion of influence of each. Such research could inform on the strength of one 

vs. the other, as well as of qualities they must possess to rhetorically interact in the same 

direction. 

Few other observations could potentially lead into further research of rhetorical 

intricacies of numbers. For example, there was a variety of presentation of the numbers as 

rounded vs. specific numbers, and the question imposes: does this difference impacts the attitude 
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of the reader? Deeper look into approximation of numbers could also distinguish what make 

numbers informative vs. rhetorical.   

Conclusions and recommendations 

Although having clear denotative meaning, numbers were shown to carry ambiguous 

connotative meaning, dependant on the use of language, be it referential (objective) or emotive 

(creating attitude).This study of the emotive use of language in the annual municipal financial 

reports focused on the micro context (context within a sentence or a phrase) surrounding 

statistics, investigating the influence of the emotive use of language on the connotative meaning 

of statistics. This influence was assessed through the formation of attitude in lay audiences 

towards the creator of the report. The findings of the study are that the use of emotive language 

facilitates formation of attitude in a desired direction of the valence, in this case positive, while 

the reduction to referential language either does not create any attitude at all or tends to increase 

the negative attitude towards the creators of the reports. For example, including an adjective 

alongside statistical information (“there was a significant 8% increase in savings”) can influence 

attitude formation in the reader forming positive sentiment towards the entity, while leaving the 

statistics to speak for themselves (“there was an 8% increase in savings”) either does not 

facilitate creation of attitude or tends to create negative attitude in the audience without 

professional knowledge of finances.  

The emotive use of language exerts its influence through a number of rhetorical 

strategies, such as argument of comparison, unclear or vague references, or pragmatic argument, 

to mention a few. Each strategy exercises its specific type of influence on attitude formation, and 

each has a different degree of influence. For example, argument by prestige tends to have the 
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strongest influence in creating positive attitude, and it does so by transferring the credibility of 

another entity onto the creator of the report.   

These findings have both theoretical and practical implications. Theoretical implications 

concern researchers of objectivity and rhetoric, providing another look on their intersection, from 

where further research can take many direction, as discussed previously.  

Practical implications concern various stakeholders in public service: on one side the 

audiences (constituencies, residents), and on the other creators—communication practitioners in 

governmental organizations, and politicians in government offices.   

Residents who count on these reports as an objective source of information can benefit 

from understanding the way language is used to affect their attitude and can guard against it. For 

example, when the author uses argument of prestige or superlative too often or bases his/her 

argumentation solely on these strategies, it would be prudent to check alternative sources of 

information. If the author primarily uses broad-meaning adjectives (“substantial savings of 

$420,000”, or “favourable outcome of $4 million in revenue”) to present their financial results, 

rather than trying to educate readers on the meaning and history of the statistical information, the 

reader should employ caution in accepting the suggested data. On the other side, those more 

prone to negative sentiments towards government should be aware that statistical information 

without any emotive language is inaccessible to lay audiences, hence mere use of emotive 

language is not to be a priori considered an intentional deception technique.  

Government communication practitioners can consider these influences when presenting 

statistical information to their audiences. For one, leaving statistical information without 

sufficient context will not increase the perception of objectivity; it will rather leave the audiences 

without true understanding of the matter, and without formed attitude which is necessary for any 
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action. It even may expose authors to accusations of intentionally leaving statistics interpreted to 

confuse and deter the reader from making conclusions. That this context must have some use of 

emotive language does not necessarily lead to the compromising the objectivity of material 

presented. For example, the strategies of comparison can greatly contribute to the understanding 

of patterns and trends through different time periods. Strategies of approximating numbers, if 

used carefully, can simplify the presentation, making it more accessible to lay audiences. 

Argument by prestige stresses well-deserved industry recognitions, and, for as long as it is used 

towards relevant elements, it deepens the understanding of successes. Careful use of emotive 

language can contribute to better communication between governing bodies and their audiences, 

without jeopardizing the objectivity of information.  

Governmental bodies (councils, committees, public office representatives) can also 

develop higher sensitivity to the language they use when presenting statistical information to 

their audiences. Increasing their ethos through the objectivity of statistics has its limits, from 

both moral and practical stand point. Emotive use of language, as necessary as it may be, must be 

practiced with restraint. Its proper application can contribute to better understanding of 

governmental practices, and better informed citizenship.   
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Stage one: Qualitative 

content analysis 
 

Creating categories of words/phrases with 

emotive influence 
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Step 1.  Isolating units of analysis through: 

a) paradigmatic commutation 

b) omission 

Step 2.  Deductive  coding 
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Discussed 
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STAGE 

TWO 

Inductive coding 

Final discussion 

Connecting of categories with 

argumentation schemes 

STAGE THREE 

Data sample: Annual online financial reports  

for 2016 of five municipalities: Burnaby, New 

Westminster, Coquitlam, Port Moody and Port 

Coquitlam 

Data sample: Convenience sample of 100 

participants, obtained through advertising; residents 

of Coquitlam, without professional knowledge of 

statistics (accounting, finances, and similar); not 

employed by any municipality corporation 

Appendix A: Research Plan 

Theoretical foundation: New rhetoric of Chaim 

Perelman (1912-1984)  and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca 

(1899-1987), Ivor A. Richards (1893-1979) and 

Charls K. Ogden (1889 – 1957), Charles S. 

Stevenson (1908-1979), and Fabrizio Macagno and 

Douglas Walton  
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1. Quazi-logical arguments     

Argument by distortion   

In 2015 Springfield conducted 75 recruitment & selection processes, placing 
179 successful new employees. 

Emotive 

In 2015 Springfield conducted 75 recruitment & selection processes, placing 
179 new employees. 

Non-emotive 

Argument by emotive description   

Springfield's net financial assets are $52 million, indicating a healthy financial 
position for the 2015 fiscal year-end. 

Emotive 

The City’s net financial assets are $52 million. Non-emotive 

The Facilities team oversees 327,200 square feet of facility space and an 
extended lifecycle plan to effectively manage Springfield’s assets valued at 
$137 million. 

Emotive 

The Facilities team oversees 327,200 square feet of facility space and an 
extended lifecycle plan to manage Springfield’s assets valued at $137 million. 

Non-emotive 

Argument by vague or unclear referent    

Active members of the Springfield's donation group include approximately 
150 contributors from the Library. 

Emotive 

Active members of the Springfield's donation group include 147 contributors 
from the library. 

Non-emotive 

Argument by euphemism    

$9.084 million of Springfield’s reserves surplus was utilized to fund projects. Emotive 

$9.084 million of Springfield’s reserves surplus was spent to fund projects. Non-emotive 

Argument by amplification of numbers by words   

Nearly one-third of Springfield’s purchase orders were processed 
electronically. 

Emotive 

One-third of Springfield’s purchase orders were processed electronically. Non-emotive 

Springfield collected and reviewed feedback on the 2015 budget from more 
than 850 residents. 

Emotive 

Springfield collected and reviewed feedback on the 2015 budget from 745 
residents. 

Non-emotive 

 Argument by amplification through words (superlative, increase)   

Appendix B: Survey Questions and  

Online Survey Appearance  

(emotive content in red) 
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During 2015, Springfield’s Reserve Fund balance increased to $213 million. Emotive 

During 2015, Springfield’s Reserve Fund balance was $213 million. Non-emotive 

Springfield curated five international exhibitions, featuring 37 most significant 
artists in the world, from 41 different countries. 

Emotive 

Springfield curated five international exhibitions, featuring 37 artists, from 41 
different countries. 

Non-emotive 

Argument by comparison   

Conference Services had 30% over projected sales with gross revenues of 
$1.22 million. 

Emotive 

Conference Services had gross revenues of $1.22 million. Non-emotive 

For 2015, consolidated operating revenues totaled $187 million, slightly less 
than the previous year. 

Emotive 

For 2015, consolidated operating revenues totaled $187 million. Non-emotive 

2. Arguments based on structure of reality    

Pragmatic argument   

70% of Springfield server infrastructure is now virtualized, reducing energy 
use to power the server equipment, as well as reducing the air conditioning 
required to cool its environment. 

Emotive 

70% of Springfield server infrastructure is virtualized. Non-emotive 

Springfield’s administrative services processed over $256 million in new 
developments. 

Emotive 

Springfield’s administrative services processed $255.5 million in new 
developments. 

Non-emotive 

Springfield processed $256 million in new developments, providing $2 million 
in new annual tax revenues. 

Emotive 

Springfield processed $256 million in new developments. Non-emotive 

Argument by consequence   

For 2015, the increase in net financial assets was approximately $9 million, 
attributed to the building of reserves for future capital works. 

Emotive 

For 2015, the increase in net financial assets was approximately $9 million. Non-emotive 

The $534,000 variance was mostly the result of an $394,000 increase in 
metred water and sewer revenue, an additional $75,000 in penalties, and 
$65,000 increase in recycling fees and Multi Materials BC (MMBC) revenues. 

Emotive 

Springfield had a $534,000 variance in revenues. Non-emotive 

Liabilities were $137 million as Springfield holds funds in deferred revenue 
(i.e. prepaid property taxes) and deferred development cost charges. 

Emotive 

Springfield's liabilities were $137 million. Non-emotive 
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Argument by intention   

Council’s five-year capital investment program is $870 million; capital 
reserves of $881 million are in place to fund this investment without incurring 
external debt. 

Emotive 

Council’s five-year capital investment program is $870 million. Non-emotive 

Springfield managed the process to secure $10.5 million in debt from the 
Municipal Finance Authority to finance critical infrastructure repairs. 

Emotive 

Springfield managed the process to secure $10.5 million in debt from the 
Municipal Finance Authority. 

Non-emotive 

The $2.934 million increase in net financial assets is an amount available to 
Springfield to fund future activities. 

Emotive 

Springfield’s income budget has increased by $2.934 millions. Non-emotive 

Argument by prestige   

Springfield distributed more than 12,000 city-designed wildlife-resistant waste 
cart locks and earned an honourable mention for the project from the Union of 
BC Municipalities. 

Emotive 

Springfield distributed 12,000 wildlife-resistant waste cart locks. Non-emotive 

Springfield received a $60,000 rebate from WorkSafe BC for the City’s score 
to date for Occupational Health and Safety standards. 

Emotive 

Springfield received a $60,000 rebate from WorkSafe BC. Non-emotive 

Springfield was ranked #3 best city for small business start-ups according to 
Vancity’s “Top Places to Start Up a Small Business in Metro Vancouver” 
report. 

Emotive 

Springfield was ranked #3 best cities for small business start-ups. Non-emotive 

- 
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Appendix C: Multiple-Choice Questions Analysis Chart 

 (*Category of Argument by scientific authority was not 

tested in the survey and accounts for remaining 9%)

Emo tive No n-

emo tive

Differenc e Emo tive No n-

Emo tive

1. Quazi-logical arguments  

Argument by distortion 9% 24% 24% 0.0% 51.0 40.0

Argument by emotive description 2% 30% 19% 35.3% 67.0 47.0

Argument by vague or unclear referent 5% 20% 19% 5.9% 41.0 42.0

Argument by euphemism 2% 17% 24% -40.0% 32.0 54.0

Argument by amplification of numbers by 

words

10% 18% 21% -18.2% 38.0 48.5

Argument by amplification through words 3% 27% 22% 15.0% 58.0 55.0

Argument by comparison 11% 23% 16% 28.0% 44.0 35.0

2. Arguments based on structure of 

Pragmatic argument 33% 21% 19% 9.2% 51.7 43.0

Argument by consequence 6% 22% 19% 10.8% 45.7 37.7

Argument by intention 7% 23% 17% 23.7% 49.0 35.0

Argument by prestige 3% 29% 19% 36.0% 58.0 47.3

Averages 8.3% 23.2% 19.8% 9.6% 48.1 43.6

COLUMN 

1. 

F re quenc y 

% in 

o rigina l 

text*

COLUMN 2. 

Strength Sc o res  fro m the  s urvey (o  

to  2)

COLUMN 3. 

Sum o f Sco res  pe r 

ca te go ry (fro m 0 to  

4)

Emo tive No n-

Emo tive

Emo tive No n-

Emo tive

Emo tive No n-

Emo tive

1. Quazi-logical arguments  

Argument by distortion 4.0 3.5 4.7% 4.1% 1.2 0.9

Argument by emotive description 4.0 4.0 4.7% 4.7% 1.6 1.1

Argument by vague or unclear referent 4.0 4.0 4.7% 4.7% 1.0 1.0

Argument by euphemism 4.0 4.0 4.7% 4.7% 0.7 1.3

Argument by amplification of numbers by 

words

3.5 3.5 4.1% 4.1% 0.9 1.1

Argument by amplification through words 4.0 3.0 4.7% 3.5% 1.3 1.2

Argument by comparison 3.5 3.5 4.1% 4.1% 1.0 0.8

Pragmatic argument 3.7 4.0 4.3% 4.7% 1.2 1.0

Argument by consequence 3.7 3.7 4.3% 4.3% 1.1 0.9

Argument by intention 4.0 4.0 4.7% 4.7% 1.1 0.8

Argument by prestige 4.0 4.0 4.7% 4.7% 1.3 1.1

Averages 3.9 3.7 4.47% 4.35% 1.1 1.0

2. Arguments based on structure of reality 

COLUMN 4. 

Range (fro m 0 to  4)

COLUMN 5. 

% o f maximum fo r 

range  (fro m 0 to  4)

COLUMN 6. 

Ave ra ge  o f ca te go ry 

s co re s  (0-4)

0.95 0.59Correlation between strenght score (Column 2) 

and sum of scores (Column 3)
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Appendix D: Open-Ended Questions Analysis Chart 

Emo tive No n-

emo tive

Em o tive  % No n-

emo tive  %

Emo tive No n-

emo tive

1. Quazi-logical arguments  

Argument by distortion 13 17 4.7% 4.5% 11 10

Argument by emotive description 29 25 10.4% 10.0% 24 15

Argument by vague or unclear referent 13 13 4.7% 4.5% 7 4

Argument by euphemism 16 18 5.7% 5.5% 8 9

Argument by amplification of numbers by 

words

32 32 11.5% 11.0% 19 17

Argument by amplification through words 24 23 8.6% 8.2% 16 9

Argument by comparison 26 21 9.3% 8.9% 12 10

Pragmatic argument 36 26 12.9% 12.4% 24 17

Argument by consequence 32 39 11.5% 11.0% 17 25

Argument by intention 20 34 7.2% 6.9% 18 17

Argument by prestige 27 33 9.7% 9.3% 25 28

Averages 24.4 25.5 8.7% 8.4% 16.5 14.6

COLUMN 1. 

Number o f res po ns es

COLUMN 2. 

% o f number o f 

res po ns es

COLUMN 3. 

Attitude  es tablis hed

2. Arguments based on structure of reality 

Emo tive  % No n-

emo tive  %

Diff. in a tt. 

es tablis he

d 

Emo tive  % No n-

emo tive  

%

Emo tive  

%

No n-

emo tive  %

1. Quazi-logical arguments  

Argument by distortion 84.6% 58.8% 30.5% 66.7% 0.0% 33.3% 100.0%

Argument by emotive description 82.8% 60.0% 27.5% 100.0% 80.0% 0.0% 20.0%

Argument by vague or unclear referent 53.8% 30.8% 42.9% 66.7% 100.0% 33.3% 0.0%

Argument by euphemism 50.0% 50.0% 0.0% 20.0% 100.0% 80.0% 0.0%

Argument by amplification of numbers by 

words

59.4% 53.1% 10.5% 33.3% 36.4% 66.7% 63.6%

Argument by amplification through words 66.7% 39.1% 41.3% 100.0% 50.0% 0.0% 50.0%

Argument by comparison 46.2% 47.6% -3.2% 100.0% 50.0% 0.0% 50.0%

2. Arguments based on structure of 

reality 

Pragmatic argument 66.7% 65.4% 1.9% 60.0% 66.7% 40.0% 33.3%

Argument by consequence 53.1% 64.1% -20.7% 50.0% 28.6% 50.0% 71.4%

Argument by intention 90.0% 50.0% 44.4% 80.0% 28.6% 20.0% 71.4%

Argument by prestige 92.6% 30.0% 62.6% 100.0% 55.6% 0.0% 44.4%

Averages 67.8% 49.9% 21.6% 61.5% 54.2% 38.5% 45.8%

COLUMN 4. 

Attitude  e s tablis hed % 

COLUMN 5. 

Va lence  in es tablis hed a ttitude

P o s itive  s entiment Negative  s entiment
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Appendix E: Facebook Ad 

Correlation of strenght score and positive valence 0.84 -0.60

Correlation of strenght score and negative valence -0.84 0.06

Correlation between attitude formed from 

emotive vs. from non-emotive sentences

-0.0557

Yet, as tax payers, we want to know how our municipal government spends our 

money.  To that end, many municipalities issue a financial report outlining their 

budgets and fiscal year end results. Help us improve upon the objectivity and clarity 

of these reports: participate in the study designed to understand how language 

influences our understanding of statistics.  

This study is a thesis for Master of Arts of Professional Communications at Royal Roads University in 

Victoria.  

To learn more about the details of the study, please visit URL 
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1. Quazi-logical arguments    

A. Arguments by definition   

1) Argument by emotive redefinition    

a. Argument by distortion   

b. Argument by emotive description   

c. Argument by vague or unclear referent    

d. Argument by euphemism    

e. Argument by loaded words collapsed with euphemism 

f. Using old definition in new way collapsed with distortion 

g. Normative definitions collapsed with emotive description 

h. Condensed definitions collapsed with euphemisms or distortions 

2) Argument by amplification   

a) Argument by amplification of number with 

words   

b) Argument by amplification of number with 

words   

c) Rounding up through numerals beyond scope 

3) Domestication insufficient data 

4) Bureaucratization insufficient data 

B. Argument by comparison   

1) Comparison by opposition collapsed into comparison 

2) Comparison by ordering (heaver than) collapsed into comparison 

3) Comparison by quantitative ordering (using 
measure) collapsed into comparison 

a) Comparison by quantitative ordering 
POSITIVE collapsed into comparison 

4) Comparison through superlative  collapsed into comparison 

C. Argument by the rule of justice insufficient data 

D. Argument by reciprocity  insufficient data 

E. Inclusion of a part in the whole  belongs to macro context 

F. Division of part and the whole belongs to macro context 

1) Enumeration of the parts belongs to macro context 

a) Amplification by Aggregation belongs to macro context 

2. Arguments based on structure of reality    

A. Argument by sequential relationship    

1) Pragmatic argument   

2) Argument by consequence   

Appendix F: Initial Argumentation Categories (red indicates chosen categories) 
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a) Enhancement: event is an end beyond scope 

b) Minimization: event is a consequence beyond scope 

3) Argument by cause  renamed into intention 

4) Argument of waste  insufficient data 

5) Argument of direction insufficient data 

B. Argument by relations of coexistence    

1) Argument of interaction of an act and a person   

a) Argument by intention   

b) Argument by prestige   

c) Argument by scientific authority  whole report is an arg. by sc. authority 

2) Argument through a particular case every instance is a particular case 
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