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Abstract 

Companies have different approaches when it comes to a brand spokesperson. In 

the case of Microsoft, company co-founder Bill Gates has served in that role since 

starting the company with Paul Allen. As the technological software market mushroomed 

and became a financial cog driving the domestic economic engine, Gates was out front 

giving speeches while launching Microsoft products. Gates gave speeches to a wide 

variety of audiences every year, from shareholders, politicians and business leaders to 

university students and computer programmers. As the computer evolved from room-

sized mainframes to the personal computer, it became mobile with the laptop and 

wireless modems. Further, with the development of the cell phones, mobile-personal 

computing became something that could happen anywhere, and it is this technological 

Darwinism that frames the period in this study. As someone who both works in and 

speaks for his company, Gates had a unique challenge being associated as the face of the 

Microsoft brand. He also had to choose a technological rhetoric appropriate for his wide 

variety of audiences, from those who had little or no experience with the technology to 

others who were writing it for a living, or hoping to when they graduated college. Others 

in the audiences were legislators deciding how much to regulate the industry, while 

others were deciding either how much to invest of their own money or how much to 

invest of their own company into partnerships with Microsoft. Content analysis of Gates 

data gives an indication of what the Gates brand was, how well he spoke for and about 

Microsoft, and the themes he developed gave an indication of where his company, and 

his profitability, was headed in the future, and how well it kept up with the latest and 

most profitable technological advances. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 One of the most significant business leaders, cultural icons, and technological 

innovators from 1990 to the present has been Microsoft cofounder Bill Gates. He also 

served in what was, at the time, a largely unique role as the spokesperson for his own 

technology company. Gates was out front explaining, promoting, and marketing his 

product despite not falling into the categories of most celebrity spokespeople, often actors 

or athletes, who were being used by many major corporations. Though neither especially 

attractive nor exceptionally well-spoken, Gates explained Microsoft in a techno-friendly 

way that resonated with consumers and drove Microsoft’s stock to one of the premier on 

Wall Street for more than 15 years before the December 2008 stock market plunge that, 

in 2009, forced Microsoft into its first-ever layoffs. 

  As a corporate spokesperson, Gates has been the face of technology and has 

explained new products to consumers, the business community, researchers and other 

technological programmers. The rhetoric he uses has defined his product and his personal 

brand, as well as the brand of his company. The terms and themes he uses have helped 

users understand what the Microsoft software does, how it works, why people buy it, and 

why investors should put their money in his company. More can be understood about 

why Microsoft has been successful as a company and how Gates has been out-front as the 

new wave of non-athlete and non-actor celebrities have become spokespeople for their 

own business by identifying meaning and defining the phrases and themes he touches on 

in his speeches.  
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Laying out the course of this research involves understanding the path of Gates 

and the language he uses as the face of Microsoft. Therefore, the review of literature will 

first provide information on the history of spokespeople and credibility. This will be 

framed in the digital world in which Gates inhabits as the leader of a technology 

company. Since the diffusion of such innovation relates to audience, the media literacy of 

users has salience.  

Moreover, the computing generation is involved in much more than simple media 

literacy as first defined by those who used media such as newspapers and television only; 

these generations that fell within the timeline of Bill Gates and Microsoft have at the very 

least a need for knowledge structures that can accommodate advanced media literacy. 

Further, the digital literacy level of the audience is included in the review of literature 

since the technology industry is, by definition, centered around digital products, and since 

Gates himself in his speeches during the time studied calls the period “The Digital 

Decade.” Also, building a foundation on which to conduct this research means defining 

the term “interactive” which leads to the domestication of technology, and how the 

technology first became part of households as the personal computer took up both space 

and time in the homes of users. This part of the research is therefore framed by 

technological appropriation involving how users decided how they wanted to use the 

technology and what they wanted it to do, turning the development and evolution of the 

technology into an iterative process with developers.  

This technology became so prevalent and such a constant presence in the lives of 

users that technological determinism, or how technology shapes a culture, became a 

driving force in this research, especially as the users took technology mobile and had 
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access to their technology 24 hours a day, seven days a week. And all of this ties together 

with Bill Gates himself, as both a technology pioneer and computer visionary, but also as 

a brand spokesperson for the company he co-founded, Microsoft. 

 The purpose of this research is to explicate the technological rhetoric of Bill Gates 

as it defines his personal brand as a spokesperson for Microsoft. All of Gates’ speeches 

from 1996 through 2008 will be analyzed with word-frequencies counts and content 

analysis software programs to detect themes, meaning, phrases, and context. This 

research started out with a vague idea of how to explicate the personal brand of Bill 

Gates. As the focus has narrowed, the tools available were analyzed for suitability, 

viability, and researcher expertise. Understanding who Bill Gates is as a spokesperson 

means understanding the words and terms he uses as they relate to innovation. Gates and 

his company have their financial success tied to guiding the direction of technology and 

predicting in which direction the technology will evolve. Gates’ rhetoric should indicate 

whether his company has been revolutionary or evolutionary as the technology went from 

the stationary mainframe computer to the mobile laptop and now cell phones with 

Internet access. 

 All of the Bill Gates’ public speeches from the U.S. and around the world from 

1996 to 2008, that were on the Microsoft Web site as of January 2009, were copied into 

Microsoft Word files. These are also available for viewing, in many cases, as video 

broadcasts from the same site, and in several cases audio files. However, all are available 

as transcripts. These were categorized at first by year, from 1996 to 2008. None of these 

files contains fewer than 175,000 words, and a couple have more than 250,000 words. 

This has left the total textual word count at more than 2 million words. 



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 4

 These speeches will be analyzed by year and then compared to each other, 

particularly in 1996 as the Internet became more common in households, and then more 

recently Apple took the lead, and accompanying profits, on mobile technology and 

Microsoft was playing catch-up.  Analyzing shifts in Gates’ rhetoric in speeches given to 

shareholders, customers and users should provide insight into how Gates’ own personal 

brand developed and evolved through time and in times of both financial crisis and world 

crisis (the speeches after September 11, 2001, for example). 

 However, with content analysis software making the process itself so much less 

time intensive for researchers, this project will dig deeper into Gates’ rhetoric. To that 

end, the speeches will be broken down into five groups: Those given to government 

leaders, shareholders, universities, business leaders, and programmers.  

 The speeches given to government leaders were chosen as a group because his 

rhetoric will likely have to do with regulation as well as financial concerns that he 

addresses through the idea of innovation being best encouraged with fewest rules and 

regulations. He also solicits supports from foreign governments in several speeches to do 

business with Microsoft, and asks foreign leaders to encourage their businesses to enlist 

as Microsoft partners. 

 Gates spent a tremendous percentage, comparably speaking, of his time giving 

speeches at universities, particularly American universities and colleges, though there are 

several to international universities. Certainly, the speeches given at American 

universities likely had a plethora of international students as well. These speeches are 

important to this research in many areas because these college students are potential 

future Microsoft employees, competitors, innovators, government officials, and 
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shareholders. This is also the audience that has in place knowledge structures for media 

and digital literacy at a younger age than any other group that Gates speaks to throughout 

the speeches being analyzed.  

 Shareholders and CEOs are an essential audience for Gates’ rhetoric. The CEOs 

are people he wants as partners, investors, and distributors, and those he wants to retain 

or add as clients. Gates’ battle against antitrust lawsuits also makes this group of 

speeches particularly ripe for rhetorical understanding. Detecting themes and finding 

context will show Gates’ brand in a time of crisis as well as brand building since so many 

diverse groups are represented in these speeches. 

 Probably the most unique rhetoric will come from speeches where Gates 

addressed groups that included developers. This might be the most interesting use of 

language since these programmers are the most like Gates and have the highest “digital 

IQ” as it relates to Microsoft research and development. This is the closest case where 

Gates is speaking to his own kind of people. Several of these speeches are given to the 

annual conventions of programmers and are labeled as such. The names of the main 

programming conferences have changed over the years, for a variety of reasons, 

including sponsor products becoming defunct or companies that sponsored it going out of 

business. But all speeches are clearly labeled as to the day, month, and year, where the 

speech took place, and who the audience is. These speeches are also available on video 

and podcasts in many cases, and even include the PowerPoint presentations Gates used 

for his speeches for particular events. 
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

Gates faced a challenge explaining software to consumers because not everyone 

embraces innovation in technology (Rogers, 1962). Many of these consumers did not 

have personal computers in Microsoft’s infancy, and as the technology grew better, and 

as Microsoft started upgrading and adding products, the diffusion of innovations brought 

technological communication challenges. 

 Though the technology itself has its own secure place in history now, these 

processes of technological transfer were, by nature, highly rhetorical. For the purposes of 

this research, technological transfer is defined as an overarching term that covers the full 

spectrum from technology development to application by consumers. 

Companies and even individual inventors had to negotiate and translate both their 

technological inventions and applications, with implementation being almost entirely an 

act of rhetorical persuasion. Specifically to this research, Bill Gates had to persuade the 

users, investors and companies that he was hoping to build alliances with, that his next-

best thing was the best, and often only, thing. Even within the walls of Microsoft itself, 

technological rhetoric was a constant, from engaging employees in a certain way of doing 

things, and understanding the vision that would spur technological advance. All internal 

and external customers, as part of developing and solidifying the Microsoft brand, had to 

buy into Gates’ rhetoric (Bedbury & Fenichell, 2002). As Gates’ Windows software was 

included in almost all personal computer purchases, most notably with IBM and the other 

behemoth manufacturers, rhetoric helped enlist followers in several kinds of transfer 

processes (Moser, 2003). 
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 Gates had to hope, as an innovator, that early adopters would be swayed toward 

investing in both his product and his computer. He had to enlist all early adopters to latch 

onto his company’s new or upgraded products, and he had to speed up the adoption curve 

of both the early majority and late majority. The laggards, by contrast, were a group 

Gates could never count on; many were in an older generation and saw no need to replace 

the typewriter or surf the World Wide Web. Still, they were potential consumers, and as 

the technological rhetoric of Bill Gates was carried in every newspaper and television 

station around the world, the way he spoke about the technology certainly had a financial 

impact on how readily the diffusion took place. 

 As a celebrity in the media, through his innovations, and his status as an expert, 

the technological rhetoric of Bill Gates defined both his own personal brand and that of 

his company. 

 The first tidal wave of technological rhetoric on the media landscape started its 

first crest in the 1970s, when start-up high-tech companies and technology transfers 

began to impact the life of more citizens than ever in both America and around the word 

(Doheny, 1992). Before that time, most media consumers assumed that innovation of the 

technological persuasion happened in dark labs by mostly white men in laboratory coats 

(Williams & Gibson, 1990). The latest technologies trickled out so even-handedly and 

predictably that few were startled or overwhelmed by either the pace of the technology or 

the new advances it brought. To the average consumer, the most significant and visual 

impact was clearer radio, the special effects in movies, and the jump to color from black-

and-white television (Von Hippel, 1988). 
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 The process of technological advance is significantly tied to rhetoric (Leonard-

Barton, 1990).  And the entire concept of technological transfer is a rhetorical experience 

(Williams & Gibson, 1990): 

To make technology transfer successful requires overcoming the many barriers to 

communication encountered when individuals use different vocabularies, have 

different motives, represent organizations of widely differing cultures, and when 

the referents of the transactions may vary from highly abstract concepts to 

concrete products. (p. 10) 

Organizations were drawn together with very different interests and motivations. 

Financial backers were needed initially and programmers were needed to write the 

software Gates envisioned.  Production or manufacturing was done both in-house and 

contracted out. Business people had to understand the costs associated with the venture. 

Marketers had to get distributors who had never sold such products on board, and both 

public relations and advertising people had to understand the software and its applications 

to sell it to a public that had never seen it before (Wallace, 1997). Once all that happened, 

technological support would have to help consumers overcome confusion or a fear of 

innovation with a rhetoric that both comforted and helped implement the technology. 

To keep the process iterative Gates spoke to trade groups and even lobbyists, as 

well as speaking directly to the users through the media, and that mediated 

communication involved a technological rhetoric from Gates that the reporters could 

make sense of and pass along to viewers, listeners and readers (Doheny, 1992). This 

involved a constantly iterative process with the users as participants and required Gates to 

establish with the users a “continual conceptualizing, negotiating, and reconceptualizing” 
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(p. 4) to meet their needs. These are all reciprocal yet complex negotiations that exist 

among all stakeholders.  A misstep at any point in the process stalls the entire operation, 

often at great financial loss to companies, morale loss among programmers, and further 

confuses what was, especially initially, a doubting public. 

The challenge with a software program that even people with advanced degrees 

could make no sense of involved taking the most complex computer programs and 

developing a simple technological rhetoric that allowed the transfer of these technologies 

to the receivers to create an intellectual buy-in (Leonard-Barton, 1990). The transfer of 

technology does not move in a straight line from developers to consumers (Doheny, 

1992). This is a constant process; this does not happen one time and then the seas are 

calming for remapping the technological globe. Indeed, every single aspect of the 

transfers is again negotiated and further knowledge structures are built or adapted by 

consumers as every single new technology marble rolls out of manufacturing and hits the 

marketplace (Silverblatt, 2006). One has to only look at the debacle of Windows Vista to 

realize that Gates’ work is never done at Microsoft, and the lack of exchange with users 

in both developing and launching Vista was a solemn reminder that a lack of rhetoric and 

dialogue with the audience is a red flag, or in this case a stop sign, on the information 

superhighway for even the most accomplished innovators (Rogers, 1962). Even the 

combined joint efforts of academia, government, and industry require a working 

technological rhetoric to get the academics on the same page, the government to see the 

good for the common man, and industry to understand how it can be profitable (Berker, 

Hartmann, Punie, & Ward, 2006). 
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Further demanding usable technological rhetoric is communicating both how and 

why the technology is and needs to be used, respectively (Bruce, Peyton, & Batson, 

1993). No matter whether the users are early adopters, early majority, late majority or 

even laggards, they must be able to either piece together the new technology as an 

extension of previous technology or something new and better that will save them time or 

make their lives easier (Rogers, 1962). Users are likely to see innovations with very 

different visions of what it can do and what it means to their lives. These variations can 

lead to unresolved distortions. This leads the users to be the agents of technological 

transfer, and involving them only on the back-end of the process jeopardizes the 

enterprise all the way back up the line to the innovators (Bruce, Peyton, & Batson, 1993). 

Once the technology is understood or its congruence with the constraints of their own 

uses, then it is afforded a port of entry. 

Information transfer, then, is a complex communication that requires not a 

sophisticated understanding from users, but a technological rhetoric that they can 

understand (Miller, 1979). A spokesman must be able to negotiate the information 

superhighway’s potholes of uncertainty, which in itself can cause potential users to 

disengage. This technological rhetoric involves not just explicating in simplistic rhetoric 

the advantages of the new technology, but using everything from familiar songs – the 

Rolling Stones’ song “Start Me Up” was a Windows staple used to engage consumers – 

to building extensions onto knowledge structures to create a digital literacy where there 

were once, and sometimes only recently, the basic structures for media literacy 

(Silverblatt, 2006). 
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 Although Gates had an at-times squeaky voice, school-boyish tousled hair, and 

admitted tech-geek status that was not prototypical for celebrity spokesperson, his 

excitement about the innovations and his technological rhetoric sounded a relatable chord 

with the public and investors. This CEO-as-a-credible-spokesperson practice was further 

evidenced by Apple’s strategy to become a mobile and personal media player when it 

developed the iMac, iPhone and iTunes, and out front explaining it all was its own 

celebrity spokesperson techno-geek – Apple founder Steve Jobs.   

 A review of literature of technological rhetoric indicates six themes from existing 

research (Doheny, 1992): 

Uncertainty is prevalent in technology transfers; communication is central to 

decreasing uncertainty; within groups there will be common languages and 

common purposes; across groups there may not be common languages and 

common purposes; usually in technology transfers, communicating across groups 

is necessary; individuals can serve as liaisons between groups to facilitate 

communication, and formal (written reports) and informal channels (spoken, face-

to-face communication) are used in technology transfers (p. 11). 

 For the purposes of this research, the material analyzed will be transcripts of Bill 

Gates’ speeches given from 1996 through 2008 when he stepped down as the head of 

Microsoft to pursue philanthropic causes with his wife and their Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation.  

Spokespeople and credibility 

Celebrities are strong spokespeople because of the association consumers have 

with that person’s work, whether they are actors or leaders in the product field of which 
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they are endorsing (Kamins, 1990). Bill Gates might not be widely considered a 

particularly physically attractive person, but research has indicated that physical 

attractiveness does not always make a spokesperson more credible to consumers 

(Kamins, 1990). As the century turned and consumers became more well-educated 

through online research they can conduct themselves, the relationship between the 

product and the spokesperson became more important (Lynch & Schuler, 2006). Source 

credibility became a critical issue in consumer confidence, and experts in the field who 

are directly related to the product became more important than ever to build product trust. 

A shift in measuring credibility from attractiveness to expertise and 

trustworthiness has occurred (Newell & Goldsmith, 1997). Two issues are at the forefront 

for consumers when it comes to believing in and bonding with spokespeople: message 

framing and source credibility (Grewel, Gotlieb & Marmorstein, 1994). Studies show that 

consumers are much more likely to purchase a product, and become repeat customers, if 

the message from the company comes from one clear, consistent voice, especially as it 

relates to building the market for brand extensions (Grewel, Gotlieb & Marmorstein, 

1994). Another issue facing advertisers is the reputation of the spokesperson (Goldberg & 

Hartwick, 1990).  

As a billion-dollar industry, Microsoft has been one of the most aggressive 

protectors of licenses and copyright (Wallace & Erickson, 1992). Yet Microsoft has one 

of the most expensive packages of software for both those companies who buy it at 

wholesale rates and bundle it with new computer sales (Duncan, 2006), and users who 

want to upgrade or purchase the software for computers that did not come with it 

(Wallace & Erickson, 1992). Research shows, however, that the right spokesperson can 
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actually have an easier job selling higher-priced products than lower-priced products, 

because consumers perceive a lower risk with a higher-priced product (Grewel, Gotlieb 

& Marmorstein, 1994). 

Studies done on price-risk management indicate that having a knowledgeable 

source associated with a product who explains the new products features in a way that 

enhances its values alleviates consumers’ fears of having to pay a higher price than a 

previous version (Grewel, Gotlieb & Marmorstein, 1994). 

Research indicates, according to a 2001 study (Kamins & Gupta, 2001), that the 

most important aspect of a spokesperson is the fit or congruence between the 

spokesperson and the product being endorsed or promoted. A sociological psychology 

study showed strong correlation between source credibility and attitude change toward 

particular products (Goldberg & Hartwick, 1990).  Spokespeople do not have to be 

celebrities in the traditional sense of the term to be influential (Kamins, 1990). Corporate 

credibility hinges upon a spokesperson who can explain the product in an understandable 

way to potential users who believe in the spokesperson’s claims (Newell & Goldsmith, 

1997). 

Another trend among spokespeople, especially in the technology sector where 

new products are often intimidating to users who do not believe themselves to be 

technological savvy, is a spokesperson who is multi-dimensional and has both an 

understanding of the product and perhaps even helped develop the project (Newell & 

Goldsmith, 1997). Spokespeople who have a vested interest in a technological product, 

and even those who conceived the idea or were part of bringing it to market, resonate 
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more credibly with consumers rather than celebrities who might not be as likely to use 

such products or possess an understanding of the products (Newell & Goldsmith, 1997). 

A digital world 

 Creating a brand, defining a market, and claiming a market share is hard enough 

when the playing field is level. But the software/personal computer paradigm was hardly 

even taking shape when Microsoft and Bill Gates entered the competition. He had to 

become spokesman for a company while speaking in a technical language that did not yet 

exist. While scientists struggled in the past to transfer ideas to the public because of 

literacy issues, Gates was in the center, and remains so, of a topic framed by digital 

literacy, which by definition is an extension of media literacy (McLuhan, 1964). 

Previous definitions of media literacy were set forth when the media was not a 

constant presence in people’s lives. The Internet has changed that, with news and 

information in all forms of media available to most users all the time (Silverblatt, Ferry, 

& Finan, 1999). However, what this means to media literacy rates has not yet been 

determined, and the technology that brought on this change in media access has created a 

hybrid media literacy/technology discipline of study called digital literacy (Potter, 2004). 

Turning on and off a computer, or visiting favorite Web sites and playing video games, 

does not increase one’s digital literacy. Rather, digital literacy involves being able to use 

the technology to gain more knowledge and understanding (Silverblatt, 2001). 

Technological determinism asserts that technology, especially that which is 

pervasive and powerful, shapes a society and can even determine its values and alter 

culture. Identifying how these parallel or intersect is important to understand how society 
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is changing because of this technology, and how media/digital literacy rates are changing, 

and for whom (Potter, 2004).  

The theory of technological determinism plays a significant part in understanding 

media/digital literacy (McLuhan, 1964). If technology can change the values and culture 

of the world, digital and media literacy must be measured and understood to see if the 

members of the dot-com generation are just pointers and clickers or actually better 

critical thinkers and problem-solvers than previous generations who did not have access 

to such technology. If technology is neutral, then in theory, that answer is up to the user. 

If, however, technology itself shapes the way people behave, such as driving while text 

messaging or spending days in front of the computer surfing entertainment Web sites and 

playing video games, researchers are left to dissect this intellectual maze and find out 

who is where, how they got there, and what it means. And perhaps more importantly, 

what can be expected from technology in the future? 

Before a definition of digital literacy can be developed, it is necessary to 

understand media literacy, not unlike media theory begat new media theory in this age of 

multi-platform media. It also must be remembered that people still go to libraries, read 

hard copies of magazines and newspapers, and have other sources of information that are 

not online, though information from all of the aforementioned sources is largely available 

online.  

Media literacy 

Media literacy has become a renewed area of research and conversation for 

researchers, legislative bodies, and public school educators, since the proliferation of the 

Internet (Silverblatt, Ferry & Finan, 1999). 
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Scholars define media literacy skills slightly differently, though there are several 

key elements (Potter, 2001). Basic media literacy is seen through the maturation of such 

rudimentary or “component skills” (p. 36) as exposure, recognizing symbols, recognizing 

patterns, and matching meaning. Exposure is often thought of in a sense of just 

experiencing the technology. However, for example, if one wanted to see if a favorite 

football team won a game, that person could turn on the television or just look up the 

score online. However, that person would have to know which channel to turn to, what 

Web site on which to find the game, and even when the game was played. Just knowing 

how to turn on a computer and log on is not sufficient; this involves structures of 

knowledge (Potter, 2004). The level of access technology is no longer always 

significantly different between “children and adults” (p. 40), but the more experienced 

and aggressive thinkers are going to be able to locate the information they seek. Think of 

it as finding the capital of a state on a map for an upcoming vacation: Pointing to it is not 

that hard once the map is found and the proper state is located, but getting there involves 

a lot more critical thinking and planning. Recognizing symbols is another significant area 

of knowledge building and meaning making, and since some symbols are words, they 

have to be recognized and understood (Potter, 2004). To recognize symbols and make 

meaning of them, elements must be extracted from items on a screen or page and then 

processed. An example of this is opening the newspaper; both the illiterate and highly 

literate will see the same things, but only the more literate users will be able to “extract 

elements” (p. 40) to make sense of it. Recognizing patterns is done on a number of levels, 

increasing with literacy. Understanding the letters themselves is part of rudimentary 

literacy levels, but then learning and understanding words, and putting them together in 
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sentences to understand that the letters are not simply thrown together randomly is an 

important part of building literacy. As an assortment of symbols or letters grows, so does 

the level of interpretation required to understand how it fits together and what it means. 

Activities such as knitting start with understanding the process of how to knit one simple 

measure, but then fitting it all together in a pattern and understanding how and why it all 

fits together is critical to make something coherent and that makes sense, even if the goal 

is a random pattern for artistic reasons. Matching meaning is the final of the component 

skills in basic media literacy. This involves taking a symbol that one has already learned, 

interpreting it, and matching it with another that has already been learned. Watching the 

news is one example. The music comes on, indicating the news is starting, and an often 

times familiar voice is heard. The person on television begins speaking about a story, and 

graphics or footage that match or extend the meaning of the lead-in are added. 

Connecting all of these symbols with meaning is crucial to developing media literacy. 

Advanced media literacy 

Advanced media literacy (Potter, 2004) involves the “message-focused sense 

making” (p. 36) to interpret meaning. These skills are analysis, compare/contrast, 

evaluation, and abstraction which could be described as advanced critical thinking. 

Analysis involves breaking down messages into understandable elements. Think about 

seeing just parts of a movie as it is shown multiple times over a weekend on cable 

television. Understanding each part, if it can be understood under isolated terms, is hard 

enough, but understanding what it means to the other parts as well as the rest of the 

movie is difficult without seeing the entire film. The message has to be put together with 

all the other parts so that meaning can be made and it can be understood on more than 
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just a “surface level” (p. 45). Analytical skill requires an advanced knowledge structure, 

which in turn allows for more context, and it allows users to explain why they did or did 

not like something, and how and why they were able to understand it. Those with highly 

developed analytical skills are also better able to understand the usefulness of messages. 

To illustrate this, think of the adage that if something sounds too good to be true, it 

probably is. That message is far more likely to come from a wise, older sage than a child 

on a playground (Potter, 2001). Analysis is also critical for understanding percentages, 

especially in the digital era of constant polling.  

Comparing and contrasting involves breaking down a “media message to its 

component parts” (p. 47). These elements are compared to those already in the user’s 

knowledge structure, and if the new information is different, as long as it is true it can be 

added to the knowledge structure. This reinforcement adds strength to knowledge already 

accrued, which in turn makes these structures less likely to change down the road. 

However, contrasting is just as important, and requires greater literacy because it presents 

our current structure with cognitive dissonance (Baran & Davis, 2008). The important 

factor is realizing that comparing is important, and that even if elements of new 

information contrast with existing knowledge structures, it does not mean such structures 

are completely invalid and must completely be torn down (Potter, 2001). Indeed, 

comparing and contrasting is something done by only the most media-literate of 

individuals and as such is not a “rudimentary” (p. 47) skill. An example would be 

showing someone the price of gas, the fall of stock market value, and the costs for the 

war in Iraq. Only an advanced user would be able to connect all three to each other.  Yet 

in media reports around election time, polls showed that Americans were no longer as 
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concerned with the war in Iraq as they were with the economy, when in fact those were 

connected logically and literally. Another example would be when a favorite character in 

a television show, who had been completely likeable, does something that makes viewers 

no longer like the character. What the character did contrasted so heavily with the way 

the character had been developed that it broke viewers’ knowledge structures. To use this 

advanced skill people must actively seek a broader understanding and set of meaning in 

messages, and then apply the derived skills to make sense of messages on an even higher 

level. 

 Evaluation is making “an assessment of the worth of an element” (p. 47). This 

involves taking information and comparing it to criteria the user understands and has a 

working knowledge of. If the new information does not make sense, the user has to either 

build an additional knowledge structure to account for the new information, or access and 

develop structures to disprove it. For the evaluative mind, it is critical to include all sorts 

of knowledge structures that include information empirically based in addition to 

cognitive, emotional, aesthetic and moral information. The evaluative mind will not only 

see the ambiguities in the questions that allowed the survey designers to produce the at-

first-glance eye-popping numbers, but also see what company did the poll and which 

organization financed the poll, which might also explain not just the questions, but the 

results. The final advanced media literacy skill according to Potter is abstraction, which is 

“the ability to assemble a brief, clear, accurate description of something” (p. 49). An 

abstraction is a summary of key parts that give, in far fewer words than the text itself, a 

clear picture and context. This involves analyzing a text or other media message, 

breaking it down to its component parts, evaluating what are most important and how 
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these each contribute to the message, and then succinctly summarizing, for example, a 

journal article, a movie or 300-page book with nothing more than a paragraph. 

As one moves along in adulthood, media literacy should continue to develop and 

increase, though it increases at a slower rate at a certain point (Sternberg & Berg, 1987). 

This will vary from person to person depending on one’s cognitive style, or approach to 

how each person first organizes and then processes information (Hashway & Duke, 

1992). For maturing adults, the web of knowledge development becomes more complex 

(Bruner, Goodnow, & Austin, 1956). These supra-advanced stages include field 

independency, tolerance for ambiguity, conceptual differentiation, and reflectivity-

impulsivity (Witkin & Goodenough, 1977). 

Witkin and Goodenough described field independency as being able to separate 

signal and noise in messages, with noise being the “chaos of symbols and images” and 

signal being the actual information that is filtered from the noise. People stuck in field 

dependency hear or see all the information, but are not able to make sense of it. Those 

who are field independent are able to process and sort all the chaos and make sense of it, 

understand where it fits together or not, and come to some context and making meaning 

out of the signals (Potter, 2001). An example of this would be the director of an 

orchestra, or a referee during an important football game in a crowded and loud stadium. 

Having a tolerance for ambiguity means being able to break down information 

inconsistent with current knowledge structures, yet being able to reason and make sense 

of it; confusion does not stop the person with a tolerance for ambiguity. Instead, it 

“motivates them to search harder for clarity” (p. 27). Conceptual differentiation involves 

being able to categorize a message by how it is similar or different to currently held 
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concepts. Reflectivity-impulsivity is defined as how people use their cognitive style to 

make a decision about a message, and “how accurate that decision is” (p. 27).  

Digital literacy 

Defining digital literacy has as much to do with understanding and how to use 

technology as it does with meaning making. That means digital literacy’s definition must 

outline not just how to turn on the technology and find something with it, but also make 

meaning of what is found (Tyner, 1998). The technical information infrastructure is made 

up of the physical properties and raw materials of literacy, including the “tools, technical 

personnel, systems design, and distribution mechanisms” (p. 5). Since Tyner provided 

such a definition, it has been further extended to include the following:  

The ability to make independent choices about the selection and interpretation of 

the content; an understanding of the emerging structure of the Internet and its 

impact on content; an awareness of the impact of the Internet on the individual 

and society; the development of strategies with which to analyze and discuss 

media messages conveyed over the Internet; an awareness of interactive content 

as a “text” that provides insight into our contemporary culture and ourselves; and 

the cultivation of an enhanced enjoyment, understanding, and appreciation of 

media content conveyed through interactive media. (Silverblatt, 2001, p. 321) 

The proliferation of Internet access has made the media not only a bigger part of 

our daily lives, but literally a constant presence (Potter, 2004). The era of going days 

without picking up a newspaper at a newsstand or twisting a knob to turn on a television 

are gone; once they are logged on people have access to breaking news, and years-old 

media. 
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One of the issues that still plagues scholarship in the area of this study is 

understanding what people do online. The debate over whether the Internet is creating 

globalization or creating a world-wide democracy is neither supported nor contradicted – 

yet. Researchers are still seeking ways to measure the impact of the Internet on society 

and individuals (Tyner, 1998).  

Understanding digital literacy also includes acknowledging the digital divide 

(Baran & Davis, 2008). This involves groups of people who do not have access to the 

technology, primarily “people of color, the poor, the disabled, and those in rural 

communities” (p. 264). While providing access is a just concern, there is another 

challenge of helping those on the other side of the digital divide to both acquire the 

proper equipment and provide them the instruction and education on how to use it. 

Indeed, a stack of boxed computers in a poverty-stricken school district is not going to 

bridge the digital divide if there is no one there to orchestrate the access, which includes 

installing the equipment, teaching how to use it, and repairing or maintaining it. 

Technology itself continues to evolve; more news and information is being 

exchanged globally at a faster rate than ever before (Tyner, 1998). However, with the 24-

hour news cycle unfolding in real-time, even people who step away from their computer 

can still get text messages and calls on the go from cell phone technology that includes 

emails and news updates, as well as the capability to search the World Wide Web from 

smart phones and laptops. People are so information-saturated that they can suffer from 

what has come to be known as information overload (Silverblatt, Ferry, & Finn, 1999). 

Part of defining digital literacy may eventually include people’s ability to filter out 

information so that they can make sense of, and find context for, the information that is 
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most relevant to their lives, and interests them the most. This has also come to include the 

term “interactivity.” Though it is a term of considerable weight both before and after the 

introduction of the Internet, it must also be included in the explication of digital literacy 

since interactivity is such a crucial part of the user’s online experience and a key to 

meaning making, particularly in the digital era.  

Defining ‘interactive’ 

A key to understanding and framing digital literacy goes far beyond just turning 

on a computer or clicking on a link to a Web site, though both certainly have a place 

under the banner of digital literacy. Terms, however, must be clearly defined so that areas 

can be understood and be broken down so they can also be studied as elements. 

“Interactive media” is a term often used often in educational circles (Silverblatt, 

2001). Yet interactive is a word often overused or misused, much like the term 

“integrated marketing communications” is tossed around in trendy technological 

conversations about advertising and public relations (Bedbury & Fenichell, 2002). 

Interactive media takes the principles from media literacy and uses them to 

understand and enhance the digital media world (Silverblatt, 2001). Interactive media 

refers to the communication between an initiator and receiver, using a “combination of 

established media to emulate humans’ patterns of thought and expression through a 

transparent machine” (p. 322). People’s lives are literally constantly technologically 

interactive now with the Internet and cell phones being part of their minute-to-minute 

waking existence in a lot of cases. The idea behind this is the literal definition of 

interactive. This involves communication between an initiator and receiver, using a 

combination of already existing and established technologies (McLuhan, 1964), which 
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for the purposes of digital media is the multiplatform world of the Internet. Interactive 

media engages users’ thoughts and expressions, and what they seek in terms of uses and 

gratifications (Baran & Davis, 2008).  These various platforms, whether it is a YouTube 

video or even a textual email message or notification from a message board, allow users 

to, either announced or anonymously, access the Web sites they want, when they want, 

and to retrieve the information they seek. This has caused the “movement” for 

information, and meaning, to be nonlinear. Paul Levinson (1999) notes that media analyst 

Marshall McLuhan’s work from nearly a half-century ago has new life breathed back into 

it by the non-linear, vertical and even spherical new media platforms that are part of not 

only our daily routines, but our minute-to-minute lives in many cases.  

Technological Darwinism 

The concept this researcher is using, “technological Darwinism” is actually a 

merger among technological determinism, the domestication of technology, technological 

appropriation, and Marshall McLuhan’s technology as an extension of man (McLuhan, 

1962). The final two terms, appropriation and extension, are inextricably intertwined 

(Postman, 1992).  

Technological appropriation is a driving force in linking these extensions that 

McLuhan wrote about, and finally connected to technological determinism as a synthesis 

of these perpendicular though occasional parallel technological theories. On top of that, 

all technologies are domesticated by people as they find a place for it in their lives; one 

could argue that these technologies are often intrusive and abused, but in both cases those 

are the choice of the user, whether it’s someone in a crowded movie theater talking on a 

cell phone or “tweeting” while at an important presentation.  



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 25

Indeed, the ease with which these technological theories, or at least terms, can be 

linked is surprisingly elastic. The idea that technology would be created without salability 

or an eager-to-use public is not feasible. Technology is derived by need, but more than 

that in the last decades, by want. People have wanted to be connected or plugged in to 

their networks from wherever they are, even if they are actually moving, be it walking, or 

in a vehicle. Even the innovators themselves cannot decide the technology for the culture; 

that, by definition, would be technological determinism, because the technology would be 

unleashed on the public somewhat expectedly, and the public would have to use it in a 

way dictated by the device. It would have created a nation of people who, by a great 

majority, watched movies on their cell phones. While these have had varying levels of 

success, they have certainly not become “the way” people live, so it cannot be said that 

these technologies, though readily available for purchase or download, have changed 

culture – except for those who wanted it. That is what connects this determinism to 

appropriation. 

The race to produce the most current technology has been a race, in actuality, to 

reap the biggest profits. While that seemed techno-centric when the personal computer 

was becoming a reality, the leaps and bounds the technology grew by, and the learning 

curve that shrank as younger and younger users had knowledge structures to 

accommodate it by a sometimes frightening early age, the technology evolved as dictated 

solely by what consumers would and would not buy. Microsoft’s mobile music devices 

certainly are not much harder to use than Apple’s.  Apple’s devices, however, are more 

user friendly and offer more applications.  Apple was at the front of the pack working on 
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mobile technology while Microsoft was working still on PC and laptop software and the 

aforementioned money pit that was its purchase of WebTV. 

 Technology is, therefore, an iterative process (Silverblatt, 2006). It consumes 

itself in a Darwinistic way as it evolves into the “next best thing” by incorporating the 

previous technology, cuts it down to a malleable space that fits on a microchip, and has 

figuratively grown legs in the case of wireless/mobile technology. 

 The history of technology was a study of machinery and mechanization until the 

middle of the last century (Smith & Marx, 1994).  Technology has been in many ways 

about geography, and closing spaces between people and places. The “iron horse” train 

brought people across countries and continents, bringing with it news, products and the 

means to establish new towns and cities. As time wore on, information was lagging, 

traveling only at the speed of people on those trains. The telegraph (Czitrom, 1982) broke 

down those barriers, and soon information was traveling in real time, though initially it 

went only from gatekeeper to gatekeeper. However, these devices, and even these terms, 

are all derivative, and can be closely or loosely slotted as various extensions of man 

(McLuhan, 1964).  

 The idea that technology would shape culture is common sense (Silverstone, 

2006) though the amount it affects society is open to debate (McLuhan, 1962). Machines 

through the last century in particular have become faster and smaller, yet perform more 

tasks, and in effect become more sensitive to users and their needs; more user-friendly, in 

a sense (Tyner, 1998). 

This connection to past technologies and terms, though, is hardly new. The train 

had “cars” and was supplanted as the personal form of transport became a “car.” The 
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telegraph or Victorian Internet (Standage, 1998), was about transmitting information over 

wires across great distances. The telephone put a voice to the information, and then of 

course the telephone became mobile. The personal computer gave people who could 

afford it access to more information, better and more accessible storage, and many could 

perform math functions, which combined both the calculator and typewriter, among other 

technologies, into one “box.” 

These technological extensions are certainly not limited to the phone. The 

videocassette recorder in its earliest form by followed by the DVD, which combined the 

VCR and CD technology, and has further evolved into digital video recording devices 

such as TiVo.  

 The cell phone’s evolution is perhaps technological Darwinism at its core. The 

phone became mobile in the household first, though it was just a remote extension of the 

landline. From there, however, satellites and cell towers allowed it to become wholly 

mobile. Text-messaging became a sort of mobile typewriter or note-writing device, 

incorporating another technology. Real-time news, stocks and other updates are now 

available on cell phones, and even television programs and movies can be watched on 

those devices. Even checks can be written and “signed” on mobile devices, and online 

banking is available via both computer and cell technology. In other words, what was 

considered a novel concept, that people could reach the world if they could just get to a 

computer, has evolved to the point that they can reach the world, or the world can reach 

them, in the palm of their hand if they have a cell phone. 

The domestication of technology 
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 The lines of work and play have been blurred by the access that technology allows 

(Postman, 1992). People’s relationship with the outside world has changed as the lack of 

conversation from public to private space has eroded the lines of office and home 

(Berker, Hartmann, Punie, & Ward, 2006). 

 Relationships among family members, between office workers, and among 

friends has changed immensely because of personal computers and mobile technology 

(Lally, 2002). An Australian study done in 2002 by Lally noted how commitment to 

personal or family time was shortened and disrupted by computer use. Lally’s research 

participants used their mobile phones and home computers or laptops to have contact 

with people from work and with friends. These technologies that blur the lines between 

work and home or social life are called time-shifting technologies (Berker, Hartmann, 

Punie, & Ward, 2006).  

 On the one hand, these technologies allow workers to shift hours of work from the 

office to the home, to be done at their leisure. On the other hand, these hours by 

definition and form come at the expense of time designated for leisure (Silverblatt, 2001). 

This has forced people to reconstruct their time, which in turn has the unspoken effect of 

those around the worker having to restructure their time at home. 

 However, while workers focus on the time they spend at home working because 

of technology, they often do not acknowledge the time they spend at the office using the 

same technology for personal reasons (Lally, 2002). Ostensibly, computer equipment 

provided by the employer is to be used exclusively for work-related business and 

communication (Berker, Hartmann, Punie, & Ward, 2006) but it does relate to people 

either saving time with technology or the entrepreneurship involved in starting online 
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businesses. Yet workers can spend hours out of each work week, or even work day, 

sending email, and browsing Web sites for personal interests unrelated to company 

business. 

 The idea of technology as a force, or as the driving force, in society is known as 

socio-technological change. Scholars promoting this term believe that technology is a 

vertical property that can minimize costs by reducing overhead, as long as the technology 

means an increase in productivity.  

 Technology thus produces changes that are both macro and micro in nature. The 

macro focuses on the transformative power that technology has. The micro aspect is 

centered on the causal properties of technology. While macro implies a far reaching and 

wider element of change, it can vary in cases depending on the business model, resources 

and profit structures of companies. 

While the idea of reverting back to Karl Marx for context was not a goal of this 

research, his work on driving the forces of production (Marx, 1932) can be applied to the 

nature of culture and society’s attraction and even the need to be tethered to the world via 

an ethereal umbilical cord, through Marx’s three factors. The first is “A basic need for 

self expression” (p. 303). This is both the Internet and cell phone in a nutshell. People 

personalize their cell phones with specific colors, features, and applications that best 

match their own appropriative vision and needs.  Blogging, a specific Web-based 

activity, is similar because a blog is at its basic core level an expression of an idea or a 

slice of that person’s life, regardless of whether they have the writing skills to develop a 

coherent thought.  The second is “productive activity forms the fundamental mode of 

self-expression” (p. 303). This is more of an economic-driven concept (Berker, 
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Hartmann, Punie & Ward, 2006), but it does relate to people either saving time with 

technology or the entrepreneurship that the Internet has brought to those who can turn 

into their own successful business. Though a great majority of the tens of millions of 

blogs certainly don’t have enough content or enough readers to make it financially 

sustainable as a career, “writers” blog onward, feeling that it is productive as well as 

being a form of self-expression. The third Marx factor driving the forces of production is 

“The expansion of human needs” (p. 303).  This connects the first two principles in a way 

that intellectually solidifies the idea that this text-messaging and blogging or chat room 

communication is an important part of a productive life through self-expression, 

connecting with the so-called global village, but in this process of amusing ourselves to 

death with technology (Postman, 1992) people are connecting more with like-minded 

thinkers rather than expanding their own intellectual horizons. Is that how the technology 

was meant to be used? I do not believe there is an answer to that question, much less a 

“right” answer. The technology was shaped by society and used as society wanted to use 

it. If that led to a dramatic shift in culture, it was because society found that 

implementation financially, economically and intellectually comfortable. The question 

Marx, Postman and other more pessimistic determinists would ask is whether anyone has 

found or discovered, much less dealt with, the problems and issues that arise from this 

use or misuse of technology.  

This crystallized with a recent advertisement from a major computer industry 

player released in April that unveiled along with the song by Journey, “Any way you 

want it.” The lyrics in the commercial continue, “That’s the way you need it – any way 

you want it.” 
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Technological appropriation 

 
The theory of technological appropriation has been suggested with as its 

foundation social constructionist theory (Carroll et al., 2001). This involves users shaping 

the way they use technology, which is followed by an iterative process where developers 

take into account those uses and adapt the next version of the product (McLuhan, 1964).   

A study conducted in Australia (Carroll et al., 2001) focused on three possible 

outcomes: non-appropriation, appropriation and disappropriation.  Researchers in the 

Australian study connect the dots of technological appropriation to development by 

studying how young people use new technologies and the opportunities they have 

through feedback to help design innovations on future makes and models. The research 

study focuses on how young people adopt and then adapt the technology. Researchers use 

the term social constructionist theory rather than either technological determinism or 

technological appropriation because they report that existing literature on the subject 

focuses too much on political factors when it should instead be centered on cultural and 

social issues that relate to young people’s use of technology. Carroll et al wanted to find 

the “interaction between technology and the social world” (p. 2) of the young people 

serving as participants in the study.  

 Part of the struggle for previous research into technological appropriation is prior 

to 2000 most of the existing research did not take into account the cultural contextuality 

of the Internet demographically broken down to focus on young people, who are the 

driving force behind technological appropriation (Hine, 2000). The Carroll study in 

Australia was observation based, and found that young people wanted phones that would 

fit in their pockets (Carroll et al., 2001), and that from this mobile technology young 
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people felt a greater sense of power and identity, but also a greater sense of fragmentation 

than they did before using the technology. Besides size of phone, cost was concern for 

both the phone and for service. Several students reported that their lives seem to move 

“quicker” (p. 7) now because they are in constant contact with friends and family. The 

study concluded that technological appropriation has a significant, even dominating, 

element of social construct theory as part of it.  

 In the scientific community, machines were used for such concerns as health and 

wealth (Silverstone, 2006). Humans had to first find a way to live with machines, and in 

time as this technological appropriation and accommodation took place, humans have 

found it nearly impossible and highly stressful to live without certain technologies, even 

for very brief periods of time. While the statement of purpose of this research is to 

understand how one of the most spectacular innovators in history explained his vision 

and product to the world, it is also a goal to understand how this blisteringly rapid pace of 

innovation was accommodated by students, politicians and business leaders who had 

neither the practical experience with such devices or technology nor the knowledge 

structures to understand the rapidity through which this technology evolved (Postman, 

1992). The compass and gunpowder were as significant to exploration and conflict as 

writing and the printing press were to communication and dissemination.  However the 

understanding and fine-tuning of information is far more theoretically based, and thus 

depends more on theory to garner a better understanding and predictive powers of where 

technology will take culture (Silverstone, 2006).  

 Communications scholars took a backseat to history and sociology scholars in the 

development of technological-accommodation theory (Silverstone, 2006). Science 
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developed nuclear weapons with a technology that can also be used as a renewable 

energy source, yet the theoretical understanding of this technological determinism never 

took root or grew branches (Latour, 1987). Furthermore, the boundaries between 

machines and humans were rarely identified or understood (Williams & Gibson, 1990). 

The often intimidating instruction manuals that come with new technology still provide 

little explanation or understanding of how these will influence the person’s life on a day-

to-day basis, or in which groups they will thusly better identify. 

 One of the great marketing tools of Microsoft is that its software can make its 

users’ days better, can help get information faster, or calculate information more rapidly, 

as Excel did when Microsoft introduced the program. While these programs were 

interactions between a user and machine, they had a sociological impact that has had 

limited study (Meyrowitz, 1985). These technological strides had sociological 

consequences. People spent more time in front of computers. For example, in the case of 

Excel, rather than ask several employees to do the totals for different columns, the entire 

data set can be entered and then calculated by one person. These technologies are wholly 

interactive, and allow or even demand the complete attention of the user, which affects 

communication the user has with others (Silverstone, 2006). There is also an element to 

consider that the social consequences become technological; a person’s relationship with 

humans also affects the person’s relationship with technology (Postman, 1992). To focus 

only on the relationship of people among people at the expense of technology never 

explicates how the technology is appropriated. This lack of focus on the technological 

accommodation also skips understanding how the spaces for technology are negotiated. 

Thus, technology had to be domesticated (Berker, Hartmann, Punie, & Ward, 2006). 
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Think again of the idea of horses for transportation, or oxen to pull farm equipment. 

These were wild animals, just as we have in essence wild technologies (Silverstone, 

2006). Without any boundaries, these technologies are both dangerous and to some, 

useless. For those like Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, these technologies are sources of great 

wealth and considerable power. As this trickles down, the early adopters (Rogers, 1962) 

have information that has value and power, be it financial or within the hierarchical 

structures of an organization. The machines need a physical space, but it is up to humans 

to find a space for them in their lives and thus their culture. This is why the rhetoric of 

innovators like Gates is so important; he is telling people to both use and buy his product, 

and that by doing so the quality of their life is going to be greater, and the horizons that 

they chase can be wider; they are moving themselves closer to a pot of gold that they 

never thought possible through their own kitchen windows, yet through his Windows, 

anything is possible. 

 Once the technology is acquired and applied, nothing is ever the same. The person 

who is on the iPhone nonstop at home misses conversations, might stop reading or 

watching television as much, though stays better connected with friends outside the home 

(Silverstone, 2006). The person who cannot or will not disconnect from the technology 

crossing a busy street or driving in a car will miss not just the noises of day to day life 

and the vagaries that define a culture, but also warning signs and noises that could injure 

someone. How each person negotiates these technological spaces is highly personal and 

has consequences that affect everyone around them, including those who are time zones 

and continents away who are part of the user’s network. The great closer of spaces – the 

end of geography, as some have said – means someone living in rural Texas could be 
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better plugged in with someone in another country than to a next-door neighbor, and 

likely knows more about the person farther away if that is a better connection, so to 

speak. 

 These are still extensions of past technologies, make no mistake (McLuhan, 

1964). The young man who was considered rude in the 1980s or 1990s because he did 

not take off his baseball cap when entering a building or meeting an adult has been 

replaced by the person who enters a room or sits down to dinner with a group without 

removing the ear phones to an MP3 player. Each individual has an infinite amount of 

choices to make in terms of how they choose to make sense of the world. In fact a 

concern of society from decades preceding the Internet and cell phones was that people 

were reading news at an alarmingly decreasing rate. Now, online newspapers are seeing 

readership soar, and people can read the paper wherever they have their laptop or even 

cell phone. This is a choice the user makes, no longer dependent upon picking up a 

newspaper at a news stand or from a front porch at a designated time. Yet the newspaper 

business itself has not negotiated its space with this technology and is suffering 

financially for it. 

Technological determinism 

Technological determinism theory states that the technology determines a 

society’s cultural values and social structure (Postman, 1992). Certainly, media literacy, 

more specifically, digital literacy, is much more related to uses and gratifications than the 

advent of cable TV or the penny press, especially since people often believe they only 

want the skills they need to use the media for whatever they want it for. And for many, 

that has very little to do with continuing education, or joining public debate about society 
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and the world’s more serious issues (Lanham, 2006). In fact, with selective retention and 

exposure, issues like global warming or the need to downsize the SUVs that Detroit 

continues to produce in the face of environmental and economic realities points to a scary 

truth: Some very educated people are compiling a lot of the same facts and coming to 

polar-opposite truths. Is this attributable to media-digital literacy, the technology, or other 

factors? 

While media literacy was an area of considerable research since the beginning of 

information travel, the Internet, with its multi-platform dissemination properties, has 

brought to life the academic term of digital literacy. This new discipline can be connected 

to technological determinism, as the technology itself has allowed far more people access 

to information made possible by the Internet. The question as to whether technology is 

neutral is still being debated (Christians, 1989). Indeed, thinking that technology is 

“merely a tool which can be used rightly or wrongly” (p. 123) answers no questions and 

provides no direction. 

Christians (1989) cites philosopher George Grant who, long before the Internet 

was even in people’s imaginations, believed that the computer is neutral and does not 

impose on anyone ways in which it must be used. Of course, that was before the phone 

line, ether and airwaves were exchange platforms for information, photos, to be used 

rightly or wrongly, or somewhere in between (Landow & Delaney, 1991). 

Communicating through technology has created an open space that while creating 

its own cliques and groups has also broken down walls to the world (Meyrowitz, 1985). 

Yet, the entire belief or lightly grounded previous theory that technology is neutral is 

based on the idea that technology was far more linear, even as a mode of information 
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exchange, than it turned into with the Internet (Christians, 1989). Christian’s two faces of 

the technological process, the first phase (design) and the second phase (fabrication) are 

stages in which rapid technological advancement, that have been in development and 

evolution for decades, are driven by the need to make what the public decides it needs 

(also called technological appropriation).  The making of these programs, software 

applications and hardware products allow us repeatable maneuvers for finding, 

disseminating and storing information, which was the same goal of the printing press. In 

fact, type has been since its conception a repeatable commodity that puts a visual stress 

on the reader and requires the writer to assemble a narrative or coherent body of 

information that the user can process and contextualize (McLuhan, 1962). 

The extreme speed at which technology evolves is forcing users to develop a host 

of cognitive, social and technological skills that require a sort of digital IQ that requires 

training and actual formal education (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004). Therein lies the crux of what 

the Internet is supposed to do in terms of globalization and democratization: The Internet 

can and should largely be whatever users want to make it to be and use it for. Yet the 

technological geniuses behind the development of such software and programs tell us that 

anything is possible without telling us what the opportunities, and drawbacks, might 

actually be (Postman, 1992). Those who develop the technology and create successful 

businesses form a “new knowledge monopoly” (p. 10), and applaud technology and 

champion its proliferation.  However, such technology creates, by its own definition, an 

end to various careers, and those “winners will encourage the losers to be enthusiastic 

about computer technology” (p. 11). 
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Postman (1992) cites McLuhan’s often-repeated phrase that “the medium is the 

message,” and extends it to “the medium is the monopoly” on the technology, finances, 

and even knowledge. It can be a never-ending intellectual tax of sorts, from buying the 

hardware and then all the software, and then hiring by phone or in person “tech support” 

for even more money to make this costly engine you have purchased start running 

correctly. These financial concerns are another less talked about barrier to digital literacy, 

especially for those living at or below poverty-level. “Private learning and individual 

problem solving” (p. 17) are beneficial for those who can afford, and make sense of, the 

Internet opportunities. Perhaps the ceiling for digital IQ is unlimited, for those who have 

the means. Pushing these largely public educational achievement places into personal and 

private environments takes away the group-learning aspects that orality and pencil-and-

paper scholarship brought forth, and the social responsibility that came with such a 

setting and group-oriented approach. 

In another work on the subject, Postman (1985) notes how the media itself is a 

metaphor in the communication process: 

The printing press, the computer, and television are not therefore simply machines 

which convey information. They are metaphors through which we conceptualize 

reality in one way or another. They will classify the world for us, sequence it, 

frame it, enlarge it, reduce it, argue a case for what it is like. Through these media 

metaphors, we do not see the world as it is. We see it as our coding systems are. 

Such is the power of the form of information. (p. 39) 

Technology shapes culture in ways society is aware of, and ways that it either 

does not imagine or is incapable of imagining (McLuhan, 1964).  It can be as simple as 
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the media platform we access or as complex as how the information is contextualized 

(Postman, 1992). Sholle (2002) moves one more step along the technological 

determination path, referring to technology as tools we use in our everyday lives. He 

claims we are still asking questions about old technologies as well as the new ones, and if 

technology is an “agent of freedom or instrument of control” (p. 2). Technology has 

brought change to our lives whether we know it or not, and has, Sholle claims, become a 

part of a progression that will alter not just our society and economy, but our 

consciousness as well. 

Measuring media or digital literacy is hard to do; no such scales exist. Access can 

hardly be the meter-stick (going global means going metric, even in clichés) by which all 

are measured. Meaning making must involve context (Postman, 1985). In his work 

predating Technopoly, Postman saw where the Victorian Internet itself, the telegraph, 

“made relevance irrelevant. The abundant flow of information had very little or nothing 

to do with those to whom it was addressed: that is, with any social or intellectual context 

in which their lives were embedded” (p. 67).  Writing almost a decade before deafening 

dial-up modems occasionally silenced oral exchanges, Postman saw a “sea of information 

with very little of it to use” (p. 67), noting that while the telegraph created the first real-

time global village, no one knows anything except “the most superficial facts about each 

other” (p. 67). Thus, deriving the themes and contexts of the speeches by Bill Gates as 

this technology was unfurled and unleashed upon the world has value to the research 

community. The rhetoric of Bill Gates: How key terms and words are assembled to make 

meaning, offer a window into the mind of the person who brought the world Windows. It 
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also enables a basis for understanding how technology evolved, consumed itself as it 

continued to become omnipresent, and how it will further develop in the future. 

Branding Bill Gates 

Branding has been a significant element of building customer loyalty for 

centuries, and that became more the case in the Twentieth Century (Aaker, 1991). That 

extends into the current multi-media and multi-platform dissemination methods created 

by the Internet from a practical standpoint, and part of the Integrated Marketing 

Communication programs favored by marketing, public relations, and advertising 

operations in the current era (Moser, 2003). 

The idea of building a brand around logos is fading away in favor of building 

brands around living, human people who are easier to relate to, market and promote in 

attempts to build emotional connections with consumers (Lindstrom, 2008). In the past, 

various offices, departments and employees have been charged with developing brands, 

leading to fractions among groups charged with the same tasks, with corporate oversight 

of the brand a concern.  That concern can be in part alleviated with a personal brand as 

the leading part of the company brand (Halliday, 2008). 

Personal branding is a relatively new marketing phenomenon, born out of 

celebrities who turn their personalities into brands for both marketing of their own 

intellectual properties, events, and causes with which they associate for charitable causes, 

and companies they endorse (Hammond, 2008). A significant part of personal branding 

for celebrities and public figures is establishing them as a leader or trendsetter in a 

particular genre. Hammond notes: “Is Madonna the best singer in the whole wide world? 

No, but then, it doesn’t really matter whether she is or isn’t” (p. 8). Personal branding has 
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become more important because building a brand from a company’s perspective is costly 

(Aaker, 1991). However, in the real-time news cycle and asynchronous communication 

access provided by the Internet, there are more opportunities for business leaders, 

celebrities and politicians to build their brands than ever before (Sanborn, 2008). The 

idea of setting a business person, politician, or celebrity apart from a crowd is an essential 

part of building a personal brand (Peters, 2008). Brands must be distinct or extinct (Peters 

& Waterman, 2004). 

New media tools such as Web sites, blogs and podcasts allow public figures to 

build and manage their personal brand image online, reaching directly a greater audience 

than ever before (Bulik, 2006). While the digital personal brand is a new phenomena 

relatively speaking, Advertising Age online columnist Steve Rubel points out in Bulik’s 

article that personal brands have been around “since Adam and Eve” (p. 6). The value of 

the personal brand might indeed be priceless: These individual brands, according to 

analyst Rob Enderle of Enderle group, “provide a personal voice and face to the customer 

that is very important” (p. 6).   

Ironically, the greatest frontier for personal branding lies within the self-

employment field, or where an individual is working toward a goal as a citizen, such as a 

politician (Garfield, 2008). Sen. John McCain’s bid for the presidency in 2008 was 

unsuccessful because his campaign rhetoric was not consistent with his personal brand, 

one that had been embraced largely by both Republicans and Democrats.  Yet during the 

campaign his rhetoric turned so anti-McCain brand that, according to Bob Garfield 

writing in Advertising Age, it “created cognitive dissonance, a weird vibe of expediency, 

pandering, hypocrisy and crooked talk that undermined a priceless political image 30-
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some years in the making” (p. 58) which saw McCain’s personal “brand burned to 

cinders” (p. 58). This would be akin, for the purposes of this research, to Bill Gates 

coming out and saying that he didn’t think technology was that important, or that he 

really had no idea how things worked, that people just told him how. It would damage the 

Gates brand, likely irrevocably especially in the New Media instant communication era 

of the Internet. 

Microsoft gets a lot of attention for turning out good products and young 

millionaires. However, some of Microsoft’s biggest projects, such as WebTV, the 

Windows Phone, designed to compete in 2008 with the popular iPhone, and Windows 

Vista have been among the companies greatest failures, both in terms of return on 

investment and negative reception from the public and critics (Kirkpatrick, 2008). Coke 

was able to survive what was regarded as an inferior quality product when the taste of 

New Coke was unveiled as a sweeter formula in 1985 to joust economically with Pepsi.  

Because Coke had built such a good brand name for so many decades, Coke was able to 

survive the New Coke sojourn and return with more brand power when it reinvented 

itself post New Coke with its former recipe for Coke (Peters & Waterman, 2004): “…we 

might think that we buy goods or services only on the basis of data and information, but 

we’d be wrong” (p. 9). 

It is easy to measure a brand only by the number of objects sold, profits gained for 

a fiscal year, or for stock prices, in the case of Microsoft (Wallace & Erickson, 1992). 

However, that return on investment mentality is only most effective when the company is 

swimming in a tide of profits, which is a great wave to ride, until an economic tsunami 

hits and drags the stock underwater, even temporarily (Bedbury & Fenichell, 2002). 
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Therefore, the most substantial qualities of the personal brand are not always the most 

tangible or quantifiable (Hammond, 2008): 

…Benefits alone, in the way traditional meeting has understood them, are no 

longer sufficient to make something or someone stand out from the crowd. What 

makes these businesses and people powerful is that they are outstanding brands. 

(p. 8) 

Think of the celebrity spokesperson, whose face and name gets recognized and 

associated with a brand, whether it is the voice of James Earl Jones as the voice of CNN, 

or of country singer Alan Jackson for Ford trucks.  Take this one step further, and think 

of Paul Newman as the literal face and founder of his own salad dressing company, 

which was a literal example of a personal brand for a corporation (Shugan, 2005). 

Though it is a fictional character, Tony the Tiger is the brand face of Frosted Flakes 

cereal, and is immediately emotionally available from his vivid colors and smiles to the 

“They’re great” description the character gives, often at the end of commercials 

(Hallward, 2008). 

Putting a CEO or the company’s namesake or founder out in front of the public 

helps people identify the personal brand and associate it with a company brand, creating 

knowledge of brand awareness (Aaker, 1991). Whether a person is being paid to endorse 

Nikes, if they are wearing them and are seen or photographed in public with the 

distinctive swoosh, that is identified as part of their brand (Peters, 2008). This is the same 

for Bill Gates, whether his company’s stock price is through the roof, or if the product is 

failing to deliver to the level users expect (Bedbury & Fenichell, 2002). The most 

important concept for CEOs, or at least as the public face of a Fortune 500 company, as 
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Gates is despite stepping down as CEO of Microsoft in the summer of 2008, is that 

everything such a leader says, does, wears and talks about is part of their brand – and by 

extension, the brand of their company (Peters, 2008). 

Regardless of age, regardless of position, regardless of the business we happen to 

be in, all of us need to understand the importance of branding. We are CEOs of 

our own companies: Me Inc. To be in business today, our most important job is to 

be head marketer for the brand called You. It's that simple -- and that hard. And 

that inescapable. (p. 1) 

 Gates has developed his own personal brand through a series of at the time 

breakthrough software developments and products (Wallace & Erickson, 1992). 

 While Integrated Marketing Campaigns are struggling with convergence and 

generating synergy, often because of a lack of a working definition as to what IMC is, or 

how to make the best sense of multi-platform promotion and marketing, thus causing 

stress from the top down since bosses are unclear on what IMC, personal branding is 

actually coming from executives (Atkinson, 2003). Dan Klores of DKC News, who 

helped build the personal brand for CNBC’s Donny Deutch, New York politician 

Andrew Cuomo, and Jennifer Lopez, said in Advertising Age as long as six years ago that 

personal branding was the new frontier for figures in “entertainment, politics and 

business” (p. 3).  

 The personal brand philosophy also ties directly into much more established, well 

documented brand theory (Adamson, 2008). The concept of a company speaking with 

one clear brand voice has always been considered an important part of brand 

development (Moser, 2003). In the digital world, a voice can be given, and dispersed 
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directly from the personal face and voice of a company to consumers in times of incipient 

equity or for long-established brand building, or in times of strife such as product crises 

or economic concerns (Bedbury & Fenichell, 2002).  This idea of having one clear voice 

to placate and communicate with consumers dates back to 1958, when McGraw-Hill had 

a print advertisement dubbed “The man in the chair” (Adamson, 2008). The message was 

the same through the course of four decades of this business-to-business advertisement, 

but the concept of having a clear brand voice was demonstrated by this ad, and shown as 

an example for companies who need to be clear with both internal and external 

customers: “It is vital for a company to have a credible persona, a presence beyond what 

it produces” (p. 107).  

 It is certainly nothing new to say that successful brands demonstrate a sort of 

personality, from Starbucks’ “place to be” atmosphere in its marketing campaign, to the 

“Just do it” mantra that Nike rode to the top of the sports sneaker and apparel markets 

(Bedbury & Fenichell, 2002). However, in the digital age, that has taken on an even 

greater role, especially as media has become available more widely, and around the clock 

than ever before (Moser, 2003). Digital media puts the company on the hot seat for any 

user who can track down the company’s Web site, CEOs email, or simply take a concern 

to the traditional media (Bedbury & Fenichell, 2002): 

The companies most likely to succeed will be those that realize how essential it is 

to customer relationships to engage on an emotional level and not simply a 

transactional level. More than this, because the Internet and other digital devices 

create social experiences, organizations must think about how their brand would 

behave as participants in these experiences. As such, they must be able to 
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articulate these “human” attributes precisely and help all those involved in the 

brand intuit how these attributes would play out in specific brand initiatives. (p. 

225) 

 In other words, take the brand personality, and make it personal, which in turns 

brings a face and voice to what was before a culture of corporate communications and 

corporate tone that did or did not resonate with consumers.  

The Microsoft brand 

 The Microsoft brand itself has been valued at just more than $65 billion, 

according to a staff report on BuildingBrands.com, which uses four elements to assess a 

brand’s worth; financial forecasting, the role of branding, brand strength, and brand-value 

calculation. 

 Yet a report in March 2008 claimed the Microsoft brand was on the decline, in 

large part due to Apple’s success with mobile technology including iTunes, the iPod, and 

the iPhone (Gardiner, 2008). Gardiner’s Wired magazine article cited a study done by 

CoreBrand, which said Microsoft’s brand had plummeted from Number 11 in the world 

in 2004 to Number 59 in 2007, though Apple was only 118th on the list, which was 

headed by Number 1 Coca-Cola and Number 2 Johnson & Johnson. These studies offer 

conflicting information, however. Brand consultancy Millward Brown Optimor’s 2006 

brand study placed Microsoft as the top brand in the world, ahead of Coke and all others 

even though “anti-Microsoft sentiment runs high” (Carr, 2006). Google was seventh on 

that list. 

 When it comes to “brand trust,” Microsoft scored 20th out of 22 consumer 

electronics and computer makers on Forrester Research’s 2005 Brand Technology 
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Scorecard (Duncan, 2006). That study also produced data that indicated Microsoft was 

the only brand in the study that was seen as having negative brand potential: “These 

households know they run Microsoft software but would be just as happy to leave it 

behind – if they could” researchers from Forrester wrote in the analysis section of the 

study. 

While Apple stock’s gravity defying, mobile-generated rise has been cited as a 

source of Microsoft’s loss of brand equity, others point to Microsoft itself as creating 

confusion around its brand (Catone, 2008). Microsoft’s products and marketing plans, 

particularly those centered on the new releases of Windows, have confused consumers. 

Personal branding goes corporate 

 While the trend in publishing is away from print magazines, personal branding in 

2008 got its own hard-copy glossy magazine, Personal Branding Magazine, published 

quarterly, with online subscriptions available for delivery in Adobe Acrobat. 

 The magazine began despite an economic downturn in the U.S. economy. 

According to those at, and interviewed by the magazine, when business gets tough, 

brands by definition must get personal. Such economic slumps actually open the door for 

more personal branding because people, even those who are employed by companies or, 

in particular, are self-employed, realize they are responsible for their own brands (Arruda 

& Dixson, 2007). During the post dot-com meltdown in 1998 before the turn of the 

century, various personal branding services emerged, including a branding certification 

program that was used mostly by personal-brand “early adopters” (p. 4). 

 In 2004, the advent and proliferation of blogs and especially social networks 

allowed personal branding opportunities to expand. Artists marketed their music, 
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drawings and other work on MySpace and Facebook, in addition to peddling their works 

on e-Bay. In 2007, Personal Branding Magazine started amid fears of a recession, and 

the group helped put together and stage The Brand-You-World Summit. Though 

Facebook and MySpace contain and encourage the development of fan pages and 

gathering spaces, those behind personal branding as a practical extension and further 

development of branding caution that the same principles apply to the personal brand as 

do the corporate and product brand. 

 To the end of getting a brand developed, a person must understand their own 

brand DNA just as they would for their company or product (Bedbury & Fenichell, 

2002). That means understanding not only who the person is, what they do and how they 

communicate, but also how that person communicates and is perceived across multi-

media platforms (Schawbel, 2009).  The opportunities for personal branding are so open 

right now that it is creating a “personal branding gold rush” (p. 5). This becomes part of a 

personal brand roadmap, and the arrows in which it points the brand are determined by 

where the brand wants to go, and what characteristics and marketing strategies can help 

deliver it to that audience (Moser, 2003). However, all the technology can create a sort of 

personality clutter if it is not properly utilized with reason and purpose rather than just 

using it for the sake of applying the technology (Berker, Hartmann, Punie & Ward, 

2006). 

New media personal branding 

 According to researchers, New Media and the multi-platform presentation model, 

with at best sketchy ways to measure return on investment and affect on audience, has 

forced the multi-agency approach to be reconsidered (Hallward, 2008). In the pre-Internet 
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days, a CEO could simply demand that an advertisement in a newspaper, or in Times 

Square, just be made larger, but no longer does that approach build a brand, or 

necessarily reach an audience (Lindstrom, 2008). 

Another area in which personal branding might offer some help to Integrated 

Marketing Campaigns is one many marketers might not think of, search engines (Graham 

& Havlena, 2008). Having a recognizable personal brand, in the case of Steve Jobs at 

Apple or Gates at Microsoft, provides the “missing link” (p. 428) from company to 

consumer. This search engine as a marketing mechanism cannot be understated as an 

important factor (Arruda & Dixson, 2007). Think of what employers do now when they 

get ready to make a hire, especially an important one: They “Google” someone (p. 28). 

Having a clear message, and limited negative information or inappropriate information, 

including photos, with a personal brand is vital: 

Of course, you can't build an online reputation unless you first articulate your 

unique promise of value – your personal brand. Invest in a solid understanding of 

your strengths, goals and compelling personal brand attributes. Revealing the way 

you think and the things about which you are passionate will help you establish 

virtual rapport and attract the right kind of opportunities (p. 28).  

Like the one-voice aspect of traditional brand theory, promoting a personal brand 

through several media requires a coherent and consistent message, even if it means the 

people involved in producing the various forms of media content have or need different 

technical skills (Schawbel, 2009). Personal branding pioneers advocate using 

“podcasting, Twitter, blogs and various social networks” (p. 5) to explicate and promote 

the brand. 
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But digital and electronic brand management comes into play: Google is updated 

constantly, so new information, accurate or not, is presented to the masses on a regular 

basis, so individuals must constantly monitor their online brands (Arruda & Dixson, 

2007). It’s good to have a positive online presence to show one is up to date with 

technology.  However people need to update their Web site and information as 

accomplishments are reached and training or education is accrued, which allows a 

personal brand to be not only fresh but puts the worker with a distinctive, savvy personal 

brand “on the path to true career distinction” (p. 28). 

Value of personal brands 

 Measuring brand objectives is much more palatable to marketing teams in the 

digital media world, which is best allowed by a holistic approach to the brand among so 

many different targets, and a credible personal brand can build brand familiarity 

(Hallward, 2008). Even having the company name on race cars or in advertisements does 

not necessarily trigger the kind of emotional response needed to build a brand with clients 

(Lindstrom, 2008). Having that personal brand as part of a defining corporate culture 

could also be a key for not just winning but also keeping a market share or specific 

demographic (Kotler, 2003). Iconic looks are important, however, such tangible items are 

often dated over the course of time.  Yet if the iconic image has a human face and voice 

that is credible and recognizable, it could resonate consistently and without interruption 

representing a brand (Lindstrom, 2008). With Web sites and the aforementioned search 

engines such a part of daily life of the online consumer, personal brands are used for 

emotional ties and recognition from everything from the personal computer and Bill 
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Gates and Papa John’s familiar founder, to the young CEOs at Google or the latest CEO 

at Yahoo (Graham & Havlena, 2008). 

 In a Business Communication Quarterly journal article, Grant (2000) advocated 

personal branding was advocated as a way for individuals within corporations with 

upward aspirations to get themselves noticed and promoted.  This extends even outside 

the company, to moves into managerial positions at competing companies (Grant, 2008). 

Grant notes how even those just graduating college need to give attention and 

development plans to their personal brands. With online marketing tools a point-and-click 

away, graduates no longer need eight pounds of paper and dozens of dollars of shipping 

costs to get their face and resume in front of those who hire; rather, a simple link to a 

personal Web page often suffices. The personal brand lends itself to New Media because 

“the interface between company, potential employee, and recruiter has changed 

immensely” (p. 381). The cold-call days from advertisements buried in the classified of 

local newspapers or trade magazines has largely evaporated: 

We all understand what advertisers and marketers mean when they talk about a 

product brand. Advertisers use famous people such as sports stars to endorse their 

brands. Developing a personal brand as a job candidate is a little different. 

Although fashionable, it should not be regarded as trivial. Graduates must stand 

out from the herd and must do the necessary research and preparation. They need 

to identify their attributes and introduce themselves to the market. (p. 381) 

This extends into the executive level at companies, where not one but several 

people, including the CEO and possibly CFO and/or chief marketing officer, share a 

professional personal brand that reflects and relates a concise, consistent view of the 
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company and the key core values that describe it (Reynolds, 2005). While no one wants 

to hire a bunch of clones or surround themselves with yes-people, the idea being personal 

branding as a corporate identity is that top leaders share successful traits and values 

whether than speaking alike or sounding alike, which requires an expenditure of 

“intellectual or emotional capital” (p. 5) to develop. Though there is a relatively small 

amount of literature on personal branding, a lot of it focuses on two areas, the aspect of 

someone marketing themselves for future promotion or employment by developing a 

personal brand, and also as a corporate face as a personal brand for a company.  It must 

also be noted that having a clear personal brand as the face of a company also provides a 

clear brand message to internal customers (employees) as well as consumers (Young, 

2003). This branding synergy is generated by the energy bouncing back and forth from 

leadership to members of the company which allows for clearer internal communication 

and less chance for disconnect in brand-definition and promotion where “a strong 

consumer brand builds the employer brand and, in its turn, the employer brand feeds back 

into the consumer brand – thus achieving a synergy between the consumer and employee 

experience” (p. 6). 

There is also a new quasi-personal branding going on with reality television 

programs as companies seek to tie themselves to the winners of such emotionally charged 

programs as American Idol, Project Runway, and Top Chef.  These companies align their 

sponsorship with the winner at the end of the competition, which relates to consumers 

who see someone who won something alongside a brand, thus associating the winner 

with the brand (Hampp, 2008). 
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Personal brands in times of crises 

 However, this does not come without some proprietary and economic risks. 

Building a personal brand such as Bill Gates, Michael Dell, or Steve Jobs can certainly 

help push the value of a company higher as consumers feel like they have a smart and 

even identifiable “friend” running a complex, high-tech company. Though research has 

yet evolved on the dangers involved, one only needs to look at the case of Steve Jobs who 

successfully returned and reinvented Apple with the laptop computer, and both the 

mobile iPhone and iPod technologies.  Apple stock prices rose 575 percent from 1998 to 

2008. They took back a share of the market that Microsoft had long owned as leader of 

the software development revolution before stalling before the turn of the century 

(Wingfield, 2009).  

In 2008, Jobs was rumored to be in ill health and reported by a blogger to be 

hospitalized, causing a drastic five-percent drop in Apple stock (Poor, 2009).  The rumor, 

Apple corrected later the following day, was wholly inaccurate and based on no truths, 

and the stock corrected itself (Wingfield, 2009).  Just a few months later in 2009, Jobs 

actually did inform the company in an email that he was taking a break for health 

concerns that really were not anything serious but simply had to be addressed, and he 

would at least temporarily step aside as a CEO, but planned to soon return to the 

company. However, the following week, Jobs was hospitalized and was reported to need 

a liver transplant, and Apple stock dropped 18 percent in a single afternoon in January 

2009, and doctors offered no explanation of his condition or expectations for his recovery 

(Szabo, 2009). This is a new kind of personal branding crisis, and it begs attention: What 

happens to the economic value of a personal brand when the personal brand itself, 
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considered a visionary and the vital cog in the financial lifeblood of the company, suffers 

from failed health (Wingfield, 2009)? Building the Jobs brand as Apple became a 

competitor with Microsoft in the 1980s and 1990s, before Jobs left Apple and Apple fell 

far behind Microsoft, and then revived with Jobs’ triumphant return to the company in 

time to make the Mac relevant again and the leader in mobile technology was a techno-

coupe d’état (Szabo, 2009). Without Jobs, the company had no clear voice out front.  

They certainly had none that was either recognizable or reassuring after his heath crisis 

hit Wall Street and took a bite out of Apple’s stock as Tim Cook was pushed out front as 

Apple’s CEO to mitigate Apple’s very unique “Jobs crisis” (Wingfield, 2009). Without 

the personal brand of Jobs, Apple and other companies hoping to rebound from product-

harm crises will have to have some sort of other brand equity in place to lean on to 

reassure consumers and get through times of challenges and obstacles (Cleeren, 

Dekimpe, & Helsen, 2008). While the idea of personal brands might be the new frontier 

around which brand loyalty and spokesperson credibility is based, as the Jobs’ situation 

demonstrates, it is also potentially fraught with other concerns, particularly in those that 

are crisis-related. 

 

Hypotheses and research questions 

 The following hypotheses and research questions were derived based upon the 

review of literature: 

H1: The rhetoric of Mr. Gates will vary based upon the digital literacy level of his 

audience.  
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H2: The specific topics Bill Gates highlights in his speeches will vary by the 

audience’s vocational composition.  

 

H3: The rhetoric of Bill Gates will evolve from being visionary and entrepreneurial 

to more concrete about what products Microsoft is working on, and how those will 

affect the lives of users, clients and both internal and external customers. 

 

RQ1: What words, terms and phrases does Bill Gates use to explicate Microsoft as a 

product, and how does that language affect Mr. Gates’ credibility as a spokesperson 

for the company he co-founded? 

 

RQ2: How are the rhetorical themes of Bill Gates similar and different when 

delivered to audiences of college students, business leaders, government leaders, 

stockholders and computer programmers?  

 

RQ3: How does the rhetoric of Bill Gates develop his personal brand and establish a 

direction or vision that can be traced through his public speeches over a 13-year 

period ending in 2008? 

 

RQ4: How does the technological Darwinism of the computer, software and more 

recently mobile technology affect the themes and contexts Bill Gates used in his 

speeches over time?  
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Chapter III 

Method 

As Mass Communication theory evolved through the 20th Century, research was 

often quantitative in nature as the social sciences sought the academic respect the hard 

sciences had with its numbers-based research. However, as technology, specifically the 

World Wide Web, created literally a “New Media,” researchers, users and business 

owners with new media interests started to ask “how” and “why” instead of only “how 

many” and “how often.” This study employs content analysis of Bill Gates’ speeches 

from 1996 to 2008. 

Content analysis is an unobtrusive research method that can be used for both 

quantitative and qualitative purposes because it can be replicated and is both objective 

and systematic (Berelson, 1952). Content analysis is described as a “research technique 

for the objective, systematic and quantitative description of the manifest content of 

communication” (p. 18). A key to producing reliable and valid data from content analysis 

is objectively finding unique aspects in the text and message it portrays. 

The idea behind content analysis is taking many words from text and classifying it 

into categories of content (Weber, 1990). The growing popularity of content analysis, 

especially since the proliferation and increased quality of computer-software programs 

that analyze content, allows researchers to study text more deeply than ever before. These 

new programs can detect phrases and terms, and associate them with one another, in a 

matter of minutes whereas in the past it would take researchers years to do the same 

thing. This allows researchers to get meaning and construct themes from content like 

never before. But there are also several simple methods that are still valid, such as  
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counting the number of times a word is used or referencing particular groups with certain 

frequency. While building understanding through themes and drawing meaning with the 

computer-software content analysis is a great opportunity for researchers, there is still 

great value in using such highly valid and reliable procedures such as counting terms, 

geographical slang, and even active or passive verb use, though these can also be done by 

current computer-software programs, which saves researchers a lot of time and provides 

more consistent and accurate results. 

Any academic or business discipline can use content analysis as a method (Berg, 

2008). This form of analysis can be used for any kind of written or spoken text to 

“identify patterns, themes biases and meanings” (p. 338). Researchers have several 

choices in terms of what to look for, and how deep, using content analysis (Babbie, 

2007).  

Before content analysis was an accepted and respected research method, it was 

believed that validation could only be achieved in mass communications if the content 

analysis was limited to behavioral effects or audience perceptions (Janis, 1949). 

A wide variety of artifacts can be used for content analysis (Berg, 2008). Any sort 

of speech, articles, books, field notes, photographs, and transcripts can be collected for 

data. 

After text or other material is gathered, codes should be designated to look for 

specific themes and labels. Whether the content analysis is done by humans or 

computers, the data is then analyzed to “isolate meaningful patters and processes” (p. 

341). These patterns are then compared and deductions made through the use of literature 
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comprised of previous research, and if the content analysis has validity, some 

generalizations can be reported. 

The process of content analysis must also be exhaustive (Berg, 2008): 

The criteria of selection used in any given content analysis must be sufficiently 

exhaustive to account for each variation of message content and must be rigidly 

and consistently applied so that other researchers or readers, a looking at he same 

messages, would obtain the same or comparable results. This may be considered a 

kind of reliability of the measures and a validation of eventual findings. (p. 342) 

 Researchers can choose between latent and manifest content (Babbie, 2007). 

When depth is preferred, which involves a greater range of information and observations, 

they are looking for latent content. Manifest content, on the other hand, has more to do 

with the visible or surface content. An example of latent content might be putting 

together themes by coding and analyzing key terms and the active versus passive tense of 

verbs on key issues. Manifest content is more apparent and more easily explicated, and 

would involve, for example, defining a novel as a romance novel or not based on how 

many times the words “sex” or “love” are used in the text. 

 Manifest content is more visible and easier to recognize. A word or list of key 

words and terms might be used to detect meaning. Manifest content is also better for 

reliability for both coding and for measurement purposes (Babbie, 2007). 

 Latent content is the deeper or “underlying meaning” (p. 325) of the terms in the 

text. In latent content analysis, key words, terms, phrases and themes can still be used. 

However, the digging deeper might involve discovering the context in which they were 

used, and exploring the particular themes of the text, so the frequency of these words 
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might or might not be relevant in latent content analysis. While latent content has the 

potential to give more depth to the research and gain a deeper understanding, the issue of 

reliability and objectivity, both hallmarks of the method, grow exponentially as a 

concern. Some or even most researchers might have different biases on which themes and 

meaning can be derived from particular texts. This is a more serious issue if multiple 

coders are used in latent content analysis, because inter-rater reliability will continue to 

grow as a concern as more coders are enlisted in the project (Neuendorf, 2002). 

 One of the purposes of content analysis is to focus on internal textual context, 

which are content contexts, structural and linguistic (Babbie, 2007). 

 Like any research method, content analysis should be justified by what is going to 

be studied, what theory is being used, and the rationale for the study (Neuendorf, 2002). 

In this case, this researcher wants to understand the technological rhetoric and personal 

brand of Microsoft founder Bill Gates through the corporate speeches Gates gave from 

1996 to 2008. Given the abundance of textual data available for analysis, content analysis 

represents an ideal method for detecting patterns and regularities in these speeches. 

Moreover, the analysis of manifest content within these speeches provides a window into 

the latent meaning that underscores Gates’ rhetorical vision.  

 To get data into a uniform format, it must be categorized, or coded, by a group of 

working definitions (Babbie, 2007). No matter whether the form of communication is 

spoken, written, or broadcast, there must be a framework through which explication can 

take place  (Neuendorf, 2002). The codes must be defined in unambiguous ways if 

meaning is to be obtained and analyses. 
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 Developing measures is essential to operationalization for content analysis. These 

measurement techniques are coding schemes, which for a case such as this analysis is a 

dictionary since it is a textual analysis (Janis, 1949). The rhetorical demands of this 

research and the rigor needed to draw conclusions will mean the construction of a 

codebook but also the computer assisted rhetorical breakdown offered with content 

analysis software.  

 There is a goal to be exhaustive in the categories that are set (Neuendorf, 2002). It 

is essential in coding that each and every unit has one, and no more than one, appropriate 

code (Janis, 1949). This is required to ensure both reliability and validity (Berg, 2008). 

Since a large part of technological rhetoric involves a new use of language, scales need to 

be clearly defined so meaning can be made (Richmond, 1990). But in any case of content 

analysis, the concept of validation is something that warrants constant attention (Janis, 

1949). Until, however, coding schemes are replicated, or tested again, it cannot actually 

be claimed that they are valid (Christophel, 1990). However, basing coding on schemes 

used in the past is the safest way to form reliable and valid dictionaries and coding 

schemes (Beaty & Payne, 1985). 

 One possible advantage of content analysis, if done properly, is that a variable can 

be measured in two ways (Neuendorf, 2002). For example, people’s actual weight could 

be counted as a number. However, this could also be done by categories such as light, 

medium and heavy if measured by weight ranges separated into classes. The key for 

content analysis is realizing the variable is not necessarily connected to the level of 

measurement. 
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 The same levels of measurement used in all other analysis are also used in content 

analysis. The least complex or most simple is nominal (Stevens, 1951). This will use 

numbers for categories only, not for any ranking. There is no order to these numbers; a 

greater number will not mean more, as in weight or height in inches. These are simply 

labels. 

 An ordinal scale does use a continuum to rank categories but the numbers do not 

indicate there are intervals that are equal between each group (Babbie, 2007). In other 

words, analysis cannot be used on the numbers that involves anything mathematically 

related. A number can be used, again in the case of weight, to indicate heaviest and a 

smaller number to indicate lightest, but aside from ranking them and indicating groups, 

no specific math can be used in a statistical sense for evaluation.  

 An interval scales does offer quantitative explication, but in this case zero does 

not indicate a complete lack of whatever is being measured (Neuendorf, 2002). The gaps 

between the labels are usually equal, however, which allows for better quantitative 

measurement, but “zero” only arbitrary (Stevens, 1951). 

 Finally, ratio offers the best means for statistical applications of any of the options 

of level of measurement in content analysis (Rosengren, 1981). A ratio measurement has 

a meaningful zero, and the numbers have equal intervals. This level of measurement is 

very difficult to use for content analysis, as is interval (Carney, 1971). 

 The idea of computer coding goes back more than half a century (Stone, Dunphy, 

Smith, & Oglivie, 1966). These programs have become so advanced at detecting themes 

and meaning that not using computers for text content analysis is now the exception 

(Franke, 2000). While human coding will have its place among those scholars who 
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always practiced it that way, as the software has gotten better and more advanced it is 

hard to justify not using computer content analysis over traditional human coding 

(Markel, 1998). Content analysis software helps detect meaning and themes better than 

using human coders (Weber, 1990): 

Compared with human-coded or interpretive modes of text analysis, one of the 

most important advantages of computer-aided content analysis is that the rules for 

coding text are made explicit. This public nature of the coding rules yields tools 

for inquiry that, when applied to a variety of texts, generate formally comparable 

results. (p. 41) 

For those who do not embrace the computer content analysis, they can consider 

using the computer text analysis but supplement that with the traditional coding done by 

humans, in particular for latent content (Evans, 1996). 

Reliability and validity 

 Content analysis has three issues germane to reliability (Krippendorff, 1980). 

Stability, or the ability for the content classification to remain constant over time without 

change, is related to coding inconsistency. A lack of consistency in coding leads to a lack 

of stability. The second issue related to reliability is if the classification procedure can be 

reproduced with the same result. This reproducibility issue is also known as inter-coder 

reliability, and has to do with whether the same results are produced when a text is coded 

by more than one coder. There has to be agreement on codes and shared meaning to 

avoid ambiguities in coding. Having a high rate of reproducibility is not just a tenet but 

also a minimum standard for content analysis (Weber, 1990). The third type of reliability 

pertinent to textual analysis, or content analysis, is accuracy. Accuracy is the most 
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significant issue related to reliability, and it can be used to compare standard coding that 

has already been used against new coding measures. Many of the computer-software 

programs for coding are more reliable than human coding because these computer-

software programs are based on coding done in the past using established measures. 

 Researchers who are struggling with issues of reliability often deal with the 

problem at the wrong time (Weber, 1990). The most common area of reliability issues is 

researchers wanting their data to appear more reliable than it is. To that end, coder 

disagreements are dealt with improperly, which actually hurts reliability more than it 

helps if it is done at the wrong time. Researchers resolve coding issues often by seniority, 

which brings a bias that is more inline with the senior researcher (Weber, 1990). 

Therefore, it is better to analyze the coding system’s reliability before such disagreements 

are addressed.  

 While reliability is an issue of constant concern in content analysis, validity can 

be dealt with by using precise, consistent, and unambiguous measures and codes 

(Krippendorff, 1980). External validity has a lot more issues to be resolved compared to 

internal validity. Internal validity for content analysis means having unambiguous 

measures. Since validity is largely related to the text, or series of texts, being analyzed, it 

can be hard to take, for example, textual analysis of sports press conference transcripts 

and use the same codes and measures for transcripts from Congressional Hearings. But 

the same rules apply, having clear definitions and consistent measures. Content analysis 

also requires that researchers use the best and most appropriate options for their work. 

Mining through the data for appropriate content on which to perform content analysis is a 

key to, in particular, internal validity. Another example would be for the analysis of 
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photographs. Rather than use closely cropped photographs or thumbnail versions, getting 

full copies of the photo that can better be examined would be a key to validity so that 

everything in the photo can be seen. If the research, however, concerns the cropping of 

photos, then of course cropped photos would be used. 

 External validity, in the case of what is being studied in this research, Bill Gates’ 

public speeches, could be measured by comparing the analysis of his rhetoric across 

audiences, from speaking to trade shows where distributors are being pitched Microsoft 

products, to university audiences comprised largely of students, and to programmers 

within the industry who Gates is trying to explicate his latest software to during a speech. 

The breadth of the research and material being analyzed must be fully disclosed, from 

dictionaries and codebooks to how the material was selected, which would produce both 

reliability and, if replicated, validity. Making generalizations can be difficult; however, if 

the consistency of measures remains and protocol is followed, content analysis of one 

speaker, such as Gates, could be compared to that of someone such as Apple’s Steve 

Jobs, who also headed a major technological company until early 2009. External validity, 

is an issue among different content analysis software programs, especially since each 

program’s dictionaries and coding schemes are copyrighted material and are not open-

sourced to researches. To make results more valid and generalizeable, and to make this 

method more accepted and respected in the research community, these programs must be 

“opened” to the research community, or issues of validity will continue to plague, and 

perhaps stall the development of, computer-assisted content analysis.  

 Content validity is another issue related to all analyses, but in particular content 

analysis. If the concept being measured is a subject’s credibility as a spokesman and the 



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 65

rhetoric used to define a brand, then all possible transcripts related to that person’s role as 

a spokesperson should be, whenever possible, included in that analysis (Gottschalk, 

1995). In the case of Bill Gates, Microsoft’s press department provided transcripts of all 

of Gates’ public speeches from 1996 to 2008. 

Computer textual content analysis 

 Content analysis computer software provides researchers with a way to analyze 

almost limitless amounts of text (Weber, 1990). It also allows researchers to detect 

meaning and themes more easily because of the hours saved. Also, these software 

programs “provides perfect coder reliability in the application of coding rules to text” (p. 

41). A primary concern for textual analysis has always been data reduction, that there is 

simply too much text to sift through for tired eyes. In the case of a lot of text particularly, 

this in the past has meant simply adding more coders, often graduate students. Content 

analysis software programs allow researchers to use a standard, reliable program to draw 

meaning and find context in text more than ever before (Weber, 1990). 

 Computer programs for content analysis have proliferated to more than 100 

(Neuendorf, 2002). These programs can perform the same functions that human coders 

do, from simply counting the number of times certain words, terms and phrases appear, to 

developing dictionaries and codebooks. These programs can, as of 2006, also connect 

words and detect themes and meanings. Such programs also often include the capabilities 

to number the data in ways that it can be directly analyzed using Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences Software, or SPSS. These are very useful for computing counts of 

words and terms. Many computer programs use standard dictionaries, though terms can 

be added for customization, which has allowed researchers using computer-software 
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programs to attain comparable results (Weber, 1990). As this software becomes the 

standard way to perform content analysis, “over time, this comparability should lead to 

the cumulation of research findings” (p. 41). 

Such work before the software programs would take months, and even years, for 

volumes of work: Indeed, volume was the biggest obstacle for researchers wanting to 

evaluate publications and books. Coders would have to be trained, and go through, page 

by page, sentence by sentence, and word by word, counting each one, and looking for 

words and phrases that were used, and how they were connected to other terms and words 

to establish meaning. Now, the software program does that for the researcher. Those 

researchers who have embraced this software and use it proficiently are now being 

encouraged to use as much relevant, specific text as possible, which also helps with both 

reliability and validity issues. Though some computer programs allow the user to create 

dictionaries, many provide that, and in fact establish themes by noting, without being 

instructed, recurring themes and phrases, which when presented to the researcher at the 

program’s completion of analyses of all texts, can then be used for analysis by the 

researcher (Weber, 1990): 

Computers can be used to manipulate the text easily, displaying it in various ways 

that often reveal aspects of symbol usage not otherwise apparent. For example, 

one can display all sentences or other units of texts containing a particular word or 

phrase. Another use of computers is to count systems… (p. 12) 

 There is a move, as has occurred in the past with nearly every new technology, 

from having a few expensive content analysis programs to dozens and perhaps now even 

hundreds.  
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Variables/measures 

 The analysis of the rhetoric of Bill Gates, from his public speeches given from 

1996 to 2008, should give insight and understanding to the language and terms he used 

with different crowds. The units of analysis will be all the speeches he gave, 280 total 

speeches, during that time period. 

 These speeches will be broken down by years. Frequencies will be used to see 

which words occurred most often for each particular year. The specific use of 

technological terms and phrases will be measured to see how Mr. Gates shifted his 

attention from the personal computer to mobile technologies, and how these differ by 

year, particularly as mobile technology became more omnipresent. Though the computer 

program being used for this research, developed by Kevin Dooley, founder and president 

of Crawdad Technologies, has built-in dictionaries and schemes for detecting themes and 

context, specific terms and words such as innovation, costs, digital literacy, and others 

will be assessed for number of times used and in which particular context the terms and 

words are most prevalent. However, initial test analysis with speeches from politicians 

revealed that Crawdad has limitations for word frequencies. Common words such as 

“the” cannot be deleted. Also, there is no way to measure the stem of certain words; 

words like innovate, innovative, and innovating would be measured separately. Also, all 

numbers show up in Crawdad as “QN” (Quantity Number). So while word-pairs will be 

used from Crawdad, word frequencies will be done by the researcher for each year so that 

counts can be totaled accurately. However, since Crawdad does measure word-pairs in 

ways that other programs cannot, it will be used for resonance analysis among word 
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pairs, with words such as “the” and quantity numbers deleted from the list before being 

used for analysis. 

Calais was developed originally by ClearForest before the program was sold to, 

and further developed to its current form, by another company, Thomson Reuters. 

Thomson Reuters is a company created in 2008 by the academic publisher Thomson and 

Reuters, a news service similar to the Associated Press. On the viewer page used for 

analysis, where data was copied and pasted and then submitted for analysis, 

http://viewer.opencalais.com, Thomson Reuters explains the application with the 

following: 

The Calais initiative is about enabling semantic applications by providing a 

metadata generation web service, sample applications using that service to 

jumpstart development efforts, and support for developers. The Calais web 

service automatically attaches rich semantic metadata to the content you submit. 

Using natural language processing, machine learning and other methods, Calais 

categorizes and links your document with entities (people, places, organizations, 

etc.), facts (person "x" works for company "y"), and events (person "z" was 

appointed chairman of company "y" on date "x") (http://viewer.opencalais.com). 

 Though the results for test data run on the Calais software from a President 

Obama speech provided terms in a colorful format, for the purposes of inclusion within 

the text of this research, the top part of the analysis column will be copied as a screen 

shot, copied into a graphics management program, saved as a .JPG file, converted from a 

color to black-and-white image, cropped to fit within APA guidelines, and pasted within 

the text of this dissertation as a black-and-white graphic. 
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 Another purpose of this research is to understand how Mr. Gates changed his 

language and rhetoric for each audience. Accordingly, these speeches will be broken 

down into audiences, and compared against each other for 1997, because that was only 

one of two years in which Gates’ addressed Microsoft Shareholders. The categories of 

college university audiences, politicians, shareholders, CEOs at the yearly “Microsoft 

CEO Summit,” and developers will be measured for 1997. A college-audience speech 

from 1998 will be used because in 1997 Gates spoke to no domestic college audiences. 

Only one year was studied because there was a limitation to how much text could be 

analyzed with Calais software. Also, there were only two years of transcripts of Gates’ 

speeches to shareholders. The other reason was that Gates’ themes changed year to year 

based on industry trends and Microsoft’s products being released and developed during 

each particular year, so comparing audiences by years would not yield results that were 

not comparable and too dissimilar for comparison. For example, comparing  a year in 

which a new version of Windows was released to a year where the focus was partnerships 

had few, if any, rhetorical parallels and even themes for analysis. 

 As another research tool, all 280 speeches were read to get an intellectual grasp of 

the themes and how they changed from year to year as the industry changed, Microsoft 

diversified its products and business alliances, and Gates’ role within his company shifted 

from CEO to Chief Software Architect. This holistic approach, by adding this 

methodological technique, helped maximize the understanding of the data and offered a 

more robust picture of the speeches, shifting of themes through the years, audiences and 

rhetoric. 
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 Qualitative analysis will be used to measure the themes that Mr. Gates focuses on, 

and which themes are used most often for which specific audience. These themes will be 

compared to other groups. These themes will also be used to compare speeches by year. 

Rhetorical analysis of these texts will be used to establish a context for the language used 

in his speeches. Qualitative methods will be used to analyze how Mr. Gates is credible as 

a spokesperson for Microsoft. To explicate the personal brand of Mr. Gates and link it to 

the public perception of Microsoft, analysis of his rhetoric will be used through the 

content analysis of his speeches. Mr. Gates was leading Microsoft in a competitive 

environment, where he and his competitors were in a struggle to lead the Darwinistic 

evolution of technology. The rhetoric he used to shape the vision he had for his company 

and products, and the terms and themes he used to unfold these messages, will be 

analyzed for context. The personal brand of Gates will be explicated through the research 

by the brand roadmaps and assessments developed by Bedbury (2002) and Moser (2003). 
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Chapter IV 

Results 

 Calais software was used to analyze speeches by year with word frequencies, and 

Calais to analyze the data by audience. For audience analysis, text was taken from 

speeches and pasted into the window of the Calais program. The program calculated the 

theme in percentages, and all speeches, regardless of audience, included a majority of 

technological rhetoric. Calais also provided “industry” terms from the business world by 

topic and, again by percentages, determined how much relevance the major words used 

had in the speech. Calais also provided technology terms, how frequently they were used, 

and how much resonance those terms had within the speech. Word-frequencies were 

done by year in Microsoft Word and assembled into a Excel file for overall counts by 

year. For single words, the Crawdad program would not yield results usable for this 

research because the program did not perform the task of word-frequencies. Also, 

Crawdad would not eliminate words such as “things” or “people.” It also would not total 

the same word in different form such as innovate, innovating, innovation, innovative, etc. 

So these words were done in a search program and totaled. A word-frequencies total with 

the top 34 words appears on the next page. Additionally, all the graphs, year by year, 

appear in this section at the start of year-by-year results with the top word counts for each 

year, from left to right, in Figures 1 through 13. Crawdad was used for word-pairs. In the 

case of word-pair analysis, the Crawdad software has a built-in dictionary assigning 

values to each word. The use of words in pairs is then analyzed by Crawdad, with the 

most frequent words occurring together grouped with each other. These words each have 
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a value, and the value of each word is multiplied by each other, and then by the number 

of times the word pair occurs in noun phrases.  

Table 1 

Total word frequencies across all years studied (1996-2008). 

Term Frequency Term Frequency 

1. PC 3537 18. Super 239 

2. Internet 2897 19. Broadband 219 

3. Microsoft 2100 20. IBM 179 

4. Digital 1399 21. Privacy 146 

5. Communication 835 22. Moore's Law 112 

6. Government 793 23. Cell Phone 109 

7. Research 668 24. Videogames 85 

8. Innovate 647 25. Web TV 64 

9. Television 643 26. Regulate 63 

10. Security 600 27. Apple 62 

11. Education 501 28. Cool 49 

12. Future 448 29. Usability 46 

13. Wireless 431 30. Literacy 34 

14. Stream/Streaming 349 31. Google 28 

15. Mobile 276 32. Voice Recognition 25 

16. Health 276 33. Legislate/Legislator 18 

17. Neat 260 34. Yahoo 13 
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Yearly word frequencies and word pairs 

 

 

Figure 1. 1996 Word frequencies 
 
 

 
 
 In 1996, Gates’ speeches were dominated by the “Internet” with 225 occurrences. 

This correlates with the assertion made in the book Overdrive (Wallace, 1997) that Gates, 

in 1995, had gone from not taking the Internet seriously enough to devoting complete 

teams of executives, marketing people and programmers to the Internet, this after 

Microsoft was late to the online battle. Gates had said prior to developing the Internet 

Explorer browser that he did not see the Internet as a revenue producer, especially after 

Netscape gave away its Internet browser for free. However, in his 1996 speeches, clearly, 

word frequencies indicate that Gates was aware of and focused on the Internet.  The term 

“personal computer” or “PC,” was second with 150 occurrences. Gates referred to his 

company, “Microsoft,” 61 times in speeches that year. “Communication” was used 30 

times, and “television” was used 30 times also. The word “innovate,” one of the key 

words studied in the speeches for this research, was used 29 times in 1996 speeches. 
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“Security” was used 23 times and “research” was used 18 times. “Moore’s Law” 

occurred 12 times. “Digital,” another word that was monitored with the core group of 

technical words, was used 11 times by Gates, while two more words focused on by this 

researcher, “education” and “future,” were used 10 and eight times, respectively. Gates 

said “wireless” and “government” five times apiece in 1996. “Privacy” and “regulate” 

occurred three times each. “Web TV” and “mobile” were used one time apiece in 1996. 

In terms of word pairs for 1996, Crawdad software revealed that the most frequent 

word pair was “people” and “personal computer.” The second-highest linkage was the 

word-pair “People” and “internet.” “People” and “information” was next along with the 

word-pair “personal computer” and “Internet.”  

In 1996, Gates gave 10 speeches, including two to colleges and four to 

professional developer/programmers conferences. He gave one in Paris to international 

tech business leaders, one to a conference of librarians, one to a conference noting 

similarities between the Internet and Intranets, and one with President Bill Clinton to 

announce a $10 donation from Microsoft to Washington State technical and community 

colleges. 
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Figure 2. 1997 Word frequencies 

 

 In 1997, “personal computer” was the most frequently used term by Gates, with a 

frequency count of 502. “Internet” was used 419 times, which made it the second most 

frequently occurring word. Gates used his company name “Microsoft” 294 times in 1997 

speeches. “Digital” was the fourth most frequent word used with 101 occurrences, more 

than a ten-fold increase from the previous year. “Television” was used 98 times. This 

word was identified for frequencies because at the time Microsoft was pursuing “Web 

TV,” believing that with the development of “black box” technology people would 

switch to using their television as a personal computer. “Research” occurred 79 times, 

and “communication” was used 71 times. “Innovate” occurred 55 times, and “future” 49 

times. “Education” was used 24 times in 1997, more than double the times used in 1996. 

In 1997, Gates used “government” 44 times, nearly nine times more than the previous 

year. This term was included in the key group of words because of the investigations of 

Microsoft by the Federal Trade Commission and then the Justice Department during 

those years. “Security” was used 43 times. “Moore’s Law” occurred 23 times. “Web TV” 
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was used 19 times in 1997. “Wireless” and “regulate” occurred 10 times each. “Privacy” 

occurred three times. 

 In terms of word pairs for 1997, Crawdad software revealed that “people” and 

“information” appeared most frequently. “People” and “system” was next while “people 

and “personal computer” was the third most frequent. “People” and “Internet” was next. 

In 1997, Gates gave 30 speeches, including 11 speeches to 

developers/programmers, one to Microsoft stockholders, one at the Microsoft CEO 

Summit, none to American universities, one to an international college (Cambridge 

University in England), two to politicians, one to launch Internet Explorer 4.0, and one to 

launch Office 97 in New York. 

 

Figure 3. 1998 Word frequencies 

 

In 1998, the top word again was “personal computer,” or “PC,” which occurred 

638 times. “Internet” dropped to second most occurring word with 439 times, and the 

name “Microsoft” was next with 305 occurrences. “Digital” occurred 188 times while 
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“government” was used 147 times, and “television” occurred 115 times. “Future” was 

used 83 times by Gates, and “innovate” was used 79 times. “Communication” was used 

77 times. “Research” occurred 64 times and “security” was used 33 times, a drop of 10 

from the previous year.  “Education” appeared 31 times. “Web TV” was used 30 times in 

1998. In 1998, Gates used “neat” more times than he did in the entire time studied, with 

38 occurrences. “Security” was mentioned 25 times. “Regulate” occurred 17 times, which 

coincided with the resolution of most government queries of Microsoft, and would never 

appear more than six times in a year again in the time studied. “Moore’s Law” occurred 

16 times. 

 In 1998, the leading frequency for word-pair association was “people” and 

“personal computer.” The second most frequent word pair was “people” and 

“information.” “People” and “Internet” was third, and fourth was the word pair “people” 

and “company.” 

 In 1998, Gates gave 35 speeches, including 12 to developers/programmers, three 

to colleges (Indiana University, Stanford and Valencia Community College), two to 

launch Windows ’98, and one for a vaccine program for the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation.  
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Figure 4. 1999 Word frequencies 

 

 In 1999, “Internet” was the most frequently occurring term with 578 occurrences. 

The “personal computer” was next with 426 occurrences. For the first time, “digital” was 

third with 249 mentions – Gates had dubbed the decade starting in 2000 as the coming 

“Digital Decade” –  while “Microsoft” was fourth with 170 occurrences. “Government” 

had 100 occurrences and “communication” was used 99 times, its highest to date. 

“Wireless” had a nearly five-fold increase to 97 occurrences in 1998. “Television” 

occurred 57 times, fewer than half as many times it did the previous. “Security,” on the 

other hand, more than doubled from the previous year to 50 occurrences. The use of 

“education” increased again, with 47 occurrences. “Innovate” occurred 39 times and 

“future” was used 31 times. After 1, 1 and 4 occurrences the first three years, 

“broadband” had 11 occurrences in 1999. “Moore’s Law” dropped to single-figure 

occurrences with six uses. “Web TV” dropped to five occurrences. “Regulate” fell from 

double-figure occurrences to just six and would never again have more than four in the 
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remainder of the years studied. “Voice recognition” which had not been mentioned in 

1997 or 1998, was mentioned six times. 

 In 1999, the words “people” and “Internet” appeared most frequently while 

second-most frequent was “Way” and “new.” “People” and “information” was third, 

while “people” and “company” while fourth was “information” and “way.” 

 In 1999, Gates gave 31 speeches, including 10 to developers/programmers, five to 

colleges (London Business School, Columbia/NYU Business School, Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, the New York Institute of Technology, and Georgetown 

University), two to international business leaders, one to the Joint Economic Committee 

of U.S. Congress, and one to the Microsoft CEO Summit. 

 

Figure 5. 2000 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2000, “personal computer” again led the way with 458 occurrences, with 

“Internet” second with 275 uses. “Digital” was third with 186 uses while “Microsoft” was 

used 119 times. “Wireless” remained constant with 96 occurrences. “Communication” 
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was used 95 times. “Government” dropped more than a quarter from the previous year to 

71 occurrences. “Security” doubled to 50 occurrences while “television” dropped to 32 

times, and “innovate” fell by nearly half to 23 occurrences. “Broadband” doubled, 

passing 20 for the first time, with 21 occurrences in 2000. “Education” dropped more 

than half from the previous year, to 19 occurrences. “Research” also fell off by nearly 

half with 15 occurrences. “Web TV” occurred seven times. “Voice recognition” again 

was mentioned six times.  

 In terms of word pairs for 2000, Crawdad software revealed that “people” and 

“information” appeared most frequently while “People and “personal computer” were 

second. Another new addition revealed by Crawdad, for the first time in 2000, was 

“device” and “different” which was the third-most frequent. “People” and “different” 

were forth, and the word pair “people” and “software” were fifth. 

 In 2000, Gates gave 22 speeches, including six to developers, two to conferences 

in Australia (both in Sydney), one to videogame developers, one to the Microsoft CEO 

Summit, and one to the Windows 2000 Conference and Expo. None were given to 

American colleges that year, though one was given to “Malaysian Multimedia 

University.” 
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Figure 6. 2001 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2001, “personal computer” was first with 293 occurrences. The word “Internet” 

dropped nearly a third from the previous year, and more than half its previous low, to 102 

times. That moved “Microsoft” into second place for most occurrences in 2001 with 150 

mentions. “Digital” had 118 occurrences. “Research” nearly quadrupled from the 

previous year to 59 mentions. “Wireless” dropped by more than half with 38 uses. 

“Security” had 23 occurrences and “television” fell to its lowest level to date with 20 

mentions. “Broadband” remained constant with 20 occurrences. “Education” dropped to 

just nine occurrences. “Innovate” had its lowest frequency not only to date, but the lowest 

it would experience for the entire 13-year study, with seven occurrences. Likewise, 

“government” had an all-time low of six mentions. “Moore’s Law” had six occurrences. 

“Privacy” was sliced more than 10-fold, with just two mentions, a low in the study as 

well. “Voice recognition” fell to one occurrence and would have no more than two in any 

remaining year of the study. Likewise, “Web TV,” which was no longer being marketed, 
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was not mentioned at all for the first time, and would only have a total of two mentions 

over the final seven years of the study. 

 In 2001, the leading word pair was “people” and “way” while the second most-

frequent word-pair association was “people” and “personal computer.” Third was 

“people” and “information” while fourth was “device” and “different.” 

 In 2001, Gates gave 17 speeches, including nine to developers/programmers,   

 three to the Windows XP launch, two about the future of technology, and one to the 

Microsoft CEO Summit. No speeches were given to American or international colleges 

and universities.  

 

Figure 7. 2002 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2002, for the first time in the study, “Microsoft” had the most occurrences, 

with 137. “Personal computer” was next with 118 mentions, fewer than half compared to 

the previous year, and less than a fifth of the times it occurred in its most frequent year 

four years earlier. “Internet” also continued to slide, with just 79 occurrences. “Digital” 
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dropped to double digits for the first time since 1996, with 83 occurrences. “Security” 

more than doubled from the previous year, to 57 occurrences. “Government” was back on 

the rise with 54 mentions, nine times what it had the previous year. However, “regulate” 

tailed off for the third straight year, to 50 occurrences and “research” fell by almost a 

third to 41 occurrences. “Innovate” improved five-fold from the previous year, to 34 

mentions. “Wireless” again fell, this time to 29 occurrences but “broadband” jumped by 

almost a third to 28. “Future” slightly increased from the previous year up to 14 in 2002. 

“Television” had just 14 mentions in 2002, a fraction of the 115 it had in 1998. 

“Education” was up just one occurrence from the previous year, with 10 occurrences in 

2002.  

 In 2002, the leading association for word-pairs revealed by Crawdad was 

“people” and “software,” followed by “people” and “system.” Next was the word pair of 

“people” and “way” at .048, followed by “people” and “information.”  

 In 2002, Gates gave 17 speeches, including three to developers/programmers, two 

to U.S. leadership conferences, one for the launch of Microsoft Network 8 (MSN 8), one 

on convergence, one for the launch of Microsoft Media 9 series launch, one to an 

electronics show, one to a university (Stanford), and one to the Microsoft CEO Summit. 
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Figure 8. 2003 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2003, “Internet” and “personal computer” led the way, with 169 and 143 

occurrences, respectively. “Security” passed “digital” for the first time. In fact, “security” 

nearly doubled from the previous year, up to 95 in 2003. “Digital” had the exact same 

count as the year before, 83. “Wireless” also stayed constant with 72. “Mobile” had the 

biggest increase, a nearly 10-fold increase in occurrences, with 48. “Government” slid to 

38 occurrences, while “future” more than doubled to 37. “Research” went down by 

nearly a quarter to 31 from the previous year. “Broadband” and “wireless” remained 

constant with 31 and 27 occurrences, respectively. “Privacy” also spiked, jumping to 26 

occurrences. However, “innovate” dropped nearly in half, to 18 occurrences in 2003. 

“Education” rose slightly to 14 occurrences. “Regulate” had three occurrences for the 

second year in a row and would stay within one of that total the rest of the study. 
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 In 2003, the leading word pair was “people” and “way” followed by “people” and 

“information.” Third was “people” and “system” while fourth was the word pair 

“different” and “device.” 

 In 2003, Gates gave 17 speeches for the third year in a row, including six to 

developers/programmers, one to launch Microsoft Office System 2003, one to an 

electronics show, one to the Microsoft CEO Summit, and one to the 50th Anniversary of 

the India Institute of Technology (none to other international or American colleges and 

universities). 

 

Figure 9. 2004 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2004, only two words had more than 100 occurrences apiece. Leading the way 

was “personal computer” with 145 occurrences. Second was “Microsoft” with 116 

occurrences, its lowest since 1996. “Security” remained constant, with 96 occurrences. 

For the first time, “research” passed “digital”; “research” more than doubled from the 

previous year, with 69 occurrences. “Digital” dropped by nearly one-fourth to 62 
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occurrences, its lowest total since 1996. “Internet” fell to a study-low 55 occurrences. 

“Innovate” nearly doubled, to 35 occurrences, from the previous year. “Wireless” also 

improved in 2004, going up to 47 occurrences while “mobile” tailed off to 30. 

“Government” dropped to 24. “Future” also fell to 24 occurrences, while “education” 

increased slightly to 22 occurrences.  

 In 2004, the leading association for word-pairs revealed by Crawdad software was 

“people” and “way” at .069, which was followed by the word pair “people” and “system” 

at .040.  “People” and “new” was at .029 while “people” and information” was also at 

.029. In 2004, Gates gave 19 speeches, including seven to American colleges, three to 

programmers/developers, one to an electronics show, one to the United Nations Media 

Leaders Summit, and one to the Microsoft CEO Summit. 

 

Figure 10. 2005 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2005, the top four word frequencies were within 67 of each other. “Personal 

computer” was in the top slot with 177 occurrences. Second was “Microsoft” with 154, 
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and in third was “Internet” with 123. In fourth was “digital” which nearly doubled from 

the previous year, with 110 occurrences. “Research” remained constant with 68. 

“Security” had 64 occurrences, a nearly one-third drop-off from the previous year. 

“Education” more than doubled to 59 occurrences. “Future” also more than doubled to 49 

occurrences while “innovate” slightly rose to 38. After dropping precipitously the 

previous year, “mobile” stayed constant at 31. “Moore’s Law” remained constant with 

nine. “Web TV” had no mentions for the third straight year and would not have another 

occurrence for the remainder of the study. In 2005, the most frequent word pair was 

“people” and “software” while second was “people” and “way.” The word pair 

“software” and “new” was third, while fourth was “way” and “different.” In 2005, Gates 

gave 28 speeches, including seven speeches to American universities, four to 

developers/programmers, four to government leaders (two in the U.S., two international), 

one to Microsoft Shareholders, on convergence, and one to the Microsoft CEO Summit. 

Figure 11. 2006 Word frequencies 
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 In 2006, the only three terms above a hundred were even more closely clustered, 

with a variance of only 18 from third to first. The leading term was again “personal 

computer” with 124 occurrences. The second most frequently occurring term was 

“Microsoft” with 112, while “Internet” was third with 106 occurrences. “Innovate” 

climbed by nearly a quarter to 52. “Security” slid for the second year, this time by about a 

third, to 43 occurrences. “Education” dropped by almost a third to 40. “Research” was 

cut by more than half from the previous year with 26 occurrences. “Mobile” also tailed 

off, to 24 occurrences. The biggest fall, however, was “digital,” with just 23 occurrences, 

a plunge of almost four-fifths from the previous year, and a 10-fold drop from its high of 

249 in 1999. “Future” also dropped by more than half to 22 in 2006. “Privacy” dropped 

by half to seven occurrences. “Wireless” fell to 16 occurrences. 

 In 2006, the leading association for word-pairs revealed by Crawdad was 

“people” and “way.” The second leading occurring pair was “people” and “software” 

while the third most-frequently occurring pair was “way” and “new.” Fourth was 

“people” and “information.” 

 In 2006, Gates gave 16 speeches, including four to developers/programmers, three 

to international business leaders, one announcing he would step down in two years from 

his day-to-day job at Microsoft, one on business convergence, one to an electronics show, 

and one to the Microsoft CEO Summit.  
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Figure 12. 2007 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2007, a new paradigm for Gates’ rhetoric seems to emerge. In regard to word 

frequencies, “Internet” is number one, with 217 occurrences. “Personal computer” is 

second with 142 and once again “Microsoft” is third with 116. The significant change 

occurs in what follows. For the first time, “education” has more than 100 occurrences, 

nearly tripling from 2006, to its total in 2007 of 114 occurrences. “Innovation” also 

doubles from the previous year, to 105 in 2007. “Digital” also nearly quadrupled, with 95 

occurrences. “Health,” which had just three mentions the previous year, jumped to 52 in 

2007. “Security” remained consistent with 39 occurrences. “Future” rose by a third to 33 

occurrences. “Research” also nearly doubled, to 45 occurrences, over the previous year. 

“Security” had 39 occurrences. “Broadband” dropped to 10 occurrences, nearly half 

fewer than the year before. “Wireless” remained the same with 16 occurrences.  

 In 2007, the yield from Crawdad for usable word pairs tailed off in terms of 

quantity. “People” and “software” were the most frequently occurring while “people” and 

“country” were second, and “people” and “information.” 
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 In 2007, Gates gave 18 speeches, including five to international business leaders, 

two to launch Microsoft Vista 2007, one to an international electronics show, one to the 

U.S. Senate on “strengthening American competitiveness,” and one to the Microsoft CEO 

Summit. 

 

Figure 13. 2008 Word frequencies 

 

 In 2008, the final year of the period studied for this research, “Internet” led all 

frequencies in the word count total, with 207. Second was “Microsoft” with 223. In third 

was “personal computer” with 195 occurrences. “Innovate” climbed to 133 for its highest 

total in the 13-years span, and “research” nearly tripled from the previous year, to 125 

occurrences. “Education” had 102 occurrences. “Health” increased, with 61 occurrences. 

“Future” increased for the third-straight year, with 57 occurrences. “Mobile” also had a 

quarter-increase for the third year in a row, with 44 occurrences. “Security” fell to its low 

in the 13-year span, with its only single-digit frequency, with nine occurrences in 2008. 
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 In 2008, the final year of the research period studied, the leading association for 

the word-pairs revealed by Crawdad yielded nothing for its first column (of two) of 

results. Everything in the top 10 was “thing” and another word, and “QN” – quantity 

number – is a washout category that was included in three of the top seven word-pairs. 

“Thing” and “Microsoft” was the most frequent occurring without a quantity number in 

it, while “people” and “way” was second. Third was “people” and “different” while 

fourth was “people” and “software.” 

 In 2008, Gates gave 20 speeches, including seven to international business 

conferences in Asia (four of which were in Japan), three to international business leaders 

(one in Arabia, two in Europe), two to colleges (both American colleges, Stanford and 

the University of Washington), and one to the Microsoft CEO Summit. 

 

Themes and rhetoric by audience 

 Using the Calais software analysis program (http://viewer.opencalais.com), 

speeches taken from 1997 were analyzed by audience. According to the Calais Web site, 

“The Calais initiative is about enabling semantic applications by providing a metadata 

generation web service, sample applications using that service to jumpstart development 

efforts, and support for developers” (homepage). 

The year 1997 was identified as the one to select speeches from to analyze by 

audience because only two of the years of the Bill Gates’ speeches on Microsoft Web 

sites included addresses to Microsoft Shareholders, 1997 and 2001.  1997 was chosen 

over 2001 because the latter included speeches given after the terrorist attacks of 
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September 11, 2001.  The speeches Gates gave for the remainder of that year pertained 

heavily to the current events of that time. 

 

Shareholders 

Figure 14. Audience: Shareholders theme 

 

 In 1997, Gates spoke to Microsoft Shareholders on November 14 in Seattle, 

Washington. Content analysis of the speech to shareholders revealed topics 96 percent 

related to “technology Internet.” The other highest scoring analytical theme was 57 

percent related to “business finance.” There is some overlap in percentages; that is to say 

there is more than a 100 percent total, because some of the 96 percent related to 

technology included financial issues related to technology. “Software” and “Internet” had 

the greatest resonance according to the evaluation provided by Calais. Most frequent 

word-pair associations (similar to the functions provided by Crawdad) were “Internet 

Explorer,” “chip technology,” “hand-held devices,” “Internet capabilities,” and “software 

applications,” which appeared in association as pairs 30 percent of the time each term 

was used. “Microsoft” was the company name mentioned most followed by Intel, IBM 

and Oracle. Scoring but in lesser frequencies were Casio Computer Ltd., Compaq and 
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Koninklijke Philips Electronics. Mentioned in fewer frequencies were Expedia, Sun 

Corporation and Tri Star Holdings.  

 The most frequently mentioned business industry word-pairs in order were “chip 

technology,” “PC technology,” and “UNIX.” For technology terms, Gates also used 

“technology” in relation to several other words, including “PC technology,” “software 

technology,” “speech technology,” “flat-screen technology” and “vision technology.” 

Other technology terms used were “Java” and “operating system.” 

 

Professional Developers 

Figure 15. Audience: Professional developers theme 

 

 Gates’ spoke to the Professional Developers Conference was held in San Diego, 

Calif., September 26, 1997. 

 The speech was 94 percent related to “Technology Internet” according to the 

Calais analysis of the theme. Gates focused primarily on the Internet, Windows servers, 

Windows NT, and Windows.  
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 The speech only referenced two companies, Microsoft and Intel. For business 

industry word-pairs, Gates focused on “communication costs,” “technology 

improvement,” “screen technology,” and “client servers.” Of technology-related words,  

Gates most frequently mentioned caching, the Merced chip, Pentium Processors, ADSL, 

and screen technology. 

 

Politicians 

Figure 16. Audience: Politicians theme 

 

 

Gates’ 1997 speech to politicians was to the National Governors Association, 

which met in Las Vegas, Nevada, on July 30.  

The theme was 82 percent “technology Internet,” the lowest techno-based theme 

of all five groups. The themes included “email,” “marketing,” and “information-

technology management.” For the first time, the business industry terms did not include 

“technology” in any word-pair association. “Electronic Commerce” (32%), 



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 95

“Communications medium” (26%) and “computer chips” were the most frequently 

occurring word-pairs for industry terms.  

The only term under “technology” was “two years computer chips,” which had a 

resonance of 30%. 

  

Business Leaders 

Figure 17: Audience: Business leaders theme 

 

 The 1997 speech Bill Gates gave to business leaders was on May 8 at the annual 

“Microsoft CEO Summit” in Seattle. Washington. 

 Calais analysis revealed that the speech was 96 percent themed “technology 

Internet” to the group. The other three related main themes were “software architecture,” 

“business software” and “digital nervous system.” The secondary themes detected by 

Calais content analysis were “personal computer,” “email,” “voicemail,” and “computer 

software.” 



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 96

 The most frequently occurring business industry terms used in this speech to 

business leaders were “software industry,” “software innovation,” “computing,” “central 

tools,” and “architecture systems.”  

 Calais also detected five technology terms, occurring in order of frequency and 

resonance: “ADSL,” “cable modems,” “IDSN,” “operating system,” and “Unix.”  

 

Universities 

Figure 18: Audience: Universities theme 

 

 

 Bill Gates spoke to the Indiana University as part of its Lecture Series in October 

of 1998. This 1998 speech was used because in 1997 the only speech given to a college 

audience was in a foreign country and more than 90 percent of Gates’ speeches to college 

students during the time of this study were at U.S. colleges or universities. The closest 

speeches in date to 1997 were this one at Indiana University, as well as speeches at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology and a university business school. It was 

determined that a non-themed speech to a general college audience was a better 
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indication of a “typical” speech than one given to audiences dominated by technical or 

business students. 

 Calais content analysis revealed the speech to Indiana students was 93 percent 

themed “Technology Internet.” Gates talked about “music groups” and other colleges, as 

well as the Apple “Mac” computer. 

 For business industry terms Gates’ themes included “car purchases,” 

“computing,” “Internet usages,” “software packages,” “telephone lifestyle,” “Web 

lifestyle,” and “travel reservations.” He mentioned four colleges or universities, including 

Indiana University, and most often referred to “Harvard.” 

 In terms of technology based words, Calais detected most frequently the use of 

“Internet protocols,” “cell phones,” and “Unix.” 

 

Hypotheses/research questions 

H1: The rhetoric of Mr. Gates will vary based upon the digital literacy level of his 

audience. 

H1: This hypothesis was supported by Calais analysis that showed that the highest 

percentage of technological rhetoric themes was directed toward software developers. 

The analyzed speech to programmers was in the 94 to 100% range of technological 

themes. Terms used to address this audience included technical words and phrases 

primarily in regard to operating systems, applications and high-speed Internet 

capabilities. In regard to college audiences being closer in digital literacy to programmers 

than to business leaders, analysis by Calais theme-detecting software showed the theme 

to be 93% technologically oriented for college audiences, far more than it was to 
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shareholders. Business leaders and politicians received less technologically centric 

speeches. Gates’ rhetoric for politicians was 82 percent technological, the lowest 

percentage of technological themes of any audiences. 

Calais revealed that Gates, when he spoke to an audience of politicians, included 

themes related to “media” and “electronic commerce” rather than technological term.  

There was little theme consistency between the speeches to business leaders and 

politicians in terms of technological rhetoric. 

 

H2: The specific topics Bill Gates highlights in his speeches will vary by the 

audience’s vocational composition. 

  H2: Hypothesis two was supported by Calais analysis that revealed that the 

speeches to college students and developers were highly technical in both themes and 

industry terms. Further, the speeches to colleges and developers had the most technically 

oriented word pairs for rhetorical analysis revealed by Calais analysis. Both college and 

developer audiences received speeches high in innovation and these speeches discussed 

at length current and future Microsoft product launches and research. The only significant 

difference was that Gates used a much more casual rhetoric when speaking to a university 

audience.  To this audience Gates used terms related to college lifestyle, such as the types 

of automobiles students drive and the kind of music college students listed to, as well as 

the music that Gates listened to himself as a college student. This sort of casual rhetoric 

was not present when he addressed developers. Rather, to an audience of developers he 

focused on what current applications could do, how software that was about to be 

launched worked with other programs, and what direction he hoped developers and his 
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own programmers could take the new software in future innovation. Business leaders and 

stockholders received more financially oriented rhetoric. The rhetoric for stockholders 

was themed with the highest percentage of financially-oriented rhetoric and the least 

technologically based rhetoric. However, business leaders at the Microsoft CEO summits 

received a more highly technologically oriented speech. When addressing business 

leaders Gates focused on what software systems that would best fit their business, and 

financial discussion was not present in Calais analysis of the rhetoric.  

 

H3: The rhetoric of Bill Gates will evolve from being visionary and entrepreneurial 

to more concrete about what products Microsoft is working on, and how those will 

affect the lives of users, clients and both internal and external customers. 

 H3: Hypothesis three was supported by word frequencies and by Crawdad 

software word-pair resonance analysis. From 1996 to 2001, Gates’ speeches were 

focused on the “personal computer,” “Microsoft” and “Internet,” almost all exclusively 

tied to software products and new products that were in development, such as Web TV 

and Voice Recognition. While these products had not been shown to have public demand, 

they were identified as key coming technological advancements in speeches by Gates.  

In 2002, however, the software itself started to take a backseat to developing user 

security concerns expressed by consumers and media. Most notably, in 2002 for the first 

time, Gates used the word “security” more frequently than any other term outside of 

Microsoft, Internet, personal computer and digital. Security had become an important 

issue as several notable viruses and “worms” were infecting computers worldwide, 

shutting down some computers and servers, damaging systems, and corrupting files. 
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Controls needed to be developed to better combat security threats, and as Gates rhetoric 

showed starting in 2002, security was a prime concern.  At this time the Bugbear worm, 

Klez worm, the Britney Virus, the Israeli Goner worm, Opaserv worm and other Trojan-

related worms proliferated through non-patched areas of computer-protecting downloads 

offered by, among others, Microsoft, McAfee and Symantic. In fact, “security” spiked as 

an issue in 2003 and 2004 as worms and viruses continued to spread and mutate as Gates 

and other technologists found ways to combat the problem. In 2005 and 2006, as patches 

were downloaded to effectively shut down the viruses and worms, the term became less 

salient and occurred with half the frequency it had in the previous two years. 

Innovation started to develop as word-count frequencies jumped for research 

during the same span, concluding in 2006. However, H3 was further supported in 2006 as 

“innovation” jumped to its all-time high of 52 references since the beginning of the text 

studied in 1996. Thus the rhetoric shifted more toward developing programs and 

applications users wanted, as “innovation” jumped again in 2007 to 105 frequencies.  At 

the same times Web TV, the Gates-inspired development project, faded in 2006 and 2007 

with no mentions either year. “Education” also climbed, leaping to 40 in 2006 and 114 in 

2007 as the “Tablet PC” and other school and college software programs were developed 

for schools, and the personal-mobile technologies jumped as Apple led the way with the 

iPod for mobile music and the iPhone. Gates also steadily increased his references to 

broadband and wireless in those years as users eschewed dial-up connectivity in favor of 

faster, cabled broadband connections such as ethernet, and wireless access, used for 

mobile service on laptops and phones, as well as WiFi for game systems, during that 

period. By 2007, “people and information” had dropped to one of the lower rated word-
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pairs by Crawdad, whereas “people” and “software” was the top frequency for word pair 

resonance. In 2008, “people and different” and “people and software” were two of the top 

three word-pair themes as revealed by Crawdad. 

 

RQ1: What words, terms and phrases does Bill Gates use to explicate Microsoft as a 

product and how does that language affect Mr. Gates’ credibility as a spokesperson 

for the company he co-founded? 

 RQ1: In terms of credibility, the rhetoric of Bill Gates involves explication of 

programs and applications to all audiences. He understands his products, understands 

how users plan to utilize them, and can explain these products to differing audiences with 

exceptional detail. It is clear Gates has an understanding of everything Microsoft was 

doing while he was leading the company. As a spokesperson, Gates was able to both 

promote and market Microsoft products, yet he was also able to explain in great detail 

what the products could and could not do, and how they could be used with other 

products and specific or general tasks. As a spokesperson, he was able to execute the 

transfer of technology to shareholders, programmers, college students, politicians and 

business leaders because of his keen understanding of not just the products, but how, why 

and on what kind of timeline these products were developed. He knew his product, knew 

his audience, and showed through his rhetoric that he had a great working knowledge of 

how the language needed to tie the audience to Microsoft’s brand and corporate road 

map. 

The word frequency totals for the speeches of Bill Gates, without exception, 

mentioned Microsoft more frequently than any company, and it was in the top three word 



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 102

counts for every single year. Gates used words such as “innovation” and “future” to 

position Microsoft as a forward-thinking brand and industry leader in his term.  However, 

those key terms were used inconsistently as revealed through word counts.  Gates did, 

however, promote both the current Microsoft products as well as those that were being 

developed each year in his speeches. His enthusiasm was shown through the word 

frequencies in his speeches.  He used “super” most frequently in 1999 leading up to 

substantial Microsoft product releases as well as other partnerships the company had 

formed with other leaders in the field for further software and exploratory/research 

ventures. Each year of the study analyzed by Crawdad revealed word pairs every year 

were led by terms that always included “people” as one of the words, whether it 

resonated with terms such as software, system or Internet.  

 

RQ2: How are the rhetorical themes of Bill Gates similar and different when 

delivered to audiences of college students, business leaders, government leaders, 

stockholders and computer programmers?  

 RQ2: Though the rhetorical themes of Bill Gates differed by audience, there was 

in every speech to every audience an overwhelming theme of technology that only varied 

as it related to the interest of the audience; for example, when he spoke to politicians, the 

theme was heavily technology based, but Gates would mention free-market economies or 

regulation. While speaking to college students, Gates would talk more about education 

than he would to other audiences, but the theme itself would be technology, and how that 

related to education.  
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For Microsoft stockholders, though the overarching theme was 97 percent 

“Technology-Internet,” it had a secondary theme of 51 percent of business and finance. 

Speaking to shareholders, Gates promoted new products in layman’s terms, explaining 

plainly what the technology could and could not do, whereas with programmers he 

explained in technical terms how it performed and what it could or couldn’t do. Also, in 

addressing shareholders, he spoke about the financial impact the Internet would or could 

have on Microsoft, whereas with professional developers he spoke about how Microsoft’s 

applications were written and developed for the Internet. Developers had the highest level 

and density of technological rhetoric, with only one theme, Technology-Internet (94%) 

and no secondary themes. The tags Calais applied to the rhetoric were all technology 

based, including Windows, servers and technology. For politicians, the theme was again 

“Technology-Internet.”  However, this theme was only 82% Technology-Internet rather 

than the mid to high 90th percentiles for other groups. The politicians heard Gates speak 

about how to practically use the technology specifically as it related to communication, 

media and marketing. Business leaders also had an overwhelmingly 96% “Technology-

Internet” level for the theme when Gates spoke to them.  Gates talked about how 

“software architecture” was designed and built, as well as about business software. Gates 

also spoke about email and voicemail to business leaders. Speaking to university 

students, Gates changed his rhetoric significantly, talking about his own college 

experience at Harvard. However, he also spoke at length about technology, and the theme 

was 93% “Technology-Internet” according to analysis revealed by Calais. Gates spoke 

about brands of computers, types of music he listened to as a college student, and even 
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the kind of cars college students liked to drive. He touched on various aspects of popular 

culture while speaking to an audience of college students.  

 

 

RQ3: How does the rhetoric of Bill Gates develop his personal brand and establish a 

direction or vision that can be traced through his public speeches over a 13-year 

period ending in 2008? 

RQ3: Gates’ personal brand was developed initially as a hardcore technologist, 

speaking about technology in very technical terms during the speeches he delivered early 

in his career.  These speeches focused on the personal computer, its technological 

development, and what programs his company was developing to be used on personal 

computers. His word frequencies in the first four years of the period studied were 

overwhelmingly technical. He also had a highly personal vision of where technology was 

headed, and in speeches during the first third of the period studied, Gates focused on his 

plans for Microsoft to develop Web TV and Voice Recognition technology. However, in 

2000, he plugged into users’ needs and started focusing on two kinds of Internet 

connections that were becoming both popular and profitable, wireless and broadband. He 

also became even more user-aware in 2002, focusing on security issues, according to 

word-pairs. Crawdad resonance software revealed that at this time Gates began to focus 

more on “people and software” rather than “people and personal computers.” Prior to that 

year, Gates’ word-pair theme was more related “people and personal computer.” The 

trend of moving toward what people wanted to do with their computers, and how they 

could use them to accomplish more things in their daily lives and business, continued to 
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emerge in the final six years of the period studied, ending in 2008. In 2007 and 2008, 

word-frequency counts showed that Gates, after becoming more involved in the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation he ran with his wife and father, was more focused on 

“education.” For the first time that word was mentioned more than a hundred times each 

in 2007 and 2008, compared to receiving single-digit mentions one year, and 19 or fewer 

mentions five times prior to 2007. 

 

RQ4: How does the technological Darwinism of the computer, software and more 

recently mobile technology affect the themes and contexts Bill Gates used in his 

speeches over time?  

RQ4: Specifically, analysis of Gates’ speeches using word-count frequencies 

reveals that he spoke more frequently about “mobile” technologies as that became more 

common over the course of the period studied for this research. Wireless also increased in 

frequencies in Gates’ speeches in 1999 and 2000 as it gained popularity and became more 

prevalent. However, as Gates became more focused on humanitarian efforts for his and 

his wife’s foundation, he did not talk about specific innovations, such as mobile 

technologies or hand-held devices, as much, but instead would talk about bringing “new 

technologies” to Third World Countries.  To these developing countries, technologies 

considered primitive to the West and other industrialized nations, were very advanced 

and new. Yet in 2007 and 2008, word frequencies indicated that “innovation” had more 

occurrences than it had had from 1996 to 2006. In fact, Gates had never used 

“innovation” more than 55 times except once (79 times in 1998) before using it in 

speeches 105 times in 2007 and 133 times in 2008. Gates also used “education” 216 
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times total in 2007 and 2008, and never had he used that word even 100 times in a 

combined two-year period prior to that. The fact that Gates was aware of the 

technological revolution was also evidenced in 2006, when one of the most frequently 

occurring word-pairs revealed by Crawdad resonance analysis was “people” and “new.” 

In 2008, one of the most resonating word-pairs was “people” and “different.” 

Gates regularly used the term “evolution” over the course of the period studies, though 

not with the frequency of other words. However, in 1999 he labeled the coming 10-year 

period as the “Digital Decade” which indicated he had a lot of belief in his assessment 

that a second computer revolution was coming.  This revolution, he believed, would see 

the same kind of growth by leaps and bounds as the one he was a part of initiating the 

first time around when he dropped out of Harvard and started Microsoft with Paul Allen. 

As it turned out, Gates was correct in a literal sense as the world went from analog to 

digital. He was also correct that the developments in products, from hardware to software 

and all applications and programs, would undergo a radical change with startling 

development and mobile options. The only part of that he got entirely wrong was that he 

said that Microsoft would lead that revolution.  Instead, going by sales revenue, company 

stock increases, and pop culture needs, Apple clearly took a significant step forward, 

distancing itself from the pack that included Microsoft, as it developed and sold first the 

iPod for mobile music, and then the multi-platform based iPhone. Microsoft’s Zune and 

other products designed to compete with their Apple counterparts never took flight or 

even grew wings, and in the evolutionary chain, were simple not strong enough 

economically to survive, and thus died; Apple’s mobile technology, on the other hand, 

gave the company legs to compete with Microsoft: In fact Apple’s revenue increased 
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$848 million from 2007 to 2008, which was a 35 percent increase in just 12 months. 

During the four-year period from 2004 to 2008 – the development and release period for 

mobile technology, sales revenue for just the iPhone went from $123,000 in 2007 to a 

staggering $1.84 billion in 2008, according to industry financial Web magazine 

eWeek.com.  
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Chapter V 

Analysis 

 The rhetorical analysis of Bill Gates provided a more significant understanding of 

the Microsoft CEO’s personal brand, effectiveness as a spokesperson, and how he subtly 

changed the way he spoke to different audiences, than this researcher hypothesized. 

Gates’ rhetoric and themes shifted in the final two years to focus significantly on 

education and related issues, particularly in United States middle schools, high schools, 

and colleges, and to humanitarian causes in which he and his wife, through their 

foundation, were contributing billions of dollars to after exploring such issues in person 

on trips around the world. 

Gates-Microsoft branding 

 The products Microsoft developed through the course of this study, from new 

versions of Windows that included the now dominant Word and Excel programs, among 

dozens of others, were explicated by Gates to audiences who were, in effect, the major 

stakeholders.  The shareholders were those investing money into Gates’ company, and 

the success of that investment hinged upon Gates getting them to believe, or continue to 

believe, that he was not only so technological savvy, but also so visionary in what 

software needed to be developed, that he would make their investment pay significant 

dividends over a long period of time, which they did until 2008, when Microsoft stock 

started to show its first signs of weakening significantly. Gates was also building his 

brand to future employees in the form of university students. He was in effect recruiting 

future programmers to his company with his speeches. On a more altruistic level, Gates 

was actually recruiting workers, future technologists, to the entire field of computing and 
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software developers in those speeches to university students. He did not speak 

exclusively or only to computer science students, either.  Rather, he spoke to business 

school students, communication scholars, and gave commencement addresses. Though 

analysis revealed that his rhetoric became more or less technical depending on the 

audience, Gates was able to shift to business themes and rhetoric seamlessly when talking 

to business schools and even business leaders. One of the books cited in the literature 

review, Hard Drive, states that Gates was actually regarded by some in the software 

industry to have a greater knowledge of business than he did software programming, and 

that Paul Allen was the software lobe of the Microsoft brain trust. Gates was also seen to 

have extensive legal acuity and acumen. He spoke about having a lawyer for a father and 

how he learned from him, as well as studying corporate and copyright law texts while in 

college at Harvard.  

Gates’ success as a rhetorician in this area, however, was to his, and Microsoft’s 

(and by way of extension, the shareholders’) demise on two of the programs Gates 

believed in deeply, and says he still believes in deeply.  These programs became 

significant drains on Microsoft’s notable resources, money and programmer/developer 

work hours. The most significant of those miscues was Gates’ persistence, shown through 

his rhetorical insistence, that Web TV and the “black box” would become every bit a part 

of every household as the personal computer had become. Gates’ vision, as explained in 

his own words in speeches, was that the television would replace the PC monitor. People 

would, he explained, spend their whole life around the television, with keyboards on their 

laps on the couch. Gates said in his speeches that he believed people wanted and needed 

this advancement. To Gates, who personally enjoyed the idea immensely and had the 
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time and knowledge structures to shop, order movies, answer email, and browse the 

Internet on his TV from his couch, this seemed like an obvious technology to adopt. But 

he misjudged the audience, and the direction of the technology. Simply put, other people 

did not want Web TV, and the half-billion dollar investment to buy Web TV, and the 

hundreds of millions of dollars poured into its advancement and development, was his 

white elephant.  In Calais analysis “Web TV” was  frequently mentioned up until the turn 

of the century, and it was a key word in word-frequency counts and Crawdad word-pairs 

until 1999, when Gates finally relented from pushing it in his speeches. Other factors 

certainly contributed to this: Gates underestimated in his speeches, as word frequencies 

showed, how rapidly and significantly users would embrace the more mobile laptops that 

could be used anywhere, including the living room with the television on. He probably 

underestimated, or could not relate to, the human need or want for privacy: Not everyone 

wanted to answer email, whether business or personal, on a television in front of  family, 

significant other, or children. During the early years of these speeches, when Gates was 

heavily promoting Web TV, he was only recently married, and his wife worked for his 

company, so she was probably more likely to embrace the technology, whereas few 

others did. A second misstep was Gates’ pursuit of voice-recognition software, which 

Microsoft remains committed to in 2009. Voice-recognition was something that appeared 

in word-frequency counts, Crawdad word-pair analysis, and Calais theme analysis. 

Voice-recognition software development was strongly tied to Web TV; Gates’ speeches 

included references to how people would come home, tell their TV to turn itself on and 

tell it to go to a Web site. Gates believed voice recognition would be a time saver, that 

people could just say “find” something, or go to a program or movie, and the Web TV’s 
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“black box” would take them there, without ever having to put a finger to a keyboard, if 

that is what people wanted. As it turns out, that is not what they wanted. Analysis of 

Gates’ rhetoric, however, indicates that the company is still pursuing voice-recognition 

software, and it could show promise for people with disabilities as well as for anyone 

who might want to use their voice rather than keyboards or touch pads. Again, however, 

other companies moved forward with touch screen development as Gates focused on 

Web TV and voice-recognition software. 

  While Web TV and voice recognition damaged the Microsoft brand financially, it 

also left the company focused on something else rather than on the mobile technology 

that Apple, among other companies, were developing at the same time. Gates and 

Microsoft were also far behind not just on the iPhone, but on mobile music technologies: 

in 2009, Microsoft’s Zune, the iPod competitor, had just a 2 percent market share 

compared to 73 percent for Apple’s iPod.  This despite the fact that Microsoft’s late-to-

the-party product cost one-third less, offered HD Music that is not available on the iPod, 

in addition to other features the iPod and others did not have. But by entering the game 

late, and with an initially inferior product, Microsoft could not shed the label it had gotten 

post-PC revolution that it was only an evolutionary player and no longer a revolutionary 

leader. However, Gates in the past had always referenced “Moore’s Law,” a theorem that 

technological capabilities double every two years, while in 2007 and 2008 as his rise of 

the use of “innovation” and “future” occurred, word-frequencies for Moore’s Law tailed 

off, to 12 occurrences total for 2006 through 2008, an average of just four per year, 

compared to 23 occurrences in 1997 alone. It is certainly ironic that Gates’ stopped 

mentioning Moore’s Law when mobile technology was speeding ahead in development 
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by Apple and Microsoft, and search-engine technology was lucrative, and growing, for 

Google, while Microsoft was a major player in neither. 

 The data also supports analysis that Gates was still counting on his company to be 

a lead innovator and that he saw salience in the Microsoft brand: One of the highest word 

frequencies through the first decade of speeches studied was always “Microsoft,” with 

294 mentions in 1997 and 305 in 1998. That tailed off through the end of the century and 

at the start of the 21st Century, down to a study-low of 116 in 2006. But after that year of 

2006, in which he announced that he would step down in two years from his executive 

position with Microsoft, his company’s name became one of his favorite terms again; in 

the final year of this research study, “Microsoft” appeared in word-frequency counts 223 

times, a 10-year high for the company name. 

Audience-centric rhetoric 

 Previous research cited in the review of literature indicated that it is common for 

spokespeople to change their rhetoric when they speak to different audiences; that is, that 

the language will change to better relate to the composition, education, and collective 

unique interests of a particular audience. 

 In the case of Bill Gates, his rhetoric did change, but in most cases, the themes 

changed only slightly. The results indicated his technological rhetoric remained in the 

mid or high 90th percentiles for all audience except politicians, where the technology 

theme was the lowest at 82 percent.  

 The real change came in not the technological rhetoric itself, but in the terms he 

used within the framework of technological rhetoric. That is, Gates’ speeches were highly 

technologically centric with all audiences; however, the key change was that the speeches 



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 113

were less technical to audiences that were not comprised of software developers. If Gates 

is said to have a genius as a spokesperson, this is where it is on display: He is able to 

understand, as hypothesized in this research, that an audience with a lower digital literacy 

would not be able to gets its intellectual arms around the technical language that has 

made his company’s innovation so successful. Rather, when he spoke to a particular 

audience, he did what any successful spokesperson must do: He focused on delivering a 

message that was understandable to his audience.  

Secondly, though perhaps even more importantly, is that Gates delivered speeches 

that were relevant to his particular audience. This is where previous literature was not 

able to fully explicate branding, but that is certainly not the fault of the literature, simply 

because Microsoft was the company out front developing the very first software for 

computers. This would be akin to the spokespeople for the very first cars, and trying to 

understand as the cars first became a part of society, and then pervasive, why motorized 

vehicles would appeal to business owners, rural societies, urban population, world leaders 

and other groups. All would have likely had great interest in motorized travel, but 

understanding what that interest was, having keen understanding of what knowledge 

structures were not in place for each group, and what made the vehicle relevant to each 

audience, and how it could benefit them, would have been significant challenges to 

overcome for the spokespeople introducing the car. 

 For each distinct audience Gates was able to focus on how the software his 

company had developed, and was working on, would make their lives better, with more 

conveniences and make life’s obstacles easier to negotiate.  
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 Gates had to communicate to U.S. politicians his goal as a company CEO that 

regulation would hamper development, which in turn would cost his company money, 

which in turn would hurt the U.S. economy. During the periods of intense investigations 

in the 1990s, Gates’ rhetoric constantly included key terms related to innovation and the 

future to persuade politicians that Microsoft was not just a good, but lucrative and 

important corporate neighbor and employer, and it would be in the government’s best 

interest to not shackle the efforts of Microsoft to develop new, better and higher revenue-

producing products. Research gained through the legwork of journalists in the books 

Hard Drive and Overdrive clearly indicate that charges from first the Federal Trade 

Commission, and then the U.S. Justice Department, that Microsoft was “bundling” its 

software were supported. Further, those same two publications indicated that Microsoft 

had clearly, on perhaps dozens of occasions, co-opted ideas that other companies had 

brought to them in efforts to partner with Microsoft. In the case of the former, Gates 

rhetorically persuaded that his company should be able to include its own products with 

Windows since Windows was a Microsoft developed product. In the case of co-opting 

ideas, Gates argued for “open source” coding, that everyone in the business have access 

to codes because it was available to anyone who had a copy of the product.  Keeping this 

code “open” would spur greater development at a faster pace by more than just one or 

two companies. So, Gates would argue to legislators, keeping such code open really 

helped everyone else, not just Microsoft, and probably even helped other small 

computing and software businesses catch up to Microsoft since they had so many more 

products on the market from which others could access coding. 
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 Gates kept his speeches highly technologically oriented when he spoke to 

university students. However, rhetorical and theme analysis show that Gates was much 

more likely to reveal more about himself and personal information to college students 

than he was to any other audience. Calais software showed Gates liked talking about 

everything from music to cars to college-student audiences only. While his audience was 

sometimes computer science students at elite technical higher education programs such as 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Harvard, Stanford and others, he also spoke to 

business school programs. To the computer science audiences, Gates’ rhetoric included 

admiration for them for choosing such a field for a career, and he was the biggest 

cheerleader technology could have ever had, or hoped for. While Gates’ work in software 

will be what he will always be known and recognized for, the rhetorical analysis of his 

speeches provides support for the idea that one of Gates rarely-recognized 

accomplishments was promoting the technology brand to college audiences, motivating 

and inspiring some of the brightest minds and leaders to join the adventurous and 

exciting, and obviously potentially lucrative, field of technology. One must keep in mind 

analyzing and reading those speeches to university students from 1996 to 2008 that 

certainly not all, not even a small percentage, of those students would likely ever work 

for Microsoft. In fact, a far greater percentage would end up more likely working for 

Microsoft’s competitors. In Gates’ speeches to business schools, Calais analysis of 

industry terms revealed that Gates had often doctoral-level, not to mention real-world, 

knowledge of business principles, and his speeches to those groups without doubt 

inspired and motivated some of those students to go into the business side of 

technological corporations. Though other technology CEOs certainly gave speeches, it 
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would be hard to imagine any, or all, did more, and reached more college students, than 

Gates. Certainly, this was not done with philanthropy in mind: It was good business to go 

to business schools, and good for products to speak to computer scientists who would be 

using and buying, and eventually developing, Microsoft projects. So while it was a no-

brainer for Microsoft’s CEO spokesman to speak to university students, it was also good 

business. In two of the years studied, Gates did “College lecture tours.” In the final years 

of analysis, particularly in 2007 and 2008, Gates started speaking to community colleges 

and other college programs, though word-frequency analysis reveals he spoke more about 

social injustice, humanitarian issues, and cultural inequities those final years more than 

he did about the “technical” side of technology.  

 Analysis of the shareholder audience showed Gates to be a strong promoter of his 

company’s direction through his rhetoric. Though his theme was highly technological, 

Calais software indicated it included far fewer technical terms than Gates used when 

speaking to professional developers. When Gates addressed shareholders the theme was 

also 50 percent business-technology, indicating he was able to tie together business and 

technical terms that made sense to, and dollars for, his shareholders, 

 Gates’ reached his technological apex speaking to professional developers. His 

rhetoric was so highly technical that only the tools used for this research could make any 

sense of it on many occasions. He could run through a highly sophisticated operating 

system or elaborate code for an application without so much of a pause. Research for this 

project involved watching several of the speeches where the transcript was unclear or 

inconsistent and re-transcribing it. Gates’ spoke at a quicker pace to programmers than to 

any other audience, and he was visually more excitable with those audiences. Calais 
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analysis revealed what could actually be called a technology dictionary at times. For 

example, during his 1999 speech in Las Vegas to the Comdex Convention, at that time an 

annual gathering for all developers and programmers, Gates’ theme was 99 percent 

technological. While that high of a percentage could be expected given the audience, it 

was still intellectually breathtaking, and exhausting, to read the data Calais revealed from 

that speech. Of Gates’ industry (business) terms in that speech, more than half the word 

pairs included “software.” His rhetoric included XML, storage, processing and modem 

terms that were highly technical, especially how they were linked together. While this 

certainly was appropriate for his audience of programmers, it was very different from the 

speeches he gave to shareholders, politicians and university students. Obviously, Gates 

was aware of the high digital literacy level of that Comdex audience, and aware that the 

group had knowledge structures in place for meaning-making from the ultra-technical 

rhetoric. 

The (rhetorical) road ahead 

 After Bill Gates announced in 2006 that he would step away from his day-to-day 

position at Microsoft, where he actually had the title of Chief Software Architect after 

promoting Harvard buddy Steve Ballmer to CEO, Gates’ rhetoric shifted significantly. 

Certainly, this makes sense; even though he was and is insistent that he remains aware 

and involved in Microsoft’s direction, his speeches starting in 2006 reflect a new 

direction for his rhetorical theme. Though the speeches remained largely technical in a 

majority of the cases, Calais software revealed the themes shifted to ways technology 

could be used to better living conditions, educational programs, and health-care resources 

in developing countries. Gates’ rhetoric also shifted, as did the focus of the foundation he 
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runs with his wife Melinda, and his father, Bill Sr., to helping develop the U.S. education 

system to better serve the needs of students who are entering an entirely different global 

business landscape than their teachers found upon graduating high school and college. 

 For speeches in 2007 and 2008, data from Calais analysis showed that Gates was 

focused less on Microsoft products and development, though Gates’ rhetoric was still 

heavily geared toward technology.  

 Whereas the argument is made in this paper that Gates’ company, Microsoft, was 

only evolutionary as a business rather than the revolutionary company it had been in the 

days of writing the operating systems, applications and software for the very first 

personal computers, Gates’ rhetoric and themes in 2007 and 2008 indicated that he was 

not as involved in the day-to-day operations at Microsoft as he had been in the first 10 

years of the period studied. This analysis is supported by word-count frequencies: 

“health” jumped from just three occurrences in Gates’ 2006 speeches to 52 in 2007 and 

61 in 2008. 

 However, it should be made clear: In 2007 and 2008, Gates’ speeches were still 

highly technologically oriented and most of the speeches, still given to business leaders, 

politicians, programmers and college students, were in the high 90th percentiles for 

technology. The speeches given to programmers still had similar word-pairs that were 

revealed in previous speeches dating back to 1996. His speeches in 2008 included a 

technical explanation of how Microsoft was going to become a leader in “touch” 

technologies. Gates also in 2007 and 2008 was continuing to implore developers and 

college students to seize what he believed was the beginning of a second computing 

revolution centered around mobile technology and developing more user-friendly and 
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accessible programs and applications than ever before. To frame this in the proper 

context, however, it should be pointed out that during those years Apple was releasing an 

astounding number of applications monthly for not just products, but particular brands, 

for its iMac and iPhones, many of which had little to do with any work done in its 

partnerships with Microsoft. The data supports this: in 2005, for the first time, Apple was 

mentioned more times than IBM in Gates’ speeches, this as the iPod was taking market 

share and the iPhone was garnering the big buzz within industry publications and among 

programmers. Further, Apple stepped out into the lead in 2007 and 2008 as it developed 

health-care applications and rushed them to market for the iPhone. Ironically, Apple was 

facing many of the problems Gates and Microsoft faced, with technical bugs that had to 

be resolved, defective batteries, and even backtracking after releasing an iPhone 

application via its “App Store” called “Baby shaker,” in which the hand-held device 

would be shaken intensely to help stop a baby from crying.  

 Though Microsoft, like the rest of the world, experienced financial crises and 

even had its first layoffs following the economic downturn that started in late 2008, Gates 

was using “innovation” more than he ever had. This started in 2007 with 105 

occurrences, and was raised to 133 frequencies of “innovation” in 2008. Gates had also 

started, ironically in 2006 when he announced that he was stepping down, to use “future” 

in more of his speeches. “Future” occurred more often both in word-count frequency, and 

in Crawdad word-pairs. It is probably too early to assess if Microsoft will emerge as a 

major force in new applications and other software, or if it can achieve any significant 

market share in the mobile markets of cell phone/mobile competing, and music 
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technology, but in Microsoft did release a new, more powerful portable music version of 

the Microsoft Zune.  

 Again, after his rhetoric largely ignored the search-engine market for more than a 

decade, analysis of Gates’ speeches revealed in 2007 and 2008 that he saw “innovation” 

coming in “search” for users. Innovation and search were a more frequent word-pair than 

ever before. In fact, Gates had never mentioned Yahoo in his speeches in five of seven 

years from 1997 to 2003, and until 2007, had never mentioned the search-engine 

company more than twice in a year.  

 This research provides an even better window into where Gates and Microsoft 

missed the chance to become a leader, or even a competitor, in the search-engine 

business. Gates never mentioned Google in his speeches from 1996 to 2002, and only 

said “Google” once in 2003, and twice in 2004 before it registered 11 occurrences in 

2005. Though  it never partnered with Google, Gates and Microsoft finally tried to enter 

the search-engine market by trying to buy or take over Yahoo in 2008.  This takeover bid 

was thwarted by Yahoo’s CEO Jerry Yang, much to the consternation of Yahoo 

shareholders who were looking to cash out and make money on the deal as Yahoo’s stock 

had been on the decline since Google became the undisputed leader in the search-engine 

market.  

But Gates continued to give speeches about how he saw great improvements and 

innovation coming in the search-engine market, with users receiving better and more 

frequent information based on their previous searches. In 2009, as the global economy 

slumped to the worst it had since the Great Depression, Microsoft launched its own 

search-engine, “Bing.” Within weeks, Yahoo was ready to be bought out, but this time 



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 121

Microsoft, with its own search engine, was in a much better negotiating position, and got 

it for a fraction of the price it had offered before. By taking over Yahoo, or working 

together as it was presented publicly, Microsoft believed it had finally positioned itself to 

challenge Google in the search engine market and siphon off a salable share of the online 

advertising market that Yahoo had developed before Google had come to dominate the 

landscape through its myriad of innovative online services including the search engine 

itself, blogs, maps, Google Scholar, and YouTube among others.  Had Yahoo, or Google 

for that matter, studied the rhetoric of Gates, they could have seen clearly years earlier 

that Gates saw the search engine as the cash bonanza into which Microsoft was pushing 

most of its innovative energies and resources into after 2004. Once again, however, this 

must be framed within the context that Microsoft was still launching its own products to 

varying degrees of success.  More importantly, it was upgrading its Windows platform 

after a sluggish performance by Microsoft Vista, to Windows 7 which was getting 

comparatively rave reviews.  This was important to Microsoft, and Gates, because if 

Apple or other competing operating systems had overtaken Microsoft, it would have left 

Gates and Microsoft in an historically vulnerable position that the company had not 

experienced since its formative days in New Mexico.  

In another irony the Google founders were, like Microsoft’s CEO Steve Ballmer, 

dropouts from graduate school at Stanford. However, unlike Microsoft, Google’s brand 

and image has been its iconic logo and name, not the corporate face and personality of its 

founders.   Microsoft’s image and brand on the other hand has always been tied to Bill 

Gates. Google was much more like Apple and its iconic  “Apple” logo, though Steve Jobs 

certainly had a public profile and persona more akin to Bill Gates than to the 
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comparatively quiet, almost anonymous outside technology circles, founders of Google. 

Like Apple, Google did not learn from Gates’ and Microsoft’s mistakes, launching its 

Google “Chrome” browser to lukewarm results. Again, if Google had, or can, dislodge 

Microsoft’s Internet Explorer, it would shift the balance of application power again, and 

Microsoft might have to look elsewhere to keep from its computing-market muscle, and 

stock prices, from further financial atrophy. 

Limitations of study 

 The speeches used for the purpose of this research were appropriate for 

explication of the Bill Gates brand. Gates was an incredibly prolific speaker; this research 

involved analyzing text of more than 2.3 million. However, there were limitations. While 

Gates did speak to several audiences every year, such as the CEO summit, there were 

audiences that were not addressed year to year. For example, the only published speeches 

to Microsoft shareholders were in 1997 and 1999. The research would have been 

enhanced by having speeches to shareholders every single year. Gates did speak to 

college audiences every year. However, the content of that college audience varied from 

year to year. For the first year, 1996, for example, the only speech was to Cambridge 

University in England, with no speeches to American colleges that year. That is not a 

xenophobic gripe; rather, it would have helped the research to have speeches to American 

colleges every year against which to measure each other, or to have speeches to foreign 

colleges every year to measure Gates’ rhetoric and themes. Also, speeches were to 

various programs, from computer science and business programs, and even a community 

college. While having such diverse audience provided for interesting rhetoric, having 

more than one or two to each type of college audience would have helped gain  a greater 
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understanding of Gates’ rhetoric, and how it varied.  In certain years, Gates was very 

active speaking to colleges, such as in 2005, when in October of that year alone he spoke 

to Princeton University, Howard University, Columbia University, the University of 

Waterloo,  the University of Michigan, and the University of Wisconsin in just a three-

day span from October 12 to October 14. This was his second and final “College Tour” in 

the period studied from 1996 to 2008, though in most years he did speak to at least one 

audience of college students, be it undergrad computer science majors, master’s of 

business administration students and faculty, or the commencement address he gave at 

Harvard in 2007. It might also have been fascinating to analyze Gates’ speeches to 

colleges around the world, particularly in Third World countries, and compare those to 

industrialized countries. Also, Gates spoke to political figures on a sporadic basis, which 

makes sense in the real world, but for research purposes, it would have helped to have 

them annually. Only such events as the National Governors’ Conference were controlled 

enough to fit research specifications. His speeches to Congress were framed around 

particular issues, which made those hard to analyze as a group, except for word 

frequencies.  

Another limitation came from the end of the Comdex Conference in 2003. 

Comdex, which stands for Computer Dealers’ Exhibition, was an annual trade show that 

was held in Las Vegas from 1979 to 2003. The conference started as a place for major 

computer company announcements, and attendance ballooned over the years, with the 

public eventually being invited. But industry major players such as Hewlett-Packard, 

IBM, Apple and Compaq pulled out because it was too costly and too crowded with too 

many spectators and booths. Once the major companies pulled out en masse, Comdex 
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postponed the 2004 conference. As the 2004 conference was not ever rescheduled, the 

2003 conference ended up as the last one held. However, this conference did run every 

year during the research period from 1996 to 2003, and usually provided rich data for 

analysis for rhetoric, themes and both word-count frequency and word-pair counts. 

Although Gates still spoke to other professional developer conferences, the audience 

composition, while similar, was not the same as it was during the years that Comdex was 

the so-called “geek week” of early adopters. 

 Finally, the content analysis programs used for this research also had limitations. 

The Crawdad software was very helpful for detecting word-pairs to help establish the 

themes and rhetoric for the speeches. However, the individual words measured could not 

be limited to block out such common terms as “thing” and “stuff.” These often made the 

top words, and by extension word-pairs, largely irrelevant.  Those were eliminated in the 

word-pair reporting until words that were applicable to the study began to appear, though 

these were still usually close to the top four or five pairs. Also, Crawdad did not 

recognize numbers, so any number appears in the data as “QN,” which stands for 

Quantity Numbers. Since there was no way to detect what the QN was by case, that data 

was not used. To get data identifying which words were used, and how many times, 

simple word-frequencies were done by year, and this ended up yielding the most valuable 

data. From the initially hundreds of words, which were detected soundly from Crawdad’s 

initial analysis, the list was narrowed to words related primarily to innovation, branding, 

technology and service. These words were the most valuable in tracing how optimistic 

Gates was on a yearly basis about what the company was doing, whether it was in regard 

to “innovation,” the “future” and various user concerns such as “privacy” and “security.” 
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The key words also helped indicate trends Gates was paying attention to such as 

connectivity with words such as “broadband” and “wireless.” This “technology” of word 

counts, compared to theme- and rhetoric-detecting software, was also extremely valuable 

to detect how plugged in Gates was to the development of  mobile and cell-phone 

computing technologies.  The data clearly revealed Microsoft was constantly far behind 

the developmental curve of its competitors in these areas. Gates rarely mentioned Google 

until the last years studied, and even then just a handful of times. Gates was also 

committed early on in the period, as indicated by word frequencies to Web TV and voice-

recognition programs, which were never profitable for Microsoft. In fact, Web TV has 

been abandoned. 

 As a research tool, for identification of themes, context and thus meaning-making, 

the Calais viewer was the most valuable resource and most thoroughly advanced 

technological research tool used in this research. Calais gave an actual numerical 

percentage of the themes. It also provided general industry terms (not to be confused as 

meaning the technology industry), yet after that Calais did provide a section of resonance 

terms related specifically to technology. These were listed in resonance percentages, 

which were crucial to measure how technical Gates was with his audience and how the 

rhetoric was broken down, whether it was into, among others, business themes, themes of 

innovation, technical terms, and educational themes. Calais also listed all the companies 

mentioned in each speech, how frequently they were mentioned, and what the percentage 

was for relevance to the main topic or topics of the speech.  

 

Predictive power 
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 The most significant result of this research, provided by the data, came 

unexpectedly in a “Eureka!” moment when studying the three words that seemed to 

match well on graphs visualizing similarity among word-frequencies among similar 

terms.  

The three terms that correlated the most, though low at .17, were “innovation,” 

“Microsoft,” and “future,” which were logical words to study when analyzing Gates’ 

rhetoric about Microsoft’s development of new products in a particular year and the years 

to come. Ironically, the word-frequency of “Microsoft” also correlated to the rise and fall 

of the word frequencies for both “innovate” and “future.” That seemed interesting, and 

while it was logical to expect innovate and future to appear with at least similar 

frequencies, the fact that “Microsoft” had similar rises and falls in occurrences also 

seemed to indicate something, perhaps significant, even though correlation of actual 

numbers was low (about .10) when all three were taken into consideration.  

That could be, in no small part, because 2008 brought a global-economy rattling 

fall in stock prices. However, visually, as indicated in the graphs below, these were 

similar in appearance of the line graphs: 
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Figure 19: Brand Correlation 

 

 

Figure 20: Brand Correlation 2 
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Figure 21: Brand Correlation 3 

 

 

 These graphs are, as noted, very similar throughout, and until the abrupt change 

and inconsistency in direction at the very end when the stock-market crashed in 2008, 

very comparable visually. At the direction of business writers covering Microsoft for the 

Seattle Times, closing yearly stock prices for Microsoft were collated into a graph for the 

time period of the study.    
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Figure 21: Brand Correlation 4 

 

Though correlation is also small when compared to the three (.10), there is a striking 

visual coherency to the terms “innovate,” “Microsoft” and “future.” 

 Again, it should be noted that one or two years, in addition to 2008, throw the 

correlation off from an analytical perspective. But for future studies, it could be 

scientifically, rhetorically and even financially valuable to take the rhetoric of other 

CEOs who are spokespeople for their companies, and see if there is a correlation between 

certain word-frequencies and stock prices. Those words could then be monitored and by 

the amount of frequencies be used to forecast if, based on the analysis, the stock is likely 

to go up or down in the coming year, and if that company is innovating with new 

products with an eye toward the future. Of course, these words may or may not be the 

same, or even similar, to the words Bill Gates used that visually appear to line up well 

with stock fluctuations in this research. Also, the spokespeople who are studied would 

have to be deeply ingrained in the culture of the company.  These likely could not be, at 

least in the first few years of their tenure, a person who is brought in from the outside as 
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they would not be able to be adequately familiar with, or deeply ingrained in, the history 

and culture of the company he or she is CEO and spokesperson for. Further, these words 

could be used and compared to stock prices to measure the credibility of a spokesperson.  

That is, hypothetically, if a spokesperson uses words to overestimate intentionally the 

optimism for the coming year or simply does not understand the direction of the company 

and the potential profitability of the company’s products, the spokesperson might just be 

cheerleading and overhyping with rhetoric to keep their job and keep investors happy 

heading into another fiscal year.  

Conclusion 

 On a purely scholarly level, this research was priceless to this researcher. 

Following this research, I wrote a 70,000-word biography of Bill Gates for Greenwood 

Academic Press due out in early 2010. While I did not use the information from this 

research in the book per se, I was able to develop through this research not just a 

thorough but complete image of Bill Gates, the arc of his life, and the narrative through 

which he evolved as a person, “technologist” and businessman. This research made the 

Bill Gates biography very easy to write because the research unfurled him as a brand, as a 

spokesman, as an agent of curiosity, father, capitalist, and in the end, as a humanitarian. 

Rhetorical analysis is undervalued in gaining intellectual traction on a matter or person; 

indeed, future politicians, business leaders, and even investment firm CEOs could be 

rhetorically analyzed to see where their real concerns are, whose interest they have in 

heart, how sincere they are about following up on their promises, and where their 

expertise is, and more importantly perhaps, where it is not.  



Texas Tech University, Bob Schaller, December 2009 

 131

Technological Darwinism is another aspect of this research that can be expanded 

upon in the future, whether it is into a business model that correlates how the strongest 

survive and literally consume the other companies that do not adapt and keep pace, or in 

the technology sector itself as the products become more mobile and more domesticated 

in the home. By consume, anyone can see it in a literal sense through the buying up of 

smaller companies by the giants. In another sense, one can see where the lack of 

evolution drives companies that do not grow or stay relevant into the ground and out of 

the financial food chain, letting the bigger companies grow even more as they take over 

the deceased companies’ market share. 

This is, at its most basic level, a textbook illustration of evolution: Indeed, the cell 

phone with Internet access is not entirely unlike the dog that is told to go fetch the 

newspaper; the iPhone or Blackberry can do that in the user’s hand now from the driver’s 

seat in the car, kitchen, couch, or even front porch. This is what people want technology 

to do, so it is technological appropriation at every step. 

Future research could focus on developing a Technological Darwinism as a mass 

media and branding theory. Technological Darwinism, like Darwin himself with 

evolution, is based upon the notion that technology continues to evolve and shape culture 

and society, which is at the heart of technological determinism. The telephone, television 

and when it first became a household product, the personal computer, were rooted to 

where they were placed in the house for decades. As the microchip became more 

powerful and modems went from slow dial-up to wireless, the technology got lighter and 

more efficient, grew legs so to speak, and became more mobile. This evolution made 

technology relevant and a constant presence in people’s lives like never before, whether 
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walking across a street with music loudly playing in their ears crossing in front of 

vehicles they are unaware of, texting while driving down a street at 40 miles an hour not 

watching the road, or disengaging in classrooms or social settings from people speaking 

to “plug into” far-away family, friends and Web sites. As Gates notes in his speeches, this 

technology is everywhere. It is a sort of intellectual warming, where we are no longer 

islands or glaciers on our own away from comfort zones; we are tied in closer and more 

frequently than ever, we do not ever have to greet a stranger, the sounds of the world 

around us, or dig in the stacks of libraries for a vital piece of information. Indeed, this 

“warming” that comes with the cooling of our need to seek out the physical world around 

us, will someday cause the stacks in the library to become the glacier, and they will melt 

away from un-use as more information is available by fingertips. Make no mistake, 

access to information is a good thing. But with digital literacy rates unequal, access and 

ability to retrieve useful information to make meaning are different things.  

From a methods perspective, qualitative research is still a concern to this 

researcher. The “guts” or code of the software used for this program is under legal lock 

and key, which makes meaning-making extraordinarily difficult. In quantitative research, 

statistical software programs are used as complex calculators to do math equations that 

while very long and challenging, can be done by hand by anyone with the knowledge and 

interest. With word-resonance software, it is a huge leap of faith that the values assigned 

to words, and even the dictionaries themselves, are consistent in the programs that are 

starting to proliferate. Statistics software packages do largely the same thing, computing 

complex math. But content analysis software can vary even if basic words are defined 

similarly because the values can change from program to program. The word-frequencies 
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for this were done in eight to 14-hour marathons, search for all words that had the stem, 

in the example given as “innovate, innovation, innovative” but also for “videogame, 

videogaming, gaming,” and a lot of these terms had to be eye-balled to make sure the use 

was within the parameters. For example, the biggest challenge was “TV” and “television” 

because of Web TV, but also because TV related to the “black box” and “videogames” as 

well. This researcher still firmly believes that the academic community must now, more 

than ever, ask “how” and “why” instead of only “how many” or “how many times.” 

However, quantitative values remain largely the only way to generalize results until the 

qualitative community can come to an agreement on replicable methods that can be used 

not only on similar studies, which is important, but across genres. This is important not 

only for reliability and validity, but so researchers understand how the method works and 

can report their results without having to explain the unique method or software that only 

they can use and understand. 

 Also valuable for future research, is investigating this “rhetorical branding” of 

corporate CEOs who are the face and have a key role and deep improvement in the daily 

operations of their company, could best be used by CEOs such as Steve Jobs at Apple, or 

Michael Dell at Dell, who founded their companies and were key players in innovation, 

developmental decisions, and allocation of company resources. Conversely, future 

research could certainly be used to debunk credibility of the CEO spokespeople who 

blow rhetorical wind nonstop on a yearly basis, exposing to shareholders a CEO who 

cannot relay the message of their company, or chart the financial and intellectual 

direction, because they do not have a grasp on either what the company is doing, or its 

potential for fiscal success in coming years. 
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 After studying and researching Bill Gates for a year for this project, this 

researcher sees great value using future research to track Bill Gates’ rhetoric as a 

humanitarian for a significant period of time to see how his rhetoric continues to evolve. 

This research could focus on issues Gates, through the foundation he directs with his wife 

and his father, chooses to spend roughly $4 billion per year trying to improve digital 

literacy in developing countries as well as addressing the health-care issues in Third-

World nations. The recent speeches he has given since moving full-time to the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation in mid-2008 are a rhetorical 180 from the speeches he gave as 

Microsoft’s CEO. He is still, as he repeatedly points out, very committed to Microsoft 

being successful as a company, but he’s more concerned with making sure no human life 

is assessed more value than any other human life.  As a result, his role in his company, 

and his development as a humanitarian, has left him in a financial and even intellectual 

conundrum. Gates said in a speech in July 2009: “We started our foundation because we 

believe that all lives have equal value. The poorest child in the poorest country is just as 

precious as your children, or ours. We wanted to do our part to give every person the 

chance to live a healthy and productive life.” 

 Gates, the revolutionary computer programmer, changed over time into a more 

evolutionary player in his last years running Microsoft even as the stock slowed and 

companies like Apple took the lead in mobile technology. But the rhetoric of Bill Gates 

the humanitarian would be rich for analysis to see if he evolves as a revolutionary for 

these humanitarian causes. Instead of a “computer in every house,” as he and Paul Allen 

said in their mantra while starting Microsoft, Gates is now looking for healthy children in 
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every house. Getting a grasp on his rhetorical message as he begins this worthwhile 

pursuit could truly be a model worthy of study, and perhaps replication.  
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Appendix A 

Word Frequencies, by Year 

Table 2: Excel file, Word-count totals 

 

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

cell phone 0 0 2 8 15 10 5 

Google 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

usability 0 1 2 2 1 5 22 

Legislate/legislator 0 4 4 2 0 0 1 

Mobile 1 6 17 19 10 10 5 

Government 5 44 147 100 71 6 54 

Health 4 8 6 24 35 4 19 

Education 10 24 31 47 19 9 10 

Digital 11 101 188 249 186 118 83 

literacy 1 2 4 0 13 0 0 

Future 8 49 83 31 29 12 14 

Cool 1 6 5 5 3 1 3 

Research 18 79 64 28 15 59 41 

broadband 4 1 1 11 21 20 28 

Videogaming 2 0 0 0 1 11 2 

Innovate 29 55 79 39 23 7 34 

Microsoft 61 294 305 170 119 150 137 

Yahoo 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 

Neat 13 12 38 17 16 14 25 

Television 30 98 115 57 32 20 14 

privacy 3 3 20 12 21 2 11 

Stream/streaming 16 30 30 45 27 27 16 

Super 17 6 18 36 9 7 6 

PC 150 502 638 426 458 293 118 

Internet 225 419 439 578 275 102 79 

Wireless 5 10 20 95 96 38 29 

Communication 53 71 77 99 95 79 50 

Regulate 3 10 17 6 4 4 3 

Apple 2 16 13 2 3 2 1 

IBM 10 27 20 7 10 7 23 

Voice recognition 2 0 0 6 6 1 2 

security 23 43 33 25 50 23 57 

Moore's Law 12 23 16 6 3 6 7 

Web TV 1 19 30 5 7 0 2 
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2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

  cell phone 5 11 8 9 10 7 24 

  Google 

 

0 1 2 11 2 6 6 

  usability 

 

22 2 1 5 2 1 2 

  Legislate/legislator 1 0 0 7 0 0 0 

  Mobile 

 

5 48 30 31 24 31 44 

  Government 54 38 24 60 60 65 119 

  Health 

 

19 12 24 24 3 52 61 

  Education 10 14 22 59 40 114 102 

  Digital 

 

83 83 62 110 23 95 90 

  literacy 

 

0 0 3 2 0 1 8 

  Future 

 

14 37 24 49 22 33 57 

  Cool 

 

3 6 3 3 3 3 7 

  Research 

 

41 31 69 68 26 45 125 

  broadband 28 31 22 27 19 10 24 

  Videogaming 2 3 15 25 8 8 10 

  Innovate 

 

34 18 35 38 52 105 133 

  Microsoft 

 

137 143 116 154 112 116 223 

  Yahoo 

 

0 2 0 2 1 2 3 

  Neat 

 

25 19 20 18 20 17 31 

  Television 14 21 23 39 49 78 67 

  privacy 

 

11 26 5 17 7 13 6 

  Stream/streaming 16 23 34 18 23 30 30 

  Super 

 

6 18 32 35 23 9 23 

  PC 

 

118 169 145 177 124 142 195 

  Internet 

 

79 72 55 123 106 217 207 

  Wireless 

 

29 27 47 28 16 16 4 

  Communication 50 62 38 83 44 48 36 

  Regulate 

 

3 3 1 4 2 4 2 

  Apple 

 

1 0 3 12 4 3 1 

  IBM 

 

23 32 24 8 3 3 5 

  Voice recognition 2 2 2 1 0 2 1 

  security 

 

57 95 96 64 43 39 9 

  Moore's Law 7 10 8 9 2 6 4 

  Web TV 

 

2 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Appendix B 

Calais, Audience analysis 

Figure 23: 1997: Politicians, by Audience/Calais Analysis 
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Appendix C 

Crawdad, Word pairs by year 

 Figure 24: Word pairs, 1996 
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Figure 25: Word pairs, 1997 
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Figure 26: Word pairs, 1998 
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Figure 27: Word pairs, 1999 
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Figure 28: Word pairs, 2000 
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Figure 29: Word pairs, 2001 
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Figure 30: Word pairs, 2002 
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Figure 31: Word pairs, 2003 
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Figure 32: Word pairs, 2004 
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Figure 33: Word pairs, 2005 
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Figure 34: Word pairs, 2006 
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Figure 35: Word pairs, 2007 
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Figure 36: Word pairs, 2008 

 


