
What is your idea of perfect happiness?
To me, perfect happiness is being 
comfortable in your own skin. It means 
waking up each morning ready to conquer 
something new or complete whatever you 
set out to accomplish without letting others 
determine your fate.

What is your greatest fear?
Butterflies. My extremely rational fear stems 
from the insects' colourful wings: I believe 
the colours are meant to distract you and 
that the creature they’re attached to has 
ulterior motives.

Which person, living or dead,  
do you most admire?
My late grandmother will always be 
my personal superhero. Her sense of 
compassion, devotion to her family, and 
hardworking nature are among her many 
admirable qualities—not to mention her 
hilarious stories about growing up in Ireland!

What do you consider the most  
overrated virtue?
Patience. Instead of reminding myself “Good 
things come to those who wait,” I believe 
good things come to those who seek 
greatness, push limits and proactively reach 
goals. By taking chances and positioning 
yourself as a leader, perseverance can be 
more valuable than patience.

Which words or phrases do you  
most overuse?
Actually, literally and that.

What is your greatest regret?
I do my best to live without regrets. Any 
situation that could have had a better 
outcome brought me to this moment—  
a happy one.

Which talent would you most like  
to have?
I would love to be able to learn languages 
quickly. Ciao! Ola! Hallo!

What is the trait you most deplore  
in others?
It can be frustrating when a person’s 
behaviour and personality are dependent 
on the other people around them. Being 
yourself is the best version of you.

If you could change one thing about 
yourself, what would it be?
I wish I celebrated my successes with  
the same amount of passion I recount  
my failures.

What do you consider your  
greatest achievement?
To date, I’ve visited 20 countries across  
the globe. Within two weeks of writing  
this, I will be able to add Amsterdam and 
Serbia to the list.

What made you join IABC/Toronto?
As a postgraduate PR student, I joined 
IABC/Toronto to expand my network of 
communications professionals and learn 
more about the industry.

How do you participate in IABC/Toronto?
I am currently the organization’s senior 
director of marketing and corporate 
sponsorships, requiring me to develop 
marketing and public relations strategies  
to promote IABC/Toronto.

What do you most value in  
your colleagues?
Honesty and support. Colleagues  
who create a supportive environment  
help you strive to achieve goals and  
grow professionally. 

What is your greatest extravagance?
My greatest extravagances are what others 
can’t buy—my friends, my family, my 
happiness and my health.

If you were to die and come back as 
another person or thing, what would  
you be?
I would be a library—full of knowledge, 
unlimited information and every piece of 
great writing ever written.

What do you think are the three most 
common mistakes made in business 
communication?
1. Not using plain language
2. Letting emotion drive responses
3. Devaluing the importance of  

face-to-face conversations.

What would your dream job be? 
I would love to be a well-known travel 
blogger or a wine connoisseur. 

What is your motto?
Dance like nobody’s watching.
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ABOUT

ALISSA LIOTTI

Alissa Liotti is an account coordinator on the Health and 
Wellness team at Argyle Public Relations, where her personality 
and love for adventure shines. She is a Humber College Public 
Relations postgraduate and Wilfrid Laurier University business 
undergraduate. She is also the senior director of marketing and 
corporate sponsorships for IABC/Toronto during 2015/2016.

CASE STUDY

WHEN CSR
becomes part of 

organizational DNA

ABOUT

PRIYA BATES

As the president and owner of Inner Strength Communication, Priya Bates 
has led communication for organizations including Loblaw Companies 
Limited, HP Canada and Compaq Canada over a career spanning more 
than 20 years. She is an Accredited Business Communicator (ABC), 
a Certified Communication Management Professional (CMP), and a 
designated Master Communicator (MC), IABC Canada’s highest honour.

I’ve always believed that Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
initiatives can be integral to building an organization’s inner strength 
and engaging employees. Never was that more true than with my 
former employer, Loblaw Companies Limited. 

For Loblaw, CSR is simply “The Way We Do Business,” as stated on the front 
page of their 2015 Corporate Social Responsibility Report . I remember 
seeing the first report published in 2007 as the organization began to truly 
formalize its program and hold itself accountable to its commitments. 

It was inspiring to work for a company where CSR wasn’t simply for show; it 
was embedded into strategy, planning, values, reporting and communication. 
What was even better was the open and honest conversation that took 
place around the company’s efforts. For a cause to be successful, it needs 
to be embraced by leaders, employees and customers. They all formed a 
partnership in successful efforts whether they were aware of it or not. 

Six complementary and independent businesses make up the Loblaw Family 
of Companies, contributing to the overall company purpose: Live Life Well. 
Each of those divisions has its own unique value proposition: Shoppers 
Drug Mart (Your Life, Made Easier); Market (We Love Food); Discount (Feed 
Everyone); Emerging Business (Reach Tomorrow Together); Joe Fresh 
(Essential Style, Exceptional Value); and PC Financial (Making the Everyday 
Simple and Better). 

Loblaw doesn’t simply donate money to a cause or sponsor events. Instead, 
each division and the company as a whole looks at their operations and  
set goals on improvement in three CSR pillars: sourcing, environment  
and community. 

Sourcing initiatives have led to responsible sourcing policies and practices 
that include third-party certifications and audits. They’ve also led to the 
introduction of sustainable seafood initiatives (currently, there are more than 
200 certified sustainable and responsible seafood products in their stores) 
and raised standards for off-shore manufacturing facilities. The company is 
committed to removing chemicals of concern from household, beauty and 
cosmetic products in their Life Brand and President’s Choice lines (by 2018, 
they will contain no triclosan, phthalates or plastic microbeads).

Ideas were often launched at leaders during our monthly VP meetings 
and then shared with employees during morning huddles. I remember 
hearing about our strategies to eliminate artificial colours and flavours from 
Presidents Choice products and reduce their sodium content years before 
either came to fruition because these changes required employees to think 
differently from a sourcing and product development perspective before 
they found their way to store shelves. 

For the environment, the company has focused on minimizing the 
environmental impacts of its actions, with initiatives focused on energy 
efficiency, waste reduction, packaging reduction, carbon footprint and 
transportation. Some examples of their progress include: eliminating 
8.5 billion plastic shopping bags since 2007; removing 4.9 million kg of 
packaging from 338 control brand products since 2009; lighting retrofits in 
398 Loblaw and Shoppers Drug Mart/Pharmaprix stores; and making 177,876 
backhaul trips to reduce empty trailers on the road. 

Community initiatives go beyond raising funds for the company’s President’s 
Choice Children’s Charity and the leading initiative by its Shoppers Drug 
Mart arm, Shoppers Love, which support healthy, active kids and women’s 
health, respectively. They also focus on quality food choices (having 
removed 251,073 kg of sodium from 1,027 products since 2010), in-store 
wellness programs and accessible healthcare (2,900+ Shoppers Drug Mart/ 
Pharmaprix pharmacists completed osteoporosis training to help women 
reduce their risk of fractures). And, Loblaw remains one of Canada’s top 
contributors to food banks, supporting their operational capacity and 
donating 4.2 million pounds of perishable food.

As a communication professional on the inside, all of these campaigns 
required internal communication and employee engagement support.  
I worked with leaders to launch initiatives, educate employees on their  
role in success, and tell stories about the goals we accomplished. We  
also helped explain barriers to success and changes that were needed  
on tougher initiatives. 

TOP

A company that does the right things for the 
environment and the community naturally wants  
to tell the world. 

But the language in corporate sustainability reports is often 
thick with jargon and multi-syllable words that trip the 
tongue, including “sustainability” itself. That can make for  
a dense, unreadable document.

To their credit, corporations often realize this, which is why 
they frequently hire outsiders to write (or at least look over) 
their sustainability reports. Here are four ways to make the 
writing in sustainability reports easier to read—and easier  
to understand—using examples taken from actual reports:

1. USE SHORT, FAMILIAR WORDS  
(AVERAGE FIVE CHARACTERS)

“When there is a choice of words, prefer the short 
to the long, the familiar to the unfamiliar,” The 
Canadian Press Caps and Spelling Guide, which 
includes a helpful section on recommended “plain 
words,” tells journalists—and communicators 
would do well to heed its advice.

LONG SHORT

accelerate speed up
accomplish reach, carry out, do
approximately about
commence start, begin
corporation company
executing the work doing the work
expedite speed
fundamental basic, key
integrate build in
leverage use
overarching overall
regulations laws
utilize, utilization use, usage
transparent clear or open

2. AVOID JARGON
The Canadian Press Stylebook implores writers to 
“Translate business jargon into plain English.”

JARGON PLAIN ENGLISH

adversely impact on hurt, set back
impact (as a verb) affect
impact (as a noun) effect, result
implement introduce, use, launch

mitigate
deal with, avoid,  
guard against

outcomes results
parameters guidelines

3. USE THE ACTIVE VOICE
“When possible, use the direct and more vigorous 
active voice,” The Canadian Writer’s Handbook 
says.

PASSIVE ACTIVE

complaints should  
be submitted 

submit complaints

documentation was provided we reported
it was decided (name) decided
oversight is provided (name) oversees

4. CUT OUT UNNECESSARY WORDS
“Omit needless words,” write the Strunk & White 
in The Elements of Style—still a must-own nearly 
100 years after its first publication.

WORDY CONCISE

at this point in time now
due to the fact that because

is in compliance with
complies with, 
meets

the movement of moving

YOU CAN ALSO MAKE SUSTAINABILITY REPORTS 
EASIER TO READ BY:
> Writing to the reader (“you”).

> Breaking long, complicated sentences into 
shorter ones (aim for an average of 14 words  
or less).

> Breaking paragraphs into fewer sentences 
(averaging just two or three each).

> Using bullet points.

Follow these tips and your readers will thank you. 

Better yet, they’ll understand what your company 
is doing.

HOW “SUSTAINABLE” 
IS YOUR language?
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ABOUT

SUE HORNER

Sue Horner is principal of Get It Write, and a writer on a mission to fight 
jargon and spread plain language that has warmth and personality. 
She is also communications director for IABC/Toronto’s Professional 
Independent Communicators special interest group. A version of this 
article originally appeared in her newsletter, Wordnerdery .

ACHIEVING excellence 
IN COMMUNICATIONS STUDIES 

In Hamilton, I came across the Communications Management 
program offered by McMaster University . As a communications 
professional with more than seven years of experience in international 
markets, I had been working in South Asia and the Middle East, but 
seen little of North America. At the time, communications in these 
regions were still at an embryonic stage, and my experience in both 
markets pushed me to look for a master’s degree in communications 
studies so that I could upgrade my abilities to meet the increasing 
demands of the profession. After discovering the McMaster program, 
it didn’t take very much convincing for me to compile my application. 

As an employee with the Ministry of Higher Education in Oman, my 
responsibilities included collaborating with the private sector to create 
avenues for CSR programs and internal-external communications. 
The benefits were great—a chance to live in one of the world’s most 
exotic countries, experience its unique culture, and an opportunity to 
learn Arabic, the fifth most widely spoken language in the world. 

But McMaster had a lot to offer too. The school’s two-year Master of 
Communications Management program is the result of a powerful 
partnership between its department of communication studies and 
multimedia, its DeGroote School of Business and the internationally 
recognized S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications at  
Syracuse University. 

The program is especially useful for professionals because they can 
work while achieving their academic goals. Instead of requiring a 
daily commute to class, my studies revolved around residencies 
held in Hamilton at the beginning of every semester. Each of these 
residencies was a week long, but rigorous and intensive. 

As a student, the residencies turned out to be an excellent way for 
me to gain a better understanding of the theoretical framework that 
governs the communications industry. They’re also a great way to 
understand the best practices and trends that have been shaping the 
industry in different socio-cultural markets. 

During my first couple of days with the first residency, I was confused, 
as if I had joined a different industry; I seemed to be on an alien planet 
where communications were an integral part of the C-suite. However, 
I soon recognized that my arguments and questions brought an 
entirely new perspective to the discussions, which enriched the 
classes even more. As a communications professional, my workplace 
in Oman became a laboratory in which I could test the theories and 
ideas that we discussed during the residency. Soon, I was reaping 
rich dividends from my experience at McMaster in the form of more 
appreciation in the Middle East. 

Issues like social media, reputation management, strategic 
communications and organizational public relations were discussed 
during the residencies, but more importantly, the program invited 
lively debates regarding the relevance of these subjects in relation 
to such functions as corporate social responsibility, corporate social 
performance, issues management and the ever-increasing role of 
communicators themselves. 

After three years, one article in an international journal and a capstone 
project that looks at how reputation management in the Middle East 
differs from our understanding of corporate reputation in North-
America, I am on the verge of graduating with a Masters beside my 
name. This degree program has not only created professionals who 
are bringing in new ideas to the communications industry, but has 
also developed a valuable reservoir of research and scholarship in the 
field of communications. 

ABOUT

FAISAL IKRAM

Faisal is a communications professional with more than seven 
years of experience in media management, television production, 
journalism, communications management and public relations.
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Four years ago I made my first 
visit to Toronto. The occasion 
was my honeymoon and we 
had decided to go on a road 
trip across Ontario and Quebec. 

Why CSR matters
Today’s customers are more vocal than ever about knowing 
exactly what they’re buying, which increases the pressure 
on organizations to be more transparent and accountable 
about their actions. From a consumer perspective, it’s 
understandable because people want to feel good about 
the products and services they buy and the companies 
they support. It makes sense from an HR perspective too, 
because employees want to feel good about where they 
work.

The business benefits of CSR and sustainability are 
compelling and powerful as well. On average, a company 
with a reputation as a sustainability leader can expect a 
revenue increase of up to 20 per cent—and its customers, 
youth especially, will be willing to pay a premium of up 
to a 20 per cent for its products.1 According to Nielsen, 
millennials and Generation Z (ages 34 and under) are the 
most passionate supporters of sustainable products.2 

How to use content to prove CSR
The good news for IABC/Toronto members is that CSR 
relies on open and transparent communication, which 
helps build meaningful relationships with stakeholders  
and brand trust with consumers.

Use the following tips to demonstrate your organization’s 
CSR with content marketing:

Focus on millennials and Gen Z: Consumers under 
the age of 34 are the most enthusiastic consumers 
of sustainable products. These social media-savvy 
shoppers are also influential among their friends and 
family, so focus your content strategy on delighting 
these young cohorts to earn positive word of mouth 
and brand loyalty.

Use your digital presence strategically: Owned 
media (including corporate websites, blogs and 
newsletters) are now trusted sources of news and 
information. Use your online properties to tell true 
stories about how your organization aligns with 
environmental ideals and ethical integrity.

Add PR muscle: Connect your messaging with 
causes consumers care about and that also align with 
your brand. Share your CSR stories with editors and 
journalists to maximize your reach through flattering 
media coverage.

Encourage dialogue: Share what your stakeholders 
think about your brand, including both positive and 
negative reviews. It proves your organization cares 
about their feedback and is willing to continually 
improve.

To boost brand awareness and trust, use content marketing 
to demonstrate your organization’s CSR and sustainability 
leadership. If you can make people feel good about 
choosing your socially conscious brand, you will attract not 
only your target audiences, but the best available talent.

DIGITALLY SPEAKING
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ABOUT

LISA GOLLER

Lisa Goller is a marketing and communications 
professional with more than 15 years of experience 
serving B2B, technology and retail companies. 
She helps executives and entrepreneurs tell their 
story through irresistible content marketing and 
strategic communications. 

Although the movie Wall Street suggests otherwise, altruism 
and success are not mutually exclusive. 

Choosing to do the right thing by embracing corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) can help your organization stand out and 
gain a competitive edge by appealing to socially conscious 
stakeholders. CSR involves acting with integrity in an ethical, 
legal and environmentally sustainable manner at all times. 

1 Watson, Bruce. Strong sustainability track record can account for 11% of a company's value – report. The Guardian. October 29, 2015 

2 Nielsen. Doing Well By Doing Good. June 2014 
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