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Abstract

Transport companies face the dual challenge of addressing transparency issues in communicating
their potential role in environmental disasters while cultivating trust with stakeholders. Set against
this background, this paper explores how Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports showcase
companies’ awareness of both their role as social actors and their impact on the planet and the
community. More specifically, it aims to investigate how environmental issues have been framed
and described by companies operating in the rail sector from a linguistic and discursive perspective.
From an eco-linguistics perspective, this paper examines trigger words that are used to frame issues
related to the environment in CSR reports of rail companies. Specifically, we avail ourselves of a
corpus consisting of CSR reports published in English between 2021 and 2022 by rail companies of
both English-speaking and non-English speaking countries. An analysis of our corpus highlights
recurrent phraseological units related to zero and protection, suggesting some basic frames of
corporate environmental action. A close study of the lexico-grammatical patterns linked to such
words shows different trends in the disclosure of reports from both a linguistic and discursive
perspective. Results shed light not only on how companies represent themselves through the genre
of CSR reports, but also on cross-cultural differences. Specifically, countries using net zero as their
main objective present themselves as efficient while those preferring climate protection as caring.
The study contributes to the further understanding of the role of corporate social responsibility in
environmental action. By framing environmental protection and net zero not only as a mission but
also as a corporate strategy, rail companies seem to reinforce their public image in an increasingly
eco-conscious market.

Keywords: environmental action, climate protection, genre of CSR reports, lexico-grammatical
patterns, discursive strategies
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YrnepogHaa HeTpanbHOCTb U 3aL4uTa NPUPOADI:
3KOI0ruyecKue MeponpUATUA B COLMANBHBIX OTYETaxX
YKeNe3HOAO0POXHbIX KOMNAHMiA

Mapuna BOHAN "> DA, Txkeccuka Jxxeiin HOCEJLJIA

Ynusepcumem Mooenwl u Pedoco-Omunuu, Moodena, Umanus
><Imarina.bondi@unimore.it

AHHOTAIUSA

[lepen TpaHCTIOPTHBIMK KOMIAHHUSMHU CTOWUT JBOWHAS 33ajada — PemaTh BOIPOCHI IIPO3PAYHOCTH,
c0001Iast 0 CBOEH MOTEHIMAIEHOW POJIHM B IKOJIOTHYECKUX KaTacTpodax, ¥ OTHOBPEMEHHO YKpeIl-
JISATH TOBEpHE CO CTOPOHBI 3aMHTEPECOBAHHBIX CTOPOH. B CBSI3M ¢ 3TUM B TaHHOH CTaThe paccMmar-
PHUBAIOTCS OTYETHI O KOPIOpaTUBHON connanbHoi oTBeTcTBeHHOCTH (KCO), KOTOpBIE AEMOHCTPH-
PYIOT OCO3HaHHME KOMMAHHWSIMH CBOEH POJMM KAaK COIHUAIBHBIX CYOBEKTOB W CBOETO BIIMSHUS
Ha TUTaHeTy W o0miecTBo. L{enb cTaThu — TOKa3aTh, KaKk KOMIAHUH, paboTaroNINe B KEIE3HOI0-
POKHOM CEKTOpEe, GOPMYITHUPYIOT M OMUCHIBAIOT YKOJOTHUYCCKHE MPOOIEMBI C JICKCHUYSCKON U JHC-
KypcUBHOM Touek 3peHusi. C Mo3ulMii SKOJTUHTBUCTUKH B CTAThE aHATTM3UPYIOTCS CIOBA-TPUTTEPHI,
KOTOpbIE YMOTPEOJSIOTCS Uil TPAaKTOBKM BOMPOCOB, CBSI3aHHBIX C OKpY’Karolled Cpeou,
B COIMANBHBIX OTYETaX >KEIEe3HOAOPOXKHBIX Kommanui. Mccnenyercs kopmyc otdetoB o KCO,
OMyOJIIMKOBAHHBIX HA aHTIHUICKOM si3bike B mepuoa ¢ 2021 mo 2022 rox xene3HOI0POKHBIMU
KOMIIAHHUSAMU KaK aHTJIOS3BIYHBIX, TAK U HEAHTJIOS3BIYHBIX CTpaH. AHAIN3 KOpITyca ITO3BOJIWII BbI-
JICITUTH TIOBTOPSIOMIHECS (PPa3eoIOrnICCKIe SIUHHUIIBI, CBSI3aHHBIC C YIIICPOHOW HEUTPATBHOCTEHIO
1 3alIUTOW TPUPOMBI, MpeIaras HEKOTOPhIe PAMKH KOPIIOPATHBHOM SKOIIOTHIECKON JesITeThHO-
ctu. VccrenoBaHue JEKCHKO-TPAMMATHUYSCKIX MOJEINCH, CBA3aHHBIX CO CIOBaMHU-TPHUITEPAMH,
BEIBUIIO pasiMYHBIC TCHIICHIINU B PACKPHITHU WHPOPMAIINN KaK C JIKCHIECKOH, Tak U ¢ TUCKYp-
CHUBHOU TOYKH 3peHHs. Pe3ynpTaTel MOKa3aiy, KaKk KOMIIAHHHU TIPEICTABISIOT ce0s depe3 sKaHp
otueToB o KCO, u BBIIBIIM HEKOTOPBIE KPOCC-KYJIBTYPHBIE pa3iudus. B gacTHOCTH, CTpaHBI,
HCTOJIB3YIONINE YTIACPOTHYI0 HEUTPATFHOCTh B KQ9eCTBE OCHOBHOW €N, TIO3UIIOHUPYIOT ceOs
Kak 3¢ (GeKTUBHBIC, B TO BPeMs KaK CTPaHbI, MPEANOUYHUTAIOIINE 3aIUTy KIUMaTa, — KakK JeMOH-
cTpupylolme 3a00Ty 00 oKpyskarolei cpeze. JlaHHoe rccne0BaHue BHOCHUT BKIIA[] B JaJIbHEHIIICE
[IOHUMAaHKE POJIM KOPIIOPATUBHOM COLMAIbHOM OTBETCTBEHHOCTH B KOJIOTUUECKON JAESITENEHOCTH.
DopMyIUpys 3alIUTY OKPY>KaIOLIEH cpeibl U YIIIEPOIHYI0 HEUTPAIIbHOCTH HE TOJIBKO KaK MUCCHIO,
HO M KaK KOPIOPAaTUBHYIO CTPATErHIo, >KEJIE3HOI0POKHbIE KOMIAHUH TBITAIOTCS YKPENHUTh CBOU
00IIecTBEHHBII UMUK Ha PBIHKE, KOTOPBIH CTAHOBUTCS BCe 00Jiee YyBCTBUTEIBHBIM K DKOJIOTHYE-
CKUM Ipo0iiemam.

KuaroueBble ClI0OBa: 3K0102uteckas OesimenbHOCHmb, 3auma KiumMama, yeiepooHas Helmpaib-
Hocms, scanp omyema o KCO, nexcuxo-epammamuueckue mooenu, OUCKYPCUBHble Cmpameuu
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1. Introduction and background

Over the years environmental discourse has gained much interest in discourse
analysis (Harré et al. 1999, Miihlhdusler & Peace 2006, Alexander 2009) with
researchers investigating various thematic subdomains belonging to the broader
umbrella term of ecolinguistics (Stibbe 2015). The growth in interest in this topic
is certainly due to an increasing attention to the climate crisis, with 77% of the
global greenhouse gas emissions being produced by the G20, namely the group of
the world’s largest twenty economies'. United Nations (UN) climate change
conferences have also grown in size and impact, becoming the key global forums
for discussion of climate change matters. Following the increasing awareness of the
rise in the Earth’s temperature (which is 1.2 °C warmer than it was in the late
1800s), in 2015 world leaders signed the Paris Agreement, aiming to limit the global
temperature to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, reduce emissions, and prevent the
impacts of climate change 2. In 2019, European countries further strengthened the
goals of the Paris Agreement by launching the European Green Deal with the aim
of achieving carbon neutrality by 2050. This means an economy with no greenhouse
gas emissions — also known as net-zero. National plans specifically address five
dimensions of the energy union, namely decarbonization, energy efficiency, energy
security, internal energy market research, and innovation and competitiveness.
Moreover, at the beginning of 2020, EU countries submitted a long-term strategy
to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) on
how they intend to achieve carbon neutrality from 2021 to 2030.

Within this context, corporations are under increasing pressure to reduce their
carbon footprint. The transport industry is perhaps one of the greatest ‘villains’
listed as one of the main producers of carbon emissions. The industry responds to
the needs of the modern economy and satisfies the growing demands for moving
people and products across the globe, but in doing so, it contributes heavily to gas
emissions and dramatically impacts the environment both directly and indirectly.
Transport companies thus face the dual challenge of addressing transparency issues
in communicating their potential role in environmental disasters (Peeters 2007,
Becken & Hay 2012) while cultivating trust with stakeholders. Although rail is
recognized as the most environmentally friendly form of transport compared to air
or road, its extensive networks still exert enormous pressure on the environment, as
for example with the construction and maintenance of infrastructures, the supply of

! These include Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India, Indonesia,
Italy, Japan, Republic of Korea, Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, the United
Kingdom, the United States, and the European Union.

2 https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/what-is-climate-change
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energy, and habitat damage. Railway corporations are therefore subject to the same
need as other corporations to provide increasing information on the strategies they
adopt to reduce their environmental impact.

Set against this background, the present study focuses on how environmental
issues are represented in the CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) or
sustainability reports of a selection of rail companies operating in two different
geographical areas, namely Europe and North America. CSR reports are meant to
disclose information on practices and results, while at the same time promoting a
positive image of the company in the eyes of its stakeholders. They represent a shop
window for corporations to highlight their contribution towards society, as well as
the positive impact on their activities, specifically on the planet and on
communities, and are therefore a key discourse resource to explore. These also
come under ESG (Environmental Social Governance) reports, highlighting again
the environmental and social commitment, as well as their governance and
management aspects (Elkington 1994, Lee et al. 2016, Gao et al. 2021). Such
reports abide by GRI (Global Report Initiatives) standards, which focus on
economic, environmental and social categories (Jaworska & Nanda 2018). As
shown by Fuoli and Beelitz (2023), however, they are also arguably influenced by
landmark deals, such as the Paris agreement or the European Green Deal.

The present paper examines salient trigger words that are used to frame
(Catenaccio, Garzone & Reisigl 2023, Hart 2023) issues related to the environment
in CSR reports of rail companies. The analysis of environmental discourse has often
brought to light discursive strategies that are used to frame (Entman 1993) issues
surrounding the environment, so as to support specific interpretations or inferences.
These interpretations play a pivotal role in shaping the construction of arguments
within the debate. Framing involves selecting and drawing attention to particular
aspects, whilst directing attention away from others. Ways of framing
environmental issues can help identify common themes that operate across group
boundaries or highlight how the different positions inevitably involved are actually
negotiated in discourse Through a combination of quantitative and qualitative
approaches, we aim to identify the lexical choices, the phraseological patterns and
the frames adopted by railway companies in representing environmental action and
practices. In particular, we will answer the following research questions:

— RQI1: Which are the trigger words used by companies operating in the rail
sector to describe environmental issues in CSR reports?

— RQ2: How are environmental issues framed through lexical choice?

— RQ3: How are lexical choice and framing related to the regional dynamics
that shape corporate environmental policies?

The paper continues as follows: Section 2 provides a brief literature review,
while Section 3 presents materials and methods adopted in this study. In Section
4.1 we provide an overview of the quantitative results which will be then followed
by a lexical and phraseological analysis of the most relevant items (4.2, 4.3
and 4.4). In 4.3 and 4.4 we look in particular at the frames activated by the
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phraseological patterns of two lexical items (protection and zero) that
characterize — quantitatively and qualitatively — the discourse of companies
operating in different institutional contexts. The paper will close with discussions
(5) followed by conclusions (6).

2. Literature review

As corporate discourse on environmental issues has grown exponentially, a
burgeoning number of studies on its features and functions have also been
conducted under different theoretical and methodological frameworks. While the
accounting literature often uses content analysis to assess the quantity and quality
of disclosures (e.g. Pitrakkos & Maroun 2019), studies in the field of applied
linguistics and communication have mostly privileged discourse and corpus
approaches (e.g. Fuoli 2012, 2018, Lischinky 2015, Bondi 2016, Jaworska 2018).
Discourse studies have often concentrated on issues regarding media discussions
and narratives on climate change (Flottum 2017, Norton & Hulme 2019) and
ecology (Ponton 2023), but also on specific corporate genres like
ESG/CSR/sustainability reports (Zappettini & Unerman 2016, Fuoli & Beelitz
2023, Fernandez-Véazquez & Sancho-Rodriguez 2020).

In a recent systematic review of applied linguistic studies on sustainability
discourse, Nervino Cheung and Chen (2024) highlight the centrality of
environmental sustainability in the field and the salience of studies on keywords,
concordances and collocations in language research, with somewhat greater
emphasis on the analysis of metaphors in communication studies. The review also
maps research traditions around the main frameworks of corpus linguistics,
(critical) discourse analysis, multimodality, ecolinguistics and rhetoric, while
noting that ecolinguistics has not been adapted as much as expected (Nervino,
Cheung & Chen 2024: 877), given the centrality of environmental issues in
ecolinguistics.

Approaches to ecolinguistics, on the other hand, are not limited to discourse
on the environment or environmental issues: they rather represent an approach to
the study of language and its use that is informed by ecology. They therefore vary
widely, including both studies on the ecology of languages and studies on discourse
in an ecological perspective (e.g., Ponton 2023). Discourse approaches — which
Penz and Fill (2022: 234) denominate Ecological Discourse Analysis (EDA) —
emphasize “the role of language in dealing with (aggravating or solving)
environmental problems by pointing out the connection between language and
ideologies”. This, in turn, includes both an analysis of ecological discourse and an
ecological analysis of discourse: the text-critical and the system-critical
perspectives, as defined by Fill and Miihlhausler (2001).

Lexical and phraseological choices often play a major role in studies that
combine discourse and corpus approaches, as well as in explicitly ecolinguistics
studies. Seminal work by Halliday (1990, later published as 2001) has shown that
the lexico-grammatical features of language (and scientific discourse in particular)
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can be related to specific ideologies: the presence of mass nouns in the language
system may for example suggest that resources are not limited; using growth as the
positive term and shrink as the negative may support a philosophy of ‘growthism’.
In a revisitation of Halliday’s work, Law and Matthiessen (2023) account for the
various changes in expressions referring to global warming, such as climate change,
climate emergency, climate crisis, or even climate breakdown, with their different
implications. Researchers have shown keen interest in the way keywords such as
climate and net zero have been framed (Pollach 2018), for instance, through an
analysis of the discourses surrounding “climate change” and “climate emissions”.

Lexico-grammatical choices are thus often studied in corporate discourse to
explore the ideology behind them, with critical perspectives often focusing on how
companies use marketing and greenwashing strategies (Alexander 2010, 2018) to
legitimate their action, by framing environmentalism in terms of market economics.
Special attention has been paid to how issues of climate change are framed.
Jaworska (2018), for example, shows how the use of hedging strategies and
forward-looking expressions frame the ideology of climate change in corporate
communication, by increasingly emphasising the notion of risk in ways that portray
climate change as an unpredictable agent. Furthermore, through a topic-modelling
corpus-based discourse analysis, Jaworska and Nanda observe the shift from
climate change as “an object” to a “destructive and uncontrollable agent” (2018:
395). By concentrating on a case study of three major energy companies and their
lexico-semantic choices surrounding climate, Dahl and Flgttum (2019) show how
climate change is framed as a business responsibility, a business risk, and a business
opportunity. Finally, qualitative frame analysis has been used to uncover how
companies juggle the need to prove their contribution to sustainability and their
actual responsibility for carbon emissions (Megura & Gunderson 2022).

The role of the sociocultural context has also proved to be essential. Fuoli and
Beelitz (2023) examine how corporate discourse has evolved following the Paris
Agreement, showing that the expression ‘net zero’ is used to promote “a ‘green’
corporate ethos and safeguard corporate legitimacy while largely practicing
business as usual” (382). In line with previous studies (Levy & Egan 2003, Kolk,
Levy & Pinkse 2008), they also highlight the different roles that European countries
and the US have played since the Paris Agreement, showing that while the US has
a more moderate position towards carbon reduction, European countries are more
decisive in reaching reduction goals.

Our own study aims to combine attention to lexico-grammatical analysis,
frame analysis, and different institutional contexts.

3. Materials and methods

In order to investigate and compare how climate discourse is framed in the rail
sector, we created two corpora consisting of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
reports issued between 2021 and 2022. As visible from Table 1, in order to carry
out a comparative analysis, the first corpus consists of European Union rail
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companies that have issued their report in English, while the second one groups
together the CSR reports of companies operating in English-speaking countries
outside the European Union.

Table 1. Rail companies and number of tokens of the corpora

EU countries NON-EU English-speaking countries
Companies Tokens No. texts Tokens
— Ceské drahy (Czech Repubilic) 322,282 | — NSW (Australia) 149,713
— DSB (Denmark) — Via Rail (Canada)
— SNCF (France) — Kiwi Rail (New Zealand)
— Deutsche Bahn (Germany) — Amtrak (USA)
— Trenitalia (Italy) — GTR (UK)
— Italo (Italy) — GWR (UK)
— Latvijas dzelzce)s (Latvia) — LNER (UK)
—Vy (Norway) —SWR (UK)

Despite not being part of the European Union, Norway was included in the EU
corpus for its Green Alliance with EU countries and its commitment to reinforce
climate action and its environmental protection efforts, as well as its cooperation
on clean energy and industrial transition.

For the first step of our analysis, we availed ourselves of AntConc Software
tool (3.5.9) where we could generate two separate wordlists from the two corpora
and select the first ten lexical items related to the environment and to environmental
issues. A brief analysis of the convergences and divergences of the two corpora in
the most frequent lexical items led us to focus on the word forms that distinguished
the two corpora, paying particular attention to two words of interest: protection and
zero.

We then carried out a concordance analysis of the selected words in a
phraseological perspective (Sinclair 2004), paying attention to collocations,
semantic preference (the tendency of the word to co-occur with words sharing some
elements of meaning) and recurrent phraseological patterns. Attention to co-text
and co-textual lexico-semantic patterns provides a solid basis for an analysis of how
environmental issues are framed in the corpus and in the two corpora.

In the second stage of our analysis, we further explored the phraseology of the
selected node words following Stibbe’s (2015) environmental framing approach. In
order to do so, we started with the definition of framing proposed by Stibbe (2015),
namely “the use of a story from one area of life (a frame) to structure how another
area of life is conceptualized” (47). Specifically, when exploring framing one needs
to consider two aspects, the first is the so-called “source frame”, which is the
resource frame that is triggered by words belonging to another semantic field
(e.g., capital, stocks, resources, commodities and assets). The second is the “target
domain”, which is what is being talked about: in this case, words related to envi-
ronmental measures (Stibbe 2015: 53).
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4. Results

In this section we explore our results first from a quantitative perspective (4.1),
then from a qualitative one (4.2 and 4.3). The qualitative analysis moves from an
observation of the phraseological patterns attested in the corpus, to an interpretation
of their implications and rhetorical functions.

4.1. Wordlists

Table 2 shows separate wordlists for the two corpora [substitute comma
with semicolon], specifically, for each corpus we selected the first ten lexical items
related to the environment.

Table 2. The 10 most frequent lexical items related to the environment in the two corpora

EU corpus Non-EU corpus
Rank Raw Frequency Lexical items Rank Raw Frequency Lexical items
(pttw) (pttw)
56 587 (18.21) energy 47 288 (19.23) sustainability
64 526 (16.63) sustainability 75 218 (14.56) emissions
69 482 (14.95) emissions 87 201 (13.82) sustainable
76 433 (13.43) climate 88 198 (13.22) environmental
93 358 (11.10) sustainable 117 158 (10.55) climate
107 333 (10.33) environmental 133 139 (9.28) energy
140 287 (8.9) protection 174 118 (7.88) carbon
179 280 (8.68) green 178 117 (7.81) environment
184 235 (7.29) environment 187 117 (7.81) waste
342 143 (4.44) waste 205 105 (7.01) zero

As can be seen from Table 2, the two corpora have many lexical items in
common, such as nouns and adjectives related to the environment (environment and
environmental), sustainability (sustainability and sustainable), climate (climate),
and emissions (emissions, energy, and waste). However, in the European corpus,
we see the presence of protection and green, which are not present in the non-EU
corpus. Conversely, non-EU companies seem also to pay attention to elements such
as carbon and zero.

It is worth paying attention to the different frequencies of these words, to
explore the extent and nature of their difference. As shown in Table 3 below there
seems to be significative difference among these items. For instance, in the EU
corpus green and protection appear to be around 7 times more frequent than in the
non-EU one, while in the non-EU corpus zero and carbon are respectively around
three and two times more frequent than in the EU one.

In the EU corpus, green refers mostly to the Green Bond programme or to the
institutional principles recommended by EU policies (i.e., Green Deal), while
protection seems to be the key aim of CSR discourse. In both the EU and non-EU
corpus, carbon identifies a key problem that companies are facing, while zero
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(referred to carbon emissions) identifies the main aim through a specific target: net
zero is a global initiative® whose aim is to achieve climate-neutrality by 2050,
meaning that all countries are involved in the creation of a no greenhouse gas
emissions’ economy.

Table 3. Raw frequencies (pttw) of specific environment-related items in each corpus

Lexical items EU corpus Non-EU corpus
Carbon 120 (3.72) 118 (7.88)
green 280 (8.68) 18 (1.2)
protection 287 (8.9) 19 (1.27)
Zero 62 (1.92) 105 (7.01)

Despite some similarities in the two wordlists, it is thus worth pointing out that
each list presents a different measure or approach to solve the environmental crisis,
namely the general approach of (environmental/climate) protection for the EU and
the specific target of zero emissions for the non-EU wordlist. We will therefore
explore the use of these two words in more detail in sections 4.3 and 4.4. However,
before doing this, it is worth providing the reader with a qualitative overview of
green and carbon.

4.2. A brief overview of green and carbon

Looking closely at other uses of green in the EU corpus, we notice that when
referring to Green Bond, green also collocates with business-related terms (i.e.,
green investments, green loans, green(-bond) finance) where the pre-modifier
seems to be used as a substitute for the whole concept that lies behind this specific
type of investment. In other cases, green is used a clear synonym for ‘sustainable’
and it precedes nouns referring to products such as, ammonia, energy, fuels,
hydrogen, and power. It is interesting to point out that in some of these cases, green
is followed by a further explanation: for instance, DB provides more detail on the
green sponge iron: “an intermediate product for climate-neutral steel production”.
When used as a synonym for ‘sustainable’ or ‘environmental’ green also precedes
nouns referring to strategies adopted to resolve climate problems such as solutions,
project, and logistics.

Moreover, green appears in the slogans of the Norwegian and German rail
companies, which respectively self-promote their trains with “Vy makes choosing
green easy” and “This is green”, highlighting their ethical choice. Here, green is
used again as a synonym for ‘sustainable’, but with a more self-promotional tone,
emphasizing their choice towards a more environmental-friendly transition. The
Italian rail companies Trenitalia and Italo also use green in a self-promotional way
to advertise their new types of trains: Green Intercity (in Italian ‘Intercity Green’),

3 https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/net-zero-coalition
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the Green Alps service, and EVO trains. In these cases, they are followed by further
information which justifies and explains the use of green.

(1) In the summer, the new Green Intercity started running. This train has
been refurbished with a special external film and a special carriage with
six bike spaces, recharging points, separate waste collection, family area
and vending machine. What is more, the walls of carriage 3 display
messages on sustainability, with details on the CO2 savings of travelling
by train. (FS_Italy)

(2) The award was assigned by Assologistica for the “Green Alps” service,
an environmentally-friendly Italy-France link that carries by train a
quantity of bottles of water equivalent to approximately 5,000 trucks a
year, with no CO2 emissions. (FS_Italy)

(3) The EVO trains are also “green”, as they are manufactured
with recyclable materials and are designed in accordance with
eco-sustainability criteria to reduce CO2 emissions. (Italo_Italy)

Despite the use of specific self-promotional language (e.g., special), both
companies emphasize the sustainable features of their trains. Moreover, given that
these two reports are a translation from the Italian one, it is likely that green is also
used in the source language as a loanword and that it requires further
explanation — which is why it is kept in the target text.

Promotion of sustainability is also achieved by Denmark and Germany with
their green mobility and green transitions projects. In this case, green is preceded
by verbs that indicate a journey towards sustainability, such as contribute and
promote, and that are associated with areas of actions such as climate protection
and nature conservation. Example 4 below shows how the use of the progressive
form further corroborates the idea of transition towards an environmental-friendly
solution.

(4) DB is required to focus continuously on reducing the environmental
impact so as to strengthen the train’s position further and thus contribute
towards society’s green transition. (DB Germany)

Looking at the very few occurrences of green in the non-EU corpus, we notice
that in 11 out of 18 cases they refer to community and social projects, such as Green
Building, Green Wall, Green Team. In the remaining 7 cases, UK and Canadian
companies use green as a synonym for ‘sustainable’, such as green station, green
travel, and green advantages. The Australian company instead, uses green either to
specify endangered species that need to be protected (e.g., green frogs), or to report
their initiative of planting and increasing the number of trees.

The use of carbon is quite similar in both corpora. In the EU corpus it mostly
used to indicate companies’ mission to contribute to a more sustainable
environment or to report their impact (e.g., carbon accounting, carbon disclosure).
With regards to sustainability goals, we find carbon neutrality preceded by verbs
such as become and achieve or phrases such as the path/the goal towards, thus
highlighting their mission. This is further confirmed by the use of low(er) carbon
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alternatives/economy/footprints, preceded by transition or create. When carbon, on
the other hand, is reported as a problem that needs to be solved, we find elements
such as carbon footprints or carbon emissions preceded by quantitative verbs of
reduction (1.e., reduce). Methods and practices related to the carbon impact are also
visible from how companies report measures to monitor this, with elements such as
assessment, calculation, measure, emphasizing their transparency on such issue.

Despite being relatively more frequent, in the non-EU corpus collocations of
carbon are quite similar to the those in the EU one, but with less variation. Again,
there is some emphasis on the process towards lower carbon emissions, which is
anticipated by phrases such as shift towards, transition towards, and on its reduction
(e.g., reduce, decrease). Carbon neutral goals and carbon neutrality are again
preceded by verbs such as achieve and pursue. Moreover, companies operating in
New Zealand, Australia, and the USA also report their carbon footprint through
data and graphs with verbs showing trends (e.g., Carbon footprint has fluctuated),
percentages on their contribution, and on their performance.

4.3. Focus on protection

When looking for the term protection in the EU corpus we found that of the
287 (8.9 pttw) raw concordances, only 117 were related to climate, environmental
and biodiversity protection. On the other hand, in the non-EU corpus protection
only appears 19 times, 14 of which are related to the environment and only present
in the New Zealand, Australian and Canadian reports. This might be due to the fact
that in these countries there seems to be a higher attention towards biodiversity,
nature protection, and preservation.

While the few cases of protection in the non-EU corpus are related to nature
(e.g., protection and restoration of biodiversity and ecosystems/protection of
biodiversity, ongoing protection of the natural environments, and sustainable
protection of our natural environments, Environment Protection Authority), in the
EU corpus collocations and colligations of protection appear to be more varied. In
the EU corpus, the word is mostly followed or preceded by environmental
specifications: in the first case it is followed by the preposition of (e.g., protection
of water, protection of healthy ecosystems), while in the latter it is preceded by
nouns or adjectives specifying the nature of the protection (e.g., greenhouse
protection, climate protection, environmental protection). In this case, protection
issues are also used to provide further specifications of wider approaches to
environmental issues (e.g., sustainable management of environmental protection
and energy resources). The occurrences of protection within the environmental
field also appear in combination with binomials, some of which combine different
elements of environmental responsibility (e.g., sustainable water and protection of
water, environmental protection and emergency efficiency), while others combine
environmental with social issues or values (e.g., social inclusion and environmental
protection, safe rail operations and environmental protection, human rights and
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environmental protection, environmental protection and safety). This highlights the
close link between environment, community and safety issues.

Climate protection, which appears 56 times and only in the German Deutsche
Bahn report, is presented as an object that needs to be monitored (e.g., measure our
progress in climate protection), as a means of defense (e.g., climate protection
measure), or as something to be achieved (e.g., climate protection
goals/target/object). Similarly to environmental protection, it also appears both in
lists associated with analogous issues (e.g., climate protection, nature conservation,
resources conservation and noise reduction) as well as with elements from different
fields (e.g., to tackle setting new standards for speed of construction, innovation,
energy consumption and climate protection). Additionally, climate protection is
also preceded by importance of, highlighting its prominence.

Moreover, both environmental and climate protection collocate with nouns
indicating something to reach, such as goals and targets, and are preceded by verbs
and phrases of achievement (e.g., achieve, meet, in compliance with, in line with,
succeed) or by verbs indicating the active role of the company in achieving such
objectives (e.g., contribute to ...). Furthermore, protection is also preceded by
action verbs (e.g., provide protection against fluctuations, implement) showing how
companies are actively engaging in environmental issues.

Now, when it comes to the framing of protection in the European Union
corpus, we notice the key role of ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AS A SHIELD, a
strategic defense against climate change (Example 5). Biofuel becomes an
immediate measure to achieve climate neutrality: the target domain belonging to
the environment is associated to the source domain of defense.

(5) The use of biofuel is an immediate climate protection measure and an
important step towards the phase-out of diesel and achieving climate
neutrality. [DB_Germany]

Another frame, which has already emerged from the collocation analysis, is
that of PROTECTION AS BUSINESS (Example 6-8). In this case, we have the target
domain of climate and environmental protection linked to the source domain
belonging to the economic field (e.g., prerequisite, target, achieve, pursue).
Climate protection is addressed as a technical issue that needs to abide by certain
regulations (i.e., Federal Government and the EU) and a code with certain
principles. However, the use of believe in Example 7 also suggests that
environmental protection is a positive value — listed among others — and an
objective that can be achieved by following good praxis.

(6) A strong rail system is therefore an essential prerequisite for meeting the
climate protection targets of the Federal Government and the EU,
because a reduction in emissions in the transport sector cannot be
achieved without a massive shift in the mode of transport towards the
climate-friendly rail system. [DB_Germany]
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(7) We believe that economic development, social inclusion and
environmental protection can be pursued only through good
sustainability governance. [FS Italy]

(8) Also, the code describes the basic principles of the Company in
environmental protection and use of natural resources, principles of fair
business, basic principles of information protection, as well as
cooperation with customers, suppliers, and society. [LDZ Latvia]

Overall, the presence of the use of ‘protection’ in the EU corpus shows
attention paid to both climate and environmental issues. The collocation analysis
highlighted a more varied use of ‘protection’ among the various EU companies
under analysis, in contrast with non-EU companies where its use is mostly limited
to Australian and New Zealander reports and in relation to the environment. The
frame analysis of what seemed to be the most recurrent patterns shows some
consistency with Dahl and Flagttum’s (2019) study presenting climate protection as
business, which is also in line with the corporate move of “stating methods and
practices” (Yu & Bondi 2017) that becomes an opportunity to prove stakeholders
how well railway companies are able to face an event.

4.4. Focus on Zero

When looking at zero in both corpora, we notice that its frequency is much
higher in the non-EU corpus with 105 hits (7.01 pttw) than in the EU corpus
(62 hits, 1.92 pttw).

Starting from the EU collocations of zero, we notice that it mostly appears in
combination with emissions, CO2 emissions, and is preceded by verbs indicating
movements and transition (e.g., drive towards, moving to zero by, switch to) as well
as by quantitative assessment verbs (e.g., reduce, increase the usage of low/zero
emissions), and qualitative assessment ones (e.g., improve). In some cases, verbs
are embedded within a commissive form of future, hence as a promise towards a
zero-emission means of transport network. This is further corroborated by other
modal verbs indicating the deontic aspect of this objective (e.g., shall be, must).
The EU corpus thus shares an interest in the global net-zero target, even in a context
that privileges the general aim of environmental protection.

The phrase net-zero itself appears only 6 times and collocates with the word
standard, in line with the EU regulations, while it is preceded by verbs of
compliance (e.g., achieve carbon neutrality by 2040 with zero net emissions comply
with the net zero standard). Net zero also appears in noun phrases as a further
specification of pollution reduction aims (e.g., with a long-term zero-target set for
2050). Additionally, it appears in an adjectival position, collocating with emissions
through the use of hyphens (e.g., net zero-emissions), which altogether precede
specifying nouns, referring to means of transport (e.g., net zero-emission vehicles),
specific parts or elements of vehicles (e.g., kilometers, lifting gear, technology,
machinery, fuel) and local communities. Moreover, net zero also appears in the

140



Marina Bondi & Jessica Jane Nocella. 2025. Russian Journal of Linguistics 29 (1). 128-147

name of formal institutions created to regulate emissions, such as the case of
Norway (e.g., Zero Emission Institute).

When exploring significant framings of zero emissions/net zero, we notice that,
once more, the expressions are mostly related to business and to urgency. Example
9 shows how zero emissions are addressed as an important and urgent initiative
which can lead to an actual result (impact).

(9)  Few businesses have unlimited time and resources at their disposal and
it is therefore important that we first focus on the initiatives that have
the greatest impact — zero emissions are urgent! [Vy Norway]|

ZERO EMISSIONS AS A BUSINESS STRATEGY is also visible in examples 10
and 11. Zero emissions are a target (objective) to be achieved within a certain
deadline (by 2030) and through certain strategies (via the..., methodologies) which
are presented through nominalizations of the procedures to be implemented (e.g.,
the deployment of..., the electrification) or in compliance with standards and
regulations (e.g., in accordance with), highlighting a technical approach to the
issue.

(10) DSB’s objective is zero particle emission from train engines by 2030.
This is to be achieved via the deployment of electric trains and requires
that Banedanmark continues the electrification work on the rail
network. [DSB_Denmark]

(11) It defines methodologies for defining science based targets in
accordance with the latest findings in climate science, and defines and
promotes best practice for emissions reductions and net zero targets.

[DE_Germany]

With regards to the use of zero outside the European Union, there are 87
occurrences related to climate and environmental issues, as we discarded those
regarding harm and fatalities. In most cases (60 hits), it collocates with net, where
net zero appears as an important objective, as something that needs to be achieved
and a top priority for countries (e.g., our goal to become net zero business
by.../ambition to reach net zero by 2050/reach our ambitious goal of net zero by
2045/to be net zero by 2050/goal of net zero carbon economy by/we drive for net
zero carbon emissions). Net-zero is also followed by nouns like operations and
projects which give the idea that net-zero is part of an ecological strategy. This is
further strengthened by the use of verb develop followed by net zero commitment
and net-zero guidelines or by the phrase our approach to net zero, reinforcing the
idea of a strategy and plan. Net zero also collocates with other expressions referring
to environmental issues such as climate resilience, decarbonization and climate
commitment. Phrases indicating a transition towards net-zero are also present in the
corpus (e.g., steps towards/path to net zero), indicating a shift and work in progress
towards the ultimate goal of carbon-zero emissions.

In a few cases, zero collocates with waste, carbon, pollution, and emissions.
These are preceded by expressions of quantitative assessment (e.g., reduce
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consumption to zero, maintain zero waste), or by phrases indicating a shift towards
green emissions (e.g., provide zero air pollutants, transition to zero-emissions
vehicles).

Looking at the recurrent phraseology of net-zero, we notice that it is often
framed as a BUSINESS AND A SOCIAL MISSION. Example 12 shows how the New
Zealand rail company aligns with government standards to achieve a net zero
carbon economy by a certain deadline (by 2050). In this case, there seems to be a
business collaboration between the private and the public sectors for a common
mission and strategy. Example 13 shows how net-zero is framed as a STRATEGY, as
something that the rail company is addressing according to existing practices,
codes, and standards, in order to improve the inaccurate current regulatory codes.
Net zero framed as a BUSINESS STRATEGY is also visible from examples 14 and 15
with the two UK rail companies taking actions to deliver and set their goals and
launching strategies to become an actual net-zero business.

(12) KiwiRail is committed to supporting New Zealand’s goal of achieving
a net zero carbon economy by 2050. [KIWI RAIL NZ]

(13) We are reviewing existing internal engineering practices, third-party
codes and design standards and developing Climate Resilient and Net-
Zero Design Guidelines, because current regulatory codes that govern
rail infrastructure design incorporate historical data that does not
accurately reflect future climate challenges. [AMTRAK USA]

(14) It drives the actions to deliver on our goals and KPIs including net zero
and strengthening our equality, diversity, and inclusion across the
business [LNER UK]

(15) In 2021, Go-Ahead Group launched its Climate Change Strategy and
set a goal to become a net-zero business by 2045. [GWR_UK]

Overall, net zero seems to have similar uses in both the EU and non EU
corpora, where it is framed as a strategy. This might be due to the fact that the UN
is a global coalition and that UN policies are something that involves all countries.
However, while EU countries highlight the transition towards net zero as a process
and aim to achieve stakeholders’ trust by underscoring how they abide
to regulations, non-EU countries mostly frame net zero as an object and target to
achieve while emphasizing their own image of business efficiency.

5. Discussion

Results of this examination suggest some cross-cultural (or cross-regional)
differences in the framing of environmental discourse. A first look at the two
wordlists reveals a distinct attention to different elements adopted in the EU rail
companies versus the non-EU ones, such as green and protection in the former, and
carbon and zero in the latter.

The use of green in the EU corpus seems to be particularly interesting as it
ranges from a financial/business field (e.g., Green Bond) to a more self-promotional
one through which companies emphasize their sustainable and eco-friendly
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approach towards the environment. On the other hand, both EU and non-EU
companies show similar attitudes towards issues regarding carbon, which is mostly
addressed as a problem that needs to be solved. Moreover, the two wordlists show
different attention to the environmental measures to be adopted, namely an
emphasis on the general aim of protection in the EU corpus and an emphasis on the
specific objective of zero emissions in non-EU one.

Collocation and frame analysis of protection reveals a strong connection
between CSR reports and EU regulatory frameworks, mentioning both
environmental and climate protection. In this context, the framing of environmental
protection often emphasizes the company’s active role in mitigating climate change,
positioning the company as an essential player in the larger political and economic
effort to reduce emissions. This is also probably connected to why protection is
frequently tied to regulatory goals, highlighting a commitment to achieve specific
environmental targets in compliance with EU directives. From a rhetorical point of
view, the emphasis on protection thus favours the image of a caring and compliant
corporation.

The phrase net-zero emerges in both corpora but is particularly frequent in the
non-EU corpus compared to the EU one. While European companies often present
net-zero in terms of regulatory alignment and compliance with global and EU
standards, non-EU companies frame it as more business-oriented goal. Net-zero is
presented primarily as a corporate strategy aimed at long-term competitiveness,
which needs to be achieved within specific deadlines. This framing emphasizes the
role of corporate strategy and the competitive advantages associated with reaching
sustainability targets, underscoring the importance of aligning with global
environmental trends while also capitalizing on potential business opportunities.
For these companies, environmental goals are framed not just as compliance issues
but also as critical components of business resilience and innovation.

6. Conclusions

The study has explored how rail companies operating within and outside the
European Union frame measures regarding environmental issues in their CSR
reports. The procedures adopted for the analysis have moved from a lexical focus
to a wider phraseological perspective, paying attention to collocations and semantic
preferences. The combination of quantitative and qualitative methods has provided
a useful sequence leading to the interpretation of how environmental measures are
framed in corporate discourse. A comparative analysis of the data has then revealed
regional similarities and differences among the companies, highlighting how they
align with broader sustainability goals.

Overall, this small case study might contribute to the ongoing discourse
surrounding the role of corporate social responsibility in environmental action. By
framing environmental protection and net zero not only as a regulatory mission but
also as a corporate strategy, rail companies seek to enhance their public image and
legitimacy in an increasingly eco-conscious market. This rhetorical framing serves
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to align corporate actions with the global climate agenda while reinforcing their
legitimacy among stakeholders, including investors, consumers, and regulators.

The differences in framing between European and non-European companies,
however, also underscore the distinct regional dynamics that shape corporate
environmental policies. European rail companies, operating within the framework
of the EU’s ambitious environmental policies, tend to emphasize compliance and
the urgency of achieving carbon neutrality. On the other hand, non-European
companies, particularly those in English-speaking countries, frame environmental
action as a competitive strategy and a business imperative that aligns with global
climate goals. Ultimately, the different ways of framing environmental issues also
construct different corporate identities that may characterize the expectations of
stakeholders in the different regional contexts: corporations using net zero as their
main objective present themselves as efficient while those preferring climate
protection highlight their caring identity.

This analysis also suggests that the framing of “climate and environmental
protection” and “net zero” is not merely a matter of linguistic choice but is deeply
linked to corporate strategy, regional regulatory environments, and public
perceptions of corporate responsibility. As such, future research could explore how
these frames evolve over time, especially in response to changes in climate policy
and corporate sustainability commitments. It would also be valuable to examine
how companies in other sectors, particularly those outside the transport industry,
use similar framing strategies to engage with the global sustainability agenda.

In conclusion, the study highlights how framing might play a significant role
in corporate communication. The differences between European and non-European
companies underscore the broader geopolitical and economic forces at play in
shaping corporate environmental strategies, pointing to the need for ongoing
dialogue and alignment between corporate goals and global environmental
Initiatives.
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