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Abstract: The chairman’s statement of the corporate annual report plays an important
role in informing the decision-making of investors. Thus, it is often targeted at an
international audience. The present study compares the syntactic complexity of
translated chairman’s statements (Chinese to English) and non-translated ones
(English), to determine the role that translation plays in conveying the chairman’s
message. The results show that translated chairman’s statements are significantly
simpler in subordination as well as overall sentence complexity, using fewer verbal
phrases and T-units than the non-translated ones. However, translated chairman’s
statements have longer length of production units, use more coordinate phrases and
complex nominals than their non-translated counterparts. The findings indicate that
simplification exists in half of the 14 syntactic complexity measures, providing some
evidence for the simplification universal. They also reveal that in addition to
translation universals, social factors also affect the complexity level of translated and
non-translated chairman’s statements. The findings of the present study contribute to
a systematic understanding of syntactic features of translated and non-translated
chairman’s statements, enrich the present knowledge of translation universals and
provide pedagogical implications for translation teaching and training in the context
of Chinese-English translation.

Keywords: Chairman’s statement; syntactic complexity; translation universals;
simplification; corpus-based translation studies

1. Introduction

The chairman’s statement is an important component given at the beginning of
a corporate annual report. It presents not only a descriptive review of the
organization’s business performance and achievements during the year
(Thomas, 1997), but also the company’s corporate strategy and forecast of
business performance for the future as well (Nickerson & De Groot, 2005). The
chairman’s statement ““is the most widely read [...] part of the corporate report”
(Jones, 1988, p. 299) and is alternatively referred to as the “Chairman’s/CEQO’s/
Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 135




President’s letter” or “letter to the stakeholders”. Poncini and Hiris (2012)
highlight the importance of the chairman’s statement for it represents the
position of the chief authority of the company. Chairman’s statements play a
crucial part in informing investors’ decision making (Bartlett & Chandler, 1997;
Bhatia, 2010; Canniffe, 2003). Given the importance of the chairman’s
statement, much emphasis has been laid on its linguistic features (e.g. Bhatia,
2013; Hildebrandt & Snyder, 1981; Li et al., 2019; Thomas, 1997; Wang et al.,
2012). Most of these studies have focused on lexical and grammatical features
of chairman’s statements, with syntactic features being underexplored.
Moreover, most studies are conducted with original texts of chairman’s
statements. However, the translated chairman’s statement is also an important
part of company annual reports and is worth investigating (Jeanjean, Lesage, et
al., 2010; Jeanjean, Stolowy, et al., 2010). Studies show that translated
chairman’s statements have different linguistic features from the source version
and those differences may alter the effectiveness of communication (Huang &
Wang, 2020; Liao, 2021) and may be explained by translation universals, since
some differences are unique to translations (Baker, 1993). Studies on translation
universals mainly foucs on literary-texts, news, academic writing (Blum-Kulka
& Levenston, 1983; Laviosa, 1998; Liu & Afzaal, 2021; Vanderauwera, 1985;
Xiao, 2010; Xu & Li, 2021), but very few studies have probed into translation
universals in translated chairman’s statements, in particular the universal of
simplification. The present study fills these research gaps by examining the
syntactic complexity of translated and non-translated chairman’s statements and
exploring whether simplification is true in translated chairman’s statements.
The study investigated 14 syntactic complexity indices in a comparable corpus
consisting of the chairman’s statement of companies from both the Chinese
mainland and Hong Kong listed on HKEX (Hong Kong Exchanges and
Clearing), and from American companies listed on the New York Stock
Exchange (NYSE) and National Association of Securities Dealers Automated
Quotation (NASDAQ). It is hoped that the study will enrich our understanding
both of the simplification hypothesis of translation universals in terms of
syntactic complexity, as well as depict linguistic features that can be deployed
for effective communication between companies and investors through the
chairman’s statement. It is also our hope that the findings can offer pedagogical
insights for translation in the Chinese context.

2. Literature review

2.1 Linguistic features of chairman’s statements

The chairman’s statement is a text that the company uses to entice its readers to
invest to some degree in the company, such as buying stocks, or boosting the
confidence of current shareholders and their interest in the company’s activities.
With the rapid development of China’s economy and globalization, more and
more Chinese corporations are entering the international market. Besides
obtaining capital from internal investors, Chinese firms also have to attract
international investors to be competitive in this result-oriented age (Ngai &
Singh, 2014). As a consequence, companies have to lay more emphasis on the
effectiveness of communication and interaction in the chairman’s statement in
English, since English is a lingua franca. Analysis of linguistic features can
manifest how well the goal of communication has been achieved (Wu et al.,
2020).
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Previous studies on linguistic features of chairman’s statements mainly
focus on the lexical and grammatical features of the original and non-translated
statement. Hildebrandt and Snyder (1981) investigated the relationship between
using positive and negative lexical expressions of chairman’s statements
reporting on financial performance. Their study unveiled that the words in
chairman’s statements were positive regardless of the financial status of the
company and negative words were less frequently used in financially weak
years than strong years. Thomas (1997) examined diachronic textual features of
the chairman’s statements from one organization to explore whether the textual
differences revealed the financial performance of the company. She similarly
found that the overall tone of chairman’s statements appeared to be positive no
matter whether the firm’s financial performance was good or bad.

Some studies found that, in general, the frequency of positive phrases was
higher than that of negative ones in chairman’s statements (e.g., Bhatia, 2013;
Wang et al., 2012). Also, it has been found that pronoun frequency is higher in
the chairman’s statement than other sections of annual corporate reports and the
frequent use of first-person pronouns functions to shorten the communication
distance between a company and its readers (Wang et al., 2012). On the other
hand, the use of passive constructions can help attain an objective style of
chairman’s statements (Garzone, 2004), and such a feature is found to be more
pervasive in the chairman’s statements of Latin American companies than those
of US companies which generally discourage the use of passive voice in
business communication (Conaway and Wardrope, 2010). Li et al. (2019) have
investigated the tone changes of chairman’s statements from companies in
Hong Kong and used machine learning models to make predictions of the stock
price. Their study found that the tone changes in the chairman’s statement could
be effective in predicting the stock price in the long-term but were less able to
predict financial crises. Liao (2021) adopted a multi-dimensional approach to
analyzing chairman’s statements in annual reports of Advanced Equipment
Manufacturing corporations from China and the United States. It is found that
the chairman’s statements of American companies are interactive with their
readers, pay attention to the present actions, while those of Chinese companies
are “more informational, narrative and abstract, but less dependent on context
and lower in on-line informational elaboration” (Liao, 2021, p. 161).

It can be seen from these examples that this line of research has emphasised
the linguistic features of chairman’s statements at the lexical and grammatical
levels, leaving syntactic features underexplored. In addition, few have studied
translated chairman’s statements, and this is also a crucial part of corporate
annual reports which is worthy of inquiry (Jeanjean, Lesage, et al., 2010;
Jeanjean, Stolowy, et al., 2010). However, the translations of annual reports are
often criticized for lacking in their communication effectiveness, as they may
convey less precise information to international investors (Jeanjean, Lesage, et
al., 2010). Critics have stated that the quality of translated annual reports may
lead to poorer readability and increase the cost for global investors (Campbell
et al., 2005; Courtis & Hassan, 2002). Translation studies have discovered that
translated texts are different from non-translated ones in various aspects (Hu et
al., 2016; Kajzer-Wietrzny & Ivaska, 2020; Kruger & van Rooy, 2016, Liu &
Afzaal, 2021). Thus, it is important to investigate the translated chairman’s
statement in a comprehensive manner and discover how they align with or differ
from the non-translated chairman’s statement. It is of crucial importance to
examine translated chairman’s statements using a syntactic complexity
approach. Meanwhile the study might contribute to insights for future
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translations of Chinese-English chairman’s statements and thus enhance
investor relations and economic outcomes.

2.2 Simplification in translation

The concept of translation universals was initially proposed by Baker (1993)
and was defined as “the features which typically occur in translated text rather
than original utterances and which are not the result of interference from
specific linguistic systems” (p. 243). Those features are unique to the target text
and they are neither affected by the source language nor the target language.
The concept of simplification is a widely debated topic among translation
professionals and researchers (Liu & Afzaal, 2021). It aims to enhance the
readability of a text, with translators unconsciously simplifying the language or
message or both (Baker, 1996, p.176). Early studies on simplification were
primarily based only on the manual analysis of individual texts or small
collections of texts. For example, Blum-Kulka and Levenston (1983) identified
lexical simplification in Hebrew and English pairs, with Hebrew as the source
language and English as the target language. Vanderauwera (1985) focused on
stylistic and syntactic simplification and discovered that translation texts tended
to make complicated syntactic structures simpler by using finite clauses to take
the place of the non-finite ones. However, because the sample sizes were small
and statistical methods were not employed, the results of those studies in this
period lacked generalizability.

With the development of corpus and computational linguistics, research
into translation universals began to be done in a quantitative way by using
statistical procedures. Laviosa (1998) employed lexical density, lexical
frequency, and average sentence length in English translations of narrative
prose. The study deployed part of the English Comparable Corpus (ECC) and
found that the translated English texts differ from the non-translated English
ones in the following four respects: lower lexical density, with fewer content
words but higher portions of grammatical words than the non-translated texts;
more high frequency words than the non-translated texts; higher repetition of
the most frequently used words; and fourthly, the most frequently used words
in translated texts had smaller numbers of lemmas than the non-translated texts,
or in Laviosa’s words “the list head of translated texts contains fewer lemmas”
(Laviosa 1998, p. 563). Olohan (2004) deployed lexical diversity as an index to
compare translated English target language fiction with English source
language fiction. The study found that translated fiction used fewer color
synonyms than the non-translated ones. Pastor et al. (2008) used natural
language processing tools, readability formulas and some other indices to probe
simplification. They found that non-translated texts had higher lexical richness
and lexical density than the translated texts (Pastor et al., 2008). Their study
provided evidence to confirm the simplification hypothesis. Some scholars use
machine learning methods to investigate translation universals and have given
additional support for simplification (Ilisei et al., 2010; Volansky et al., 2015).
Although a lot of studies have been done on simplification, it is controversial
compared to other translation universals (Liu & Afzaal, 2021). Some studies
showed contradictory findings, such as longer mean sentence length (Laviosa,
1998; Xiao & Yue, 2009) and higher frequency of modifiers (Jantunen, 2004)
in translated texts.

Less interest has been shown in exploring simplification at the syntactic
and discourse levels of language in translation. One exception has been the
study by Liu & Afzaal (2021) which used a series of syntactic complexity
measures to investigate the differences between translated texts and non-
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translated texts and offered some support for the simplification hypothesis.
Their study also found that genre plays an important part in influencing the
degree of syntactic complexity of translated texts (Liu & Afzaal, 2021).
Previous research into simplification has included literary texts, news, academic
writing (Blum-Kulka & Levenston, 1983; Laviosa, 1998; Liu & Afzaal, 2021;
Vanderauwera, 1985; Xiao, 2010), while relatively little has been done with
business texts. Focusing on the syntactic complexity of the translated
chairman’s statement could help reveal whether simplification universals exist
in this genre, thus offering a textured understanding of translation universals.

2.3 Syntactic complexity

Syntactic complexity generally refers to the diversity and degree of complexity
of the syntax displayed in a certain text (Housen & Kuiken, 2009; Ortega, 2003;
Pallotti, 2009). It has been regarded as a crucial part of measuring the readability
of written texts and assessing writing (e.g., Bi & Jiang, 2020; Casal & Lee,
2019; Jin et al., 2021; Zhang & Lu, 2022).

Being an important construct closely related to the language production
units and grammatical structures, syntactic complexity is considered a
significant aspect of language acquisition and thus is primarily used in ESL
(English as a Second Language) and EFL (English as a Foreign Language)
learning, especially in writing and reading. Syntactic complexity reflects a
language learners’ ability to produce complicated utterances. Scholars are
interested not only in the students’ development patterns, but also those factors
that impact syntactic complexity in writing, such as the learner’s L1 (first
language) and educational background (Bulté & Housen, 2014; Lu, 2011; Lu &
Ai, 2015). Besides EFL writing, syntactic complexity has also been explored in
studies pertinent to EFL reading, which have shown that it serves as a vital
indicator of reading text difficulty and an important element in teaching material
adaptation (Frantz et al., 2015; Jin et al., 2020).

Measures of syntactic complexity were also used in studying academic
writing, through the identification of salient syntactic structures in this genre
(Brown & Yule, 1983; Halliday & Martin, 2003; Wu et al., 2020). Further
studies have focused on differences in terms of syntactic complexity between
research articles written by emerging and expert international researchers (Yin
et al., 2021).

Earlier studies of syntactic complexity in translated texts have proven the
two translation universals of ‘simplification’ and ‘explicitation’. Comparing
syntactic complexity in translated and non-translated texts, Liu & Afzaal (2021)
found that translated texts have statistically lower syntactic complexity than
non-translated texts, supporting the simplification hypothesis. Two studies that
evidence the explication hypothesis include Al-Jabr (2006), who found that
syntactical shifts may produce more explicit target texts than source texts; and
Xu and Li (2021), who identified a correlation between syntactic explicitation
in translations with their formality.

3. Research gaps and questions

In light of the literature reviewed, two research gaps have been identified:1) a
scarcity of research into the syntactic features of chairman’s statements; and, 2)
a lack of research into translation universals in translated chairman’s statements.
In order to fill these gaps in chairman’s statement research, the present study
aims to examine syntactic complexity in chairman’s statements of companies
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from the Chinese mainland and from Hong Kong listed in the Hong Kong stock
exchange, as well as chairman’s statements of American companies listed in the
American stock exchanges. The stock exchange market of Hong Kong was
chosen because Hong Kong is one of most important global business and
financial centers and its stock exchange provides abundant linguistic resources
for Chinese and English translation studies because of its special historical
status and geographic location (Huang & Wang, 2020; Jeanjean, Lesage, et al.,
2010). Many firms in the Chinese mainland active in the international market
create their annual reports in their mother tongue and then hire translation
professionals or practitioners to translate the original version into English (Liao,
2021). The annual reports of Hong Kong corporations were originally written
in English (Wang, 2014), since the Hong Kong stock exchange system is
embedded in western economics and the city itself has long been bilingual
(Setter et al., 2010). Thus, both source and target chairman’s statements are
readily available for analysis. The study addressed the following research
questions:

1. Are there significant differences in syntactic complexity of chairman’s
statements between companies from mainland China and Hong Kong listed on
HKEX, and companies from the United States listed on NYSE and NASDAQ?
If so, what are these differences?

2. To what extent can the simplification hypothesis be confirmed in
translated chairman’s statements?

4. Methodology

The present study adopts a corpus-based approach to examine chairman’s
statements of companies from the Chinese mainland, Hong Kong, and the
United States. This approach is suitable because of its capacity for “processing
large amounts of textual data (semi)-automatically” (Liu & Zhu, 2021, p. 364),
enabling quantitative analysis.

4.1 Corpus
Table 1: The three subcorpora of COCS

Number Mean

Number Year

Subcorpus of word Information
of texts range
words count
2018- American companies listed
UsC 100 181,102 1811 5000  on NYSE and NASDAQ
2018- Hong Kong companies
HKC 100 119,895 1,199 2020 listed on HKEX
2018- Mainland Chinese
CMC 100 147,320 1,473 2020 companies listed on HKEX

Note: The texts in the USC and HKC subcorpora are originally written in
English, while the texts in the CMC subcorpus are English translations of
chairman’s statements originally composed in Chinese.

We compiled the Corpus of Chairman’s Statements (COCS), which contains
300 texts of chairman’s statements, totaling 448,317 words. COCS consists of
three subcorpora: 1) chairman’s statements of American companies listed on
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NYSE and NASDAQ (USC); 2) chairman’s statements of Hong Kong
companies listed on HKEX (HKC); 3) chairman’s statements of companies
from the Chinese mainland listed on HKEX (CMC). In order to maximize the
representativeness, we collected 100 chairman’s statements from the annual
reports of 100 companies for each subcorpus. Two experienced researchers
screened the texts to ensure that the texts included in HKC are originally written
in English and the texts included in CMC are translated from Chinese into
English. Table 1 above presents the information of the three subcorpora.

4.2 Instrument and data analysis

Reported as a reliable instrument of syntactic complexity (Lu, 2010; Lu & Ai,
2015), the L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer is used in the present study to
measure 14 syntactic variables in the English chairman’s statements texts.
These variables include the five subconstructs, namely “length of production
unit, amount of subordination, amount of coordination, phrasal complexity and
overall sentence complexity)” (Liu & Afzzal, 2021, p. 6). Table 2 shows the
descriptions and descriptive statistics of the 14 measures.

Statistical methods for comparing the means/mean ranks of the above 14
dependent variables were conducted, while the subcorpora served as the fixed
factor in this study. The non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis Test was selected since
the dependent values are not normally distributed. Three Mann-Whitney U tests
were run as the post-hoc tests, with the initial alpha level set at .05 in
conjunction with a Bonferroni correction.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for the 14 syntactic complexity measures

UscC HKC CMC
Measure

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Length of production unit
Mean length of clause (MLC) 149 2 202 44 224 4

Mean length of sentence (MLS) 247 38 28 47 288 5.2
Mean length of T-unit (MLT) 22.6 35 276 53 279 47

Amount of subordination
Clauses per T-unit (C/T) 1.5 02 14 02 13 0.2
Complex T-units per T-unit (CT/T) 0.4 01 03 01 02 0.1
Dependent clauses per clause (DC/C) 0.3 01 03 01 02 0.1
Dependent clauses per T-unit (DC/T) 0.5 02 04 02 03 0.1

Amount of coordination

Coordinate phrases per clause (CP/C) 06 01 07 03 1 0.3
Coordinate phrases per T-unit (CP/T) 0.9 02 09 03 1.2 0.4
T-units per sentence (T/S) 1.1 01 1 0.1 1 0.1

Degree of phrasal sophistication
Complex nominals per clause (CN/C) 1.8 03 26 06 3 0.6

Complex nominals per T-unit (CN/T) 2.7 06 3.6 08 3.7 0.7
Verb phrases per T-unit (VP/T) 2.4 03 22 04 2.1 0.3

Overall sentence complexity
Clauses per sentence (C/S) 1.7 02 14 02 13 0.2

Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 141



5. Results
Table 3 shows the results of Kruskal-Wallis Test. There are statistically
significant differences among the three subcorpora in all the 14 measures of

syntactic complexity, with p-values being all lower than .001.

Table 3: Kruskal-Wallis Test results for the syntactic complexity measures

Measure W:Ifi?ll-l- df Asymp. Sig.
Length of production unit
MLC 149.351 2 <.001
MLS 43.043 2 <.001
MLT 74.533 2 <.001
Amount of subordination
CIT 81.282 2 <.001
CT/T 88.058 2 <.001
DC/C 99.613 2 <.001
DC/T 97.047 2 <.001
Amount of coordination
CP/C 98.539 2 <.001
CPIT 53.13 2 <.001
T/S 53.423 2 <.001
Degree of phrasal sophistication
CN/C 156.045 2 <.001
CN/T 92.705 2 <.001
VP/T 32.61 2 <.001
Overall sentence complexity
C/s 99.309 2 <.001

The post-hoc pairwise comparisons using Mann-Whitney U tests were
conducted after the Kruskal-Wallis Test and are presented in Tables 4 and 5 for
USC and CMC, then HKC and CMC, respectively.

Table 4 below reveals significant differences between USC and CMC in
all the 14 measures of syntactic complexity, a difference that is demonstrated in
the mean rank results. CMC is higher in seven measures (MLC, MLS, MLT,
CP/C, CP/T, CN/C, CN/T) and lower in the other seven measures than USC.
Specifically, CMC has longer length of production unit but is less complex in
overall sentence complexity and subordination than USC. For the two
subconstructs of coordination and phrasal sophistication which contain three
measures respectively, the results are mixed. In the coordination subconstruct,
CMC is higher in two measures (i.e., coordinate phrases per clause and per T-
unit) and lower in one measure (i.e., T-units per sentence), showing a trend
towards lexical instead of syntactic coordination. In phrasal complexity, CMC
is more complex in terms of using more complex nominals per clause and per
T-unit, but less complex in the use of verb phrases indicated by VP/T (verb
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phrases per T-unit), demonstrating a heavy use of complex noun phrases instead
of verb phrases.

Table 4: Mann-Whitney U Tests of syntactic complexity between USC and
CMC

USC VS CMC (N=200)

Measure
Mean rank U z p
Length of production unit usc cmc
5498 146.02 448 -11.122  <.001*
MLC
MLS 76.5 124.5 2600 -5.864  <.001*
MLT 68.5 132.5 1800 -7.819  <.001*
Amount of subordination
C/T 1371 63.91 1340.5 -8.942  <.001*
CT/T 138.13 62.88 1237.5 -9.193  <.001*
DC/C 139.97 61.04 1053.5 -9.643  <.001*
DC/T 139.79 61.21 1070.5 -9.601 <.001*
Amount of coordination
CP/C 60.7 140.31 1019.5 -9.726  <.001*
CP/T 71.41 129.6 2090.5 -7.109  <.001*
T/S 122.31 78.69 2819.5 -5.33  <.001*
Degree of phrasal
sophistication
CN/C 5456 146.45 4055 -11.226 <.001*
CN/T 64.19 136.81 1369.5 -8.871 <.001*
VP/T 123.85 77.15 2665 -5.705 <.001*
Overall sentence complexity
c/sS 139.63 61.38 1087.5 -9.56  <.001*

Note: *significant (<.0167) after Bonferroni correction (p<.05/3)

Table 5 below demonstrates that there are also significant differences
between HKC and CMC for nine out of the 14 values measured by the Mann-
Whitney U test. CMC is higher in four measures (mean length of clause,
coordinate phrases per clause, coordinate phrases per T-unit, complex nominals
per clause), but lower in five others (clauses per T-unit, complex T-units per T-
unit, dependent clauses per clause, dependent clauses per T-unit, clauses per
sentence). The results show that CMC uses less subordination, as presented by
all the significant differences and the mean ranks of all the four subordination
measures. By contrast, CMC uses more coordinate phrases per clause and per
T-unit than HKC, while there is no significant difference between them in T-
units per sentence.

Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 143



Table 5: Mann-Whitney U Test results showing syntactic complexity between
HKC and CMC

HKC VS CMC (N=200)

Measure
Mean rank U Z ¢]

HKC CMC
84.72 116.28 3422 -3.856  <.001*

Length of production unit

MLC
MLS 96.72 104.28 4622  -0.924 0.356
MLT 98.51 102.5 4800.5 -0.487 0.626

Amount of subordination
118.5 82.43 31925 -4.417 <.001*

CIT 8

CT/T 121.; 79.86 29355 -5.045 <.001*
DC/C 122 79.01 28505 -5.252 <.001*
DC/T 121.5 79.51 2900.5 -5.13  <.001*

Amount of coordination
7474 126.27 24235 -6.295 <.001*

CP/C
CPIT 79.97 121.08 29475 -5.015 <.001*
T/s 94 107.01 43495 -1.593 0.111
Degree of phrasal
sophistication
CN/C 8148 119.52 3098 -4.647 <.001
CN/T 92.5 108.5 4200 -1.955 0.051
VP/T 107.4 93.55 4304.5 -1.699 0.089

Overall sentence complexity

113.2 87.79 3729 -3.106  0.002*
1

Note: *significant (<.0167) after Bonferroni correction (p<.05/3)

C/S

Table 6 summarizes the pairwise comparison results between USC and
CMC, and between HKC and CMC for each measure. CMC is lower than both
USC and HKC in subordination and overall sentence complexity, however,
CMC has a higher length of production unit than USC in all three measures and
is higher than HKC for mean length of clause. As for the coordination, CMC is
higher than USC and HKC in coordinate phrases per clause and per unit, but
CMC is lower than USC in T-unit per sentence. The other two subconstructs
show mixed results. In terms of the degree of phrasal sophistication, CMC uses
more complex nominals and uses fewer verb phrases.
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Table 6: Mann—Whitney U test results for differences between USC and
CMC, and between HKC and CMC

Measure type Measure USCvs.CMC HKC vs. CMC
MLS < -
Length of production unit MLT < -
MLC < <
CIT > >
Amount of subordination o g g
DC/C > >
DC/T > >
CP/C < <
Amount of coordination CPIT < <
T/S > -
CN/C < <
Degree of phrasal sophistication CN/T < -
VP/T > -
Overall sentence complexity C/s > >

Note: > indicates the former is statistically higher than the latter, < indicates
the former is statistically lower than the latter; - indicates there are no
significant differences

These findings confirm the simplification hypothesis in half of the 14
syntactic complexity measures (number of clauses per T-unit, number of
complex T-unit per T-unit, number of dependent clauses per clause, number of
dependent clauses per T-unit, number of T-units per sentence, number of verb
phrases per T-units and number of clauses per sentence). This means that
simplification of syntactic complexity can only partially be confirmed.
Specifically, simplification is not confirmed in the length of production units,
the number of coordinate phrases nor the complex nominals of translated
chairman’s statements. However, in terms of subordination, verb phrases,
number of T-units and overall sentence complexity, simplification exists in the
translated chairman’s statements.

6. Discussion

Our analysis revealed substantive findings regarding the differences in syntactic
complexity measures of translated and non-translated chairman’s statements. In
this section, we relate our findings to the relevant previous studies on translation
universals and consider the implications of our findings for translation and
business English research as well as pedagogy. These findings are partially
consistent with those in Liu and Afzaal (2021) and Xu and Li (2021), which
used similar syntactic complexity measures to probe translation universals.
Together, these indicate that genre exerts an impact on the degree of complexity
of translated texts and the simplification hypothesis of translation is therefore
not simple (Xiao, 2012). Thus, the complexity of translated and non-translated
texts needs to be investigated from multiple dimensions.
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The present study discovered that the translated texts have statistically
longer mean sentence length than their non-translated counterparts, which is in
line with the findings in Laviosa (1998) and Xiao and Yue (2009), all of which
indicate that the simplification universal noted in translations in general does
not emerge in the feature of mean sentence length. Although there is a
possibility that mean sentence length has some power in predicting the
translation status of a text with some degree of accuracy (see Iliser et al., 2010;
Volansky et al., 2015), it is a contrary indicator of simplification in translation.
Rather than predicting simplification, the mean sentence length index merely
points to the absence of simplification. Thus, the validity of using the mean
sentence length as a feature of simplification should be checked in both
translated and non-translated texts before using machine learning to test the
simplification hypothesis, to ensure an investigation is rigorous and robust.

Apart from translation universals, the complexity levels of chairman’s
statements are also affected by social factors. The Plain English Movement
initiated by the U.S Securities and Exchanges Commission (SEC) in 1998 has
had a great impact on financial and business disclosures. The movement
encouraged simple language in order to facilitate clear and successful
communication with investors. Long sentences, weak verbs and abstract
nominalisations were all discouraged by the SEC, who provided methods for
avoiding them (SEC, 1998). When companies wrote their chairman’s statement,
they followed the regulations of SEC by shortening the average sentence length
and average clause length, as well as avoiding nominalization. They used verb
and verb phrases instead of using their corresponding nouns and nominal groups
to make their financial disclosures more accessible to their investors and
shareholders. Besides, the stylistic variations of the chairman’s statements
between the three regions may be due to cultural and political differences which
have a significant impact on business communication (Hu & Tan, 2020). Hu
and Tan found that the CEOs of Mainland Chinese companies were reluctant to
interact with the public by employing an official and authoritative tone in their
writing. It should be noted that China has higher power distance index than the
United States (Hofstede ef al., 2010) and “the hierarchy of power and the
authority of leaders in Chinese companies” (Hu & Tan, 2020, p. 72) might have
a bearing on the textual profiling of the chairman’s statements.

The findings of the present study also highlight pedagogical implications
for business translation teaching in Chinese contexts. As an increasing number
of Chinese companies are going global, knowledge of different genres of
Business English texts gains increasing importance (Ren & Lu, 2021) and
knowledge of differences in business text writing among companies from
mainland China, Hong Kong and the United States plays an important role in
helping translators facilitate effective communication between companies and
their shareholders. When learner translators are translating the chairman’s
statement, it would be beneficial for teachers to raise students’ awareness of the
syntactic differences between translated texts and non-translated ones. As was
noted by House (2006, p. 356), translation should be seen as recontextualisation
which involves “taking a text out of its original frame and context and placing
it within a new set of relationships and culturally conditioned expectations.”
Teachers can make good use of the corpus data to guide students to understand
the writing norms of business communication in the English-speaking world
and to adopt proper translation strategies based on the context. On some
occasions, learner translators can be encouraged to use shorter sentences and
clauses to make the texts more effective for intercultural business
communication. Furthermore, since corpus-assisted teaching methods have
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been proved to be rather effective for training learner translators (Bernardini &
Ferraresi, 2011; Liu, 2020), students can also be taught relevant corpus skills to
explore the corpus of chairman’s statements by themselves.

6. Conclusion

The present study has compared and contrasted syntactic complexity between
translated and non-translated chairman’s statements. The findings reveal the
potential of deploying multiple syntactic complexity measures to probe into the
simplification hypothesis of translation universals. The translated chairman’s
statement is significantly simpler in subordination as well as overall sentence
complexity and uses fewer verbal phrases and T-units than its non-translated
counterpart. However, the translated chairman’s statement has longer length of
production units and uses more coordinate phrases and complex nominals than
the non-translated one. These findings suggest that simplification exists in half
of the syntactic complexity measures and provide some support for the
simplification hypothesis. The study also finds that apart from the translation
universals, social factors also affect the complexity levels of translated and non-
translated chairman’s statements. In addition, it presents syntactic features that
corporations can use to simplify their chairman’s statement so that they are
more accessible for their readers and can thus help establish strong relationships
with their investors. The findings of the study enrich the present knowledge of
translation universals of financial disclosures and provide pedagogical
implications for translation teaching and training in the context of China.

As with many studies, our study also has some limitations due to the
constraints of the research design and parameters. The findings suggest that
future research can explore additional translation universals, multiple linguistic
dimensions, and alternative language-pair translations. Besides, as this study
used the comparable corpus approach (e.g., Kruger & van Rooy, 2016) to
investigate stylistic variations between translated and non-translated chairman’s
statements, some of findings might need further investigation and validation
through the parallel corpus approach so as to detect possible interference from
the Chinese source language.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to extend their sincere gratitude to the Editor and

reviewers for their insightful comments and suggestions, which have helped to
strengthen and improve this article.

Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 147



References

Al-Jabr, A. F. (2006). Effect of syntactic complexity on translating from/into
English/Arabic. Babel, 52(3), 203-221. https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.52.3.01al]

Baker, M. (1993). Corpus linguistics and translation studies: Implications and
applications. In M. Baker, G. Francis, & E. Tognini-Bonelli (Eds.), Text and
technology: In honour of John Sinclair (pp. 233-250). John Benjamins.
https://doi.org/10.1075/z.64.15bak

Baker, M. (1996). Corpus-based translation studies: The challenges that lie ahead. In J.
C. Sager & H. L. Somers (Eds.), Terminology, LSP and translation: studies in
language engineering in honour of Juan C (pp.175-186). Sager. New York: John
Benjamins. https://doi.org/10.1075/btl.18.17bak

Bartlett, S. A., & Chandler, R. A. (1997). The corporate report and the private
shareholder: Lee and Tweedie twenty years on. The British Accounting Review,
29(3), 245-261. https://doi.org/10.1006/bare.1996.0044

Bernardini, S., & Ferraresi, A. (2011). Practice, description and theory come together—
normalization or interference in Italian technical translation? Meta, 56(2), 226-
246. https://doi.org/10.7202/1006174ar

Bhatia, A. (2013). International genre, local flavour: Analysis of PetroChina's corporate
and social responsibility report. Revista Signos, 46 (83), 307-331.
http://dx.doi.org/10.4067/S0718-09342013000300002

Bhatia, V. K. (2010). Interdiscursivity in professional communication. Discourse &
Communication, 4(1), 32-50. https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481309351208

Bi, P., & Jiang, J. (2020). Syntactic complexity in assessing young adolescent EFL
learners’ writings: Syntactic elaboration and diversity. System, 91, 102248.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102248

Blum-Kulka, S., & Levenston, E. (1983). Universals of lexical simplification. In C.
Faerch & G. Kasper (Eds.), Strategies in interlanguage communication (pp. 119-
139). Longman. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-1770.1978.tb00143.x

Brown, G., & Yule, G. (1983). Discourse analysis. Cambridge University Press.

Bulté, B., & Housen, A. (2014). Conceptualizing and measuring short-term changes in
L2 writing complexity. Journal of Second Language Writing, 26, 42-65.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2014.09.005

Campbell, D., Beck, C. A., & Shrives, P. (2005). A note on comparative language
interrogation for content analysis: The example of English vs. German. British
Accounting Review, 37(3), 339—350. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bar.2005.04.005

Canniffe, M. (2003). Annual reports. Accountancy Ireland, 35(1), 7-9.

Casal, J. E., & Lee, J. J. (2019). Syntactic complexity and writing quality in assessed
first-year L2 writing. Journal of Second Language Writing, 44, 51-62.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2019.03.005

Conaway, R. N., & Wardrope, W. J. (2010). Do their words really matter? Thematic
analysis of U.S. and Latin American CEO letters. Journal of Business
Communication, 47(2), 141-168. https://doi.org/10.1177/0021943610364523

Courtis, J. K., & Hassan, S. (2002). Reading ease of bilingual annual reports. Journal
of Business Communication, 39(4), 394-413. https://doi.org/10.1177/
002194360203900401

Frantz, R. S., Starr, L. E., & Bailey, A. L. (2015). Syntactic complexity as an aspect of
text complexity. Educational Researcher, 44(7), 387-393.
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X15603980

Garzone, G. (2004). Annual company reports and CEO’s letters: Discoursal features
and cultural markedness. In C. Candlin and M. Gotti (Eds): Intercultural Aspects
of Specialized Communication (pp. 311-343). Peter Lang.

Halliday, M. A. K., & Martin, J. R. (2003). Writing science: Literacy and discursive
power. New York: Taylor & Francis. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203209936

Hildebrandt, H. H., & Snyder, R. (1981). The Pollyanna hypothesis in business writing:
initial results, suggestions for research. Journal of Business Communication,
18(1), 5-15. https://doi.org/10.1177/002194368101800102

Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G. J., & Minkov, M. (2010). Cultures and organizations:
Software of the mind (3rd Edition). Mcgraw-Hill.

Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 148



House, J. (2006). Text and context in translation. Journal of pragmatics, 38(3), 338-
358. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2005.06.021

Housen, A., & Kuiken, F. (2009). Complexity, accuracy, and fluency in second
language acquisition. Applied Linguistics, 30(4),461-473. https://doi.org/10.1093/
applin/amp048

Hu, C., & Tan, J. (2020). A multi-dimensional analysis of register features of letters to
shareholders by Chinese and American enterprises. Foreign Languages and Their
Teaching, 6, 66-75.

Hu, X., Xiao, R. & Hardie, A. (2016). How do English translations differ from non-
translated English writings? A multi-feature statistical model for linguistic
variation analysis. Corpus Linguistics and Linguistic Theory, 15(2), 347-382.
https://doi.org/10.1515/cllt-2014-0047

Huang, D., & Wang, Y. (2020). A CGA-based study on translation characteristics of
chairman speeches in company annual reports. Journal of Literature and Art
Studies, 10(2), 126-135.

Mlisei, L., Inkpen, D., Pastor, G. C., & Mitkov, R. (2010). Identification of translationese:
A machine learning approach. In International Conference on Intelligent Text
Processing and Computational Linguistics (pp. 503-511). New York: Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-12116-6_43

Jantunen, J. (2004). Untypical patterns in translations: Issues on corpus methodology
and synonymity. In A. Mauranen & P. Kujamiki (Eds.), Translation universals:
Do they exist? (pp. 101-126). John Benjamins.

Jeanjean, T., Lesage, C., & Stolowy, H. (2010). Why do you speak English (in your
annual report)? The International Journal of Accounting, 45(2), 200-223.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intacc.2010.04.003

Jeanjean, T., Stolowy, H., & Erkens, M. (2010). Really “Lost in translation”? The
economic consequences of issuing an annual report in English. In Crises et
nouvelles problématiques de la Valeur, 1-36.

Jin, T., Duan, H., Lu, X., Ni, J., & Guo, K. (2021). Do research articles with more
readable abstracts receive higher online attention? Evidence from science.
Scientometrics, 126(10), 8471-8490. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-021-04112-9

Jin, T., Lu, X., & Ni, J. (2020). Syntactic complexity in adapted teaching materials:
Differences among grade levels and implications for benchmarking. The Modern
Language Journal, 104(1), 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1111/modl.12622

Jones, M. J. (1988). A longitudinal study of the readability of the chairman’s narratives
in the corporate reports of a UK company. Accounting and Business Research, 18
(72), 297-305. https://doi.org/10.1080/00014788.1988.9729377

Kajzer-Wietrzny, M., & Ivaska, I. (2020). A multivariate approach to lexical diversity
in constrained language. Across Languages and Cultures, 21(2), 169—194.
https://doi.org/10.1556/084.2020.00011

Kruger, H., & van Rooy, B. (2016). Constrained language: A multidimensional analysis
of translated English and a non-native indigenised variety of English. English
World-Wide. A  Journal of Varieties of English, 37(1), 26-57.
https://doi.org/10.1075/eww.37.1.02kru

Laviosa, S. (1998). Core patterns of lexical use in a comparable corpus of English
narrative prose. Meta, 43(4), 557-570. https://doi.org/10.7202/003425ar

Li, J., Luo, W., & Deng, X. (2019). The effect of chairman’s statement tone changes in
annual reports from Hong Kong. Journal of Physics: Conference Series, 1168(3),
032024. https://doi.org/10.1088/1742-6596/1168/3/032024

Liao, S. (2021). A multidimensional analysis of letters to the shareholders by Chinese
and American advanced equipment manufacturing companies. International
Journal of Language and Linguistics, 9(4), 161-168.

Liu, K. (2020). Corpus-Assisted Translation Teaching. Singapore: Springer.

Liu, K., & Afzaal, M. (2021). Syntactic complexity in translated and non-translated
texts: A corpus-based study of simplification. Plos Omne, 16(6), 1-20.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253454

Liu, K., & Zhu, L. (2021). An investigation of norms in legal translation: A corpus-
based study of conditional connectives in company law. In Diverse voices in

Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 149



Chinese translation and interpreting (pp. 361-381). New York: Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-33-4283-5 15

Lu, X. (2010). Automatic analysis of syntactic complexity in second language writing.
International journal of corpus linguistics, 15(4), 474-496. https://doi.org/
10.1075/ijcl.15.4.021u

Lu, X. (2011). A corpus-based evaluation of syntactic complexity measures as indices
of college-level ESL writers’ language development. TESOL Quarterly, 45, 36-
62. https://doi.org/10.5054/tq.2011.240859

Lu, X., & Ai, H. (2015). Syntactic complexity in college-level English writing:
Differences among writers with diverse L1 backgrounds. Journal of Second
Language Writing, 29, 16-27. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2015.06.003

Ngai, C. S. B., & Singh, R. G. (2014). Communication with stakeholders through
corporate web sites: An exploratory study on the CEO messages of major
corporations in greater China. Journal of Business and Technical Communication,
28(3), 352-394. https://doi.org/10.1177/1050651914524779

Nickerson, C., & De Groot, E. (2005). Dear shareholder, dear stockholder, dear
stakeholder: The business genre in the annual general report. In P. Gillaerts & M.
Gotti (Eds.), Genre variation in business letters (pp. 325-346). Peter Lang AG.

Olohan, M. (2004). Introducing corpora in translation studies. New York: Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203640005

Ortega, L. (2003). Syntactic complexity measures and their relationship to L2
proficiency: A research synthesis of college-level L2 writing. Applied
Linguistics, 24(4), 492-518. https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/24.4.492

Pallotti, G. (2009). CAF: Defining, refining and differentiating constructs. Applied
Linguistics, 30, 590-601. https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amp045

Pastor, G. C., Mitkov, R., Afzal, N., & Pekar, V. (2008). Translation universals: Do
they exist? A corpus-based NLP study of convergence and simplification. In
Proceedings of the 8th Conference of the Association for Machine Translation in
the Americas: Research Papers (pp. 75-81).

Poncini, G., & Hiris, L. (2012). CEO letters of securities brokerage firms in times of
financial market distress. Department Working Papers, Department of Economics,
Management and Quantitative Methods at Universita degli Studi di Milano.

Ren, C, & Lu, X. (2021). A multi-dimensional analysis of the Management’s
Discussion and Analysis narratives in Chinese and American corporate annual
reports. English for Specific Purposes, 62, 84-99. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.
2020.12.004

SEC (The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission). (1998). 4 plain English
handbook: How to create clear SEC disclosure documents. http://www.sec.gov/
pdf/handbook.pdf

Setter, J., Wong, C., & Chan, B. (2010). Hong Kong English. Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press.

Thomas, J. (1997). Discourse in the marketplace: The making of meaning in annual
reports. Journal of Business Communication, 34(1), 47-66.

Vanderauwera. R. (1985). Dutch novels translated into English: The transformation of
a “minority” literature. Rodopi.

Volansky, V., Ordan, N., & Wintner, S. (2015). On the features of translationese.
Digital Scholarship in the Humanities, 30(1), 98-118. https://doi.org/10.1093/
llc/fqt031

Wang, H., Li, L., & Cao, J. (2012). Lexical features in corporate annual reports: A
corpus-based study. European Journal of Business and Social Sciences, 1(9), 55-
71.

Wang, P. (2014). A comparison between Chinese version and English version of
company annual reports. The Journal of Chinese Sociolinguistics, 2, 33-44.

Wu, X., Mauranen, A., & Lei, L. (2020). Syntactic complexity in English as a lingua
franca academic writing. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 43, 1475-
1585. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2019.100798

Xiao, R. & Yue, M. (2009). Using corpora in translation studies: The state of the art. In
P. Baker (Ed.), Contemporary Corpus Linguistics (pp. 237-262). Continuum.

Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 150



Xiao, R. (2010). How different is translated Chinese from native Chinese? A corpus-
based study of translation universals. International Journal of Corpus Linguistics,
15(1), 5-35. https://doi.org/10.1075/ijcl.15.1.01xia

Xiao, Z. (2012). Corpus-based research on Chinese target texts in English-Chinese
translation. [SEPENEFRIDOERSCOEREMFT).  Shanghai  Jiao  Tong
University Press.

Xu, J., & Li, J. (2021). A syntactic complexity analysis of translational English across
genres. Across Languages and Cultures, 22(2), 214-232. https://doi.org/10.1556/
084.2021.00015

Yin, S., Gao, Y., & Lu, X. (2021). Syntactic complexity of research article part-genres:
Differences between emerging and expert international publication writers.
System, 97, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102427

Zhang, X., & Lu, X. (2022). Revisiting the predictive power of traditional vs. fine-
grained syntactic complexity indices for L2 writing quality: The case of two
genres. Assessing Writing, 51, 100597. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.asw.2021.100597

Translation & Interpreting Vol. 15 No. 1 (2023) 151



