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Business uses not one, but at least three different languages when it talks about sustainability. These include:

· The Language of the Responsible Reporter

· The Language of the Responsible Retailer/Manufacturer

· The Local Dialect: Sustainability and the Employee  

Sustainability Reports
Sustainability reports are mainly produced by the very largest businesses (with some notable exceptions). They have settled into a known quantity where the reporting organisation sets out it’s log-view statement, and then reports its social, economic and environmental impacts (both positive and negative) against a number of (often common) stakeholder groups. There is a rarefied group in the UK that consistently wins the prize for the best report. 

The audience for many large private corporate reports is City analysts who look at them to determine whether there are any risks that might affect investment potential in the future. The exception is the Co-operative Group where the report is produced for its members, but also for its potential members as sustainability is a key attractor for the business. 

The language of sustainability reports is refined and the focus is particular. A look at three leading sustainability reports (taken from the opening statements of the Chief Executives and Chairmen) bears this out:

· The Language of BT: corporate social responsibility, reduced energy use, increased recycling, wind-farms ,customers first, environmental footprint, inclusive society, sustainable economic growth, embed sustainability, employees flourish, transparency and accountability, responsible behaviour, climate change, CO2 emissions, low-carbon economy
· The Language of Shell: Sustainable development, economically, environmentally and socially responsible, responsible energy system, climate change, security of [energy] supplies, environmental and social impacts, safety, biofuels, greenhouse gas emissions, fuel efficiency, responsible energy future.
The Language of the Co-operative Group: Ethics, Fairtrade, pesticides, energy consumption, sustainable energy sources, wind farm, climate change, ecotown, social and environmental issues, a more competitive and responsible business, responsible retailing, sustainability
While tailored to each business, these are words that have resonance with a narrow band of readers, and are not meant to be projected to a wider, less fluent audience. In this sense the communication potential for spreading the language of sustainability is limited.

Sustainability and the Customer

However, when companies are thinking about their customers, then every effort is made (where being green is a market advantage) to explain very clearly how the product or service is sustainable. Here the problem is not in the language, but in its effect on the recipient. Consider the following:

· Just 10% of consumers trust what companies say about climate change

· 20% are confused about conflicting or hard to decipher information

· 50% think it is the government’s job to remove unsustainable products form the shelves

· Some people are influenced to think companies are environmentally responsible because they have green packaging

· Enron and many of the banks that recently ran into difficulties were leading lights in the CSR world

This evidence shows that it really does not matter what language is chosen, many people are sceptical about sustainability claims as they rightly put the message in the context of a selling ploy. 
Sustainability and the Employee
In many organisations the effort to help employees understand how their employer is tackling environmental and social issues, and producing responsible profits has been weak or absent. The sustainable communications firm Futerra showed that just 18 of FTSE 100 CR report mention employee communications in their reports. Often, unusual methods such as evoking emotion, arts-based approaches, and the power of nature are avoided because these are things that are considered to be ‘professional’ matters when we are in work.

This may be the way business managers want to run a business, but it is simply unnatural, and will never overcome the ‘denying’ and ‘deflecting’ behaviours associated with unsustainable habits and procedures. Until every employee meets the issues head on, including their emotional response to the possibility of big changes in their way of life due to climate change, then it will be very hard to bring teams together to work for a common sustainable purpose.  This is not to say that facts do not have their place, but facts by themselves don’t work for the majority. Exposure to Nature will not work on its own for the majority. Emotional manipulation on its own is more likely to lead to entrenched resentment, rather than real change. 

Instead, the approach by businesses in the future might be a mixture of fact, emotion, and invited self-reflection, always injected with an element of humour. This seems to be right for today’s professional audiences because, while tub thumping has its place, the level of awareness about the range of arguments associated with the sustainability agenda makes it easy for many to discount the thrust of this approach. The question remains whether business leaders will allow emotion, theatre and open discussion into the workplace. The trend to talk about corporate values, using a less impenetrable language of sustainability suggests that there may be a glimmer of hope in this direction.   
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