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Abstract

Many different social contexts are embedded in, and mediated by, visual prac-

tices, so too in corporate communication. The specific aim of this paper is to

use the concept of scopic regimes as a means of understanding pictorial rep-

resentations of time and temporality in online corporate communication. It is

argued in this paper that the temporal reference has changed direction, from

pointing backward to forward. What has been a matter of predominantly por-

traying important corporate achievements to posterity has increasingly become

a matter of appearing for impatient online viewers today as responsible for the

future. Three illustrative examples of time and temporality in online corporate

pictorials are included and discussed, representing movement, moment, and the

allegory of time.
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Setting the stage

For most people, seeing is the dominant sense, what we see and how we
comprehend the visual information is influenced by our expectations and
the feelings these evoke in us. The focus of the interest in a media-saturated
culture is in the extent to, as well as the manner, in which different forms of
social and cultural practices are structured or shaped by images and how
these images are seen and perceived. The perception of time and temporality
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(past, present, future) is also affected by what is seen, and how it is seen is
reflected through personal experiences and how these relate to what is
looked at. The recent proliferation of online pictorials has particularly
influenced the perception of time and temporality, not only in terms of
increased speed and quantity but also in terms of recollection of time.
By the term pictorial is here meant photographs of some thing or some
situation with attached captions, which is intended to illustrate and empha-
size whatever message is to be conveyed. Some of these pictorials have
recurrent time-related motifs, particularly when included in themes and
messages that are forward-looking and visionary. However, to separate
and demarcate forms and sources of media from one another is hardly
possible as all ‘‘media are mixed in different ways’’ and there is always a
‘‘problematic gap’’ between image and text (Elleström, 2010: 24; McLuhan,
1964/1994; Mitchell, 1994: 89). One example of such multimodality is
corporate communications that were traditionally confined to print and
broadcast but are increasingly integrated into dynamic online settings,
with text and figures, charts and tables, as well as images and video clips.

Dynamic online and real-time information frequently include pictorial
depictions that carry the restless viewer and observer forward. For instance,
over the past 10 to 15 years, CCTV has become ubiquitous as a (panoptical)
source of real-time surveillance information—and not just only on city
streets but also in factories, offices, and warehouses (Norris, 2012). The
focus on the instantaneous is also evident in Instagram’s social networking
service spreading the (rhopographic) visualizations of ‘‘now.’’ The spreading
of online pictorial information has therefore influenced our approach to
accessibility, but also the quest for what is new right now.

The ‘‘lure of the new’’ involves the mesmerizing ‘‘deconstruction of the
old’’ (De Cock and Rehn, 2006: 123), and with ‘‘neophilia, the new is
something to be loved, worshipped, and adored for its own sake’’
(Rhodes and Pullen, 2010: 2). The ‘‘obsession with the present-mindedness’’
(Innis, 1951: 76) also challenges the efforts to preserve digital narratives
(Pietrzyk, 2012). Innis (1951) described the structural capacities of media
to be biased towards either time or space where time-biased information is
characterized as traditional, ceremonial and geographically confined (e.g.,
stone carvings) and space-biased information is less durable (e.g., paper)
but easy to transport and ‘‘secular, present-minded’’ (Babe, 2004: 284,
quoted in Pietrzyk, 2012: 128). Following from this, means that pictorial
online information is space-biased and particularly ephemeral in terms of
duration.

Availability at an instant has in many ways become the measure. Harvey
(1990) first articulated the concept of time–space compression, which occurs
as a result of technological innovations that condense or elide spatial and
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temporal distances. Virilio’s (1991) treatise on dromology and time com-
pression indicates that higher speed always strikes slower speed, which leads
to a ‘‘society intensely present here and there at once—in other words
telepresent to the whole world’’(Bartram, 2004: 293; Virilio, 1997: 25).
Bartram (2004), using Virilio’s concept of dromology, finds therefore that
time compression creates new and detrimental forms of occulacentrism
(privileging of vision) as it undermines time for deliberation. Similarly,
authors such as Massey (1994), Nowotny (1994), Castells (1996), and
Urry (2000) have discussed how a temporal regime characterized by com-
pressed and accelerated time has affected late modern societies. Urry (2000),
for instance, uses the concept of instantaneous time to capture the new time
regime where temporal separation of cause and effect is replaced by frag-
mented presence of ‘‘nows.’’ More recently, and perhaps more trivially,
media theorist Douglas Rushkoff (2013: 7,8) says that the ‘‘present
shock’’—playing on the title of Alvin Toffler’s 1970 ‘‘future shock’’—is a
real-time, always-on existence without past or a future, origins or goals; to
living in a world where everything is happening now. The constant flow of
pictorial online corporate communications is certainly an expression of such
desire for the immediate.

Various forms of dynamic online depictions affect the perception of time
and temporality. When ‘‘all’’ information is increasingly expected to be
available at the time, also means that information related to temporal
change and serial order (i.e., past, present, future) ‘‘should be’’ immediately
available; what is seen now is what counts, and what is seen are increasingly
pictorials passing by. There is of course a fascination with ‘‘seeing’’ what is
happening ‘‘right now,’’ but it is susceptible to errors and corruption. This
applies, of course, to any information source. However, the difference is
that the increasing focus on ephemeral depictions reduces the ability to put
it into context and to evaluate afterwards. Pictorials of currently unfolding
events can have roots going back decades, and the full story is not available
without closer involvement.

Pictorials play an increasingly powerful role in how fluid and
fast-moving online corporate communication is perceived by internal and
external audiences to provide attractive and supposedly convincing presen-
tations. Consequently, the continuous flux of opinionated pictorials affects
the perception of, for example, the way corporations communicate.
Nowadays, corporations act and react with regular online updates about
their performance rather than just making quarterly disclosures, and this
communication is increasingly image based (Argenti, 2006; Goodman and
Hirsh, 2010). Not only a commonplace observation—that the flow of online
pictorials is constantly increasing—but also that this flow of corporate pic-
torials affects the understanding of the past, the present, and the future
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(i.e., temporality). The increase in information that is instantaneously avail-
able online creates a demand for immediacy of content, with signs of what is
to come rather than what has been.

There has been a shift of focus in corporate communications from pre-
dominantly printed material of the past (years’ achievement) to online pic-
torials helping to provide instantaneous but short-lived promises of the
future. The proliferation of online pictorials in corporate communication
de-emphasizes the way things have been—say, the past year’s perform-
ance—and instead exposes the possibilities that lies within each present
moment (looking now), and above all future potentials (looking forward).
Thus, the transience of online information disrupts the sense of continuity
and trustworthiness that comes from documenting past achievements
(cf. the German concept of Musealiserung in Böhne, 2005, 2007; Lübbe,
1990; Pazzini, 1989). Instead, optimistic overtones of the present future
‘‘imagined, planned, projected, and produced in and for the present’’ will
soon be overridden by new promises for the future (Adam and Groves,
2007: 28; cf. Luhmann, 1976: 142). Particularly, online corporate account-
ing reporting has led to a proliferation of optimistic and forward-looking
pictorials, not least in sustainability communication. Recently in corporate
accounting, studies of rhetoric and photographs in accounting and report-
ing materials have been addressed by, for example, Davison (2007a, 2007b,
2009a, 2009b, 2014). Breitbarth et al. (2010) and Rämö (2011) have studied
the use of photographs in sustainability reporting but without specifically
focusing on the temporal aspects. Visual aspects of organizations have also
been studied by, for example, Linstead and Höpfl (2000), Ray and Smith
(2012), Strati (1997), Styhre (2009, 2010), to mention only a few (for an
introductory overview, see also the International Network for Visual
Studies in Organization: http://in-visio.org/) Nonetheless, Bell and
Davison (2013) and Meyer et al. (2013) have highlighted the need for
even more research into the visual dimension of organizations—and studies
of temporal aspects of visuals are notably absent.

How the visual is socialized in visual culture, and particularly what this
mean for the understanding of time and temporality, might seem to be a
rather redundant statement. The focus on the present, and present-mind-
edness that treats history as representative of current concerns, is hardly a
new finding. But a closer inspection unfolds a shift in how temporality is
presented in image-rich corporate communications; from backward to for-
ward orientation. It is therefore argued in this paper that what used to be a
matter of predominantly portraying important corporate achievements
to posterity has increasingly become a matter of appearing for online view-
ers today as responsible for the future. There is a need, therefore, for
greater attention to the temporal underpinning of online corporate

4 Time & Society 0(0)

 at Stockholm University Library on June 17, 2015tas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://www.ericsson.com/thecompany/investors/financial_reports/2012/annual12/sv/bolagsstyrning/styrelsen
http://tas.sagepub.com/


communications, for example, when persuasive pictorials about the future
are presented to today’s audiences.

Consequently, by focusing on the increasingly pictorial online content in
corporate communication, the specific aim of this paper is to use the con-
cept of scopic regimes as a means of studying how online pictorials shape
and affect the understanding of time and temporal relations.

How, then, to study this large and ever-expanding body of visual cor-
porate communication? Recently, it has become rather common to tackle
historical questions of visual culture in terms of ‘‘scopic regimes.’’ The term
was first introduced by the French film critic Christian Metz and is used in
opposition to the notion that ‘‘vision’’ is universal (Metz, 1981; see also
Feldman, 1997, 2005; Jay, 1988, 1993). For Jay (1993: 69), ‘‘the vigorous
privileging of vision’’ accompanied by technical advances marked the dawn-
ing of the modern era. This ocularcentrism, as a tendency towards visual
metaphors, models, concepts, and priorities within cultural, scientific, and
political discourse, is still a dominating form of creating and directing
meaning, albeit in interaction with other parts of the cognitive system.

By foregrounding the notion of scopic regime emphasizes that ways of
seeing are not natural but constructed and contextual. Scopic regimes thus
become a matter of framing the visual and creating visible and invisible
regimes at which the socialization of vision becomes important. What mes-
sage the scopic regime is foregrounding is further intensified by the inter-
action between image and text in, for example, corporate online pictorials.
This socialization is a network of cultural meanings generated from various
discourses that shape the social practices of vision. It is thus acknowledged
that visuality is deeply implicated in contemporary culture and society,
which also has consequences for the understanding of time and temporality.

The proliferation of pictorials made possible by the development of
online channels has increased the importance attributed to the value of
visibility in contemporary culture. Feldman (2005: 224), for example,
argues that scopic regimes ‘‘prescribe modes of seeing and object visibility
and that proscribe or render untenable other modes and objects of percep-
tion.’’ Gregory (2003: 224) says in a similar way that the idea of a systematic
structuring of the visual field produces a ‘‘constructed visibility that allows
particular objects to be seen in determinate ways.’’ From this follow that
some aspects stand out and catch the attention while others remain hidden
or less visible. In terms of online pictorials, it does not only means that
temporal references are discernible but also that the online format itself
plays an important role in establishing temporal relationships and
recollection.

Therefore, in this study of online corporate communication, scopic
regimes are understood as a repertoire of readily recognizable cues at
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which some parts have salient temporal features while other elements are
deemphasized. Although ways of seeing are often paradoxical and con-
flicted, scopic regimes are not in singular but overlapping and are to be
understood as a heuristic concept. Scopic regimes embody different forms
of visuality that permeate cultural and social groups’ ways of seeing.

The presentation is arranged as follows: next comes a section on seeing
and visualizing time. Then, three examples of recurrent visual motifs in
contemporary corporate communications are presented. After that comes
a discussion of the scopic regime implications of online corporate pictorials.
Finally, concluding remarks are drawn in the last section.

On seeing and visualizing time

Can a painting or a photograph represent movement and the passage of
time? Various visual depictions in the Western world and elsewhere have
been used to represent time, particularly the flight of time and the perish-
ableness of life and earthly joys. The horrifying image of Kronos (Saturn in
Latin) devouring his children, the reaper with the sickle of time representing
the inevitable harvest of human time, and the hourglass measuring the
passage of time—all alludes to time long before the advent of the mechan-
ical clock. Many depictions of time and temporality are also organized
spatially. Time is traveling circuitously around the face of a clock, calendars
are arranged as tables, and time-lines represent time as flowing from one
direction to another. The notions of time and temporality are thus fre-
quently understood as an extent or stretch of continued existence.

The representation of time using space is a matter of visual and conver-
sational convenience with a long history. In 1766, Gotthold Ephraim
Lessing, in Laokoon oder Über die Grenzen der Malerei und Poesie, proposed
a well-known characterization of poetry as being extended in time and
painting extended in space—an ideological assertion that has been disputed
by, among others, Mitchell (1984) and Elleström (2010). Even before, Ernst
Gombrich, in his essay Moment and Movement in Art (1964) emphatically
rejected the very idea of a static image representing only an instant of time.
Instead, static images can represent events covering a period of time and not
only an instantaneous state of affairs. Muybridge’s famous demonstration
in 1887 with a number of successive photographs of galloping horses is
therefore simply a misleading series of snapshots. Points in time (punctum
temporis) are not unique incidents but parts of a duration with indistinct
demarcations that have never existed instantaneously. Already, Aristotle
and Augustine construe the indivisible moments as durationless. Still, as
noted by Bergson (1911/2007: 322–323), we ‘‘take snapshots, as it were, of
the passing reality . . . the mechanisms of our ordinary knowledge is of a
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cinematographical kind.’’ Barthes (1981: 15) describes in a similar way cam-
eras as ‘‘clocks for seeing’’ something that do not longer exist. With the
exactitude of today’s timekeepers, the attractiveness of measuring and look-
ing at time as points is more pronounced than ever. Yet at the same time,
cultural conventions prescribe how time and temporality can be represented
also in pictures. Indeed, the ability to see is central to many but also visually
impaired persons are able to understand of time-spaces, as demonstrated
by, for example, Schillmeier (2008).

Pictorial representations rely on a tripartite relation between the original
object, the depiction of the object, and the observer—a relation that is
largely culturally imprinted. By perceiving objects and perceiving depictions
that have something in common triggers recognition capacities. Even some
features that cannot be depicted per se, such as the mental state of sadness,
are triggered by a sadness-recognition capacity when pictures of sad faces
are seen (Currie, 1995; Le Poidevin, 2007). The various forms of pictorial
culture that is surrounding us are not only shaping the experience of time
and temporality but also structuring and augmenting the relation to time
and temporality.

Mimetic visualizations attract attention, deceive the eyes and minds
alike, imitate and resemble what is desirable about the original, replace
lesser qualities, and animate meaning. Verbal images, also in written
form, such as figures of speech, similes, and metaphors, are generating
mental imagery, whereas visual images are more immediate imitations
(mimesis) of things in the physical world. These forms of images and imi-
tations—written and pictorial as well as mental and physical—are simul-
taneously performing both aesthetic and mnemonic functions; and they also
have temporal implications. The mental perception of visual images brings
together what has happened, happens now, and possibly what will happen.
The immediateness of visual perception precedes thinking in words, and the
metaphorical mind precedes analytical consciousness (cf. Mignolo, 2000).

Mimesis is however an ‘‘extremely broad and theoretically elusive term
that encompasses a range of possibilities’’ (Kelly, 1998: 233). Taussig (1993:
xiii), having a biologically centered model, describes mimesis as ‘‘the nature
that culture uses to create second nature, the faculty to copy, imitate, make
models, explore difference, yield into and become Other.’’ Still, mimetic
imitation, representation, and mimicry have since the days of Plato and
Aristotle been contrasted with diegesis, which instead of mimetically show-
ing is telling the story by a narrator; for instance a story depicted on
screen—as opposed to the original event that the screen narrative is
about. According to Metz (1974/1991), diegesis includes not only the nar-
ration itself but also the fictional time dimension implied by the narrative.
Seeing is thus much more than just observing and perceiving the outside
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world—a particular pictorial often represents something further. This
becomes apparent also in the difference between ‘‘iconography’’ as the
study of subject matter in the visual arts and ‘‘iconology’’ as an attempt
to analyze the significance of that subject matter within the culture that
produced it (Panofsky, 1955), as well as in the difference between the
denotative obvious and representational meaning of a sign to its connota-
tive socio-cultural and emotional associations.

The difference between instrumental and symbolic influence evokes a
difference between what is expressed and how it is expressed in pictorials.
Barthes (1961/1977), for instance, differentiates between levels of connota-
tion, from the perceptual connotation that identifies the object depicted, via
the cognitive connotation that recognizes aspects such as signs in the back-
ground and clothing of the depicted individuals, to the ideological conno-
tation that introduces reasons or values into the reading of the image.
Barthes (1961/1977) also points out that the rhetorical power of visual
depictions is intensified when it is ‘‘anchored’’ by a text (Barthes, 1961/
1977; Rosteck, 1994: 43).

For a long time, both rhetoric in words and visual rhetoric, for example in
pictures, were understood mainly as linguistic embellishment and visual
ornamentation. Particularly, pictures have frequently been both neglected
and disdained in academic circles for their lack of rigor and for their poten-
tially deceptive nature. Indeed, studies of visual rhetoric are still viewed by
many with skepticisms and distrust. Boorstin (1961; see also Alvesson, 1990)
was early in warning that the proliferation of highly visual pseudo-events can
have a damaging effect on democracy. Similarly, Mitchell (1994) and
Lucaites and Hariman (2001) note that visual rhetoric, for example in photo-
graphs, has commonly been thought to be out of control. Recently, however,
such ‘‘iconoscepticism’’ (cf. Addison, 2003) have shown signs of giving way
to a more open interest in visual rhetoric, particularly among social scientists
exploring our expanding and dynamic visual and pictorial culture (not least
in anthropology). In 1994, Mitchell argued for a critical ‘‘pictorial turn’’
(after the linguistic ditto), in the humanities, whereas Marcum (2002: 189)
says that the ‘‘new reality is not just a visual culture—it is a visual ecology’’
(see also Curtis, 2010; Marcum, 2002; Mitchell, 1986, 1994).

One of the major trends in contemporary communication is the devel-
opment of pictorial genres to carry information that cannot be carried
easily by written media alone. Consequently, authors such as Schnettler
and Raab (2009) and Seward Barry (1997) argue for the need of visual
intelligence, which implies not only the skilled use of visual reasoning to
read and to communicate but also an understanding of how the dynamic
elements that compose meaning in images can be manipulative and polit-
ical—an assertion that is valid particularly in online environments.
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One possible reason for the hesitation to study visual rhetoric is that
pictorials carry multiple signifiers for various combinations of senders
and receivers in different social and cultural settings. Pictorial representa-
tions are contingent upon how they are situated and interpreted
(Pink, 2006). Still, the use and interpretation of codes and standards in
contemporary life are becoming increasingly uniform across cultures—and
the expansion of online communication has contributed to this, not least in
the business community.

The growing online circulation of pictorials has particularly affected
corporate communication, but the use of pictures and photographs in
corporate reporting is nothing new. Already in the late 19th century,
railway accounting statements in Britain were normally reproduced in
one or more of the widely circulated periodicals and most companies
printed the accounting statements and mailed them to shareholders
(Edwards, 1989). Still, regulatory requirements in the 19th-century
Britain and elsewhere varied according to the class or size of company
(Parker, 1990). Preston et al. (1996: 113) find that in 1959, a graphic
designer produced an annual report for Litton Industries, and this
‘‘report has been referred to as the first ‘concept’ or ‘modern’ annual
report’’ (Smithsonian Institution, 1988). But even before, the work of
artists, photographers, and graphic designers was typically used in a docu-
mentary style, for example, when Hupp Motor Car featured its latest
model car on the cover of its 1938 annual report (Preston et al., 1996).
Arranged group photographs and portraiture of managers and executives
have also been common in annual reports. McKinstry (1996) in a study of
the British fashion retailer Burton PLC finds that design had a subordin-
ate role until the 1970s when the graphic design of the annual report was
used increasingly to embellish the financial information. Consequently, in
the 1960s and 1970s, graphically designed annual reports with more than
just documentary merits about previous year’s financial account started to
spread, and since then pictorials in corporate reporting and communica-
tion have become ubiquitous in print and online.

Directing one’s attention towards something or someone is of course
already a form of focus or perspective at which other aspects remain in
the shadow or are omitted altogether. But the question can be further
nuanced—are there particular aspects or elements that dominate in a cer-
tain area (foregrounding), directing attention away from other aspects
(backgrounding)? The concept of scopic regimes could be a way of dealing
with these issues. More specifically, when online corporate communication
is imbued with pictorials, how can it influence our view of the past, the pre-
sent, and the future; and what effect has the online format of
representation?
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Mise en Scène—Pictorial motifs with temporal
dimensions

Given the paucity of research in this area, an exploratory approach is
appropriate at which pictorials from official corporate websites are used
to illustrate the description. The aim here is only to give some illustrative
examples of time and temporality in online corporate pictorials. The exact
number of a certain depiction will certainly vary randomly from year to
year depending on that year’s theme—which is very much in the hands of
the designers of the report. It is argued, however, that some basic pictorial
themes and motifs are recurrent from year to year, and that many of these
include temporal dimensions.

What, then, are the appropriate categories in a study of time orientations
in online pictorials? To inform, to persuade, and to promote are general
topics in business-related communications. Views suggested by Yates and
Orlikowski (1992, 2002, 2007) assert that genres of organizational commu-
nication can be characterized by having similarities in substance (general
topics and specific themes) and forms, which refers to the observable fea-
tures of structure, language, medium, or symbol. While Yates and
Orlikowski’s elaborations of genres in organizational communication—and
many others using their ideas—have a focus on oral and written commu-
nication, this study transfers the reasoning to the pictorial field. As genres
cannot be precisely defined, they are generally manifested to convey con-
ventionalized features of situated linguistic and/or pictorial categories.
Yates and Orlikowski (2002: 14,15) identify ‘‘genres by their socially recog-
nized purpose and by their common characteristics of form.’’ One general
pictorial genre distinction relates to the purpose of the genre (e.g., to inform
or entertain). From this follow then a group of recurrent pictorial themes,
for instance, cultural, moral, political, professional, and social. Over time,
some of these recurrent pictorial themes can be identified by their use of
familiar and formulaic motifs in a particular cultural context—nevertheless
without being indisputable and unambiguous. By focusing more specifically
on the context of online corporate communication implies that pictorials
with formulaic motifs are giving immediate and accessible cues in formal
presentations, while at the same time being fleeting and possibly deceptive.

Time and temporality in photographs can be depicted in many
ways—but three frequent thematic motifs are in focus in this study.
Perhaps the most visible example is action shots of movement, sometimes
blurred, trying to give the impression of unfolding action and change
(cf. Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006; Moya Guijarro and Pinar Sanz, 2008:
1606). Another example is when documentary-oriented photographs of
decisive moments connote situations where something important happens,
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for example, when decisions are discussed and made (cf. Cartier-Bresson,
1952, see also e.g., Lester, 1991; Perlmutter, 1997). A third example is the
allegory of time when the content of the immediate object is imposed by
attributes of time and temporality. When presented as pictorials, the tem-
poral dimensions of captured movements, decisive moments, or the allegory
of time are further accentuated. Presented only as photographs might have
been seen as just another example of visual embellishment, but with the
attached captions, the messages have temporal dimensions. The imagery
enhances the written text and vice versa, which makes the pictorial message
immediate.

These three more or less arranged recurring pictorial motifs—captured
movements, decisive moments, and allegory of time—are found throughout
much of the online corporate communication and can be further illustrated
with the following examples.

Captured movements motif

Pictures that apparently were taken in haste or at the right moment
and showing movement sometimes with blurred elements—for example,
dynamics and action when something action packed is going on. The scoot-
erist, in picture 1 (Appendix 1), is in full control and enjoying what he is
doing. The new electric scooter signals technological progress as an efficient
way to get through the traffic jam and is thus far from the noisy and
polluting petroleum-driven vehicle from the past. The caption from 2012
saying: On sale from 2014—The new electric scooter from BMW is further-
ing the prospect of progress and a promise of a better future. What was
historically a motif in battlefield paintings exhibiting a dramatic sweep of
the action is frequently found in later depictions of movement and
dynamism.

Decisive moments motif

A leader talks to colleagues about an important upcoming decision or
ongoing decision making—presented as determination at a decisive
moment in the same way as in historical portraits of the leader pointing
forward or signing a contract. The fit and disciplined contemporary leader
in picture 2 (Appendix 1), with the relaxed outfit while talking to the more
senior chairman, who has been hanging off his jacket but kept his tie on.
Both being far from the strict and overweight posturing directors in the
olden days. In addition, a forward-looking and promising preamble above
the picture says (in Swedish, excluded here): The connected society takes
shape. The pictorial connotes progress and advancement.
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Allegory of time motif

A representation that contains culturally acquired symbolic elements, pro-
viding shared sets of reference points with temporal and metaphorical
meanings. Traditionally a motif represented in still-life paintings of the
transience of life but also in delicate (or melancholic) portraits of youth
and old age. This motif may be constructed as the example in picture 3
(Appendix 1), depicting a child holding an inflatable globe in a background
of an ancient forest. The wholesome and seemingly happy child who in
trying to play at an arranged and supervised situation in a place that
seems to be too organized and filled with over-explicit symbolic meanings.
The pictorial time horizon is furthered by the caption: Sustainable for the
future, and by the fact that the sender is bank wishing to symbolize its
stability over time.

Not surprisingly, the above pictorials are meant to emphasize Our
(the Corporation’s) goodwill, Our integrity, and Our commitment to the
future, and to deemphasize the problems with Our operations. Such pictor-
ials fill in and create idealized images of progress which is not always cor-
responding to the actual behavior of the corporations—although without at
all discrediting the intentions of the corporations in the above examples.
The pictorials are not only depicting a series of movement and occurrences
in time but also having perceivable expressions promising progress to be
made over time. What time regimes are then inherent in these pictorial
presentations?

Discussion

In its simplest form, photographs are documents that remind of what has
happened, and something that no longer exists. Photographs document and
confirm the existence and passing of an event. Eventually describing a jour-
ney into the past, and to see something on a photograph that has happened
becomes an imprint of the past, which do not age at the same pace as those
depicted. Time makes a turn back, and what is seen today are portrayals
and memories of what some considered worth preserving some point back
in time. Whether these images were more or less edited photographs or
pictorials containing text, they were nevertheless objects, as plates, nega-
tives, or paper. Although not all of the documents from a company were to
be preserved for future generations, it was still arduous to produce the
material, which to some extend affected the output and the idea behind
the publication. For the past decades, pictorials in corporate reports trad-
itionally included portraits of the CEO, the board, and of recent products
and buildings. Thus, documenting to the afterworld and preserving
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documents of what was (then) happening of importance. Portrayals of all
form—whether carved in stone, painted in stucco or canvas, or caught on
camera—tends to be more static representations of a presence, exposed, or
mounted and framed for display in defiance of time. Nowadays, however,
with the use of online communication, the visual culture has expanded
beyond the traditional parameters of what can be produced by artists, arti-
sans, and designers. It is not only easier, faster, and cheaper to produce and
communicate online material, but the amount, availability, and the transi-
tory nature also mean that much information disappear as new information
replaces it. The quest for the easily accessible and visible means that expos-
itions and complex ideas give way to simplifications, which preferably are
presented in pictorial as opposed to purely verbal form. Historical intricacy
can be downplayed and replaced with more selling pictorials. In corporate
communications, the message should not only be informative but also to be
persuasive and encouraging, which is certainly achieved with image-rich
content. The image-rich content is increasingly pervasive but not necessarily
lasting beyond the moment. Unfortunately, so too are many of the recur-
ring corporate promises of responsibility for the future. New ones will soon
replace today’s messages of improvement, and so it goes on with short
intervals. Therefore, what used to be pictorial documentation of yesterday’s
achievements in a corporation is increasingly being replaced by cursory
pictorial promises of tomorrow. Statements of accounts with some pictorial
features have to make way for more pictorial displays of commitment.
Pictorial documentation supporting statements of accounts nowadays
face competition from pictorial commitments superseding the specifics of
the statements itself—in arrangements that are more immediately attractive
for the restless viewer who rarely has time to dive into the details.

The temporal reference has in many cases changed direction, from point-
ing backward to forward. Now corporations are increasingly trying to pre-
sent themselves as responsible for the future. A turn towards more
responsible business practices can of course be seen as both desirable and
advisable. A problem, however, is that much of the documentation of these
responsible perspectives and achievements are presented in an increasingly
ephemeral way; primarily for the eyes of the present onlooker who
is expected soon to forget when their attention is directed towards some-
thing new.

This results in a tendency towards the faster but with shorter availability
periods online when showing a responsibility for the future—in a shift from
yesterday’s foray into the past to today’s volatile promises of a future.
Pictorials are thus presented in a transposed grammatical order (antimeta-
bole): from portraying the present for the future in printed documents to
online envisioning the future for the present. Consequently, what has been a
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matter of portraying important achievements to posterity has increasingly
become a matter of appearing for viewers today as responsible for the
future.

The catchy phrases in the three pictorial examples evoke the image of
corporations that are forward-looking and anticipatory of future outcomes.
Still, at any one time, there may be a multitude of competing discourses
upon which individuals and groups organize and define their situations and
relationships. A way of understanding these verbal and visual discourses is
through an analysis of the use of scopic regimes that directs attention
towards a discourse to produce the behavior and belief of the group or
the onlooker. Instead of only mimetically showing, a plotted story (diegesis)
is directed by the scopic regime, at which someone deliberately has fore-
grounded and backgrounded certain visual attributes with temporal
significance.

Scopic regimes in online corporate communications provide members
and audiences with a visual orientation towards the desirable in the fore-
front and toning down the attention on the less favorable aspects.
Such editing will of necessity be inclusive, including not only corporate
‘‘language’’ but also visual elements, practices, and ceremonies—for exam-
ple, annual corporate events and other forms of recurrent corporate rituals
used for rhetorical effect and persuasion, internally and externally.
Employing approachable images, evocative poetic pictorials rather than
prosaic content only, plays an increasingly important role in contemporary
corporate communications, not least when presenting forward-looking
statements.

Just like any communication, pictorial communication is about clarify-
ing and reinforcing the message while leaving some parts obscured or
hidden. What remains in obscurity is prior information from previous
years, as the viewer is not expected to keep track of past years’ promises.
Instead short-time messages of sustainability are promoted. Comparability
across years and follow ups may give way to promising new messages today
about tomorrow’s opportunities. Scopic regimes exert influence over cog-
nitive, emotional, and aesthetic experiences, and especially in the context of
a world that is increasingly mediated by pictorials, and which is therefore an
increasingly ‘‘theatricalized and staged’’ (cf. Boorstin, 1961). The scene pre-
sented becomes ‘‘theatricalized’’ where actors ‘‘perform’’ for a particular
‘‘audience’’ in order to accomplish certain rhetorical tasks. Clearly, a
specific doctrinal perspective is imposed upon corporate presentations.
This is because online channels, as all media, carry with them certain
assertions and beliefs (as well as platitudes) that become central compo-
nents of any argument made through the use of that channel. In a constant
flow of promising online messages in a scale never seen before, what
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is the lasting impression besides finding that it is easily accessible and easy
to digest?

The attachment of symbolic meaning into pictorial scenes can be seen as
an inculcation of a desired image of corporate behavior. Pictorial represen-
tation influences an audience’s view of the world. Recurrent presentations
‘‘show us what we already know,’’ reinforcing acceptance through the use
of important virtuous symbolic configurations such as being energetic and
executive but at the same time caring for coming generations. Scopic
regimes can thus be seen as a lens or filter that utilizes pictorials in codifi-
cation of beliefs, practices, taught principles, and dynamic positions. The
pictorials together with their accompanying captions intensify and direct
the message, when, for example, in picture 1, BMW in their 2012
‘‘Sustainable value report’’ is exhibiting an electric scooter to be launched
in 2014; the message of Ericsson’s top executive conversation in picture 2 is
directed by the confident caption: The connected society takes shape; and in
picture 3, where the allegorical depiction of time and temporality is sup-
ported by the assertive (but somewhat tautological): Sustainable for the
future. Even those who quickly scroll past are likely to be caught by such
pictorials; they are immediate and instantly conveying messages.
Representation is unavoidably selective at which recurrent foregrounding
of ‘‘progress’’ in corporate pictorials advances a view toward the future.

Consequently, pictorials in contemporary corporate communications are
frequently imbued with forward-looking temporal references to progress
and development. And yet, at the same time, the transience of the online
pictorials suggests that at least some of what is taken for granted right now,
as being important documents of betterment is more volatile and ephemeral
than ever before. This conclusion is perhaps not very remarkable or surpris-
ing per se. Similar situations can be found, for example, in the occasional
short-termism among investors in long-term pension funds—or for that
matter in the preservation of text, images, and sound produced and
stored on less durable digital media. The question of how pictorials are
used in corporate communications is nevertheless important and so is the
question of what messages these pictorials convey, for instance about time
and temporality.

Views that corporate communications are dominated by positive repre-
sentations that bring out mainly male ideals of progress and strength are
not new. Nor is it particularly surprising that online communication is
fragmented and fast-paced. However, what is less emphasized is that
online corporate messages of responsibility for the future are expected to
have a short-online presence. Remembrance and return to a previous mes-
sage is not expected. Instead, a stream of new responsibility messages
replaces the previous ones, which means that presence and immediacy
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goes hand-in-hand with absence and forgetfulness (cf. Adam and Groves,
2007). Not only is there a flow of pictorials with salient temporal features of
forward-looking scopic regimes at play, but the regime of temporality also
include the changeable and flexible online document itself.

Closing the stage

There are recurring motifs in the use of pictorials in corporate communi-
cations, which construct identities and relations in the domain as well as
overall systems of knowledge dissemination practices. Desirable words and
images are beguiling, alluring, and recalcitrant, and their meaning are quite
often in the eye of the beholder. Online pictorial communication ostensibly
tries to be pleasing and intelligible in timely attempts to create appealing
images. Corporate action depictions with partially blurred contours, deci-
sive moment depictions, and symbolic depictions of temporality, all aims to
convey an impression of progress and responsibility. The scopic attention is
directed towards the promising future. The responsible and forward-
looking is foregrounded in such online corporate communications but is
soon replaced by new and updated promises about the future. What once
was about to present to posterity what was accomplished is now replaced
with a focus on the responsibility for the future presented to today’s inpa-
tient spectators. Corporate undertakings must be presented understand-
ably, preferably with pictorials, or its merits are not acknowledged.
Timeliness has always played a major role in determining newsworthiness
when reports have been presented, but there is nevertheless a shift in
perspective towards increasingly fast-paced reporting on long-term commit-
ments and responsibilities. Online reporting does not mean that issues of
statements of accounts disappear, but it is undoubtedly easier to pay atten-
tion to today’s online promises for the future than to follow-up last year’s
commitments—and the immediacy of pictorials in online culture is of
central importance in this setting.

Corporations are increasingly directing their online communication not
only towards experts and specialists but also to the general public. Not
surprisingly, the messages are trying to convey a favorable image of the
organization. This communication is increasingly visual, with not only stills
but also video clips. When information becomes more immediate and tar-
geted at the general public, there is also a risk that messages will be over-
simplified and accepted all too uncritically. We are overwhelmed by
pictorials that create unrealistic and often deceptive expectations of, for
instance, corporate responsibility. This does not mean that all presentations
are misleading, but we should not too readily accept the image conveyed. In
a visual culture, the importance of interpreting nonverbal cues has become
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an increasing concern in recent years. Therefore, we must also pay attention
to how various actors take part in and influence media and policy agendas
through pictorial presentations.

Scopic regimes play a role in corporate communications, both in terms of
foregrounding promising motifs and backgrounding less desirable aspects,
but also in terms of the (ephemeral) online context where the pictorials are
supposed to be seen and ‘‘consumed’’ by the impatient onlooker. Such
visual narratives are thus far from the historical portraits’ arranged quest
for eternity. Progress used to be presented and preserved in print, but
nowadays progress is promised in passing online portrayals.
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Appendix 1. Pictures

Picture 1. On sale from 2014—The new electric scooter from BMW. Source: BMW

Group (2012: 39) Sustainable Value Report 2012.
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Picture 2. Hans Vestberg, CEO of Ericsson, vigorously talking to Leif Johansson,

chairman of the board of Ericsson. A forward-looking and promising preamble above

the picture says (in Swedish, excluded here): The connected society takes shape. Source:

Ericsson 2012, http://www.ericsson.com/thecompany/investors/financial_reports/2012/

annual12/sv/bolagsstyrning/styrelsen
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Picture 3. A young child with an inflatable globe in an ancient forest. Source:

National Australia Bank, 2008 Corporate Responsibility Review.
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