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Abstract

This paper underlines the value of phraseology as a perspective on the current crisis of environmental sustainability. While
existing narratives, frames and discourses used to communicate about sustainability have often been critically examined,
there is increasing awareness of the need to identify new narratives, frames and discourses that may reset the ways in which
sustainability is conceived. The same is true of the phrases used to communicate about sustainability, where societal un-
derstandings of sustainability are reflected in and maintained by phrases, while new phrases may indicate new cultural
directions. This paper will elaborate on these points, drawing on existing research on the language of sustainability before
outlining directions for future research in phraseology and cultural change.
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1. Introduction

Societally, globally, it seems we are at a critical juncture regarding the natural environment (Beck,
2015; Haase et al., 2022; Pelling, 2011; Pryshlakivsky & Searcy, 2013). This provokes questions
regarding how linguists (phraseologists, discourse analysts and the like) can engage with the topic of
the natural environment, as language both reflects and maintains meanings, as well as reveals new
developments in thinking. For example, what was once referred to as “global warming” became “cli-
mate change” and then “climate crisis” and more recently, “climate catastrophe” and “‘climate emer-
gency” (Carrington, 2019). It is likely that “global warming” fell out of favour as it was deemed more
political and threatening than “climate change”. On the other hand, “climate change” has also been
criticised for normalising the current environmental crisis as some would use the expression to argue
that climate change has always happened. An expression that is currently in favour is “global climate
change” (Abbass et al., 2022) as it emphasises the planetary dimension and, with that, responsibility
for fellow human beings and other life forms. In other words, changes in knowledge about, values
regarding and attitudes towards the environmental situation are evident via words. Words, with their
semantics, pragmatics and histories, reflect changes in knowledge, values and attitudes, and in the
process, words often become a site of contention.

The aim of this paper is to outline various ways in which linguists (including phraseologists and
discourse analysts) can play a valuable role in environmental sustainability research. It is structured
around three parts: 1) an introduction to sustainability and the need for systemic change which is
likely to be evident at the level of language; 2) more specific considerations regarding how phrase-
ology can contribute to research on sustainability discourse; and 3) a short conclusion on prospects
for future phraseological research.
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2. Language Matters to Sustainability

Language matters to sustainability as language is potent and can bring about change, catalysing cul-
tural transformation. An example of this happened in Denmark during COVID-19, when politicians
used the word samfundssind to remind Danes of their civic duties to minimise the risk of spreading
the disease to others through actions such as staying at home (Fage-Butler, 2024b). Samfundssind
translates literally as “societal mind” — and it relates to the need to show community spirit and put
others’ needs first. The Danes largely heeded this appeal to responsibility and changed their behav-
iours accordingly. Phrases are also used to express political targets for the environment, informing
policies and practices globally, an example being the “1.5 degree Celsius climate threshold” of the
Paris Agreement (United Nations, 2015a). Phraseologists can thus contribute valuable knowledge
both of nodal points of cultural significance in sustainability discourse, as well as where and when
changes in sustainability discourse take place.

2.1. The Hard Sciences — and Some Phrases

Language reveals changes in discourses about sustainability even in the “hard” or “physical” envi-
ronmental sciences. In the metaphoric language of Johan Rockstrém, we are living at a time of “plan-
etary boundaries” (Rockstrom et al., 2013). Nine planetary boundaries (Rockstrom et al., 2024) as-
sociated with the biophysical systems that regulate planetary health have been identified: climate
change, change in biosphere integrity, stratospheric ozone depletion, ocean acidification, biogeo-
chemical flows, land-system change, freshwater use, atmospheric aerosol loading, and introduction
of novel entities. Currently, six of the nine planetary boundaries are estimated to have been trans-
gressed through human activities, resulting in the conclusion that “Earth is now well outside of the
safe operating space for humanity” (Richardson et al., 2023, p. 1). The metaphor of “boundaries”
indicates the planet’s natural limits, but it also conveys that it may still be possible for humanity to
navigate within these boundaries responsibly.

Another metaphor often mentioned in relation to the planetary boundaries is “tipping point”
(Russill, 2008). Tipping points are defined as occurring “when a small change sparks an often rapid
and irreversible transformation” (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2026). The phrase “tipping point”
makes clear that human activities are rendering the earth’s planetary systems increasingly unstable,
and that unless the needed actions are taken in a timely fashion, the situation can become impossible
to reverse.

Again, drawing on Rockstrom’s metaphoric language to express the planetary crisis, we “over-
draw on our planet’s accounts” (Rockstrom & Raworth, 2015 [2026]), and are “deep in the red”
(Rockstrom, 2024). These metaphors emphasise that action is urgently needed to rebalance the ac-
counts between humankind and Nature. With such corrective action can come a reality of greater
balance, frugality and care.

In other words, the language of environmental science is replete with phrases and metaphors that
communicate complex environmental risks. This is not surprising: language is central to both the
communication of risks (Boholm, 2016; Fage-Butler, 2024b) and the conduct of science (Barad,
2007). While other modes, such as visual, are highly important for communicating knowledge of
various kinds (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996; Maier et al., 2007), language is a key medium of
knowledge communication (Engberg et al., 2024).

2.2. An Interdisciplinary Meta-Study and the Focus on Language

Language can do more than describe or characterise the scientific nature of the problem of unsus-
tainability. The monumental interdisciplinary study of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Plat-
form on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2022), explored societal valuations of nature.
The study consisted of 563 pages, drawing on 11 review editors and 84 experts whose backgrounds
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spanned the social sciences, biological sciences, technology and humanities. One of the study’s main
findings was the attribution of the current biodiversity crisis to the dominance of an economic view
of nature. Although humans’ relationship with nature is far more complex than that and can take (and
has taken) many forms, the primacy of the economic view has led to the normalisation of an extrac-
tivist relationship with the planet. In this economic logic, Nature is a resource to be used — as encap-
sulated in the expression “natural resources”. However, other valuations of Nature also exist.
Worldviews on Nature can be anthropocentric and extractivist, but they can also be bio- or ecocentric
or pluricentric, even cosmocentric (IPBES, 2022, p. xxiv). Indeed, by broadening the terminological
resources used to communicate about humankind’s relationship to Nature, other, less exploitative
understandings of connections between people and Nature can result.

A closer inspection of language highlights the importance of prepositions within phrases in our
valuations of nature. According to IPBES (2022), we can live “from, in, with and as Nature” (p. xxii).
Each of these phrases connects with different worldviews, knowledge systems and values. In the case
of fishing, for example, IPBES (2022, p. xxii) explain:

o With living from Nature, Nature provides fish for people’s consumption

o With living in Nature, Nature is important for people’s lives and livelihoods

o With living with Nature, fish are understood as having a right to live in Nature, just as people
do

o With living as Nature, Nature is intertwined with what it is to be a person; thus, a river may be
sacred, supporting kinship and interdependence.

When it comes to sustainability, what is required is not just a recalibration of humanity’s relationship
with Nature, but a reconnection and, with that, the formation of new roles and identities (IPBES,
2022). As such, linguists, discourse analysts and the like have a critical role to play in what is called
the “green transition” — not least because of increasing awareness of the value of considering the
material and the cultural as ontologically inseparable and entangled (Barad, 2007).

2.3. The Importance of Evolving the Language of Sustainability

Language is at the forefront of societal change and can even prompt or promote it. In the case of
sustainability, the need for updating language resources is recognised. For example, a terminology
project for the environmental humanities where I contributed a glossary entry on “sustainability”
(Fage-Butler, 2025) articulates the need for greater focus on language. Under the heading “Termi-
nology matters matter”, the organisers of the glossary, Daniel Irrgang and Ulrik Ekman, state that:

“the glossary remaps and redefines solid parts of existing relevant terminology and debates on
what is at stake in the Anthropocene. [...] Terms and concepts for ways in which to inhabit a
common planet must be generated and understood to be critically deployed, in transformative
scientific and everyday discourses, artistic interventions, and activist practices, among others”
(Ekman & Irrgang, 2026).

As humanity’s relationship with the planet is under pressure and evolving, it is necessary to keep up
to date with language and possibly invent new words and phrases where cultural and epistemic gaps
appear. Thus, an updated terminological awareness may be key to addressing the challenge of sus-
tainability.

It is also pertinent to inspect the word “sustainability” itself more closely. “Sustainability” has
been criticised for being an empty signifier (Brown, 2016), whose many meanings can be co-opted
for various (even unsustainable) purposes. “Sustainability” has, for example, been associated with
greenwashing (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020) and for projecting the semblance of engaging in sustain-
able practices, allowing business-as-usual to continue (Blithdorn, 2017). It has, moreover, been
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criticised for not being ambitious enough. In Fage-Butler (2024a), I describe how risk communica-
tion and sustainability could both be considered to be predicated on maintaining the status quo, rather
than producing transformative change. Risk communication is motivated by a concern with avoiding
future dangers which means that the present can continue as before, while the term “sustainability”
suggests the need to keep sustaining and maintaining. As such, “sustainability” could be considered
an unambitious term; however, achieving greater environmental sustainability will require funda-
mental changes in values and practices (Bennett et al., 2019; IPBES, 2022). Thus, the language of
sustainability needs to be scrutinised, and close attention paid to identifying paradoxes and sugar-
coating.

Sustainability has often been investigated using discourse analytical methods. Within this tradi-
tion, Eckert and Kovalevska (2021), employing Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), concluded that
language was often used as a smoke screen: “We conclude that sustainability discourse and its key-
words, lexicon, and phraseology have become a channel through which political institutions in the
EU such as the European Commission sideline crucial environmental issues and endorse their own
presence” (p. 1). There can also be contradictions between research and practice; as Eckert and
Kovalevska (2021) go on to state: “sustainability research, on the one hand, and the politically moti-
vated discourse of sustainability, on the other, do not correlate and often actually contradict each
other” (p. 2).

The outputs of CDA research are, by definition, generally critical in nature, highlighting prob-
lematic assumptions. However, a new programme for humanities researchers working with sustain-
ability could also gainfully revolve around creativity. Bruno Latour (2010) in his article “An Attempt
at a Compositionist Manifesto” declared that, as critique had run out of steam, he hoped to promote
compositionism rather than deconstruction and critique. He wrote: “It is time to compose — in all the
meanings of the word, including to compose with, that is to compromise, to care, to move slowly,
with caution and precaution” (p. 287). One potential entry point to such a programme of research
could be through language.

2.4. Sustainability and Choices Around Language

As argued in the last section, sustainability is a real-world problem that requires action, not just words
(Blithdorn, 2017; de Freitas Netto et al., 2020). However, the distinction between action and words
is far from clear-cut. Focus on the communication of sustainability is relevant for action, as political
and ideological debates inform how societies should practically address the crisis of environmental
sustainability (Teixeira et al., 2025; Torgerson, 1994), as evident in the various — often competing —
societal framings, narratives and discourses of sustainability (Litofcenko et al., 2023). Moreover,
because language is also sensitive to developments in science (Caso, 1980; Kragh, 2024), new sci-
entific knowledge of sustainability brings with it new words and phrases, resulting in terminology
about sustainability being in a state of flux.

Thus, although science may be rigorous, in communicating scientific knowledge to publics,
choices are made with respect to language. Regarding the question of biodiversity (one of the plane-
tary boundaries that is currently most challenged), environmentalist and film producer David Atten-
borough stated in his film Ocean that all is not lost. He expressed optimism that his film would encourage
leaders to take the needed action at the forthcoming UN ocean conference and that the change could be
revolutionary. This is because of a striking research finding: “The ocean can bounce back to life [...]. If
left alone it may not just recover but thrive beyond anything anyone alive has ever seen” (Rowlatt, 2025).
And this, he asserts, is the greatest message he has ever told; there are still grounds for hope.

3. How Can Phraseology Contribute to Sustainability Research?

This paper has referenced many traditions within language science. Besides phraseology, discourse
analysis, narrative analysis, framing analysis, pragmatics and semantics were also mentioned.
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However, phraseology has certain advantages for the study of the evolving language of sustainability
in the context of the sustainability crisis.

Sinclair, writing in (2008), stated: “phrases have never had a proper status in linguistic theory,
and, as a consequence, are anomalous in descriptions” (p. 407). This complexity has been evident in
the literature since then. However, phrases, whether they are defined as multiword units (MWUs)
(Granger & Meunier, 2008), multi-word expressions (Buerki, 2020), formulaic word strings (Wray,
2002, p. 263), lexical bundles (not necessarily full phrases) (Sidtis, 2021) or other — offer a valuable
way of identifying key expressions in sustainability discourse.

Biber et al. (1999), for example, define lexical bundles as “sequences of word forms that com-
monly go together in natural discourse” (p. 990). Tursunova (2025) similarly notes how “certain
phraseological units [such as idioms] resist modification and function as indivisible elements within
the language system” (p. 59). The commonplace and formulaic quality of phrases is key to the po-
tential contribution of phraseology to sustainability discourse research. A study of phrases allows us
to spot those lexical nodes or clusters that have semantic weight and durability in discourses relating
to sustainability.

Methodological traditions within phraseological research also lend themselves to making contri-
butions to empirical studies of sustainability discourse. Phraseological research can, for example, be
undertaken on conversational language as well as longer stretches of online data. Both data sources
are very valuable for identifying significant phrases in a culture. Within phraseological research,
there is the tradition of analysing phrases both qualitatively and quantitively. However, corpus ana-
lytical tools applied to phrases in large data sets may be particularly valuable as they make it possible
to make observations, for example, about the frequency, keyness and distribution of phrases (Gries,
2021; Paquot & Gries, 2020), thus helping to shed light on (evolving) cultures relating to sustaina-
bility.

Phraseology can usefully complement qualitative discourse analytical methods such as Foucauld-
ian discourse analysis (Fage-Butler, 2015, 2017, 2021; Fage-Butler & Anesa, 2016). Granger and
Paquot (2008) have also connected phraseology with discourse analysis, stating that “Phraseology
has close links with discourse, a field which centres on the organisation of language above the sen-
tence or above the clause, and therefore studies larger linguistic units, such as conversational ex-
changes or written texts” (p. 34). In terms of evidencing the usefulness of combining different meth-
ods, also known as methodological triangulation, a paper I co-wrote (Fage-Butler & Gorbahn, 2020)
combined the qualitative and more deductive approaches to Foucauldian discourse analysis with in-
ductive approaches of corpus linguistics-inspired analyses (specifically, coupling NVivo with
AntConc, Voyant Tools and Sketch Engine), providing a richer and more comprehensive analytical
approach.

Wood (2015) encouraged combining phraseology and discourse analysis, suggesting new re-
search vistas as follows:

“A final area ripe for research is to examine the ways formulaic language works with discourse
analysis [...]. In empirical discourse analysis such as conversation analysis, there are some
obvious roles for formulaic language to play, but we have not yet examined them. In critical
discourse analysis and the systemic-functional linguistic ways of deconstructing text and de-
termining ideologies, there seem to be many ways that research can incorporate knowledge of
formulaic language. [...]. Collaborative and multifaceted research projects can help to push
formulaic language into the forefront and help us all to create an unlimited amount of new
knowledge in a wide range of fields.” (p. 172)

Corpus analysis of phrases is not just useful for providing snapshots of a culture; it can also show
how phrases trend over time. Computational tools help to visualise and reveal phraseological stories.
In Nisbeth Bregger et al. (2021), we analysed the viral spread of a hashtag #detkuhavaeretmig
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[#itcouldhavebeenme] in Twitter data. This hashtag was employed by healthcare professionals in
support of a junior doctor who was charged with not writing down an instruction where the patient
subsequently died, but of other complications. The hashtag #detkuhaveretmig [#itcouldhavebeenme]
was a way of expressing that not writing down an instruction, though the doctor had asked another
health professional to perform the medical task, could have been committed by any doctor due to
their working conditions. Computational analyses of the frequency and distribution of the hashtag
over time made it possible to identify moments where the expression — #detkuhavaretmig — was
particularly prevalent on Twitter. The identified peaks could be correlated with developments in the
story on the media. The hashtag represented a powerful statement of solidarity from healthcare pro-
fessionals to the doctor in question. Extrapolating from this example to potential learnings for phra-
seological research, the frequency of occurrence of certain phrases over time may indicate the tem-
perature of a culture, as well as make it possible to identify significant events, such as, in the case
just mentioned, verdicts of legal cases and more intense media coverage.

In another study (Fage-Butler et al., 2022), we used computational approaches to explore the
novelty and resonance of news stories regarding the measles-mumps-rubella vaccine. The study ex-
plored evidence in Danish newspaper data of references to spurious research by Andrew Wakefield
and colleagues which contended that there was a connection between the MMR vaccine and autism
in children, claims that were made in an academic paper that was subsequently discredited and with-
drawn. In our analysis, we looked for combinations of “Wakefield” and “autism” to identify possible
alternative accounts to mainstream vaccine discourses in newspaper data. A similar method could be
used to identify phraseological novelty and resonance in sustainability discourses, as phrases may
indicate new cultural directions and perspectives that either gain momentum or are sidelined.

Another study I undertook illustrates how sustainability-related neologistic phrases can be gener-
ated (Fage-Butler, in review), in keeping with the compositionist approach of Latour (2010). The
methodology for discourse production was a participatory workshop where students from three Eu-
ropean universities were asked to generate new thinking about sustainability. The students who took
part in the participatory workshop came from seven different degree programme areas across Medi-
cine, Science, Humanities and Social Sciences disciplines, spanning both Bachelor and Masters’ lev-
els. The aim was to promote the students’ critical and creative thinking on the themes of risk, future
narratives and sustainability, and to support new ideas generation relating to sustainable futures.
Among other things, the students were asked to produce alternative sustainability goals for the year
2040, given that the current sustainable development goals (SDGs) will expire in 2030 (United
Nations, 2015b). Interestingly, and without prompting, the groups wanted to rename the SDGs. One
group proposed “Actions for Equitable Sustainability”, replacing “goals” with “actions” to help en-
sure the achievement of these goals, while another group suggested calling the SDGs “Sustainable
Guidelines for All Nations” or “Actions for Sustainability”, emphasising inclusion and commitment.
One group suggested “homeostasis” as a way of conceptualising a path to more sustainable futures.
“Homeostasis” is a biological term that refers to self-regulating processes by which an organism
(even at cellular level) maintains its internal stability while adjusting to changes in external condi-
tions in order to optimise functioning. “Homeostasis” metaphorically highlights the interrelatedness
of and delicate balance in all systems, so that if more sustainable futures are to be achieved, it is
necessary to take seriously and work with this interconnectedness. It may be that the students who
suggested “homeostasis” were inspired by academic literature, such as Lovelock’s (2009) Gaia hy-
pothesis. In any case, friction was evident at the level of language when young people were asked to
think out of the box regarding sustainable futures, as they clearly deemed some terms and phrases to
be obsolescent and in need of replacement.

This raises the question of where phrasal novelty comes from. I suggest that the spark for inno-
vation can come from many places. The movement of the term “homeostasis” between disciplines —
from biology to global sustainability — highlights the value of cross-fertilisation between disciplines
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for innovative thinking. The example of “homeostasis” illustrates a concept travelling from one field
into another — a borrowing or appropriation. “Homeostasis” is thus resituated to convey new mean-
ings that could provide an alternative basis for future relationships between people and the planet.

4. Conclusion

Phrases inevitably look backwards, connecting us with the past. We learn phrases; like other linguis-
tic units, they generally predate our usage. Phrases are multi-word units that have stabilised, at least
for a while. Buerki (2020) investigated the connection between formulaic language and the culture
of a speech community, combining this with an investigation into motivations for language change.
As Buerki (2020) observed, since language is a crystallisation of culture, even formulaic language
will evolve in keeping with cultural changes. He called for further research on the interface between
formulaic language and culture — specifically “the reintegration of the study of language into its
proper context of the study of history and culture” (p. xiii).

While phrases are — at best — relatively stable, discourse is always evolving. This is also certainly
true of discourses related to sustainability, as Evans (2024) underlined: “the word ‘sustainability’ is
now so integrated into everyday vocabulary we might assume an accepted definition. And therein
lies the problem, and indeed the difficulty with all normative, generalized, agreed upon phrases; it
gives sense [sic/ of stability to something in constant flux” (p. 27). As outlined in this paper, this
relates to an interesting, perennial tension in the field of phraseology. New phrases emerge or new
uses of existing words and phrases take place that reflect evolving societal conditions and forms of
knowledge, attitudes and values, such as those seen in relation to sustainability.

Although the question of (un)sustainability is pressing and this may expedite processes of change
at the phrasal level, change is also common and inevitable in other areas of discourse, and as such is
evident in other empirical cases we might choose to engage with as scholars. The two-way interplay
between phrases and cultures, coupled with the fact that cultural innovation is visible at the phrasal
level, indicates rich scope for further research exploring the tension between sedimentation and
change in the field of phraseology and developing methods fit for investigating that tension. At this
time of multiple global challenges and indications of rupture, there is an abundance of material to
which phraseologists might apply their efforts.
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