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Abstract
A fundamental transition to our current energy system must be enacted to decrease global
temperature rise. The nature and direction of this transition remains highly contentious. Transition
studies and social/political dynamics have indicated that the oil and gas industry has a particular
degree of influence regarding this transition's trajectory. This study identifies the dominant
discourses presented by incumbents in the current energy system and investigates how the use of
particular discourse and the maintenance of this discourse could influence the pace and direction
of energy transition trajectories. The Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) framework is utilized to
conceptualize the dynamics operating within socio-technical transitions. Attention is given to the
expansion of the MLP framework to include more indication of power by and between actors
within the energy system. An Argumentative Discourse Analysis (ADA) is performed using the
qualitative research program ATLAS.TI. Annual climate strategies published by BP, Shell and
ExxonMobil were gathered from 2015 to 2021 and analysed based on deductive and inductive
coding. Semi-structured expert interviews were conducted and coded using the same process. The
results show that while some discursive shifts were identified, actors collectively maintain
discourse and investment strategies that align energy transition trajectories to be symbiotic to the
current energy system. These results suggest that many technical and non-technical components
allow incumbents within the energy system to maintain stability in the face of external pressure to
change. Furthermore, findings suggest the need to explore the relationship more deeply between
incumbents and landscape pressure to illuminate how pressures are translated by the regime rather
than exerting inherent influence.

4

1 Introduction
1.1 Fossil fuels, energy transition and power
It has become clear that the age of hydrocarbons must come to an end long before all reserves are
extracted and burned if we have any hope of meeting even the 2 °C target of the Paris Agreement
(IEA, 2020). Despite mounting political and social pressure and increasing international efforts to
address climate change, GHG emissions continue to rise, ever-increasing our inability to lower the
global rise in temperature to the preferable target of 1.5 °C (IEA, 2021). While transforming our
current energy system1 is necessary to address the climate crisis, questions remain as to how to
actualize this transformation. As a process, the energy transition has been diversely conceptualized,
resulting in many alternative paths forward or 'transition pathways' leading to many different future
systems of energy production, consumption and ownership. Some call for a radical shift toward
full-scale renewables, decentralized energy systems and community ownership; others argue for a
'green growth' model wherein too much C02 is appropriately accounted for as an externality within
the economy and fossil fuel production is continued through implementing new and increasingly
efficient technologies. Proposed by highly heterogeneous actor groups, these different pathways
and all those in between are backed by different degrees of power and politics and represent
different paths forward for alternative energy futures (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012). While these
transition pathways differ significantly, they share a commonality in requiring a change to the
current system. As recognized by various actors within academia and civil society, system change
is difficult to actualize to any degree.
As dominant actors in the current fossil fuel-based energy system, whether and how the oil and
gas industry responds to policy, investor, and societal pressures to transition themselves remains
crucial to understanding energy transition trajectories (Al-Fattah, 2020). As part of their publicfacing messaging, oil and gas companies have produced climate strategies detailing their plans and
targets for addressing climate change. These strategies have differed in their commitment to
continued fossil fuel production, lowering emissions, and portfolio expansion to encompass
renewables or low carbon fuels. While many companies within the industry have worked to
position themselves as responding to climate change, individually and collectively, the industry
has received criticism for "greenwashing2" their activities while continuing to primarily invest in
fossil fuels while simultaneously lobbying against climate policies (Influence Map, 2019). While
comparing these companies' climate strategies to their actual investments remains relevant, it is
also essential to understand how they conceptualize energy transition and the future energy
production and consumption structure. With these companies noted economic, social, and political

1

An energy system can be defined as "all those actors and artefacts that together produce the
societal function energy" (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012, p. 9).
2
While greenwashing can come in many forms, a company or other entity engaging in
greenwashing means "misleading consumers about their environmental performance or the environmental
benefits of a product or service" (Delmas & Burbano, 2011, p. 64).
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power, the oil and gas industry is understood to play a seminal role in dominating the pace and
direction of energy transition (Bosman et al., 2014). Representing the world's largest publicly
owned oil and gas corporations, 'oil majors', including Royal Dutch Shell, ExxonMobil, and BP,
have been recognized for their enormous producer control within the current energy system (Pickl,
2019). With this conception in mind, investigating the discourse utilized by incumbent actors to
discuss issues and solutions related to the transition process can provide insight into the industries
positionality within the transition process and create an understanding of how the transition process
and future energy system might be actualized.

1.2 Study objective
Within energy transition scholarship, it is understood that "incumbent energy systems are difficult
to change because they are constructed by historically shaped alignments of many technical and
non-technical components" (van der Vleuten & Högselius, 2012). Incumbent actors of the current
energy system are conceptualized within transition studies as forming a ‘regime’ wherein
established practices, technologies, and rules enable actors to maintain power within the
established system (Geels, 2014b). Due to the noted power of incumbents, attention has been given
to the process of disempowering the oil and gas industry in order to successfully transition away
from our current energy system (Geels, 2014b). As many companies within the oil and gas industry
attempt to transition themselves and respond to the fundamental shift in the industry, the function
these companies play in shaping the pace and direction of this transition remains central to
understanding current transition trajectories.
This thesis investigates the discourses used by investor-owned oil and gas companies concerning
energy transition and future energy system dynamics. Through investigating these discourses, this
thesis seeks to gain an understanding of (1) the discourse that has dominated the climate strategies
of BP, Shell and ExxonMobil and (2) how changes in the dominance of this discourse may present
an indication of a destabilization of these companies and provide opportunities to shift energy
transition trajectories.
This thesis seeks to understand the potential trajectory of energy transition through the discursive
issue and solution framing presented within the climate strategies3 of BP, Shell, and ExxonMobil.
As discussed by Verbong & Loorbach (2012), energy transition research has primarily been
focused on energy transition as synonymous with increased sustainability, wherein the fossil fuel
dominated system is taken over by renewable and low carbon innovations However, due to the
noted power of incumbents, the possibility remains that energy transition may move in a direction
wherein the current system's structure remains but is 'greened'. Exploring the discourse used by
these incumbents to discuss their positionality within the energy transition will give insight into
future system dynamics and whether changing discursive positions amongst incumbents might

3

For convenience, the term 'climate strategy' will describe the strategies set forth by actors in
their annual sustainability report or energy transition strategies.
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offer opportunities for more radical system change (Bosman et al., 2014). As such, this research
seeks to provide a discursive understanding of the climate strategies produced by these companies
and how shifts in the discourse used within these strategies may present indicators of more
significant shifts in industry stability and opportunities to influence the energy transition trajectory.

1.3 Research questions
To address this research aim, the following research questions will be utilized.
1. What storylines have dominated the climate strategies of BP, Shell, and ExxonMobil?
2. To what extent have these storylines or supporting narratives shifted over time?
3. How might these shifts in discursive dominance present implications for future transition
pathways?
Through answering these research questions, analysis will adhere to the overall objective of this
study by providing a discursive understanding of the climate strategies of BP, Shell and
ExxonMobil and by providing the opportunity to investigate how this discourse can be understood
concerning broader conceptions of regime and system change. As 'oil majors', these companies are
understood to have enormous power within the current energy system. Operating out of the UK,
Europe, and the United States, analysis can also provide insight into how strategies and subsequent
discourse differ regionally.
To answer the above questions, yearly company reports were selected from the signing of the Paris
Agreement in 2015 to the company's latest publication ending in 2021. These source documents
were analysed using Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis and research software. Themes were
identified and coded based on an inductive and deductive coding methodology. These coded
themes were gathered and analysed to understand the narratives that persisted throughout source
documents. From this analysis, dominant storylines were identified. Through investigating the
formation of these storylines, the analysis will also reveal the degree to which actors maintained
the narrative structure of these storylines. Moving away from singular analysis of the text, expert
interviews and relevant theory was brought in to present a broader understanding of the company's
climate strategy and conceptions of regime stability.
Fitting within energy transition studies and the critical analysis of discourse and power, this thesis
attempts to provide an expanded understanding of landscape pressure portrayed within the MultiLevel Perspective (MLP). Similarly, this thesis focuses on the importance of understanding the
discourse utilized by incumbents within the transition process. As mentioned above, many avenues
of study have attempted to expose the discourse used by the oil and gas industry as greenwashing,
citing how their investments do not match their discursive commitment to combating climate
change. This thesis focuses on how incumbents' discourse can be investigated to indicate the
structure to which incumbent actors are attempting to direct transitional change.

1.4 Chapter outline
This thesis is presented in eight chapters. An overview of what each chapter entails is provided
here.
7

Chapter 2 presents relevant literature and subsequent theories on which the theoretical framework
of this thesis is based. A discursive analytical approach is used to investigate the use of discourse
by regime actors throughout their climate strategies. Rooted in transition studies, this thesis
employs the multi-level perspective (MLP) to conceptualize different elements within the sociotechnical process. These elements are analysed further by adding discursive power and regime
destabilization dimensions.
Chapter 3 outlines the choice in methodology and research process undertaken within the analysis
of this thesis. An argumentative discourse analysis (ADA) was performed to capture the creation
and maintenance of storylines by and between actors. In order to provide more perspective on
discursive themes, semi-structured interviews were constructed with experts in the field. These
sources were coded and analysed using the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.TI.
Chapter 4 represents the first results chapter and indicates the results of analysis taken to answer
research question one (1) What storylines have dominated the climate strategies of BP, Shell, and
ExxonMobil? Through document coding and analysis, five (5) dominant storylines were
identified: (D1) challenge of meeting demand while addressing climate change/environmental
impacts, (D2) continued relevance of fossil fuels, (D3) the need to manage GHG emissions, (D4)
technological advancement and scalable, low carbon investment, and (D5) assessing and managing
the social and environmental impacts of operations.
Chapter 5 and the second results chapter provide results that adhere to research question two (2)
To what extent have these storylines or supporting narratives shifted over time? Through
investigating discursive shifts throughout source documents, three (3) primary shifts were
identified: (1) a shift in the framing of the challenge presented by climate change, (2) a shift in
companies’ agency and (3) a shift in discursive commitment to fossil fuels.
Chapter 6 represents the final results chapter, connects to discursive theory and provides analysis
to adhere to research question three (3) How might these shifts in discursive dominance present
implications for future transition pathways? Dominant storylines and shifts were contextualized
against expert interviews and broader discourse. While shifts in discursive dominance persist,
actors maintain their commitment to transition trajectories that would be symbiotic to the current
system.
Chapter 7 discusses the findings developed through analysis and reflects on the research process
and broader dynamics operating in the field. Discussion focuses on the wider influence these
findings have on transition trajectories and how these findings present a more dynamic
understanding of landscape pressure. Further implications are explored, and recommendations are
made.
Chapter 8 and the final chapter of this thesis provides conclusions and recommendations for
further research.
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2 Theoretical framework
In this chapter, I review relevant literature concerning transition studies to consolidate the
theoretical backing on which this thesis is based. The theoretical backing of this thesis integrates
conceptions within the multi-level perspective (MLP) and the subsequent typology of different
transition pathways with discourse theory to attend to the use of discursive agency to shape energy
futures and maintain regime stability. This chapter focuses on theoretical understandings within
transition studies, which will be utilised throughout this analysis. This theoretical understanding
operates in two main areas of theoretical thought. One presents theoretical perspectives on
transition studies, and the other on discourse and discursive power.

2.1 Background literature and theoretical backing
The energy transition can be understood as "a long-term, structural change in all components
related to the production, conversion, delivery and use of energy" (Wisely & Hassan, 2020).
Within this understanding, our current energy transition represents more than a simple shift from
oil and gas to renewable/low carbon technology but calls for a transformation in how energy is
produced and consumed on a global scale (Wisely & Hassan, 2020). While this transition can be
conceptualised differently, the fundamental basis is to understand the shift from one system to
another. Transition scholarship, and more specifically, energy transition scholarship, has grappled
with these ideas and attempted to conceptualise and understand these change processes.
While the complete taxonomy of the "energy transition" falls outside the scope of this thesis, this
section seeks to provide a general understanding of the discursive positioning of energy transition
within academic thought. As a highly complex topic, energy transition scholarship expands
multiple disciplines, including natural science, engineering, economics, political science,
sociology, communications, public policy and multiple dimensions of social sciences (Lu & Nemet,
2020). Beyond its study in academic space, the energy transition has been at the forefront of
discussions within civil society, with delineated meanings within these spaces.
In building on perspectives and research from other disciplines, social science research has
conceptualised energy transition as centrally a socio-technical challenge. Originating in labour
studies, the concept of the socio-technical system was "established to stress the reciprocal
interrelationship between humans and machines" (Ropohl, 1999, p. 186). In the energy transition
context, this interrelationship is concerned with the "deep entanglement of technologies and
innovation with sociocultural, political, and economic elements" (Rohracher, 2018, p. 2). In their
work on the interdisciplinary foundation of the concepts used to study energy system transitions,
Rohracher (2018) discusses how 'socio-technical transitions' conceptualised as a fundamental,
systemic change process was developed in the 1980s as a "fusion of different approaches to analyse
innovation and socio-technical change" (p. 3). Throughout the formative stages of socio-technical
transitions studies, various authors expanded upon the multi-dimensional nature of socio-technical
change, incorporating evolutionary economics, science and technology studies, policy and
dimensions of power (Rohracher, 2018). Through this research process, these various perspectives
were consolidated to form the multi-level perspective (MLP), which has become a popular
framework to help in conceptualising and understanding the dynamics of socio-technical transition
9

(Rohracher, 2018). Within this framework, the transition of a socio-technical system is
conceptualised as the "interplay between multi-dimensional developments at three analytical
levels: niches (the locus of radical innovations), socio-technical regimes (the locus of established
practices and associated rules that enable and constrain incumbent actors in relation to existing
systems), and an exogenous socio-technical landscape" (Geels, 2014b, p. 23). Through this
conception, the MLP framework focuses on the multi-dimensional nature of socio-technical
change and allows analysis to capture the multiplicity of actors, processes and social contexts
(Rohracher, 2018).

2.2 Theoretical framework
The following theoretical framework is positioned from the above understanding of sociotechnical change. This section will present conceptions of socio-technical change as illustrated by
the MLP framework. Specific attention will be given to responses to critiques within the MLP
which attempt to adhere more to agency and power.
The preliminary theoretical understanding of energy transition to which this thesis is based
connects to the multi-level perspective (MLP) framework on socio-technical transition. Proposed
and developed by several scholars in transition studies, the MLP framework understands transition
as arising from the interplay between developments at multiple levels, distinguished as the
'regime', 'niche' and 'landscape' (Geels, 2014b). While nuance and debate persist as to what
constitutes each level, the basic logic of this framework is as follows: the niche level is considered
the locus of new ideas, radical innovations and technologies (Geels, 2014b; Normann, 2019). The
regime level consists of "dominant institutions, technologies, cultural and political values, and
organisations, which collectively secure stability along a technological trajectory" (Geels, 2004;
as cited in Normann, 2019, p.103). Niches and regimes operate within the landscape level, creating
influence through exogenous factors (Geels, 2014b; Normann, 2019). These landscape pressures
can result from factors related to geographical positioning, climate, available resources, political
and economic cycles, and social trends (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012). Within this framework, the
core logic is that niche innovations and empowerment build up internal momentum. Exogenous
developments from the landscape level create outside pressure on the regime, creating a "window
of opportunity for the niche innovations" (Geels, 2014). Transition resulting from the interactions
within this framework are generally depicted as consisting of the elements represented in Figure
1.
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Figure 1
A multi-level perspective on socio technical transition (Geels, 2002, p. 1263)

As discussed by Geels & Schot (2007), the socio-technical regime can be understood as an
extended version of Nelson and Winter's (1982) technological regime "which referred to shared
cognitive routines in an engineering community and explained patterned development along
'technological trajectories' (p. 399). Within this conception, there is recognition that broader
societal groups, such as "scientists, policymakers, users and special-interest groups contribute to
the "patterning of technological development" (Geels & Schot, 2007, p. 400).

2.3 Dimensions of power and agency within the MLP framework
While this framework has been seminal in discussions and research concerning socio-technical
transitions, there have also been numerous critiques that have resulted in the expansion of MLP to
include such factors previously unaccounted for or not fully developed within the framework.
While some of these additions have come from other authors, Geels has also expanded this initial
framework in response to some of these critiques. While not exhaustive, criticism has been levied
against the MLP for its "conceptualisation of agency, politics and power; superficial regimes
specification; bias towards bottom-up change; vague role assigned to landscape"(El Bilali, 2019,
p. 15), as well as "weak conceptualisation of several key social dimensions of change" (Rohracher,
2018, p. 5). Due to the expansive nature of this criticism and subsequent responses, focus will be
11

given to criticism related to power and agency as these dimensions are important to the analysis
of this thesis.
Through the addition of power and politics transition studies move past 'green' niche innovations
to pay more attention to the existing regimes and incumbent actors (Geels, 2014). As such, more
attention is paid to regimes as stable incumbent actors who actively resist transitions through
employing various forms of power and political influence (Geels, 2014). Through exploring
additional considerations which expand on this initial understanding of socio-technical transition,
the dynamics of power and regime resistance to transition have been incorporated in the theoretical
understanding for this thesis. To bring more attention to power and politics, various authors have
explored the use of these dimensions within socio-technical systems (Avelino & Wittmayer, 2016;
Geels, 2004; Hess, 2014). Within this expansive scholarship, much focus is given to understanding
the difficulties that persist within attempts to change incumbent energy systems. While differing
in emphasis, the subsequent consensus of this scholarship notes that through the alignment of many
technical and non-technical components, incumbent energy systems have created and maintained
their power and stability (van der Vleuten & Högselius, 2012).
As noted by Geels, forms of power and resistance exerted by regimes include instrumental,
discursive, material, and institutional (2014). Instrumental forms of power refer to regime actors
use of "resources (e.g. positions of authority, money, access to media, personnel, capabilities) in
immediate interactions with other actors to achieve their goals and interests" (Geels, 2014, p. 28).
Material strategies utilised by the regime refer to the regimes' use of their "technical capabilities
and financial resources to improve the technical dimension of socio-technical regimes" (Geels,
2014, p. 33). While this might adhere to broader transition goals, these advancements maintain the
regime's technical and organisational capacities. The use of instrumental power, while theorised
differently, can be understood through the alignment and mutual dependencies of governments
and incumbent firms within capitalist societies. Within this conception, power is given to industries
within policymaking due to the systematic dependency on "industries to provide jobs, taxes,
economic growth and dynamism" (Geels, 2014, p. 26). Discourse can be understood as "ideas,
concepts, and categorisations that are produced, reproduced and transformed in a particular set of
practices and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities" (Hajer, 1995 p.44
as cited in Bosman et al., 2014, p. 47). The use of a discursive strategy "shape not only what is
being discussed (thus setting agendas) but also how issues are discussed' (Geels, 2014, p. 29).
While the above understanding of power dynamics helps understand how regimes exercise their
power to resist transition, further research has also explored the notion of regimes contributing to
the transition process (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012). Counter to the notion that regime players only
resist change, requiring them to be destabilised or opened up for a transition to occur, Van der
Vleuten and Högselius (2012), argue that regimes can be sources of change. In recognising the
regime as a change agent, further focus can be given to how regime actors can promote different
future scenarios by pursuing different transition pathways (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012).
Transition research has primarily focused on sustainability and the desirable takeover of regimes
by niche innovations (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012). Countering this focus, many authors have
argued that there is a need to develop an understanding of energy transition and the possibility of
12

this transition moving in "directions that by definition are undesirable, such as a reinforced lockin, a backlash or even a system-breakdown" (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012, p. 324). It is understood
that within this space, a very dominant regime has the potential to "control the pace and direction
of change" (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012, p. 326).

2.4 Regime destabilization
Energy transition scholarship has increasingly recognised that the process of renewable/low carbon
energy transition requires not simply an increase in renewable deployment but a 'destabilising" or
disempowering of the current fossil fuel regime (Geels, 2014). The addition of power and politics
allows for transition to move past 'green' niche innovations to pay more attention to the existing
regime and incumbent actors (Geels, 2014). As such, more attention is paid to regimes as stable
incumbent actors who actively resist transition through employing various forms of power and
political influence (Geels, 2014). By adding these dimensions of power, there has been a greater
understanding that socio-technical transitions have far less to do with niche innovation than
incumbent regime actors' destabilisation. From this perspective, transition can be better understood
as "(a) niche-innovations build up internal momentum, through learning processes,
price/performance improvements, and support from powerful groups, (b) changes at the landscape
level create pressure on the regime, and (c) destabilisation of the regime creates windows of
opportunity for niche- innovations" (Geels & Schot, 2007, p. 400).

2.5 Typology of transition pathways
As discussed by Verbong & Geels (2012), "the multi-level perspective understands transitions as
the outcome of multi-dimensional interactions between radical niche-innovations, an incumbent
regime and an external landscape" (p. 207). While this understanding remains central to
understanding the typology of transition pathways, attention is given to the timing and nature of
these multi-level interactions (Geels & Schot, 2007). Through their work, Geels & Schot present
four potential transition pathways representing different interactions between the niche and the
regime (Geels & Schot, 2007). The typology of these pathways differentiates between
different kinds/ nature and timing of multi-level interactions (Verbong & Geels, 2012). Within this
logic, 'kinds' of multi-level interactions refer to "the nature of the relation between the regime on
the one hand and niche-innovations and landscape pressure on the other; these relations can be
either reinforcing or disruptive" (Verbong & Geels, 2012, p. 207). Subsequently, timing here is
particularly relevant in the case of landscape pressure on regimes (Verbong & Geels, 2012). The
stage of niche-innovation development is also crucial to the type of pathway that will follow. If
pressures are placed on the regime, "when niche innovations are not yet fully developed, the
transition path will be different than when they are fully developed" (Verbong & Geels, 2012, p.
207). While four pathways are presented by Geels & Schot, only the three most significant and
relevant will be discussed. The "technical substitution pathways" will not be explored herein as it
does not adequately account for the dimensions of change needed for the energy transition to
persist (Verbong & Geels, 2012). The other pathways are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Typology of energy transition pathways
Transformation Pathway

in the Transformation Pathway, change is “primarily enacted by
regime actors, who reorient existing development trajectories” and
maintain control over the relevant system (Verbong & Geels, 2012, p.
208). Reorientation occurs because centralised production is 'greened',
and renewable energy options are adopted into large scale
infrastructures (Verbong & Geels, 2012). New regimes grow out of the
old regime through “cumulative adjustments and reorientations” and
“radical innovations remain restricted to niches”(Verbong & Geels,
2012, p. 208). While regime actors survive, their “social networks can
display changes”(Verbong & Geels, 2012, p. 208). These changes can
be seen in the disappearance of some actors, changes in position and
rules within the network, and new actors entering the network
(Verbong & Geels, 2012). Within this pathway, "the dynamic is
predominantly economic: regime actors operate mainly under a market
regime” (Verbong & Geels, 2012, p. 214).

Reconfiguration Pathway

In the Reconfiguration pathway in response to the perceived pressures
of the landscape level, “Regime actors join forces with policymakers
and suppliers of new technologies" to create more sustainable energy
systems (Verbong & Geels, 2012, p. 214). Within this pathway,
political dynamics are fundamental driving forces (Verbong & Geels,
2012). While the new regime grows out of the old, “learning processes
and knock-on effects can lead to a gradual reconfiguration of the basic
architecture of the system and changes in some of the guiding
principles, beliefs and practices”(Verbong & Geels, 2012, p. 208).
Furthermore, “the cumulative adoption of new components can trigger
regime actors to explore more options, which can lead to changes in
the technical system (as new practices) or in guiding principles”
(Verbong & Geels, 2012, p. 208). Subsequently, “the basic architecture
of the regime can gradually change in substantial fashion” (Verbong &
Geels, 2012, p. 208). For this pathway, interactions between the niche
and regime actors are of particular importance (Verbong & Geels,
2012).

De-Alignment
and
Alignment Pathway

Re- The de-alignment and re-alignment pathway relies on severe landscape
pressures to cause the regime to crumble “as regime actors lose faith
in the ‘normal’ solutions and new actors take over” (Verbong & Geels,
2012, p. 215).While “socio-cultural dynamics (regionalism,
cooperatives and consumer participation) prevail" "new system
configurations gradually emerge around local or regional power plants,
linked together in new small scale networks (Verbong & Geels, 2012,
p. 215).
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As argued by Verbong & Loorbach, from this perspective, "transitions in the energy domain are
inevitable due to emerging alternatives combined with increasing landscape pressures. However,
it is uncertain when they will take place, in what form and at what speed, where they will lead us
to, and what their impact will be" (2012, p. 10). From this perspective, energy transitions emerge
in the form of "several different, and competing, pathways that might lead us to very different
energy futures" (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012, p. 320). Through understanding energy transition as
a combination of the above complexities, a central question to energy transition becomes "how to
create the conditions to make more room for emerging sustainable pathways and accelerate the
speed of change within energy regimes" (Verbong & Loorbach, 2012, p. 326). Noting these
specified pathways, Geels and Schot also note that change can happen by and between pathways.
While analysis of these interactions can focus on the employment of active strategies, this thesis
incorporates discursive strategies to examine how "dominant frames and discourses of regime
actors manipulate and direct explicit efforts to influence energy transitions" (Verbong & Loorbach,
2012, p. 324). These framings serve to understand how the actors maintain or reorient themselves
in the face of change.
The maintenance or reorientation of the regime can be understood through the actor's commitment
to maintaining the basic architecture of the regime under varying degrees of landscape pressures.
Discursively, these elements relate to (1) the expression of landscape pressures and (2) the
expression of regime architecture. The expression of landscape pressure constitutes the actor's
discursive response to elements outside the regime. A regimes architecture incorporates the
regimes core technical and organisational capacities. As expressed by Geels et al.(2016), these
elements include:
(a) search routines and standard-operating procedures,
(b) technical capabilities and economic positioning strategy,
(c) beliefs, identity, mission, business model (p. 898).
Reorientation can have different depths, making some elements harder to change than others. For
instance, a change in search routines may indicate a reorientation but allows the actor to maintain
its core architectural elements. In contrast, a change in an actor's business model may indicate a
departure from the regime's core architecture. From a technical perspective, change can be seen in
incremental change to existing technology, such as adopting new technology into the regime. This
adoption of new technology can be considered symbolic or radical, the former fitting into the basic
architecture of the regime and the latter necessitating a shift in the technical capacities of the
regime actor.

2.6 Discourse, narratives, and the construction of storylines
Beyond the connection to discursive power within the MLP framework, the use of discourse has
been widely understood to maintain and deploy power and influence. While definitions vary,
within the context of socio-technical change, discourse can be understood as:
actors strategically leverage[ing] ideas to frame issues and technologies in order to
privilege certain courses of action, thereby maintaining or disrupting socio-technical
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system configurations and constituting unfolding pathways to sustainability (Rosenbloom,
2018, p. 131).
Within transition studies, discourse is often used alongside and sometimes synonymously with the
concepts of storylines or narratives(van Veen, 2015). Building off each other, storylines can be
understood as condensed narratives or sets of narratives that draw on various discursive strategies
to give meaning to a particular issue or dynamic (van Veen, 2015). To identify these concepts
within this thesis, I use discourse to indicate discursive framings. These framings create a
collective understanding of issues and solutions. As expressed by Geels (2014a), these framings
can be identified as
a) diagnostic framing, which identifies and defines problems;
b) prognostic framing, which advances solutions to problems; and
c) motivational framing, which provides a rationale for action and serves as a 'call to
arms” (p. 29).
This leveraging of particular framing strategies connect to narratives, which can be understood as
one element of an overarching discourse. Throughout this thesis, storylines will be used to identify
the condensing of particular narrative structures to create a singular meaning. As such, discursive
framing compresses particular narrative components, all of which fit into the formation of
storylines.
This thesis will consider and connect to discursive dynamics identified within the field to situate
these concepts within broader discourse concerning fossil fuels and the energy transition. In their
study of trends within public and policy-focused discourse around climate change, Lamb et al.,
(2020) identifies, describes, and categorises what they describe as discourses of climate delay.
Used to facilitate an understanding of the strategic leveraging of particular issue and solution
framing within current climate discourse, the discourses identified within this study reflect broader
discursive trends and the use of discourse to influence the course of climate action. Within this
study, the authors lay out a typology of the dominant climate delay discourses that have been most
pervasive in current debates on climate action. Through their research, authors group the identified
discoursed in four categorisations, these include;
(1) redirect responsibility;
(2) push non-transformative solutions;
(3) emphasize the downsides of climate policies; or
(4) surrender to climate change (Lamb et al., 2020, p. 1).
These discourses are expressed in more detail in Figure 2. Identifying these discourses focuses
on how various actors use discourse to promote particular responses to climate change and steer
transition in a particular direction.
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Figure 2
Discourses of climate delay (Lamb et al., 2020, p. 2)

As discussed by Lamb et al.’ (2020), the discourses identified throughout the analysis are
compelling and "build on legitimate concerns and fears as societies move closer to addressing
climate change (p. 5). However, these discourses can be understood as delay tactics when they
"misrepresent rather than clarify, raise adversity rather than consensus or imply that taking action
is an impossible challenge" (Lamb et al., 2020, p. 5).
The bulk of research and analysis for this thesis will be carried out by analysing documents
published by the three companies, BP, Shell, and ExxonMobil. While keeping the bulk of the
analysis close to these company texts, understanding these themes will help situate the use of
discourse by BP, Shell and ExxonMobil within broader conversations. Recognising discourses of
delay allows for analysis to focus on how the discourse itself positions action or inaction in a
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specific direction. Through the investigation of discourse throughout this thesis, recognition will
be given to the prevalence and development of these discursive themes.
Connecting back to the research goal of understanding regime stability, beyond creating a
condensed understanding or directing change, the degree of regime commitment to a unified
discourse in the face of change can indicate levels of regime stability or the process of regime
destabilization (Koretskaya & Scholl, 2019). Stability can be understood through a variety of
discursive elements. Through the formation of these storylines, "discourse coalitions" are formed
by and between actors who resonate with that messaging and as such, these storylines get
reproduced (Bosman et al., 2014).
A popular concept within transition studies and discourse, 'discourse coalitions' has been
referenced by many others in the field to refer to the struggle of actors to achieve dominance or
hegemony within a discursive space (van Veen, 2015). Connecting to the Advocacy Coalition
Framework concept presented by Sabatier (1998), discourse coalitions attempt to exemplify an
understanding of the process of change through the role of knowledge and alignment of that
knowledge (Sabatier, 1998). For this thesis, the notion of a discourse coalition refers to the
grouping of actors around a particular storyline (van Veen, 2015). Within this conception, stability
is gained by maintaining these storylines between dominant actors. As discussed by Roberts
(2017), in socio-technical transitions, "socio-technical regimes are likely to be stabilised by stable
discourses, which turn new and unfamiliar things into "concrete and 'objective' common-sense
realities" ( p. 87). By this same line of logic, tensions between the storylines of dominant actors
that largely deviate or undercut the dominant storyline have the potential to destabilise the regime
(Bosman et al., 2014). This type of destabilisation can be understood as discursive regime
destabilisation and results from diverging discourses between incumbents, which increases
tension, insecurity and confusion between these actors (Bosman et al., 2014).
As discussed above, the concept of regime destabilisation has been expanded upon more recently
within socio-technical transition studies. Destabilisation can be defined as "the process of
weakening reproduction of core regime elements" (Koretskaya & Scholl, 2019, p. 2). As expressed
in discourse, this process unfolds in the degree of commitment regime actors show in reproducing
the discursive frames that reinforce core regime elements. Through this process, regime actors are
seen as maintaining the regime's stability as they commit themselves to reproducing issue and
solution frames that maintain the regime's status quo (Koretskaya & Scholl, 2019). By this same
logic, regime destabilisation can occur if regime actors begin to depart from the reproduction of
this central messaging (Bosman et al., 2014; Koretskaya & Scholl, 2019). By connecting to the
MLP and focusing on multi-dimensional developments, the study of discourse focuses on multidimensional discursive interactions. Through this approach, a discursive analysis investigates the
way actors legitimise or delegitimise discourse surrounding elements of the transition process
(Rosenbloom et al., 2016).
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2.7 Analytical framework
The literature and concepts presented above have been used to shape this thesis's direction and
analytical structure. This section will consolidate and explain how this thesis will utilise this
theoretical background for its analysis.
In this thesis, a discursive analytical approach is used to investigate the use of discourse by regime
actors throughout their climate strategies. The analysis considers the dimensions of structural and
discursive power held by the regime to direct energy transition along socio-technical trajectories
or pathways. This analysis focuses on maintaining discursive power and stability within the
transition process. As discussed above, the ability to maintain power can be understood through
the mutual alignment of storylines and commitment to reproducing issue and solution frames that
maintain the regime's status quo.
First, analysis will focus on the formation of these storylines and the issues and solution frames
that make up these storylines. Second, analysis will move to understand if and how these storylines
have shifted over time. Finally, the maintenance or non-maintenance of these storylines will be
compared against theoretical conceptions of discursive regime destabilisation to analyse how
potential shifts may indicate elements of regime destabilisation. Within this analysis, relevant
reflections on discourse operating in the field will be referenced to provide more interpretations of
the research findings. Through this analysis, conclusions can be drawn as to which elements may
influence the regimes' discursive positioning, which can further influence change in this regard.
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3 Methodology
As stated above, the objective of this thesis is to (1) provide a discursive understanding of the
climate strategies of BP, Shell, and ExxonMobil and (2) to investigate how shifts in this discourse
may present indicators of larger shifts in regime stability and opportunities to influence the
trajectory of energy transition. The overarching methodology utilized throughout this thesis
adheres to the principles of a discourse analysis. Discourse analysis represents a range of
theories/methods used to interpret the use and meaning of language. Rooted in the field of
interpretive policy analysis within political science, the specific theory used throughout this thesis
adheres to an Argumentative Discourse Analysis (ADA)(Scott, 2017). While ADA guides the
research process throughout, a range of discursive theories have been utilized to create a tailored
response to each research question. Justification for the use of specified discursive methods have
been outlined below.
This chapter provides an understanding of discourse analysis and the specific research design
utilized to adhere to the objective of this thesis. The first part of this chapter will provide an
understanding of the theory behind the methodological design. The second part will provide
specific explanation of the research design.

3.1 Methodological Background
As outlined in the previous chapter, this thesis builds off the basic understanding of transition as
explored within the MLP framework. Within the MLP framework, focus is given to investigating
the multi-level interactions that occur between the regime, niche and landscape. While this
investigation can take many different avenues of analysis, this thesis focuses on the use of
discourse by incumbent regime actors within their multi-level interactions. As discussed by Hajer
(2006), “the basic assumption of discourse analysis is that language profoundly shapes our view
of the world and reality, instead of merely a neutral medium mirroring” (p. 66). Focusing on actors
within the regime and drawing on conceptions of power outlined above, this thesis employs an
argumentative discourse analysis (ADA) to evaluate the discourse used by these actors to discuss
climate change and energy transition.
As presented by Hajer (2006), “key in an argumentative discourse analysis (or ADA) is the
examination of what is being said to whom and in what context”(p. 72). Within this analysis
emphasis is given to the interplay of discourse within a specific context. As discussed by Scott
(2017), the ‘argumentative processes’ within an ADA denotes the discourse utilized between
actors to discuss “controversial ‘burning issues” (p. 5). Within these interactions, discourse “can
be seen to be ‘political’ as one actor or a group of actors seeks to be dominant so that the discourse
they are proposing will dominate the decision making” (Scott, 2017, p. 5). While ADA has
routinely been utilized to evaluate the discourse used by actors within the policy making process,
ADA’s focus on the argumentative process as an attempt to dominate decisions on current issues
fits the same objective of this thesis. Within the context of this analysis, the source documents
investigated in this thesis have been produced by BP, Shell and ExxonMobil to discuss the
‘burning issue’ of climate change and how to transition to a low carbon future. While not
specifically interactions between policy makers, the use of discourse within these documents can
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be understood as political as they discursively position appropriate policy decisions that should be
taken to address climate change. Contextually, these actors maintain political power due to an
array of social and political constructions. An ADA analysis allows for a deep analysis of the
discourse utilized by these actors while attending to the political dimensions of their discursive
positioning.
Central to an ADA is the “examination of what is being said to whom, and in what context” (Hajer,
2006). Analysis is structured around three key concepts: (a) discourses; (b) story-lines and (c)
discourse coalitions (Späth, 2012) . The focal point of this analysis will be on understanding the
formation of storylines. As discussed above, storylines can be understood as condensed narratives
that connect different discourses (Scott, 2017). A discursive storyline acts as a subtle mechanism
for creating and maintaining a unified order in the face of many separate components and differing
discourses (Scott, 2017). According to Bosman et al., (2014) "storylines play a role in clustering
collective knowledge, substantiating the positioning of actors, and in cementing existing coalitions
amongst actors in a given domain or developing new ones ( p. 48). As actors combine language to
form a single discourse, “they are able to influence or even predetermine the problem definition
and direction in which potential solutions are sought”(Bosman et al., 2014, p. 47).
To investigate the formation of storylines, this thesis deploys the multi-dimensional discursive
approach outlined in Rosenbloom et al.,(2016) and expanded upon by Rosenbloom (2018).

Figure 3
The multi-dimensional discursive approach to storyline formation (Rosenbloom, 2018, p. 131)

As displayed above in Figure 3, storylines are constructed through the bringing together of
different content and context claims and actor networks to form specific narratives. Through this
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analytical frame and to adhere to the research questions, the following dimensions were used to
guide the discursive analysis: (i) the actors and actor networks formed to advance a particular
narrative; (ii) the content claims that make up this narrative; and (iii) the context or landscape
pressure in which the narrative is being formed (adapted from Rosenbloom, 2018, p. 131). While
Rosenbloom focuses on “actors and actor networks” this thesis will employ the use of ‘discourse
coalition’. Actor-network theory (ANT) is a prominent theoretical and methodological approach
to social theory. As this thesis does not attend to the dimensions of this approach, it will employ
the use of ‘discourse coalition’ to describe the formation of actors around a particular storyline.
As expressed in chapter two, Discourse coalitions note the grouping of actors around particular
storyline (van Veen, 2015).
In order to attend to the third research question, a fourth dimension was used to investigate; (iv)
the implications suggested by the advancement of a particular storyline (Rosenbloom, 2018). As
Rosenbloom (2018) discussed, by exploring the implications of a particular storyline, analysis can
more explicitly embrace how "storylines frame problems, modulate possibilities, and shape the
sequences of choices and consequences that link current societal arrangements to future lowcarbon states” (p. 131). This conception of implications incorporates the considerations presented
above concerning the adherence to differing "transition pathways".

3.2 Positionality within the research
As noted by Scharp and Thomas (2019), within social science research, it is critical to reflect on
the author's position within the research process. This self-reflection allows researchers to indicate
the lens in which they are participating within the field, which may influence the direction of
research and subsequent interpretation of results (Scharp & Thomas, 2019). In line with this
thinking, my positionality as a researcher regarding this subject matter relates to my positioning
as a master's student studying environmental policy. From this positioning, I have been immersed
in the topic of energy transition throughout my academic studies. From this positioning, I have
gained insight into the broader conversation operating within the field and the dense array of
academic responses to the challenge presented by climate change. Beyond my position within
academia, I immerse myself within the climate movement. I have become increasingly interested
in exploring how climate change intersects with and is perpetuated by systems of oppression. This
interest has driven me to explore the broad scope of research that explores the use of power within
the energy transition process. From this positioning, I decided to pursue the subject area of this
thesis. While the research process for this thesis is expanded upon below, my background interest
in the subject area influenced my research process in manners that can not be fully exemplified in
the research design for this thesis.

3.3 Research Design
This work applies the dimensions of the MLP framework mentioned above to investigate the multidimensional discursive positions of BP, Shell, and ExxonMobil regarding energy transition. While
the study expands across six years, this thesis is not designed to be entirely longitudinal, so the full
scope of understanding regime change over time will not be included. However, incorporating
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interviews with experts will provide the ability to reflect on the dynamics that appear within
company reports as well as wider dynamics operating in the field.
As proscribed by the ADA, research for this thesis was carried out following three phases (1)
scoping (2) data collection; and (3) data analysis (Bosman et al., 2014).
3.3.1

Scoping or ‘desk research’

In this research phase, ADA prescribes the need to gain a general understanding of the system
being studied (Bosman et al., 2014; Hajer, 2018). This general understanding was primarily
performed in the proposal phase of this thesis and is depicted in the introduction at the beginning
of this thesis. This research process began with wishing to explore how regime actors respond to
the energy transition process. I began by researching academic and grey literature which
investigates the topic of oil and gas companies participating in climate change action. This research
uncovered numerous studies spanning a multitude of disciplines. This thesis situates itself within
this wider research.
To select oil and gas companies to study, I began by researching companies that have published
sustainability reports or other related content. From this initial research, incumbents in the oil and
gas industry which have substantial public facing energy transition/climate action plans were
identified. For the scope of this thesis, three companies were selected to provide more in depth and
comparative analysis between the cases. The selection process of which companies to study was
drawn from a combination of research and selective choices. The Carbon Majors Report published
by the Climate Accountability Institute (CAI) in 2017 was seminal in this selection process (Griffin,
2017). Through analysis of GHG emission data, this report traces the emissions from 100 oil and
gas companies. This research focused on: “41 public investor-owned companies; 16 private
investor-owned companies; 36 state- owned companies; and 7 state producers” (Griffin, 2017, p.
5). The decision was made to focus on investor-owned companies in an attempt to control for the
external influence that may be exerted by a private or state-owned company. It was also important
to identify companies which produced documents that could be analysed in a comparative manner.
From additional research, it became clear that investor-owned companies are generally more active
in climate change responses (Nasiritousi, 2017). As reported by the Carbon Majors Report in 2017,
BP, Shell and ExxonMobil are considered some of the highest emitting investor-owned companies
since 1988 (Griffin, 2017). Each of these companies have also committed themselves to various
degrees of low emission targets and energy transition plans (Wisely & Hassan, 2020).
Representing some of the top international oil and gas companies in the world, these companies
are understood to be major players in the current fossil fuel economy, and as such, and within the
context of the MLP framework, can be identified as major incumbent regime actors. Due to the
scope of the current fossil fuel regime, it was also important to incorporate actors operating from
different regions. With BP based out of the UK, ExxonMobil out of the United States, and Shell
out of the Netherlands, analysis also took into account the ability to capture regional discursive
differences.
The research spans from 2015 to 2021, with documents gathered from 2015, 2017, 2019 and 2021.
Beginning in 2015 allows for research to capture the signing of the Paris Agreement, which also
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increased the production of climate strategies by the oil and gas industry. While documents were
initially gathered for each year, through the initial coding process, it became clear that analysis
could more easily capture change through analysing documents biennially. This would allow for
more complete analysis of each document while still capturing discursive change.
3.3.2

Helicopter interviews

Within the initial research stages of the ADA process, it is suggested to conduct interviews with
three or four researchers in the field. These helicopter interviews are meant to provide an overview
of dynamics operating in the field from the perspectives of actors operating at different positions
within the field.
To fully investigate the three research questions, expert interviews were conducted. These
interviews were utilized to provide more clarity to discursive patterns appearing in source
documents, and to provide an overview of current discourses operating within studies on the role
of the oil and gas industry in the energy transition. These interviews assisted in adding more in
depth understanding and reflection of the dominance of certain discourses. This was particularly
valuable in providing insight into research question three: How might these shifts in discursive
dominance present implications for future transition pathways?
Interviews were conducted with three experts working at the intersection of fossil fuels and energy
transition. Positioned differently within this field of study, each expert provided their own
perspective as to the themes operating within the role of the oil and gas industry and energy
transition. A purposive sampling method was utilized 4 to prepare the short list for potential
interviewees. Through the initial ‘desk research’ stage of this research process, organizations and
authors were identified who have done extensive work related to oil and gas companies and energy
transition. Potential interviewees were contacted, and interviews were scheduled based on the time
and availability of these experts. The following provides a brief introduction to these experts and
their positionality within the field.
As an energy professional and individual expert in the field, Elisa Asmelash provides insight from
her experience working with a variety of international organizations, and on private consultancy
projects. Within her extensive work in the field, she has analysed international oil companies in
the context of the energy transition to “identify how these companies are adapting to the ongoing
transformation”(IRENA, 2021). As an individual expert in the field, her positionality and
experience provides unique perspective into the role of the oil and gas industry within the wider
conceptions of the energy transition.
As the program manager at Influence Map, Faye Holder provides insight into the research
performed by the organization to investigate corporations and their industry associations in

purposive sampling also known as judgment sampling, is a non-random sampling technique where in “the
researcher decides what needs to be known and sets out to find people who can and are willing to provide the
information by virtue of knowledge or experience” (Etikan, 2016, p. 2).
4
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enabling or limiting climate policy. Through investigating publicly available information,
Influence Map analyses how these corporations have positioned themselves regarding climate
policy and action. From this positioning, Holder provides perspectives as to how oil and gas majors
participate in climate action.
Mckenzie Ursch acts as legal counsel to the shareholder activist group Follow This. Through
purchasing shares in oil majors, Follow This leverages the power of shareholder resolutions to
push these companies to adopt more ambitious climate action. From this positioning within the
field Follow This provides perspective as to the process of ‘greening’ the oil and gas industry
through internal strategies. Ursch brings in their perspective as to the legal framework to which
this process is actualized and provides perspective from working closely within these companies
through their shareholder structure.
Utilizing Microsoft teams, interviews were conducted using a semi structured format. General
research questions can be found in Appendix 1.

3.4 Data Selection
The documents used for this discourse analysis have been gathered from the websites of each of
these companies. The website for each of these companies has readily available information
pertaining to many of the companies’ activities. This information includes the companies
commitments to sustainability and energy transition. For this research, sources from 2015 to
January 2021 have been gathered. These reports are written to be consumed by a general audience
and offered in multiple different languages.
In order to locate and prepare data sources/ texts I began by selecting the annual reports published
by these companies which explicitly discussed energy transition. Through this process, I pull
source documents from each companies website from 2015 to 2021. A complete list of these
reports can be found in Appendix 2. The frequency of these reports vary by company, with some
companies having extensive annual reports and others having more separative reporting. These
reports were pulled from company websites. Each company has a specific ‘sustainability’ section
of their website which generally has a subsection specifically discussing energy transition. From
familiarizing myself with these sections, I gained a basic understanding of the type of reporting
each of these companies do in regard to energy transition. Search terms “climate change ”“energy
future” “energy transitions” and ‘sustainability” were also utilized to ensure that no reports were
missed. Table 2 provides a complete list of the documents utilized for analysis throughout this
thesis.
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Table 2
Company source documents 2015 - 2021
BP

Shell

ExxonMobil

2015 BP Sustainability Report 2015

2015 Sustainability report

2015 Corporate
Citizenship Report

2017 Bp Sustainability Report2017:

2017 Sustainability Report

2017 Sustainability
Report Highlights5

2019 Sustainability Report:
Delivering Energy
Responsibly

2019 Energy &
Carbon Summary

Shell Energy Transition
Strategy

Updated 2021 Energy
& Carbon Summary

How will BP respond to global
Change?

2019 BP Sustainability Report
2019: Energy with Purpose

2020/2021 BP Sustainability Report
2020: Reimagining Energy for
people and out planet

As exemplified above in Table 2, company reports were gathered every other year beginning in
2015 and ending in the latest report published by the company. For Shell and ExxonMobil, their
latest report was published in 2021. For BP, their latest sustainability report was published in 2020.
The sustainability reports from each company were the baseline for analysis in each year. However,
as exemplified by Shell and ExxonMobil, companies also began to produce reports more
specifically referencing their energy transition or climate strategies. These more specified reports
were selected in the place of annual sustainability reports if produced by the company.

3.5 Document analysis and theme identification
Company reports, and interviews were coded and analysed using ATLAS.TI qualitative data
software. For the analysis of the documents, a combined technique of inductive and deductive
thematic analysis was utilized. As presented by Crabtree & Miller (1992), these methods include
a code template prior to the analysis, and deductive thematic coding throughout the analysis
process. A codebook or code template can be understood as a data management tool which is used
to “organize segments of similar or related text for ease in interpretation and to search for
confirming/disconfirming evidence of these interpretations”(Crabtree & Miller, 1992, p. 99).

The highlights version of ExxonMobil’s sustainability report was used here-in because the full
version of the report was not accessible. While ExxonMobil’s website provides achieved accounts for
their reports, the only sustainability report available for 2017 is the highlights version. (British Petroleum, 2015,
5

2017, 2019, 2020; ExxonMobil, 2015, 2017, 2019, 2021; Royal Dutch Shell, 2019, 2021, 2015, 2017)
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Within the process of establishing codes, the initial code template may be much broader, and
become more narrow throughout the research process (Crabtree & Miller, 1992).
The codes used throughout the research process were decided upon through two methods. First,
and inductive method was used to create priori themes, based on the research questions. This
created a set of basic themes used to thematically group the coding process. The second step
followed the deductive method which utilized interpretive open coding to assign codes to themes
as they appeared in the texts. After the initial coding process, the open codes were reviewed and
consolidated. Throughout this process, these open codes were referenced against the priori codes
to assist to further group the codes in relevant themes. Below, Table 3 presents the preliminary
codebook utilized throughout the document analysis of this thesis.

Table 3
Preliminary code book
Code

Definition

Description of Use

External Landscape Pressure

The socio-technical landscape is
considered exogenous. “It consists
of features such as the geographical
position of the land, climate and
available resources, as well as
softer features such as political
constellations, economic cycles and
broad societal trends” (Verbong &
Loorbach, 2012, p. 9). Such factors
serve as a “major source of
selection pressure on dominant
regimes” (Verbong & Loorbach,
2012, p. 9).

Within the source documents this
theme will be utilized to help
identify how actors interpret and
discuss external pressures

Agency

Agency can be understood as the
behavioural freedoms of actors
(Schäpke, 2018). Within the context
of energy transition “it is critical to
perceive agency as not only
adapting to fundamental and
external changes but also drawing
on networks to influence ongoing
regime shifts and as constantly
reframing actors’ internal identity
and capabilities within the regimes”
(Kuokkanen et al., 2018, p. 1514).
As such, agency can be understood
as not only the changes being made
by the regime, but the framing and
discoursed use to discuss these
changes.

Within the source documents this
theme will be utilized to provide an
understanding of how these actors
discuss their role in the future of
energy delivery. This includes
discourse concerning the
company’s future activities.
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Niche – Innovation

Niche innovations can be defined as
“emerging social or technical
innovations that differ radically
from the prevailing socio-technical
system and regime” (Geels et al.,
2017, p. 465).Niche innovations
can be understood as having weak
structuration without well
developed economic structures or
markets (Geels & Schot, 2007).
They can also be understood as
having been developed by “small
networks of dedicated actors, often
outsider or fringe actors” (Geels &
Schot, 2007, p. 400).

Within the source documents, this
theme will be used to evaluate any
reference to the company’s
investment in innovations that
differ from the primary activities of
their firm.

Regime Investment

Continued investment or positive
discourse surrounding the regime
basic architecture (organizational
and technical capacities) (ADD)

Within source documents, this code
will be applied to discourse which
sates continued investment in the
regimes organizational and
technical capacities.

The text was first coded with these broad preliminary codes. Through this coding process, large
preliminary segments were retrieved. Along with these preliminary codes, open coding was used
to code themes as they appeared within the source documents.
Once this initial coding was done, codes were consolidated. Consolidation was used to make more
specified groupings of discursive themes. After this consolidation, a second read through and
coding was done to ensure the relevance of codes and to ensure that codes were used correctly.
After this final coding process, codes were consolidated and reorganized. After this process, the
code list was finalized. The final code list comprised 92 codes. The full list of codes can be found
in Appendix 3.
Expert interviews were recorded and transcribed using Microsoft Teams built in software.
Inductive coding was used to identify and group themes as they appeared. A full list of these codes
can be found in Appendix 4.
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4 Climate strategies and the formation of dominant storylines
In accordance with the objective of this thesis this section seeks to provide an understanding of the
dominant discourses within the climate strategies pursued by BP, Shell and ExxonMobil. This
discursive understanding will allow for later analysis to investigate how shifts in this discourse
may present indicators of larger shifts in regime stability and opportunities to influence the
trajectory of energy transition pathways. Within larger conceptions of regime resistance against
low-carbon transition, the formation of a dominant discourse between regime actors can act as a
powerful tool to resist change (Geels, 2014b). Power in this mutual alignment of discourse is
derived from the ability for actors to influence which problems are being discussed and how they
are being discussed. This creates the ability for actors to direct particular problem definitions and
the appropriate solutions to these issues (Bosman et al., 2014; Geels, 2014b). The mutual
alignment of different discourses into a single framing can be understood as the formation of a
storyline. The formation of storylines will be the focal point of the investigation of discourse
throughout this thesis.
Adhering to research question one (1) what storylines have dominated the climate strategies of BP,
Shell, and ExxonMobil? this chapter will focus on how dominant storylines appear throughout the
source documents. While chapter five and six will dive deeper into understanding the implications
of the formation of these storylines, analysis within this chapter will stay close to the text to reveal
how storylines have developed within the source documents. Through inductive and deductive
thematic analysis, codes were assigned to identify and organise discursive themes within the
source documents. The combination of these discourses contributes to the formation of the
storylines discussed at length below.

Figure 4
Code occurrence by frequency 2015 – 2021
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Figure 4 depicts the 15 most frequently applied codes in the source documents from 2015 to 2021.
Once coded, the discourse within these codes was investigated to provide a deeper understanding
of how codes interact to form larger narratives. This overarching discourse has been broken down
into five dominant storylines. These five storylines were identified through analysis of dominant
codes and their subsegment discursive components. Through analysing the issue and solution
framing that surrounded each code, I was able to identify and construct storylines that represented
the overarching narrative of these discourses. These storylines are presented below and expanded
upon throughout this chapter. Throughout these company reports, the following storylines have
been identified:
(D1) challenge of meeting demand while addressing climate change/environmental
impacts.
(D2) continued relevance of fossil fuels
(D3) the need to manage GHG emissions
(D4) Technological advancement and scalable low carbon investment
(D5) assessing and managing the social and environmental impacts of operations.
These storylines are created and maintained throughout the source documents, connecting different
discourses to create a more unified understanding of the central issues and solutions surrounding
climate change and energy transition. As discussed in the methodology, to assist in breaking down
the narrative structure of these storylines, this thesis deploys the multi-dimensional discursive
approach which focuses on the formation of storylines through the discursive structure of (1) actors
and the formation of discourse coalitions, (2) the context in which the storyline is being formed
and (3) the content claims which make up the narrative structure of the storyline (Rosenbloom,
2018).

4.1 Context claims and discursive interactions
As part of an array of public facing publications, the source documents utilized for this discourse
analysis represent yearly reports published by each actor. Early documents, routinely titled
‘sustainability report’ lay out the company’s efforts and performance towards sustainability, which
considers actors positioning regarding climate change. Later documents, routinely mentioning
climate or the energy transition in their titles depict the companies positioning regarding the low
carbon energy future. The formation of dominant storylines results from complex interactions with
the contextual space to which these source documents were produced. While this thesis does not
attempt to provide an in-depth reconstruction of the ‘landscape’ in which the source documents
have been produced, analysis does provide an understanding of this setting based on the discourse
utilized by actors to discuss external dynamics.
One of the central contextual dynamics is the governance structure set forth by the Paris
Agreement, to which each actors shows its support of and commitment to. Beyond this shared
climate commitment, actors align in their expression of supply and demand dynamics operating in
the energy market. Produced through information sharing between a diverse set of external actors,
each source document presents ‘Outlook Scenarios’, providing future energy market and
demographic predictions. Based on available information concerning policy, technology, and the
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economy, these scenarios primarily focus on economic growth predictions and the future global
energy market. These supply and demand predictions are used to inform the long-term business
strategies for each company.
While each company produces their own outlook scenarios based on in-house analysis, data from
third parties is relied upon heavily. The International Energy Agency (IEA) is the most referenced
data source concerning energy supply and demand and the ability to meet emission targets of the
Paris Agreement6. Similarly, population and other demographic data are often sourced from the
U.N., World Bank, and the IMF. More frequently cited beginning in 2019, data from the IPCC is
used to make predictions as to how the targets of the Paris Agreement may create differing energy
supply and demand dynamics. Building outlook scenarios from this diverse actor base establishes
connections between different actors for information sharing and helps to solidify and advance the
narratives that make up the predictions within these outlook scenarios. A complete list of each
outlook scenario, their corresponding data sources and subsequent discourse coalitions can be
found in Appendix 5. Usually presented early on in company reports, these projections are
routinely laid out in a similar manner to that presented in Figure 5.

Figure 5
Energy demand outlook scenario (ExxonMobil, 2015, p. 7)

6

While Shell states commitment to the 1.5 °C target of the Paris Agreement, the 2°C target is
more frequency referenced throughout source documents.
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While scenarios shift over time, the inclusion of these outlook scenarios are used throughout the
source documents to inform and guide each actor's decision-making regarding climate targets,
transition goals and investment strategies. Figure 6 presents the dominance of outlook scenarios
referenced throughout the source documents of all actors.
Figure 6
Code Frequency of outlook scenarios 2015 -2021
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The code, outlook: continued relevance of traditional fossil fuels, maintains dominance throughout
the company’s source documents. The dominance of this code is supported by predictions that an
increase in energy demand (code outlook: increased demand), resulting from an increase in GDP
(code outlook: Increased GDP) combined with continued population growth (code outlook:
increase population) will result in the continued relevance of fossil fuels to supply energy for a
growing demand. The codes outlook: increase low carbon sources in energy mix, outlook:
decrease demand for traditional fossil fuels, outlook: increased electrification and outlook:
efficiency gains7, connects to actors’ recognition of the need to address climate change and presents
the positioning of GHG emission management as a central solution. The discourse surrounding
outlook: increase low carbon sources in energy mix, centres on the belief that through increased
innovation and technology, low carbon energy sources will make up a larger share of the energy

7

The code outlook: efficiency gains represent statements which make direct to predictions of increased
efficiency in the future energy mix. While coded with less frequency, the discourse represented by this code is directed
connected to the dominant code energy efficiency. Frequently coded throughout the source document as creating the
ability to use all fuel sources with more efficiency, the energy efficiency code connects directly to the discourse
represented by outlook: efficiency gains.

mix. While non-fossil fuels sources are included in these predictions, natural gas (considered
within these predictions as a low-carbon energy source), is projected to see the most growth.
Technical innovation, increased electrification of power sources and increased efficiency is
predicted to make non-fossil fuel energy sources more commercially viable and make fossil fuel
sources more energy efficient. The code outlook: decrease demand for traditional fossil fuels,
largely connects to discourse which predicts decreased demand for coal.
As depicted in Figure 4: code occurrence by frequency 2015 – 2021, the dominance of codes
shifts from year to year. However, the overarching positioning of different narratives remains
virtually unchanged. Overall, an increase in energy demand, connected to the projected rise in
GDP and population, is consistently used to support the continued need for fossil fuels. Technical
innovation, increased efficiency, electrification, and a larger share of low carbon sources in the
energy mix is projected to drive GHG emission reductions necessary to combat climate change. A
decline in demand for traditional fossil fuels represents projections of the natural decline in higher
emission energy sources as low-carbon sources take up larger shares of the energy mix. These
overarching context claims retain dominance throughout the source documents of each actor and
are used to support the narrative structure of different storylines.

4.2 Dominant storyline one: The challenge of meeting demand
The first and central storyline which appeared within source documents consolidates discourse
concerning actors’ perception of climate change and the energy transition. Dominant storyline
(D1) challenge of meeting demand while addressing climate change/environmental impacts,
presents the dominant problem positioning throughout the source documents. Within this framing,
climate change is understood as the challenge of addressing increasing GHG emissions and other
environmental impacts while continuing to supply energy to meet growing demand. Through this
framing process, climate change is dominantly referred to as the 'dual challenge' of meeting energy
demand while addressing climate change and other environmental impacts. The problem framing
within this narrative relies on the positioning of several different narratives. The first narrative ties
social and economic progress to the ability to use and expand energy supply. This narrative is
constructed through centring the expansion of energy use as intrinsic to progress, measured in
increased economic growth. This narrative is fortified through bringing together outlook scenarios
which support the narrative that increasing GDP and population will be supported and driven by
increasing energy demand. To bring the discursive components of this storyline back to the
research questions and the discursive understanding of energy transition presented by these actors,
this storyline positions energy demand, and the need to fulfil this demand as of central concern
within the response to climate change and the energy transition process. The imperative of
economic growth reliant on the expansion of energy production combined with the necessity to
reduce carbon emissions creates the central problem framing of this storyline. This problem
framing is in turn used to solidify the solution and problem framing expressed in the formation of
other dominant storylines.
To better understand the narrative structuring within this coding, Table 4 depicts how the discourse
of this storyline has been structured throughout the source documents.
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Table 4
Formation of dominant storyline one (D1)
Dominant storyline
[D1] Challenge of meeting
demand while addressing
climate
change/environmental
impacts

Content related claims
o Access to reliable/ affordable
energy is essential
o The transition should come at the
lowest cost to society
o Market-based
and
scalable
solutions
o Responding to consumer demand
o Consumer driven emissions

Context related claims
o Climate Change
o Energy transition
o Paris agreement
o Rise in environmental
concern
o Outlook
demographic
scenarios; increased GDP
and population.
o Outlook energy scenarios;
Increased energy demand;
continued relevance of
fossil fuels

While phrasing shifts between actors and over time, this discourse is usually expressed like that of
BP in 2015:
Today’s challenge is to manage and meet growing worldwide demand for energy while
addressing climate change and other environmental and social issues (2015, p. 12).
The central narrative of this storyline forms an understanding of the contextual space and the
positionality of energy companies within this space. Primarily, this relies on illustrating energy
companies’ positionality within the conditions of the energy market. Discursively, the supply and
demand dynamics that are advanced by outlook scenarios are utilized to position energy suppliers
as passive to the larger dynamics operating within the energy market. Within this discourse, actors
are considered to be subject to a ‘respond to demand’ investment strategy, constraining them to
the dynamics operating within the energy market. Through this narrative structure, consumers are
placed at the centre of the ability to transition away from fossil fuels. With energy supplier,
constrained by the market to respond to demand, the ability to transition to lower emission fuels
relies on a shift in consumer demand to lower emission fuels. Centring the supply and demand
dynamics operating within the energy market, this narrative focuses on the challenge of reducing
emissions within an energy market with an increasing demand for energy. Through this
perspective, consumer demand is narrated to dictate the selection environment within the energy
market. Through centring consumers as the fundamental driver of emissions, focus is given to
‘helping consumers reduce their emissions 8 ’ by providing lower carbon offers to customers.
Assisting consumers in lowering their emissions is considered pivotal in each company’s
contribution to the energy transition. As described by BP;

8

The dominance of this discourse is represented in the code help consumers reduce emissions as
displayed in Figure 4.
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One of the biggest contributions we can make to advance the energy transition is by
providing products and services that help consumers lower their carbon footprint (2017,
p. 26).
This necessity to supply for demand is compounded by the narrative component of this storyline
which centres on solidifying the relationship between expanded energy access and progress. From
a climate change perspective, the predicted increase in energy demand is discussed as a challenge
due to the noted impact of GHG emissions. However, from an energy supplier perspective, this
increase in energy demand is understood as a challenge due to the necessity to supply reliable and
affordable energy to meet human needs. A central narrative within this storyline articulates the
necessity to ensure reliable and affordable access to energy. Figure 7 provides reference to the
relevant codes that make up the discursive components of this narrative.

Figure 7
Code tree for energy access
Energy access =
higher standard of
living

Affordable energy

Expand energy
access

Reliable energy

The top code, energy access = higher standard of living, is the 24th most highly referenced code
throughout the source documents. The supporting codes, affordable energy, expand energy access,
and reliable energy, connect to and support the overall structure of this discourse. The discourse
within these codes centre on positioning access to energy as a fundamental pillar to the ability to
live a good life, lifting people out of poverty and allowing emerging economies to grow and
prosper. Within this narrative is the positive positioning of continued economic growth tied to
continued expansion of energy access. Through this framing, social and economic progress is tied
to the ability to use and expand energy supply. As a result of this growth imperative, energy use is
understood to be intrinsic to progress. This framing is clearly expressed in the words of Shell in
their 2015 sustainability report:
For many, energy is a defining feature of modern life. Lives and livelihoods, economies
and communities depend on convenient, reliable and affordable energy – for power,
heating, industry and transport – to prosper and grow (2015, p. 11).
With this conception of energy in mind, meeting the predicted rise in energy demand is understood
to be the central imperative for energy suppliers. However, with the noted impact of GHG
emissions from fossil fuel energy sources, this ability to supply energy must in turn grapple with
the realities of climate change. This storyline and its narrative components are solidified early on
in source documents and act as the guiding principles for actors’ investments as well as
perspectives as to which climate strategies and low carbon energy solutions are considered viable.
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4.3 Dominant storyline two: Reliable, affordable fossil fuels
The second dominant storyline (D2) continued relevance of fossil fuels, relies on the problem
framing presented in D1 to solidify the positionality of fossil fuels as a necessary part of future
energy systems. The positioning of energy access, market logic and scalability is connected to the
ability for fossil fuels to supply reliable and affordable energy to meet this need. The narrative
components of this storyline have been illustrated below in Table 5.

Table 5
Formation of dominant storyline two (D2)
Dominant storyline
[D2] continued relevance of fossil
fuels

Content related claims
• Reliable, affordable energy
source
• Meet consumer demand
• Increasing efficiency of
fossil fuels
• Natural gas = low carbon
solution

Context related claims
• Outlook:
continued
relevance of fossil fuels
• Outlook:
Increased
efficiency

The compatibility of fossil fuels to fill the rising demand for energy while meeting emission
reduction targets is sustained through several different discursive positionings. These components
are used throughout source documents to solidify the importance of fossil fuels within the energy
transition process. Representing one of the dominant solution frames throughout the source
documents, this storyline narrates that fossil fuels are an appropriate energy source within the
future energy mix due to there (1) market viability, (2) there stable infrastructure (3) there ability
to produce affordable energy at scale and (4) there ability to meet emission reduction targets
through increased technical reduction capacities.
The first narrative within this storyline focuses on the positionality of the actors themselves and
articulates how the energy and products produced by each company have already contributed to
improved quality of life and economic growth for millions around the world. Connecting to the
discourse presented in Figure 7, fossil fuels are positioned as being the affordable, reliable energy
source with the best capacity to ensure essential energy access. Furthered by third party outlook
scenarios that predict the future relevance of fossil fuels, continued expansion of fossil fuels is
presented as a necessary reality to meet the world's energy demand.
Subsequently, this storyline presents continued investment in fossil fuels as necessary and
compatible with emission reduction efforts due to the growing capacity of emission reduction
technology. Fundamental to the positioning of fossil fuels as a compatible fuel source even under
the 2°C pathway of the Paris Agreement. is the positioning of natural gas as a low carbon energy
source. This positioning is expressed in the words of ExxonMobil;
One of the greatest opportunities for society to reduce greenhouse gas emissions is through
the use of natural gas in power generation (2015, p. 39).
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Natural gas is framed as the perfect low carbon energy source to fit the need to meet demand,
reliably, affordably, and sustainably. Often positioned against coal pollution, natural gas is seen as
vital to addressing energy needs with lower emissions. As expressed in BP's 2019 report;
As the world moves towards net-zero emissions, we think natural gas can play an important
role in getting us there (p. 28).
Outside of natural gas, oil and other fossil fuel products are considered to have similar capacities
to maintain relevance in a low carbon future thanks to advancement in efficiency and technological
capacities. While, as will be discussed in the next chapter, the maintenance of this climate safe
fossil fuels narrative begins to decrease, discourse of the wider importance of fossil fuels remains.
A steadily increasing discourse from 2015-2021, hydrocarbon revenues are narrated as essential
to funding the expansion of low carbon portfolios. As stated by BP in their 2020 report:
Our hydrocarbons business is essential to our transformation to an Integrated Energy
Company. The cash flows from our oil, gas and refining activities enable our strategy,
allowing us to invest in the energy transition (p. 30).
This narrative further solidifies the necessity of fossil fuels within the transition process. Through
the construction of this storyline, the continued supply of fossil fuels is understood to not only be
necessary due to continued consumer demand but is narrated to be compatible with climate targets.

4.4 Dominant storyline three: Managing GHG emissions
The dominant storyline three (D3) the need to manage GHG emissions, constructs the narrative
that managing/reducing GHG emissions is the central solution to addressing climate change and
advancing the energy transition. Following the above narrative and the presented necessity to
invest in fossil fuels to ensure energy access, reducing GHG emissions is understood as the primary
imperative to addressing climate change. The narrative construction of this storyline is depicted in
Table 6.

Table 6
Formation of dominant storyline three (D3)
Dominant storyline
[D3] the need to manage GHG
emissions

Content related claims
• Reducing emissions across
all fuel sources
• Delivering more energy
with fewer emissions
• Increasing
energy
efficiency

Context related claims
o The ability for managing
GHG/efficiency to tackle the
issue
o Outlook scenarios on increased
efficiency
o The necessity of fossil fuels but
with more efficiently

The narrative structure of this storyline is constructed around several basic framings. First,
proscribes the need to reduce emissions across all fuel sources. To adhere to this need, participation
in collective action and the advancement in the technical capacity of emission reduction efforts is
understood to be essential. A component of this focus on technical capacity is investment in the
production of lower emission fuel sources. Connected to the market forces expressed above, this
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storyline relies heavily on market predictions and the ability for technological innovation to create
increasingly more efficient ways to manage GHG emissions. Directly connected to the discourse
of D1, the first narrative within this storyline focuses on creating the technical and economic
capacity to reduce emissions across all fuel sources. This framing directly connects to the predicted
necessity for continued investment in fossil fuels into the future to support growing demand. In
line with the discourse of D1, solutions to manage GHG emissions are constrained to market
viability and scalability. While many components make up how this position is actualized by each
actor, universally significant space is given to each company’s commitment to reducing
operational emissions (focusing on methane). Emphasis is given to research and development to
deploy innovative technology to improve operational efficiency. Outside of these internal
strategies, managing GHG emissions is seen in various investment strategies, from supporting
collaborative efforts such as climate policy initiatives and investing in CCS 9 or Nature-based
solutions. These investment strategies focus on deploying research and development to advance
these GHG management solutions.
This support for collective action can be seen in actors’ commitment to the Paris Agreement, and
in support for climate policy measures. As depicted in Figure 4, the code partnership and
collaboration, is the most densely coded throughout the source documents. Commitment to
partnership and collaboration relates to actors’ commitment to collective action in the face of
climate change and other environmental impacts as well as joint ventures and strategic
partnerships. In the context of the discursive components of this storyline, this narrative is
displayed in actors push for advancing climate policy. Outside of these investments market logic
is seen in their commitment to advancing policy solutions with a focus on carbon pricing and
developing an emissions market. Centring managing GHG emissions creates an imperative to
invest in research and innovation to create more capacity to manage these emissions and increase
efficiency.

4.5 Dominant storyline four: Research, technology, and low carbon
investments
Dominant storyline four (D4) technological advancement and scalable low carbon investment
supports funding research and development to promote innovations and technological
advancements. Connecting to the perimeters of market viability, increasing technical capacities is

9

Carbon capture and storage or carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) represents the
technological process of capturing CO2 in the atmosphere and storing it. Carbon capture, utilization and
storage (CCUS) refers to technology that sequesters CO2 emissions through applications or underground
storage (Griffin, 2017). The primary difference is that CCUS allows for the carbon stored underground to
be upcycled into chemical or energy products. ExxonMobil invests almost exclusively in CCS but makes
investment in CCUS in 2021. BP first discusses building capacity in CCS technology in 2015 but moves
on to CCUS beginning in 2017. Shell primarily invests in CCS from 2015 to 2021 but discusses investing
in CCUS through partnerships and collaborative starting in 2019. While actors’ adoption of CCUS does
represent an interesting development in investment strategies, later reports refer to both CCS and CCUS.
As such, it is hard to track the development of this change in investment strategy.
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narrated to create greater ability to implement innovations at scale. These are usually achieved
through partnerships and collaboration with other industries, private businesses, or universities.
Through this framing, actors primarily expand their portfolios to include low carbon resources
such as natural gas, biofuels and hydrogen. Additionally, low carbon investment is made into
technology that can fit into the current infrastructure and provide emission reductions such as CCS
and later CCUS and carbon offsets. Table 7 depicts how the narratives have been formed to create
the storyline to explore this discourse more explicitly.

Table 7
Formation of dominant storyline four (D4)
Dominant storyline
(D4) Technological advancement
and scalable low carbon investment

Content related claims
o technology and innovation
necessary
to
reach
commitments
o expanding capacity of low
carbon resources

Context related claims
o Paris agreement
o Technology and innovation as
necessary to reach climate
commitments

The storyline of D4 relies heavily on outlook scenarios that project the need for technological
advancement to achieve climate goals. A predicted increase in electrification is seen as a driving
force to reach climate goals. Research and development to advance technological capacities are
understood as the driving forces for operationalizing the electrification of the energy system.
Subsequently, these investment efforts focus on expanding technical capacities to build scale in
renewables and other low-carbon sources. Commercially viable technology is understood to be
vital in meeting the objective of the Paris Agreement. As such, research and development to
improve the technical and market capacity of low carbon solutions is central throughout source
documents. The content of this narrative focuses on technological advancement's ability to reduce
GHG emissions from fossil fuel energy sources and make lower emissions sources more scalable
and economically viable. Commitment to researching and developing these advancements are
central to these companies’ energy transition commitments. As noted by Shell;
Innovation and advanced technologies play a crucial role in the energy transition. Our
research and development (R&D) activities aim to address the need for more energy while
reducing the environmental impact (2015, p. 11)
To advance research and technology, partnerships are formed through membership with other
industry leaders and through collaboration with universities, research institutes, and other out of
industry actors. Much investment is made through the industry association Oil and Gas Climate
Initiative, which, in the words of ExxonMobil is;
a voluntary initiative representing 13 of the world’s largest oil and gas producers working
collaboratively toward solutions to mitigate the risks of climate change (ExxonMobil,
2021).
Within this context, each actor states its commitment to research and development, to support the
advancement of innovative technology. Joint ventures, partnerships, and collaboration are central
39

throughout the actors' expansion into low carbon energy sources. Through partnerships with
industry sectors such as aviation and transport and other energy suppliers in the solar and wind
market, actors position themselves alongside other actors to execute their portfolio expansion.
Research and development and subsequent technological innovation underpin each actor's efforts
to produce and use fossil fuels more efficiently. As a strong narrative component throughout this
storyline efficiency is discursively used to describe efficiency in energy use, i.e., less production
of GHG emissions, and simultaneously used to describe cost efficiency in extraction processes.
Rooted in the storyline of D1, widening the fossil fuel resource energy base through advanced
extraction technologies is narrated as necessary to meet rising energy demand. In the words of
ExxonMobil;
Advances in technologies used for well drilling and completion have enabled the energy
industry to reach new sources of oil and natural gas to meet rising demand around the
world (2015, p. 39).
Reference is made to the ability to extract oil and gas from deep-water reservoirs with everincreasing safety and reliability. Investment in these innovations also leads to developing and
producing natural gas from unconventional resources such as shale gas, tight gas, and coalbed
methane. The extraction of these energy resources is referenced for their importance in meeting
demand. Technological advancements to produce unconventional hydrocarbons remain a vital
investment strategy throughout the actor’s transition plans. Beyond increasing the fossil fuel
resource base, technological innovation is understood as necessary to create more advanced fossil
fuel-based products. This commitment is seen in the development of lower-carbon fuels,
lubricants, petrochemicals, and plastics. Referring to how offering these higher-performing fossil
fuels increases energy efficiency and helps customers reduce their emissions.
Along with advancing fossil fuels, technological innovation is used to make these fuels more
efficient through advancing the capacity of carbon off-sets. By direct air capture through the
deployment of CCS/CCUS or through nature-based solutions, off-setting or eliminating the carbon
produced from fossil fuels is referenced heavily as a key to reaching climate goals. While the
degree to which actors depend on these solutions to meet their climate targets varies, a general
reference to the potential of these solutions increases from 2015 to 2021. CCUS is narrated to be
a vital tool to reach company-specific goals along with the goals of the Paris agreement. As stated
by BP;
We believe CCUS can play a vital role in limiting emissions, helping us achieve our netzero aims and supporting global efforts to meet the Paris goals (2020, p. 44).
This position is also supported by the outlook scenarios of the IEA, which reiterate the necessity
for the deployment of CCUS to achieve the goals of the Paris agreement. While reference less than
CCUS, off-sets in the form of nature-based solutions or natural climate solutions (NCS) remain an
essential investment for actors. Relying on partnership and collaboration, these narrative positions
carbon off-sets as a way to reduce or remove GHG from the atmosphere and restore impacted
environments. Through investment in ecosystem management and restoration, actors commit to
projects that help enhance natural resources' ability to absorb CO2 from the atmosphere. Through
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these investments, actors are then able to provide “carbon neutral products” to customers. As
discussed above in the formation of D2, the focus on “helping customers reduce their emissions’
is furthered through the offering of carbon-neutral products.
While natural gas remains central to each actor’s low carbon investment portfolio, 2015 to 2021
sees a steady increase in low carbon investment outside hydrocarbon energy resources. Within this
portfolio expansion, biofuels and hydrogen make up the most significant investment efforts, with
wind and solar also seeing investment efforts. Discursively, biofuels and hydrogen are seen as vital
energy resources to the transition process due to their scalability, cost-effectiveness, and
commercial capacity. Through advancements in research and technology, bioenergy is narrated to
provide considerable benefits to overall GHG reduction and specifically the reduction of hard to
abate sectors such as transport and aviation. As expressed by ExxonMobil;
Biofuels, such as those derived from algae, have the potential to be a scalable solution and
deliver the required energy density in a liquid form that could reduce greenhouse gas
emissions by more than 50 percent compared to today's heavy-duty transportation fuels
(ExxonMobil, 2021).
Similar discourse is used in discussions on hydrogen. Narrated as an essential resource in the
electrification of the global energy system, hydrogen is seen as beneficial for its use in the
decarbonization of hard to transition sectors. As described by BP:
Hydrogen has important potential as a close-to-zero carbon option for power and heat
generation, for transport, and as a source of lower-carbon feedstocks used to make
products (2019, p. 29).
Through this market-based approach, the most promising climate solutions are seen as those which
are competitive, commercially/economically viable and scalable. This approach is understood to
create solutions that come at the least cost to society and ensure that these solutions can be
incorporated at scale. This framing underlines actor’s overall decision making when it comes to
the promotion of solutions, from lower carbon energy sources to collaborative actions and climate
policy.

4.6 Dominant storyline Five: Operational impact management
Falling outside the direct discussion on climate change and energy transition, dominant storyline
five (D5) Assessing and managing the impacts of operations is one of the most densely coded
narratives within the source documents. Generally, each source document contributes large
sections of their report to their commitment to addressing the potential adverse effects of their
operations. Through identifying potential problems and prescribing their established solutions to
address these problems, actors position themselves as adhering to the environmental and social
issues that arise. The proscribes solutions centre on advancing monitoring capacities, engaging
with communities and performing assessments largely through partnerships and collaboration with
a variety of actors. To better understand the structuring of this storyline, Table 8 provides a
breakdown of the narrative structure.
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Table 8
Formation of dominant storyline five (D5)
Dominant storyline
(D5) Assessing and managing the
impacts of operations

Content related claims
o Ensuring safe and efficient
operation is essential
o Improving operational impacts
is central to addressing climate
change

Context related claims
o Rise in concern
o Responding to stakeholder
demand

This storyline focuses on each companies’ commitment to the safety and reliability of their
operations. From spill control and biodiversity management to social investment and employee
safety, actors state their commitment to addressing their operations' potential social and
environmental risks. Operating in the context of increased social concern, the structure of this
storyline recognises the potential for operations to produce social and environmental risks and
proscribes their dedication to assessing and managing this risk. This storyline responds to many of
the concerns surrounding fossil fuel use which lay outside their contribution to climate change. As
exemplified below in Shell’s 2017 report, the narrative of this storyline is structured around
recognising the potential negative effects of fossil fuel operations, while stating each companies’
commitment to preventing and reducing these impacts.
We recognize that our activities could adversely impact the rights of people in communities
close to our sites. We work hard to prevent and reduce any negative impacts on the
livelihoods, land, environment, culture, health and wellbeing of people in communities
near our activities, including indigenous peoples. We screen our major projects to identify
and manage any potential impacts, including human rights (2017, p. 45).
Through adherence to performance standards and partnering with industry and outside actor
groups to meet management goals. Networks are formed through actors’ commitments to various
external standards and guidelines developed by actors, including the World Bank, International
Finance Corporation and the U.N. Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. Along with
a commitment to regulatory standards, actors form partnerships with scientific and conservation
organisations and researchers. This includes partnerships with organisations such as The Nature
Conservancy and universities and research institutes that provide environmental assessments and
best practices. Through project assessment procedures, networks are also formed with local
community groups to engage with communities that may be affected by operations. Within each
company report, significant space is given to addressing some of the companies’ operational
issues. For instance, large portions of Shell’s risk management section is dedicated to discussions
on Nigeria, similarly to the BP report, which focuses on its gulf of Mexico spill. While each
company has their operational history, the content of the storyline is structured in very parallel
manners.
While many potential environmental impacts are mentioned throughout the company reports, the
focus is on oil spills, water use, industrial waste, air pollution and land use. Directly connected to
these environmental impacts, the potential impact on local communities is also noted. Operational
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effects on health and safety, including labour rights, use of water and local livelihoods, are included
in actors commitment to assessing and managing the effects of operations. Each actor proscribes
its procedures to assess and manage its operations' noted risks through environmental and
community-based risk assessments. As discussed above, assessment is often performed through
the establishment of actor networks. Through partnership, joint ventures and knowledge sharing,
actors utilise expertise in various fields to heighten their environmental management procedures.
Through community engagement along with social investment structures, actors commit
themselves to community participation in order to assess and manage the potential effects of
operations. Through each companies’ commitment to extensive risk management procedures, a
sense of confidence is given to the ability of each actor to assess and manage the impacts of their
operations.

4.7 Conclusion
As discussed above, this section adheres to research question one: what storylines have dominated
the climate strategies of BP, Shell, and ExxonMobil? These five dominant storylines, (D1)
Challenge of meeting demand while addressing climate change/environmental impacts, (D2)
continued relevance of fossil fuels, (D3) the need to manage GHG emissions, (D4) Technological
advancement and scalable low carbon investment, and (D5) assessing and managing the social
and environmental impacts of operations represent the dominant narratives surrounding climate
change and the energy transition, as presented within the annual reports produced by BP, Shell and
ExxonMobil.
The overarching understanding of energy transition presented by these storylines proscribes
expanded energy access as the central imperative to consider within the energy transition process.
Citing outlook scenarios that predict their continued relevance, and through their narrated ability
to fill the rise in demand for energy, lower emission fossil fuels are narrated to be a dominant fuel
source into the future. Reducing GHG emissions is understood as the central solution to addressing
climate change. Research and innovation are narrated to be of central importance to advance the
technological capacity of emission reduction efforts and expand the capacity of lower-emission
energy sources. Through extensive assessment and management procedures, each actor is
understood to have the capacity to address the potential adverse impacts of operations.
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5 Narrative shifts in dominant discourse
To provide a discursive understanding of the climate strategies of BP, Shell and ExxonMobil, the
previous chapter illuminated the formation of discursive storylines within the actors' source
documents. Understanding the formation of these storylines proscribes to the broader
understanding of discursive dominance and the ability of actors to create a collective understanding
of an issue or solution through creating and maintaining a particular discourse. To further this
understanding, this chapter investigates the extent to which storylines have shifted over time.
Adhering to research question two (2) to what extent have these storylines or supporting narratives
shifted over time? this chapter explores how discursive dominance has shifted within the source
documents. The analysis within this chapter stays close to the text provided in company reports to
investigate changes within the discourse itself. Understanding the development of these discursive
shifts will help in later analysis, which investigates how these shifts may indicate more significant
shifts in regime stability and opportunities to influence the energy transition trajectory.
The storylines presented throughout chapter four represent the dominant storylines as they appear
within the source documents. While these storylines remain central, some of the supporting
narratives of these storylines begin to shift over time. While some of the shifts that develop
throughout the source documents appear directly within the narrative structure of certain
storylines, some shifts develop in a manner that combines narrative elements from separate
storylines. As such, shifts will be discussed as they appear within the text, and indications will be
given as to how these shift and interact with dominant storylines.

5.1 Overall Shifts
While only depicting the top five codes from each year, Figure 8, illustrates broader discursive
shifts seen throughout source documents. As depicted below, while commitment to technology
and innovation and partnerships and collaboration remain dominant throughout, there is a steady
decline in reference to continued/expanding natural gas and an increase in reference to mitigating
GHG emissions as depicted in the emergence of codes manage methane, mitigate/reduce
operational emissions, and manage/decrease GHG emissions. This chapter will explore how the
decline and emergence of these codes reflect broader discursive shifts.
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Figure 8
Top five (5) codes 2015 to 2021

2015

Technology and
innovation

Managing social and
environmental effects from
operations

Partnerships and
collaboration
Continued/expanding natural gas
Climate Change

2017
Manage methane
Technology and
innovation

Partnerships and collaboration

Managing social and
environmental effects from
operations

Continued/expanding
natural gas

Manage methane

2019
Partnerships and
collaboration

Technology and
innovation

Managing social and environmental
effects from operations

Mitigate/reduce
operational emissions

Technology
and innovation

2020/2021
Partnerships and
collaboration

Mitigate/reduce
operational emissions

Manage/decrease
GHG emissions

Policy solutions essential
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5.2 Shifts in discourse and the problem framing of climate change
The first shift in narrative discourse within the text is a discursive deviation in the way actors
discuss the challenge presented by climate change and the energy transition. Central to the
narrative structure of the D1 storyline, the energy transition is presented as the challenge of
meeting a rise in energy demand while addressing climate change. The overarching narrative
structuring of dominant storyline one (D1) positions the need to fulfil an increase in energy demand
as of central concern within the challenge to addressing climate change and transitioning to a low
carbon energy future. While discursive narratives show some deviation in verbiage from 2015 to
2021, in large part, the language used to discuss climate change and energy transition does not
result in a departure from the core principles of this narrative. Depicted in code frequencies and
exemplified in Figure 9, explicit reference to the ‘dual challenge’ declines over time as actors’
conceptions of the challenge presented by energy transition and climate change discursively shift.
These discursive changes have been indicated in bold.

Figure 9
Discourses of the challenge presented by climate change
Actor

2015

2020/2021

BP

Today's challenge is to manage and meet the
growing worldwide demand for energy while
addressing climate change and other
environmental and social issues (2015, 14).

Helping to enable the energy transition, in order
to reduce global greenhouse gas emissions while
meeting the growing demand for energy and
contributing to a just transition (2020, 93).

Shell

The world must find ways to meet this rising
energy demand while reducing global
greenhouse gas emissions to limit the effects
of climate change (2015, 13).

Tackling climate change is an urgent challenge. It
requires a fundamental transformation of the
global economy, and the energy system, so that
society stops adding to the total amount of
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, achieving
what is known as net-zero emissions (2021, 8).

ExxonMobil

Society continues to face the dual challenge of
meeting energy demand to support the
economic growth needed for improved living
standards, while simultaneously addressing
the risks posed by rising greenhouse gas
emissions and climate change (2015, 30).

A challenge for society is how to transition to a
net-zero world, while providing for a growing
population with growing energy needs (2021, 47).

As expressed in the table above, the explicit discussion of the energy transition as this dual
challenge declines in reference from 2015 to 2021. More attention is given to specific energy
transition goals within this discursive change, such as a Just Transition or Net-zero emissions.
While BP and ExxonMobil incorporate transition discourse such as “just transition” and "netzero", their depiction of energy transition still considers the challenge of meeting energy demand
with fewer emissions. Shell too references 'net-zero' emission goals; however, their depiction of
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the challenge falls outside of this direct reference to the challenge of meeting demand while
addressing climate change.
This change in narrative structuring indeed represents a shift in discourse; however, this shift falls
short of an overt departure from the central storyline. While not expressed in the statement above,
Shell still proscribes to the larger narrative of this storyline which maintains a commitment to oil
and gas in the name of meeting energy demand. This continued commitment is depicted in the
following statement:
Ending our activities in oil and gas too early when they are vital to meeting today's energy
demand would not help our customers or our shareholders (Shell, 2021, 5).
The dominance of this “dual challenge” framing represents a core discursive element within these
reports. While the core elements of this discourse remain, the degree of actor’s commitment to
reproducing this storyline decreases in commitment from 2015 to 2021. Reducing commitment to
this narrative may indicate more significant shifts in the actors' positionality within the energy
transition process.

5.3 Consumer emissions and company agency
As explored in the previous chapter, positioning the consumer as the fundamental driver of
emissions provides a central component to the narrative structure of dominant storyline one (D1).
The discourse within this narrative informs much of the decision making surrounding each actors’
positionality in tackling emissions. Focusing on the consumption of products, this storyline depicts
energy suppliers as passive in responding to consumer demand. This narrative also informs much
of the reasoning behind (D3) the need to manage GHG emissions. Within this storyline, the
managing of GHG emissions is narrated to be of high importance to combat emissions from
continued investment in fossil fuels to feed increasing consumer demand. Subsequently, this
narrative connects to the narrative component of D1 ‘helping consumers reduce emissions.
Through providing products and services that help consumers lower their emissions, the narrative
plays out in actors discourse connecting the challenge of meeting demand to the need for continued
investment in fossil fuels. From this narrative, actors position themselves as supplying this
demand, reliant on consumers to demand more low carbon resources to shift their production
portfolios. As such, suppliers’ ability to lower emissions outside their operations is dependent on
consumers demanding lower-emission products. This positionality is expressed herein in the words
of BP and Shell:
[T]he biggest contributions we can make to advance the energy transition is by providing
products and services that help consumers lower their carbon footprint (BP, 2017, 28).
We only control the emissions from our own activities, but by changing the mix of energy
products we supply, we also aim to help customers to lower their emissions (Shell, 2019,
13).
Within this expression, the discursive focus is given to the consumers own emissions, positioning
the emissions from customers as fundamentally the responsibility of the consumer to reduce. In
short, the dominant understanding of each companies’ positionality in the energy transition process
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is focused on helping customers reduce their emissions by offering lower-emission products.
Within this narrative, actors have no ability to influence the demand for products and are
constrained by market demand to supply the energy that consumers demand.
5.3.1

Beyond supplying for demand

Falling short from a complete departure from this narrative structure, this narrative begins to
develop in different directions as actors begin to decrease their reference to the discursive elements
that make up this narrative and express more agency in their positioning. Departing from the
dominant narrative that emissions are driven by consumption, actors begin to depict themselves
more actively in decreasing emissions. While the supply for demand depiction of emission
reductions remains, actors begin to employ tactics outside the supply for demand structure.
Additionally, BP and Shell begin to indicate their responsibility for emissions outside of their
operations by including scope three emissions in their reduction plans. How this shift has appeared
throughout the source documents of BP and Shell is expressed in Figure 10.

Figure 10
Consumer emissions and company agency within the source documents of BP and Shell
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While the code and its surrounding narrative “help customers reduce emissions" maintain
discursive dominance, the activities surrounding how companies engage in ‘helping customers’
shift to include activities beyond supplying low emission products and fuels. This shift in activities
also marks a shift between actors. Developing in 2019, BP and Shell begin to commit themselves
to help to ‘shape demand’ for low carbon products and indicates their commitment to helping the
world reach emission targets. These actors also begin to include their commitments to reducing
scope three emissions in their GHG management plans. Contracting this discourse, ExxonMobil
provides no indication of their ability to help in shifting demand nor their positionality to assist in
the broader scope of assisting the world to reach transition goals. Additionally, they explicitly state
that scope three emissions will not be included in their emission reduction plans.
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The discursive commitment of BP and Shell to ‘shape demand’ and ‘help the world’ reach
emission targets marks a departure from the actors previously held a position that had been focused
on supply-side methods to meet demand with low emission products. The commitment to ‘help
shape demand’ is singularly held by Shell. This commitment can be seen in the following
statement.
[T]he best way for Shell to contribute to the energy transition is to work with our customers
to help shape demand for low-carbon energy products and services (2021,5).
While this narrative shows similarities to its previously held statement in the centring of the
customer in the emission reduction efforts, this evolving narrative depicts more company agency
in their eluding to the ability to ‘help shape demand’ of customers. As the focus of their 2021
decarbonization strategy, transforming energy demand shifts Shell away from their previous
strategy, which focused on the supply of energy products, to a sector-based strategy focused on
utilizing industry partnerships to push for collaborative efforts to shift demand. Within this
strategy, Shell commits to work with sector partnerships and with consumers to help transform
demand. The specific mechanisms used in the sector-based strategy are not explicitly mentioned;
however, the focus is on collaborative efforts made through industry partnerships to decarbonise
industry sectors and accelerate the energy transition.
In line with this expansion, BP and Shell commit to ‘helping the world reach net zero'. BP sets
this commitment at the centre of their 2020 sustainability commitments stating;
In February 2020, we set out our ambition to be a net-zero company by 2050 or sooner
and to help the world get to net zero. This ambition is supported by 10 aims: five to help
us become a net-zero company, and five to help the world get to net zero. Taken
collectively, these set out a path that we believe is consistent with the Paris goals (2020,
32).
While less central in Shell's strategy, the Company also states a similar commitment within their
transition strategy;
Our strategy includes participating in coalitions of companies and organisations to
accelerate the transition to net-zero emissions. We will help to develop paths to low-carbon
energy in different sectors, identify opportunities for low-carbon solutions, and advocate
government policies and financial market regulations that support the transition (2021,
17).
The focus of Shell’s strategy shares a similar focus to BP in the commitment to more significant
collaborative efforts. This focus on collaborative efforts connects to the dominant code 'partnership
and collaboration' and this broader dominant discourse.
Contracting this narrative shift, ExxonMobil makes no indication of a broader strategy when it
comes to customers that fall outside the supply of products. Continuing the narrative structure that
positioned the consumer as the fundamental driver of emissions, ExxonMobil maintains its
commitment to supplying products to help consumers reduce their emissions.
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ExxonMobil is responding to this growth in product demand by delivering solutions that
enable customers to reduce their emissions and improve energy efficiency (2021, 31).
With this discursive shift in mind, while BP and Shell depart from the above narrative, much of
their investment strategy is still focused on enabling customers to reduce their emissions through
supplying lower-emission products. BP and Shell do not entirely abandon the discursive position
presented in the above statement by ExxonMobil. Instead, they begin to develop a discourse
outside of this singular expression of positionality. While not a complete shift away from the
previous discourse, this discourse still represents a departure from reproducing the previously held
positionality in reducing emissions.
5.3.2

Inclusion of scope three emissions

Another discursive shift that may indicate actors increased agency regarding emission reduction,
both BP and Shell state their commitment to including scope three10 reductions in their emissions
strategies. Beginning in 2019, actors begin to differentiate between the scope of emissions covered
under their reduction plans. Each actor’s commitment to reduce operational emissions had
included scope one and two emissions; however, the terms were not used until 2019. Beyond
emissions associated with operations, BP and Shell state their commitment to including scope three
emissions within their emission reduction plans. Discussing their decision to include scope three
emissions within their emission reduction commitments, BP explains;
[W]e are reporting for the first time the estimated CO2 emissions from the carbon in our
upstream oil and gas production. This metric replaces the 'customer emissions' metric,
which we reported in our previous Sustainability Report because it better aligns with our
new aim to be net-zero across the carbon in our upstream oil and gas production. Going
forward, we believe this metric will allow us to monitor and report progress against this
aim (2019, 26).
Similarly, Shell expresses the commitment to scope three emission reduction within their 2021
transition strategy;
Our net-zero target includes emissions from our operations, our Scope 1 and 2 emissions,
and the life-cycle emissions, including from the end-use, from all the energy products we
sell, our Scope 3 emissions (2021, 9).
Contracting this discursive shift, ExxonMobil maintains its previously held positionality,
exemplified in their clear commitment to not include scope three emissions in their transition plans.
Within their 2021 commitments to emission reductions, ExxonMobil makes its case against
including scope three emissions in their reduction commitments;

10

Scope 3 includes all other indirect emissions that occur in a company’s value chain.
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Scope 3 emissions do not provide meaningful insight into the Company's emissionreduction performance and could be misleading in some respects. For example, increased
natural gas sales by ExxonMobil that reduce the amount of coal burned for power
generation would result in an overall reduction of global emissions but would increase
Scope 3 emissions reported by the Company (ExxonMobil, 2021).
However, while taking this stance against scope three emissions, the Company indicates increased
outside interest in Scope three data. Due to this increased interest, ExxonMobil includes a chart at
the end of their 2021 report indicating their Scope three emissions. ExxonMobil explains:
Noting that stakeholders have expressed growing interest in Scope 3 data, the Company is
providing Scope 3 information in the table to the right and plans to do so on an annual
basis. Scope 3 includes the indirect emissions resulting from the consumption and use of
the Company's products (43, 2021).
So, while ExxonMobil is not committing to including Scope three emissions in their reduction
plans, it still reports on these emissions due to stakeholder interest.
These discursive shifts represent more significant shifts in the actor’s positionality regarding the
energy transition and their positionality in emission reduction efforts. The shift from a discourse
singularly focused on supplying for demand to one focused more widely on the ability to ‘shape
demand’ marks an interesting departure from the actors' previous position on agency. However,
these shifts should not be taken as an overall departure from the central narrative. Helping
customers reduce their emissions and the need to meet demand still retains dominance.
Additionally, much of the narrative structure depicting the need to continue expanding fossil fuel
resources to supply this demand continues even with this shift in the narrative concerning agency.

5.4 Changing commitment to fossil fuels
The final discursive shift in narrative structure relates to each actor’s discursive commitment to
the continued investment and expansion of fossil fuel-based fuels and products. Contextually this
is depicted in a lessening reference to outlook scenarios that predict the relevance of fossil fuels
and increased reverence to predictions of the rise in low carbon energy resources. While this does
not represent a complete departure from the central storyline, it represents a reconfiguration of
storyline construction. The motivation to shift away from fossil fuel production is connected to
contextual elements such as the increasing relevance of non-fossil fuel sources and increased
pressure from outside groups and shareholders.
Discursively, there is also greater focus given to the expansion of actors’ non-oil and gas-based
portfolios. For BP, this shift is explicitly stated as a shift away from oil and gas. Referencing the
aims within their sustainability strategy, BP states;
Our aim 5 is to increase the proportion of investment we make into our non-oil and gas
businesses. Over time, as investment goes up in low and zero carbon, we see it going down
in oil and gas (2020, p. 38).
This commitment is less absolute for Shell, committing to a movement away from oil-based
production rather than oil and gas.
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Restructuring our refinery business into energy parks will transform our business away
from our traditional oil-based energy products (2021, p. 22)
Counter to this shift, ExxonMobil continues their unwavering commitment to oil and gas
investment.
ExxonMobil continues to help meet global oil and natural gas demand, which is projected
to continue even in a rapid net-zero transition while working to reduce the Company's
emissions of greenhouse gases (ExxonMobil, 2021).
The discourse presented by BP and Shell and their commitment to restructuring their investment
portfolios away from oil and gas develop through different content and context claims that shift in
dominance over time. While ExxonMobil does not follow this narrative shift, the shifts in
reproducing certain content and context claims are also apparent within their source documents.
While actors deviate in their discursive commitment to continuing investment in fossil fuels, other
narrative changes throughout the source documents are consistent regardless of the actor in
question. On one side of this narrative shift is decreasing references to the lack of capacity of low
carbon energy sources. The other side of this discursive shift is represented in decreasing reference
to the compatibility of fossil fuels in the low carbon future.
5.4.1

Perspective on low carbon energy sources

The narrative shift in the discourse surrounding low carbon energy can be seen throughout the
source documents of all actors. This shift is connected to the narrative structure of dominant
storyline four (D4) Technological advancement and scalable low carbon investment. Within this
narrative, the focus is given to advancing the capacity of low carbon resources. In early documents,
the capacity building of low carbon resources is primarily focused on investments in technological
advancements to make these resources more technologically capable. Around 2019, the narrative
around capacity building shifts to focus on increasing the commerciality and scalability of these
resources. This shift in this discourse coincides with a departure from narratives that focus on
negative perspectives on low carbon resources. Most heavily referenced in 2015, low carbon
resources, particularly renewables, were understood to be fraught with technical and financial
challenges along with issues of scale. Reference is even made to the environmental and social
implication of renewables, as stated by BP in 2015;
Renewables are lower carbon but can have other environmental or social impacts, such as
high water consumption or visual intrusion (p.15).
While commitment to investing in expanding the capacity of low carbon sources remains dominant
throughout the source documents, statements that present negative perceptions of low carbon
energy sources only surface in 2015 to 2017, with no reference in later documents. The growing
capacity of non-fossil fuel energy sources is also depicted in actors’ reference to outlook scenarios
which predict growth in capacity and demand for non-fossil fuels in the energy mix. These
predictions are focused on biofuels but also include renewables such as wind and solar.
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5.4.2

The shift in discursive commitment to Fossil Fuels

As described in the previous chapter, continued investment/expansion of natural gas and oil
maintains discursive dominance throughout the source documents. However, the dominance of
these codes decreases from 2015 to 2020/2021. This decrease in discursive dominance aligns with
a similar decrease in the code “natural gas key to transition”. Additionally, less discursive focus
is given to expanding the technical capacity of fossil fuel extraction, including decreasing
reference to “safe unconventional hydrocarbons”. While investment strategies remain committed
to continued investment in fossil fuels, the discursive focus shifts away from the previous framing,
which focuses on fossil fuels compatibility with climate solutions. The codes depicted in Figure
11, represent the primary codes utilized throughout source documents to build up the narrative
structure concerning fossil fuels.

Figure 11
Discursive commitment to fossil fuels 2015 to 2021
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While pro-fossil fuel discourse exists outside of these codes, the codes presented above
represent key indicators of this discursive shift. One of the key components of this discursive shift
is decreased reference to natural gas as a low carbon energy solution. Company documents
produced in 2015 present natural gas as an excellent opportunity to reduce GHG emissions,
promoting it as a vital fuel to help address climate change while supplying the world's energy
needs. While natural gas is still discursively narrated to play a positive role in the transition
process, discursive reference to this positive positioning decreases from 2015 to 2021. That is to
say, this shift in discourse does not represent a discursive shift away from a positive perspective
on natural gas; rather, it represents a shift away from discursive reference to this positive framing.
As expressed in Table 9, natural gas is discussed throughout the source documents in much the
same light. However, the frequency in reference to this narrative decreases significantly.
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Table 9
Discursive reference to natural gas
2015
ExxonMobil As the world moves toward a lower
greenhouse gas emissions-intensive energy
mix over the coming decades, natural gas
will be one of the most important fuels to
enable reductions in greenhouse gas
emissions (2015, 39).

2021
Natural gas is a versatile, abundant and
lower-emission fuel. The use of natural
gas in power generation plays an
important role in reducing global
emissions (2021,31).

In 2020, BP expressed its ambition to transform from an International Oil Company to an
Integrated Energy Company. This ambition is supported by ten aims describing how the Company
will go about reaching its net-zero goals. Several of these aims are narrated to result in the gradual
reduction and production of oil and gas, with an overall goal to reduce their oil and gas production
by around 40% by 2030. While increasing investment in their non-oil and gas business and
divestment measures are central to the companies gradual decrease in fossil fuel production,
hydrocarbons are narrated as an essential part of the Company's ability to participate in the
transition process. Shell similarly narrates this discourse. Within Shell's 2021 energy transition
strategy, the Company lays out its decarbonization strategy. The structure of this plan is built
around three ‘pillars’, representing different aspects of their investment portfolio. These pillars
include their Growth, Transition and Upstream business ventures. Their overarching transition
plan focuses on shifting capital from their Upstream business, representing their oil and gas
production, to their Transition and Growth business, representing their low carbon portfolio.
Within this strategy, natural gas is considered within their transition and growth pillars
Countering this commitment to a slowly decreasing oil production, ExxonMobil continues the
narrative that oil and natural gas production are conducive with the 2°C of the Paris Agreement
and maintains its commitment to developing and producing new supplies of oil and gas. In the
words of ExxonMobil;
Even under 2°C and net-zero scenarios, meeting this increase in energy demand will
require significant investment in new supplies of oil and natural gas, generally consistent
with ExxonMobil's investment levels (47, 2021).
Discussing their upstream portfolio and its positioning within a lower-carbon energy future,
ExxonMobil commits itself to the discourse that investing in fossil fuels is not only necessary for
meeting a rising demand but that this investment is compatible with the 2°C target of the Paris
agreement. This positioning echoes previously held narrative descriptions of the role of oil and
natural gas in the energy transition.
As stated above, the discursive shift within the narratives of BP and Shell do not necessarily result
in the subsequent decrease in investment in fossil fuel resources. However, from a discursive
perspective, the lack of commitment to reproducing the discursive framing is an essential
discursive shift. While ExxonMobil does not shift its discourse in line with BP and Shell, this
departure from a collective discourse shared between all actors is also an important indicator of
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more prominent stability indicators. While this discursive shift may result in different degrees of
continued commitment to the production of fossil fuels, the lack of discursive commitment to the
narrative that oil and gas are needed and compatible with a lower carbon future is essential to note.

5.5 Conclusion
As explored above, discursive shifts develop in (1) actors discursive expression of the challenge
presented by climate change, (2) actors positionality and agency in addressing climate change and
(3) actors discursive commitment to continued fossil fuel extraction. Represented in a discursive
shift away from explicitly referencing climate change as the ‘dual challenge’ of lowing emissions
while supplying energy to meet growing demand, this shift marks a departure from problem
framing central to dominant storyline one (D1). While many components of this problem frame
remain, the opening up of discourse to include wider conceptions of the challenge represented by
climate change is significant for its effect on decreasing the narrative structure central to the
discursive narrative that fossil fuels are necessary to supply energy to meet growing demand.
Departing from the dominate discourse that energy producers simply supply for demand, BP and
Shell begin to include more recognition of company agency through committing transition goals
such as shaping demand for lower emission products and by including scope three emissions into
their climate strategies. While many aspects of the discourse that centres consumer choice remains,
including these elements within their climate strategy marks a departure from their solely supplyside methods to meet demand with lower emission products. In contrast to these two actors,
ExxonMobil continues its commitment to helping consumers reduce emissions through supply
side efforts and declines to include scope three emissions into their climate strategy reduction
targets.
Finally, departure from reproducing the narrative that fossil fuels are necessary and compatible in
a low carbon future, marks a stark departure from the dominant discourse presented in early source
documents. As stated above, departure from this discourse does not represent a shift in investment
away from fossil fuels. However, departing from reproducing this narrative could provide
indication as to wider shifts and the ability for regime actors discursive framing of fossil fuels as
a climate safe energy source. As displayed above, while BP and Shell shift their discourse away
from fossil fuels, ExxonMobil maintains commitment to previously held framings of fossil fuels.
This too is significant as it represents departure from a previously held collective discourse.
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6 Implications for future transition pathways
While the analysis in previous chapters stayed close to the text to create a discursive understanding
of the documents, this chapter will branch out from this structure, expanding on how these
storylines can be understood within larger discursive typologies and analysed against conceptions
of regime power and stability. The analysis in this chapter will adhere to research question three
(3) How might shifts in narrative dominance present implications and opportunities for future
transition pathways? Drawing on the formation of storylines through the discursive structure of
(1) actors and discourse coalitions (2) the context in which the storyline is being formed and (3)
the content claims which make up the narrative structure of the storyline, this chapter takes this
analysis one step further to incorporate a fourth dimension (4) the implications suggested by the
advancement of a particular storyline (Rosenbloom, 2018).
To understand these implications within the context of transition studies, the way actors legitimize
or delegitimize discourse surrounding elements of the transition process will be focused on as
indication of an actor’s commitment to a particular pathway. A discursive analytical approach will
be utilized to investigate how the use of discourse presented by the development of storylines and
shifts within these storylines may indicate actor and regime alignment with socio-technical
trajectories/pathways. The typology of ‘discourses of climate delay’ are categorised as (1) redirect
responsibility; (2) push non-transformative solutions; (3) emphasize the downsides of climate
policies; or (4) surrender to climate change (Lamb et al., 2020, p. 1). These discourses will be
utilized to provide further perspective as to how particular discourses can be understood as
perpetuating climate inaction (Lamb et al., 2020). Within this chapter, dominant discourse and
their formation into storylines will be utilized to explore (1) the actor’s pursuit of a particular
transition pathway, and (2) the stability of the regime as understood through the mutual alignment
of storylines which reinforce each other.
Firstly, to access the pursuit of a particular transition pathway, analysis will focus on (1) the
expression of landscape pressures and (2) the expression of regime architecture. As expressed
within the theoretical framework, the expression of these elements illuminates each actor’s
commitment to maintaining the basic architecture of the regime in the face of landscape pressures.
The maintenance or non-maintenance of elements will provide indication as to how the regime
actor is attempting to direct change. Analysis within this chapter will incorporate the perspectives
derived from interviews conducted with experts in the field. In line with the analysis structure of
ADA, these ‘helicopter interviews’ provide perspective of the wider themes discussed within the
discourse of the source documents.
Secondly, falling within the understanding of socio-technical transition presented by the MLP
framework and expanded upon to incorporate dimensions of regime power, analysis will focus on
the maintenance of discursive power and stability within the transition process. This approach will
explore how the use of storylines and shifts within the discourse or commitment to these storylines
may indicate implication for regime stability and present opportunities to direct energy transition
along a particular trajectory. To connect these storylines to broader conceptions of socio-technical
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change, regime stability and discursive power, this chapter connects back to transition and
discourse theories and analysis presented in the theoretical framework.

6.1 Geopolitics of the socio-technical landscape
As discussed by numerous authors in the field, throughout the period of study, dynamics operating
at the landscape level have increased in pressuring more action in the face of climate change.
Specifically in discussing the oil and gas industry and the energy transition, studies in the field
have identified various degrees of external dynamics that have placed increasing pressure on the
industry to change. These include; increasing pressure from investors, consumers, and government
regulations as well as increased competition within the market due to the declining costs of
renewables (Al-Fattah, 2020; IRENA, 2021; Wisely & Hassan, 2020).
While not exhaustive, it is important to note the presence of these well documented external
pressures. However, following analysis presented by Rodenbloom et.al (2016) and Hermwille
(2016), landscape pressures can be understood as having no inherent effect on the regime. As such,
landscape pressures cannot be identified subjectively, and must be understood through the
discourses actors utilize to discuss these pressures. Through employing this understanding of
landscape pressures, analysing regime actors response to these pressures can be investigated
through actors expression of their basic architecture. The socio-technical architecture of the regime
encompasses the regimes expression of its technical and organizational capacities. This includes
how the regime actors react too and internalize changes within the socio-technical landscape,
between regime actors and with niche-innovations. With these dynamics in mind, the full
exploration of actors expression of landscape pressures will be indicated in the section analysing
actors expression of their architecture. However, as identified throughout the analysis of this thesis
and referenced in expert interviews, regional differences have been identified by and between the
commitments made by ExxonMobil versus those of BP, and Shell. While the particularities of
these differences will be explored below, this section will discuss how regional differences are
understood to shape certain responses from regime actors.
As an emerging theme throughout source documents, there is a noted disparity between the
discursive commitments made by BP and Shell versus those made by ExxonMobil. As discussed
throughout expert interviews, this differentiated response could result from the divide between
incumbent firms based in the United States and Australia compared to those in Europe. As noted
by Faye Holder, program manager at Influence Map and Elisa Asmelash an individual expert
working in the field of energy transition, as opposed to the U.S and Australia, various avenues of
political and social influence have exerted more pressure on the EU based firms to commit to
combating climate change. While, as noted by Faye Holder, this pressure may only result in climate
positive statements without any real change, she notes, along with Elisa Asmelash that EU based
companies make a more concerted effort to expand their portfolios to invest in renewables or invest
in research and innovation of renewable technology. Opposing these climate commitments,
McKenzie Ursh, legal counsel for Follow This, describes how oil majors in the United States take
a “last man standing” approach to the production of oil and gas. Focusing on the narrated necessity
to continue to produce oil and gas while committing to emission reduction targets, U.S. based
firms centre their commitments on being the most efficient producers of oil and gas. Rather than
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the collectivism seen in the climate commitments made by EU firms, U.S based companies focus
on increasing efficiency and relying on market forces to direct demand towards their more efficient
fuel production. This divide has been clearly identified throughout source documents. While a
complete analysis of the geopolitics operating at the landscape level falls out of scope for this
thesis, the differentiated regional responses provide indication that actors levy differential
responses based on the geopolitical landscape.

6.2 The transition trajectories of ExxonMobil
Throughout the trajectory of its climate strategy, ExxonMobil commits itself to what expert Faye
Holder, coins “best in class oil producer”. A dynamic echoed by expert McKenzie Ursh, this
positioning describes oil and gas providers whose climate strategies centre on becoming the
“lowest emission producer” of oil and gas. Through this positioning, ExxonMobil maintains its
commitment to oil and gas investment and focuses its climate action on technological
advancements and GHG mitigation. Observed by these experts as a general trend regarding the
climate change strategies of U.S based oil and gas majors, this position relies heavily on market
logic, predicted continued relevance of oil and gas, and the company’s superior capacity to produce
these energy resources with the highest efficiency. Through the company’s investment strategy
and discourse, ExxonMobil reinforces its basic architecture.
Positioning this discursive technical and organizational strategy against conceptions of transition
trajectories, ExxonMobil illustrates a regime actor whose basic architecture shows little change in
technical or organizational variation. In response to the perceived pressure presented by climate
change, heightened pressure from society demanding solutions, and a shifting energy market,
ExxonMobil utilizes dedicated translation to reproduce a discursive frame that reinforces the
narrative that fossil fuels will remain relevant and are a climate safe fuel source. The companies
search routines and standard operating procedures, depicted in its dedication to partnership and
collaboration, research and innovation as well as increasing technical capacities remain committed
to large scale, market led solutions. While the company increases in technical capacity in energy
efficiency and GHG management, these capacities maintain relevance and commitment to the
companies technical capacities and economic positioning strategies. Depicted in the use of
discourse, the companies’ beliefs, identity, mission and business model show little deviation.
While increasing its use of sustainability rhetoric, ExxonMobil commits to climate solutions that
require no fundamental change to its architecture.
This stability can be understood through the discourse ExxonMobil utilizes to frame issues and
solutions surrounding climate change. Depicted below in Table 10, from 2015 to 2021,
ExxonMobil states nearly identical climate change strategies.

Table 10
ExxonMobil climate strategies 2015 to 2021
2015
2021
Our climate change risk management strategy [T]he four pillars of the Company’s climate
includes four components: engaging on climate strategy:
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2015
change policy, developing future technology,
mitigating greenhouse gas emissions in our
operations and developing solutions that reduce
greenhouse gas emissions for our customers
(ExxonMobil, 2015, p30).

2021
•
•
•
•

Mitigating emissions in Company
operations.
Providing products to help customers
reduce their emissions.
Developing and deploying scalable
technology solutions.
Proactively engaging on climate-related
policy (ExxonMobil, 2021)

As depicted in Table 10, ExxonMobil’s strategy centres on maintaining commitment to
technological advancements, GHG mitigation and helping customers reduce their emissions.
While not depicted in their quote from 2021, ExxonMobil also commits to engagement in
climate policy.
6.2.1

Expression of landscape pressures

Through commitment to reproducing the dominant narrative that oil and gas are needed to supply
reliable, affordable energy to meet increasing demand, the company’s investment strategy focuses
on continued and expanded commitments to oil and gas production. While this commitment can
be seen in many different discursive indicators, this positioning is perhaps expressed most notably
in ExxonMobil’s commitment to the code outlook: continued relevance of traditional fossil fuels.
Even with noted increase in external pressure to transition away from fossil fuels, and indicators
of shifts in the energy market to support the relevance of renewables, ExxonMobil maintains
commitment to its framing, and continues to reproduce the narrative that fossil fuels will be
necessary in the future.
As an emerging theme in later documents, one indication of a potential shift in response to external
pressures could be seen in heightened pressure from internal shareholders to address climate
change. Within heightened societal pressure to respond to climate change, shareholders increase
their interest in and have begun to pressure companies to commit to responding to climate change.
As referenced throughout source documents, long-term shareholder value is considered central
within the investment strategies of all actors. Additionally, a developing theme throughout
documents is referenced to shareholders increasing interest in climate change related reporting and
asset management. In 2021, ExxonMobil stated that it would begin including scope three emissions
in their reports, due to heighted interest from shareholders. As a theme arriving later in documents
it is hard to determine how internal stakeholder pressure might exert influence on the company to
change. However, due to the company’s overall commitment to creating shareholder value, and
the response from the company to adhere to shareholders interest, increasing pressure from
shareholders may represent an opportunity to push actors to adhere to greater climate commitments.
6.2.2

Expression of regime architecture

Stating no commitment to expanding its portfolio beyond fossil fuels, ExxonMobil’s commitments
to combating climate change centres on consumer emissions and focuses on investments in
research and development to advance the technical capacity of GHG emission reduction efforts,
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with a focus on the operational emissions from the company. Investments in managing operational
emissions prescribes to advancing research and technology to improve operational efficiency.
Additionally, ExxonMobil purchases renewable electricity for its operations. Utilized as a method
to mitigate operational emissions and developed through partnerships, joint ventures or direct
purchase, ExxonMobil invests to integrate solar generated power into their oil field operations.
Beyond its operational emissions, ExxonMobil is committed to providing at scale technologies
such as CCS, biofuels, and hydrogen. Beyond these investments, the company promotes climate
policy, discursively proscribing market logic and policy solutions as creating the ability to address
the risk of climate change at the lowest cost to society. Through their support for policy measures,
discursive focus is given to creating cost-effective emission regulations including policy measures
that create favourable regulatory and legal environments to encourage the large scale deployment
of CCS . Importance is also given to creating an economy wide price on CO2.
Overall, ExxonMobil’s diagnostic framing necessitates the need for continued investment in fossil
fuels to meet rising energy demand, while addressing climate change through GHG reduction and
management and helping customers reduce their emissions. Connecting back to conceptions of
transition typology, ExxonMobil could be understood as following the trajectories of the
transformation pathway. Through investment strategies and prognostic framing, focus remains on
large-scale technical solutions, requiring future energy production to be adopted into the current
large scale centralized infrastructure. While ExxonMobil expands its social networks through
different partnerships and joint ventures, innovations supported and adopted by ExxonMobil are
largely symbiotic to the current structure of the regime and proscribe no need for a shift in regime
architecture. Internal shareholder pressure to change may emerge as a successful pressure to
influence the company to change. However, ExxonMobil’s response to shareholder pressure of
including scope three emissions within their report while not committing to their reduction may
also indicate the company’s strong motivation to continue its discursive stability. Overall,
ExxonMobil’s maintained commitment to discourse and investment strategies throughout source
documents shows the actors stability as an incumbent actor and their dedication to maintaining the
stability of the regime. The resulting transition pathway supported by ExxonMobil prescribes to a
typology of ‘greening’ the current large scale, centralized production of energy.

6.3 The transition trajectories of BP
Marked by a shift in positioning to transform from an “international oil company” to an “integrated
energy company” BP, discursively commits to shifting its production portfolio away from the
production of oil. Expressed within expert interviews as the “energy player” positioning, this
dynamic describes a shift away from being considered as solely an oil and gas company. As
expressed by Faye Holder, this positioning marks another wider trend in the way oil and gas
companies are positioning themselves within the energy transition/climate change space. BP’s
reorientation as an integrated energy company is displayed in the company’s climate strategies
from 2015 to 2020.
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Table 11
BP Climate Strategies: 2015 to 2020
2015
BP is one of the world’s leading integrated oil and
gas companies – based on market capitalization,
proved reserves and production…We believe a mix
of fuels and technologies is needed to meet growing
energy demand, improve efficiency and support the
transition to a lower-carbon economy (2).

2020
In 2020 we set out a new strategy that will see us
transform from being an International Oil
Company focused on producing resources, to an
Integrated Energy Company focused on delivering
solutions for customers (5).

Positioning the companies discursive shift against conceptions of transition trajectories, BP can be
understood as committing to a reorientation in its commitment to transforming into an integrated
energy company. In response to heightened external pressure (societal and economic), BP
responds by lessening it’s discursive commitment in fossil fuels, and commits to becoming and
integrated energy company. While this reorientation does mark an expansion in technical
capacities and changes in some of their search routines, the core beliefs and business model remain
largely unchanged. Technically, BP branches out from its oil investments to a low carbon portfolio
that includes wind, solar, bioenergy/biofuels, hydrogen and CCUS. These low carbon solutions
are the focus of BP’s investment strategy due to their narrated market viability and scalability.
Alongside these energy sources, integrated natural gas remains central within their low carbon
investment. As such, these investments can be symbiotically incorporated into the company’s
current structure and continue to advance their economic positioning. Along with this portfolio
expansion BP maintains commitment to partnerships and collaboration and research and
innovation to improve the GHG reduction capacities and to implement improved technologies at
scale. Furthermore, BP supports climate policy measures that attempt to create an even playing
field for implementing climate solutions and relies on market incentives to simulate increased
consumer adoption of low emission solutions. As such, the company’s reorientation toward new
technologies without changing deeper belief or identities represents a diversification of some
technical and organizational capacities, while maintaining commitment to the core beliefs and
architecture of the regime.
6.3.1

Expression of landscape pressures

As expressed in Chapter five, through a discursive shift away from maintaining dominant storyline
one (D1) BP lessens its commitment to reproducing the narrative that oil and gas will be relevant
within a low carbon future. In lessening the reproduction of this positioning, BP subsequently
increases in commitment to combating climate change and expands its climate strategies. Showing
similarities to ExxonMobil, BP’s shareholders show increasing interest in climate related reporting
from the company. While the company mentions this interest from shareholders in 2015, there are
increasing efforts made by the company to mobilize reporting and procedures to address the
mounting shareholder interest in climate change. The motivation to transition the company to an
‘energy company’ was in part due to shareholder interest in securing assets beyond oil and gas. As
stated above, shareholder interest may prove to be an interesting motivating factor for companies
61

to make greater climate commitments. Overall, increasing landscape pressure is sited as the
motivating factor to BP’s repositioning. While in comparison to ExxonMobil, this pressure
resulted in greater discursive commitment to climate strategies, the technical and organizational
dynamics of this expansion show similarities to ExxonMobil in their ability to maintain the actor’s
basic architecture in the face of this increasing pressure.
6.3.2

Expression of regime architecture

Central to BP’s expanded strategy is their repositioning as an ‘integrated energy company’,
discursively distancing themselves from fossil fuels. As expressed throughout this thesis and
similarly noted by Faye Holder, this attempted shift away from being considered an oil company
should not be considered an outright shift of the company’s portfolio away from fossil fuels.
Central to their new strategy and their repositioning as an integrated energy company, is the growth
of their low carbon business. Along with renewables such as wind and solar, the company focuses
its portfolio expansion on biofuels and hydrogen, energy sources which have previously been
discussed as being favourable due to their market viability and scalability. Within this low carbon
strategy, continued investment in gas is considered to ‘complement’ these low carbon energies.
While integrated low carbon energy may be the focus of this strategy, hydrocarbons, and the
revenue they produce are narrated to be essential to the ability for the company to transform.
Within this overarching strategy, BP continues its focus on reducing GHG emissions through
continual advancements in technical capacities. The ability for technology to produce increasing
reduction capacities is central throughout its 2020 climate strategy. Across its upstream and
downstream portfolios, GHG reduction is central to their overall goals, and technical capacities,
including the deployment of CCUS. Reduction in oil and gas production through portfolio
management is a noted strategy within this commitment; however, based on strategic focus of their
strategy, it is unclear how this reduced production will play out as the company states its
commitment to strengthening its gas position.
Beyond these investments, the company advocates for the advancement of climate policy and
collaborative efforts. This policy support is largely focused on caping individual emission sources
(i.e. from cars), supporting private investment in more efficient fuel sources and creating a market
for CCUS. Attempting to alleviate the potential cost of climate strategies to society, policy
promotion focuses on market viability and consumer centred solutions. Along with these
commitments, the company introduces goals such as a just transition, enhancing biodiversity, and
becoming water positive. While the incorporation of this issues may indicator a larger scope of
diagnostic framing, the prognostic framing and subsequent solutions fall along the same lines seen
throughout the companies reports. The company’s inclusion of scope three emissions and their
efforts to assist the world in the transition process may indicate the company’s recognition of more
agency as it departs from the ‘supply for demand’ rhetoric. However, as their 2020 strategy still
maintains focus on consumers, and maintains commitment to the technical and organizational
capacities of the regime it is difficult to discern if this shift in discourse marks a shift in greater
accountability for emissions and emission reduction efforts.
As exemplified by its discursive shift to become an integrated energy company, it appears that
while the company exemplifies a higher degree of urgency in their diagnostic framing of climate
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change and their position within addressing it, the prognostic framing of solutions maintains many
of the same discursive elements. These elements include a focus on consumer choices, reducing
GHG emissions and advancing technological capacities. Market viability and maintaining the
companies economic positioning remains central to their investment strategies and support for
policy solutions. Overall, while discursively the company appears to be repositioning, the core
attributes of their 2020 plan do not force any fundamental shifts in the actor’s basic architecture.
Connecting back to conceptions of transition trajectories, it appears that BP is operating in a
transitional space between a Reconfiguration pathway and a Transformation Pathway. While
continued support for market led, large scale, technocratic approaches adhere to a transformative
pathway, BPs commitment to adoption of new technologies through portfolio expansion may
trigger gradual changes to BPs architecture. However, do to the largely symbiotic nature of their
portfolio expansion, and the continued centring of consumers and GHG emissions within their
strategy, it is unclear whether the adoption of new technical capacities will necessitate any changes
in the companies basic architecture.

6.4 The transition trajectories of Shell
Sharing similarities to BP, Shell commits to a similar shift in their production portfolio, but with
more narrative focus on the use of clean natural gas and carbon neutrality. Expressed within expert
interviews as the ‘clean fuel provider” narrative, actors committed to this positioning commit to
expanding their low carbon portfolio with a narrative focus on clean or carbon neutral natural gas,
LNG and offering carbon offsets.
Connecting back to transition trajectories, while discursively intensifying their commitment to
combating climate change, the company’s response maintains commitment to the technical and
organizational capacities of Shells basic architecture. The companies search routines and standard
operating procedures retains commitment to centring consumer emissions, advancing technical
capacities, and relying on the market to determine appropriate solutions. The focus of these
elements also maintains commitment to partnership and collaboration and research and innovation
to advance the market viability and scalability of low carbon solutions. With an investment
portfolio focused on natural gas, Shell continues its commitment to this staple resource. Portfolio
expansion is centred around biofuels and hydrogen, chosen for their market viability and ability to
deliver energy at scale. Reducing emissions with a focus on operational emissions remains
dominant throughout their commitments. Increased technical capacity is narrated to contribute to
the increased capacity to reduce emissions to meet the company’s goals. These emission reductions
also connect back to investment and deployment of CCS and Natural sinks which are narrated as
essential to combat emissions that cannot be reduced otherwise. The parameters of all these
reduction efforts focus fundamentally on reduction of GHG emissions and implementing scalable
low carbon resources. As such, even under increased pressure to address climate change, Shells
beliefs, identity, mission and business model retains the basic architecture of the regime. Expressed
in the statements below, Shells commitments and climate strategy remained largely similar from
2015 to 2021.
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Table 12
Shell climate strategy 2015 to 2021
2015
Within Shell, we can best help to decarbonize the
existing hydrocarbon energy system by promoting
the use of cleaner-burning natural gas and by
advancing CCS technology. We also support the
implementation of widespread government-led
carbon-pricing mechanisms and are investing in
efficient fuels and lubricants, and transport
alternatives that include biofuels and hydrogen
fuel (p12).

2021
Becoming a net-zero emissions energy business
means that we are reducing emissions from our
operations, and from the fuels and other energy
products such as electricity that we sell to our
customers. It also means capturing and storing any
remaining
emissions
using
technology
or balancing them with offsets (p6).

As exemplified in the statements above, Shell maintains commitment to many of the same
strategies from 2015 to 2021. This can be seen in the focus on customers, reducing GHG
emissions and offsetting emissions through CCS and advancements in technology.
6.4.1

Expression of landscape pressure

Paralleling BP, Shell shows similarity in their departure from reproducing outlook scenarios that
predict the continued relevance of fossil fuels. In fact, in Shells 2021 report, their usual section on
outlook scenarios is not included. Instead, reference is made to how their climate strategy is shaped
around the 1.5-degree target of the Paris Agreement. As part of their energy transition strategy
Shell expresses the need to have a clear transition strategy in order to provide shareholders with
accurate portfolio information.
6.4.2

Expression of regime architecture

In 2021, Shells strategy focuses on shaping demand for low carbon products. In discussing the
ability to reach net-zero goals, Shell states:
This progress will depend on whether governments and businesses, including Shell,
provide the right conditions and incentives for low- and zero-carbon choices, and on
whether consumers embrace these changes (p10).
This focus on the supply and demand dynamics of the free market reinforces the market logic
approach held consistently throughout the positioning of all three actors. Similarly, Shell commits
to centring consumer choices as central to emission reductions, effectively structuring solutions
around consumer choices. Shell focuses on emission reduction efforts, reinforcing the framing that
increased technical capacities will create the ability to reach reduction targets. Procedurally, this
results in continued exploration of research and innovation through partnerships and collaboration.
Beyond the focus on emissions reduction, shell commits to growing its gas shares to be 55% of
their hydrocarbon production. Aligned with this strategy is increased investment in energy
efficiency along with capturing and offsetting emissions. CCS and natural sinks are considered
central within their 2021 transition strategy. Additionally, Shell expands its portfolio with a focus
on increasing its sale of electric power, as well as supplying low carbon fuels in the form of
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hydrogen and biofuels. As stated above, these alternative energy sources have been central
throughout the portfolio expansion of all actors due to their narrated ability to be produced at scale
in the energy market. Additionally, and making up a much smaller portion of investments, Shell
invests in ‘other renewable power’ in the form of wind and solar through partnerships and joint
ventures. Shell also commitments to policy advocacy with a focus on policy, legislation, and
regulation to help change demand to accelerate the transition process. The companies support for
policy measures further solidifying the centring of consumers in the transition process and focuses
on reducing GHG emission. As seen in the discourse of BP, Shell show similar commitments to
advancing the principles of a ‘just transition’. Within this goal, Shell focuses on the jobs that could
be lost due to the energy transition and commits to ensuring that they can supply low-carbon energy
jobs.
In reference to the actor’s basic architecture and its technical and organizational capacities, the
shift in discourse depicted in Table 12, does not represent a fundamental shift away from the basic
architecture of the actor. Connecting back to conceptions of different transition trajectories, Shell
shows commitment to many aspects of the Transformation pathway. Through the focus on natural
gas, scalability and market conditions, the parameters of change enacted by the actor fit directly
into the basic architecture of the current regime. While their commitments discursively show a
greater commitment to combating climate change, the architecture of their investments remain
virtually unchanged.

6.5 Discourse and the pace and direction of change
Investigating actors’ commitment to its own architecture can provide indication of stability in the
face of external pressure. As discussed above, regime stability can be analysed through the mutual
alignment of incumbent actors problem and solution framing. Discursively, regime stability and
the process of destabilization can be measured based on actors commitment to maintaining a
discursive storyline. While this mutual alignment can help in understanding regime stability in the
face of change, to provide deeper analysis as to the use of particular discourses, reference will be
given to the typology of climate delay discourses presented in the theoretical framework. The pace
and direction of change can be understood further through investigating the use of discourse within
wider conceptions of climate action and in action. In accordance to the identification and
description of discourse used to promote climate inaction presented by Lamb et.al (2020) actors
discourse can fall into the following categorisations (1) redirect responsibility; (2) push nontransformative solutions; (3) emphasize the downsides of climate policies; or (4) surrender to
climate change. In reference to these categories, BP, Shell and ExxonMobil reproduce discourse
that can be understood as falling into the (1) redirect responsibility; (2) push non-transformative
solutions; (3) emphasize the downsides of climate policies. In investigating the wider
consequences of the maintenance of particular discourses, a deeper understanding can be drawn as
to the effects of these discourses on the pace and direction of climate action and system change.
6.5.1

Redirecting responsibility

Collectively from 2015 to 2021, BP, Shell and ExxonMobil commit to a centring of consumers
within their climate strategies. Within the centring of consumers in these strategies, focus is given
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to consumer choices and lowering emissions through these choices. The maintenance of this
discourse throughout the diagnostic and prognostic framing of these reports results in a narrowing
of the solution space to focus on personal consumption choices (Lamb et al., 2020). The use of
this discourse is understood to delay systemic solutions as it redirects attention towards individual
action. As discussed by Lamb et al., (2020), “this is not to suggest that individual actions are
futile”(2020, p. 3). However, the use of this discourse becomes a discourse of delay when it negates
to recognize wider power structures and the role of powerful actors in shaping consumer choices
(Lamb et al., 2020). While the emergence of codes “shape demand for low carbon energy” and
“help the world reach net zero” provides indication of actor’s recognition of the role they play in
shaping consumer choices, the substance of these plans retains focus on shifting demand for energy
products and services rather than attempting to create structural shifts. While this supply and
demand discourse is compelling as it recognizes the real challenge presented by shifting energy
supply and demand, its retained focus on redirecting responsibility to society to make lower
emission choices maintains a discursive positioning which centres on individual action to ignite
change rather than recognizing wider power structures and the ability to influence supply and
demand dynamics.
6.5.2

Push for non-transformative solutions

Central to the solution framing throughout each company’s strategy from 2015 to 2021 is the focus
on incremental changes to the existing system while failing to acknowledge or outright voicing
dissent for more disruptive approaches to climate action. As discussed by Lamb et. al., (2020), the
employment of this discursive strategy can be seen in the positive framing of technological
advancements and fossil fuels, along with establishing a narrow definition of success so that actors
can self-identify as leaders in the fight against climate change. Primarily seen in what Lamb et.al.,
(2020) describes as “technical optimism”, each actor holds to the discourse that increasing
technical capacities will lead to emission reductions. Advancing the technical capacity of GHG
emission reduction efforts and progressing market viability and scalability of renewables is central
to the discourse and investments throughout actors’ strategies. Discursive commitment is also
given to market-based incentives, and belief that the breakthrough of these technologies is
imminent. Through this discursive focus, attention is shifted away from the need for more
transformative measures (Lamb et al., 2020). Another discursive element of this focus on nontransformative solutions, is the discourse of ‘fossil fuel solutionism’ which positions the fossil fuel
industry as central to the fight against climate change (Lamb et al., 2020). This positioning is used
dominantly throughout company reports seen in the reference to fossil fuels and poverty reduction,
the ability for fossil fuels to be utilized as a climate safe energy source and the positioning of
hydrocarbon revenue as essential in funding the energy transition. Throughout the formation of
dominant storylines, many narratives structures are used to support this discursive positioning of
fossil fuels. This positioning of fossil fuels can also be seen in utilizing framing techniques to
position the fossil fuel industry as leaders in the fight against climate change. Through setting their
own emission targets, actors can advance the narrative that they are leading in their actions to
address climate change. This strategy is seen throughout company reports as actors dedicate
numerous sections to discussing their success in meeting their emission reduction targets and
environmental/ social standards. A final component to this push for non-transformative measures
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is the focus on non-restrictive policies. A pillar to actor’s climate commitments is the continued
support for climate policies particularly carbon pricing. While companies do show support for
more binding polices such as (carbon pricing and taxes), this support could also be seen as support
for non-transformative measures do to the nature of these policy measures and the focus on climate
change as a market failure rather than a systems issue. Furthermore these commitments allow of
climate issues to be addressed within the current system, requiring no real structural changes.
Beyond this measure, much focus is given to policies that advance consumer choices. By positively
positing incremental solutions that can fit into the current system, the above discourse is
understood to avoid more large-scale changes which would require a repositioning of power
structures and practices
6.5.3

Emphasize the downsides

The third and final discourse of delay to which these source documents align, is the focus on the
downsides of climate action and the potential negative effects this action would have on society.
Through a focus on the potential social and economic impacts of climate action, this discourse
implies that, climate action could create more harm than good (Lamb et al., 2020). The use of this
discourse can be seen throughout the company reports of all actors. Central to this narrative is the
focus on the potential impact’s climate action could have on the economy, energy access and
employment while focusing on the positive effects fossil fuels have had in these areas. As
discussed by Lamb et. al., (2020) this discourse usually involves an appeal to social justice, appeal
to the wellbeing of society and creates the necessity for policy perfectionism to counteract these
potential impacts. Transcending many aspects of company documents, this discourse has been
maintained throughout company reports. Central to dominant storyline one (D1), is the framing of
energy access as essential to human life. While this framing is reasonable and compelling, it
becomes a discourse of delay through centring the framing that the energy transition could
jeopardize energy access. As stated by Lamb et. al (2020) this discourse is linked to “ongoing
efforts to situate fossil fuels as the irreplaceable foundation of human well-being and poverty
reduction” (Lamb et al., 2020, p. 4). This discourse can also be seen in emerging social justice
focused discourse and the adoption of the principles of a ‘just transition’. Through focusing on the
negative sides of climate action, attention is also given to policy perfectionism, which situates the
need to create perfect measures that will not create disproportional effects on society. Through
utilizing this discourse, actors provide focus to sensible issues that are relevant to the transition
process. Grappling with the potential social impacts of the transition process is necessary and
compelling. However, the use of this discourse falls short of fully addressing these issues through
narrative attention to short term downsides, providing little attention to the social justice impacts
of the current fossil fuel regime and paying little attention to the long term effects of inaction.

6.6 Conclusion
Through identifying particular discourses, and effects of the use of this discourse, analysis can
provide a deeper understanding of how the maintenance of particular discourses can affect the pace
and direction of climate action. As identified above, many of the core framings presented
throughout company reports centre on discourse which has been understood to delay climate action.
While the findings presented by Lamb et. al., (2020) focus on climate delay, the structure of this
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climate delay can also be understood as supporting the continued stability of the current regime.
Through redirecting responsibility, pushing for non-transformative solutions, and emphasizing the
downsides of climate action, actors not only delay climate action but narrow the solutions space
to support solutions that reinforce the basic architecture of the current regime. Through appeals
to justice, actors discursively correlated affordability and accessibility as synonymous to fossil
fuels and the current system of large-scale energy delivery. By simultaneously emphasizing the
potential effects the energy transition could have on these factors, parameters were identified as to
which mechanisms and energy sources would create the least negative effects to society. These
parameters include large scale, market viable low carbon and renewable energy sources; an
unwavering ideology that technology will create increasing capacities to lower GHG emissions
and increase efficiency; and that lowering consumer emissions through expanding consumer
choices and allowing the market to correct itself creates the greatest ability to fight climate change.
While, as identified by Lamb et. al., (2020) the use of these discourses can be understood as
slowing the pace of energy transition through delaying climate action, these sources can also be
understood as supporting the stability of the current regime by directly supporting transition
strategies that bolster the current regimes architecture.
Noting regional and differing discursive commitments to change, the content framing of different
actors aligns regarding many of the key attributes to keep the regimes basic architecture intact. As
discussed within the theoretical framework, the process of maintaining regime stability versus
indication of destabilization can be identified through several discursive elements. All centring on
actor’s positive position of and investment in the regimes core elements, stability is maintained
through discursive maintenance of the regimes core technical and organizational capacities. While
overall, the commitment to fossil fuels may show some elements of departure, all other structures
of the current system show discursive maintenance. In the face of increasing external pressure,
actors deviate in their climate strategies. These deviations are most significantly seen in the
commitment to fossil fuels, the expansion of company’s non-fossil fuel portfolio and the
expression of the company’s agency in addressing climate change. With these deviations in mind,
the prognostic framing pushed for by the companies remain centred on maintaining the relevance
of the regime within future low carbon energy delivery. Actors show commitment to the
maintenance of the current regime structure through discursively reinforcing the basic architecture
of the regime. Through positive reinforcement of a bias towards centralized, large scale energy
delivery, the architecture of the current fossil fuel energy system is seen as synonymous with
reliability and affordability. Simultaneously, renewables are held to the parameters of this structure,
with scalability and marketability seen as essential. As such, even as BP and Shell may indicate
discursive departure from fossil fuels, the parameters of the new low carbon investment allow for
actors to maintain their basic architecture. As such, while a shift in fuel source may happen in the
future, the architecture of the current incumbent regime maintains stability in the face of external
change.
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7 Discussion
By identifying dominant discourse and the maintenance of this discourse within the climate
strategies of BP, Shell and ExxonMobil, this thesis found that while some discursive shifts were
identified, the regime's core technical and organizational capacities were maintained through
dedicated issue and solution framing. Through issue framing focused on decreasing emissions
from increased energy demand, consumer-centred solutions focus on mitigating GHG emissions,
adopting market viable policies and symbiotic low carbon fuels, and investing in technological
innovation. Through this focus, actors position transition trajectories to maintain the current
system's architecture. This chapter moves forward to evaluate and contextualize these findings.
This discussion chapter will further interpret research findings, reflect on the wider implications
of these findings, evaluate the research process and make recommendations for future studies.
The following discussion will be structured as follows; First, I contextualize and interpret my
findings against the work of others in the field and discuss how these findings contribute to
furthering conceptions within the MLP framework and beyond to differing conceptions of
discursive power. Second, I reflect on my research process to discuss the use of methodology.
Here, I will also make recommendations for future studies.

7.1 Contextualization and comparable cases
Comparing the use of discourse by incumbents throughout their climate strategies to previous
research, I find that these storylines and subsequent shifts are consistent with findings expressed
by previous studies. Building off studies that explore the employment of power by incumbent
regime actors, the discursive findings of this thesis are consistent with theoretical understandings
of discursive power and resistance. Additionally, the specific discourses identified within source
documents aligns with discourse identified in other studies on various incumbents within the
current energy regime. By contextualizing the findings of this thesis against the work of other
researchers, the following comparisons were made; (1) the discursive emergence and prevalence
of discursively connecting energy security and affordability to fossil fuels and (2) climate action
focused on consumer choice, technological optimism, GHG reduction and scalability.
7.1.1

Energy security and affordability

Central to storyline one (D1) is diagnostic framing which positions energy security and
affordability as the predominant challenge within discussions on addressing climate change.
Within this narrative and as seen in the formation of storyline (D2), fossil fuels are positioned as
the answer to ensuring access to reliable affordable energy. Within this framing, subsequent
translation activities are utilized to position renewables as unreliable directly or indirectly. This
trend to support the established regime for reasons of affordability and reliability have been
similarly identified in the work of Strunz (2014), Rosenbloom et. al., (2016), Cotton et al., (2014),
Bosman et al., (2014), Rosenbloom & Meadowcroft (2014) Eyl-Mazzega & Mathieu (2020) and
Verbong & Loorbach, (2012). These differing studies refer to the development of regime discourse
which depict fossil fuels as providing affordable reliable power. More specifically incorporating
the use of discursive power, Chester & Elliot (2019), indicate how energy security and
affordability has become increasingly portrayed as a major policy concern within discussions on
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climate change in Australia. Within their study, authors note that the rise in concern for energy
affordability and reliability within policy is paralleled by incumbent framing of fossil fuels as
ensuring energy security (Chester & Elliot, 2019). Within these findings, the ‘unreliability’ of
renewable energy appears within policy debates where in fossil fuels and the centralized grid are
increasingly equated to energy stability (Chester & Elliot, 2019). These findings are consistent
with the work of Geels (2014b), in their exploration of incumbents discursive resistance to
transition. Through analysing the use of discourse by incumbents within the UK electricity sector,
Geels (2014b), indicates how incumbents within the UK electricity sector focused on equating
coal, gas and nuclear as the answer to energy security and affordability. Since the emergence of
energy security and affordability within policy papers, incumbents within the system began to
reposition coal, gas and nuclear as the answer to energy security and affordability. Since the
adoption of this discourse by incumbents, policy papers shifted from centring climate change and
supporting renewables to centring energy security and affordability. This shift in problem
definition resulted in the endorsement of nuclear power and CCS for coal and gas, citing these as
low carbon options. Connecting back to the findings of my thesis, the results of the studies cited
above support the notion of collective regime discourse around fossil fuel affordability and
reliability. Furthermore, it provides indication to the analysis in chapter six and the implications
of the use of this discourse by regime actors in the changing of wider discourse to support the
diagnostic framing of the regime and the continued relevance of fossil fuels within the energy mix.
7.1.2

Consumer choice, technological optimism, GHG mitigating and scalability

The discursive framing of storyline D3 and D4, are consistent with previous studies and the types
of solutions supported by incumbent actors. Within these storylines climate solutions are structured
around consumer choice, technological optimism of GHG reduction efforts and investing in
scalable low carbon solutions such as biofuels and hydrogen along with air capture technologies
and offsets. Within broader discourse, the ideologies presented in these storylines align with the
ideologies of ecological modernization and the belief that competitiveness and economic growth
are compatible with environmental protection (Victor & Dolter, 2017). This school of thought
relies on modernist logic to support the notion that the market system can produce environmental
protection through internalizing environmental costs into the economy and advancing
technological innovation (Szarka, 2012). In practice, this ideology can be seen in the adoption of
climate change mitigation such as carbon pricing and the focus on the advancements and
deployment of technology as discussed within the climate goals of the IEA and the IPCC. Based
on the analysis of previous studies, researchers have associated the use of this ideology to the
continued relevance of the fossil fuel regime.
Identified as a discourse of delay in chapter six, the centring of consumer choices as both the issue
and solution to climate change has been highly criticized as both redirecting responsibilities away
from systematic change and promoting inadequate strategies which work to reinforce the current
system. As noted by Maniates (2016), “individualization of responsibility” within current climate
strategies works to legitimize existing dynamics of consumption and production which ignores
“critical elements of power and institutionalization”(p.19). Similarly, technological optimism has
been criticized for its singular focus on technological advancements while negating larger
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structural changes (Lamb et al., 2020). As explored more explicitly by the study of technological
innovation systems (TIS), this approach to transition studies “suggests that technologies develop
within the context of a system which consists of actors, institutions, technologies and the
interrelations between them” (Suurs & Hekkert, 2012, p. 152). Within TIS literature, focus is given
to how technologies are formed by actors, institutions and actor networks in order to shape
technology to fit its surrounding societal structure (Suurs & Hekkert, 2012). Through this
understanding of technical systems, the adoption of technologies can be understood as a process
of shaping innovative technologies around the structure of the current system. As identified
throughout this thesis, actors focus their investments on technological innovation in energy
efficiency, GHG reduction and scalable low carbon investments. While the use of these climate
strategies can be analysed from different perspectives, previous studies have illustrated how these
investments may work to bolster the current fossil fuel regime. As exemplified by such authors as
Geels (2002), Stenzel & Frenzel (2008), Berkhout (2002) and Cairns (2014), incumbents within
the current energy system have provided much focus to the technocratic fix paradigm of energy
transition. Within this space, focus is given to technical substitution of ‘green technologies’ within
the same structure of the current system. This can be seen in the adoption of technical add-ons or
symbiotic niches by incumbents.
Through the noted dynamics of path-dependency and re-enforced lock-in, the discourse
surrounding BP, Shell and ExxonMobil’s technocratic commitment can be understood through
different avenues of structuring technologies to fit current systems. As noted by Janipour et al.,
(2020), the focus on technical optimism and energy efficiency has been criticized for perpetuating
the current fossil fuel regime. As a highly debated topic, the lock-in effect of increasing the
efficiency of the current system can perhaps be best exemplified in the debate over CCS.
Discussing the dynamics of carbon lock-in, Unruh & Carrillo-Hermosilla (2006), analyse how
particular investment structures and policies facilitate greater potential for carbon lock- in. Within
this study, authors note that air capture technology including CCS allows for incumbents to
preserve existing investments, knowledge and capital (Unruh & Carrillo-Hermosilla, 2006). This
perception of CCS is echoed by Stephens (2014), who argues that CCS and other fossil fuel
technologies only serve to perpetuate fossil fuel infrastructures. Furthermore, in the UK, Geels
(2014b), connects the technical innovation of CCS to the rise in ‘clean coal’ discourse which in
turn bolstered political support for coal. Beyond CCS, the investment strategies depicted
throughout this thesis have been further criticized for their ability to reinforce the current system.
In their work analysing the structures of power in global climate policy planning, Spapinski (2016)
suggests that modest investment in low carbon technologies and products along with supporting
new markets for these technologies allows actors to void devaluation of their fixed assets and
create climate solutions compatible within their own interests. As discussed by Nurdiawati &
Urban (2022), advanced bio-fuels, hydrogen and other end-of pipe measures (including CCS) have
been widely criticized for solidifying path dependencies and creating further carbon lock in.
Discursively, the deployment of these climate strategies falls into what Geels (2014b) describes as
a ‘post political discourse’(P. 35). Through these framings and preference for the above-mentioned
strategies, climate change and low-carbon transition is understood to be a “techno-economic
management challenge”, leaving out wider debates on restructuring socio- ecological order (p.35).
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Reference to these studies and analysis is not an attempt to solidify a singular perspective to the
highly contentious understandings of these ideologies and investments strategies. Instead,
reference to these previous works helps to (1) draw parallels to the discourse identified in this
study and (2) draw connections to the analysis of other authors who have seen the use of this
discourse and the subsequent strategies as perpetuating the stability of incumbent actors. Through
contextualizing the discourse identified within this thesis to the above work, it appears that BP,
Shell and ExxonMobil have employed discursive strategies that have the cited potential to resist
fundamental system change and position the structure of the future energy system to be symbiotic
to the current regime.

7.2 Reflection on theory and expanded conceptions of landscape
pressure
As a prominent transition framework, the utilization of the multi-level perspective (MLP) within
this thesis helped to create a baseline understanding of dynamics operating within socio-technical
systems. Due to the nature of this study and the focus on incumbents in the energy system, the
MLP framework provided a more expansive understanding of the influence incumbents have
within the process of transitional change. Without this theoretical backing, this thesis would not
have been able to fully explore how the discourse utilised by these companies fit into broader
conceptions of socio-technical change, power, and the positionality of actors within change
processes. While the generalizability of the results in this thesis could be limited by scope of this
study which analysed the discourse of three actors, the application of the MLP framework and
subsequent understanding of regime power allowed for the analysis of these actors to be
contextualized within wider understandings of socio-technical systems. In reflecting on the
research process and the application of theory, I find that this thesis reflects assumptions on the
use of power utilized by incumbents and contributes to an expanded understanding of the
relationship between the regime and landscape within the MLP. From the findings presented in
this thesis, it appears that through dedicated issue and solution framing BP, Shell and ExxonMobil
can maintain stability in the face of change and furthermore promote solutions that reinforce the
architecture of the current energy system. These findings run parallel and confirm theoretical
understanding of power as explored within the MLP.
While the findings of this thesis confirm the association between incumbent actors, discursive
power, and regime stability, it illuminated the need for further conceptualizations of the sociotechnical landscape. As presented within the MLP, landscape pressure is understood to be sociotechnical developments within a wider context, operating outside the niche and regime, creating
exogenous pressure. Through this conception, the landscape is understood to surpass direct
influence from actors, creating the inability for actors to alter the landscape at will (Geels, 2004).
While various criticisms have led authors to explore more dynamic understandings of the sociotechnical landscape, discursive power in the translation of landscape pressure is less explicitly
explored. Through this criticism, landscape pressure has been expanded upon to explore and
incorporate more differentiated views. For example, varying types of landscape pressures are
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explored in the work of Van Driel and Schot (2005) and Suaraez and Olivia (2005). These
categorizations are in turn utilized in the work of Geels and Schot (2007) to describe the various
degrees of landscape pressure within their typology of different transition pathways. Similarly, as
discussed by Geels (2011), authors have explored how landscape developments can act in manners
that stabilize the regime or how regime shifts can influence landscape changes.
Within this expanding conception of landscape pressure, attention is increasingly given to the
socially constructed elements of the landscape. As described by Rodenbloom et.al., (2016) “the
landscape may be largely socially constructed—it is interpreted and made meaningful through the
actions of agents operating in the niche or regime seeking to advance their perceived interests” (p.
1286). As such, the extent to which exogenous landscape pressure creates endogenized changes to
the regime results from how this pressure is interpreted by the regime (Rosenbloom et al., 2016).
As noted by scholars such as Hermwille (2016), interactions between the regime and the landscape
have been explored less extensively within scholarship. Through investigating this relationship,
Hermwille (2016), concludes that pressure at the landscape level has no inherent meaning and
must be interpreted by the regime. This conception of landscape pressure is utilized throughout
this thesis, and through the analysis here-in, this thesis adds to this seemingly less explored topic
within MLP scholarship.
While not exclusively analysed within source documents, the period of study (2015 to 2021) is
widely understood to be fraught with political, social, and economic landscape shifts that should,
based on the logic of the MLP, exert exogenous pressure on the regime. However, within the
source documents, these pressures and many other dynamics operating at the landscape level are
discursively translated in a manner that did not create the endogenized response as what might be
expected based on how these pressures would be categorized within the MLP. This is not to say
that landscape pressure creates no response at all. As noted throughout all expert interviews and
expanded upon in chapter six, regional differences between actor’s mark some of the most
significant patterns seen within differing climate commitments. With these noted regional
differences, which can be connected to differing pressures operating at the landscape level,
narrative structures maintain similarities between different regions and over time. The regime
maintains high levels of discursive stability throughout the source documents through dedicated
translation activities despite noted changes in landscape pressures. These findings contribute to
other studies in the field which seek to explore and expand the conception of landscape pressure.

7.3 Implications and opportunities for regime destabilization
As a dominant discourse throughout source documents, part of actor’s ability to maintain
discursive power is the reliance on partnerships and collaborations and the creation of discourse
coalitions around outlook scenarios. Partnerships and collaboration can be seen in these actors
extensive partnerships with research institutes, organizations and other outside of the fossil fuel
industry partnerships. Discourse coalitions are routinely formed around outlook scenarios and are
also seen in the collective discourse around specific climate problems and solutions. While not
identified within source documents, there has been a rising movement to dissolve these
partnerships, seen visibly in the rise of the ‘fossil fuel divestment movement’. Additionally, third
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party outlook scenarios particularly the IEA, once aligning with incumbents' discourse have begun
to move away from supporting fossil fuels within their 2021 publication.
Throughout source documents, reference to the continued relevance of fossil fuels is central to
each company’s outlook scenarios. The highest referenced third-party information source
throughout these scenarios is data from the IEA. While information from these reports usually
aligns with this narrative, in October of 2021, the IEA released its ‘Net Zero by 2050’ report which
departed drastically from this narrative. Within this report, they state in no uncertain terms that
“there is no need for investment in new fossil fuel supply in our net zero pathway”(IEA, 2021, p.
20). This position on oil and gas goes against the fundamental framing central to these reports
which states the necessity of fossil fuel development into the future. Criticism has been levied
against the IEA for the objectives pursued within their energy forecasts. As stated by Labban
(2012):
The World Energy Outlook series has had one consistent objective: to promote open and
efficient markets, encouraging governments to establish market institutions, remove trade
and investment barriers, and to implement market-based policies in the energy sector to
expand the role of the market in the provision of energy supplies and services (2012, p.
375).
Through the promotion of these objectives, the IEA has been criticized for making predictions and
objectives that are both too friendly to the oil and gas industry and promote pro-capitalist market
solutions to the energy transition process (Labban, 2012; Watts, 2018). Within the noted criticism
of its alignment with the fossil fuel industry the IEA’s 2021 projections mark a stark contrast to its
previous alignment. While the objectives of the IEA may not shift away from there market centred
approach, this shift was welcomed by analysis, campaigners and climate journalized for breaking
its previous modelling which was criticized as “underestimating renewable energy and overstating
the role of fossil fuels”(Farand, 2021, p. 2). While the response from the oil and gas industry
remains to be fully seen, the apparent shift of the IEA away from supporting oil and gas investment
may present indication of larger shifts in the regime’s discourse coalitions. This shift may present
implications for regime stability in the face of change.
Along the same vein, another shift in partnerships and their surrounding discourse is the rising
movement of universities and other institutions away from fossil fuel investment. As part of the
larger fossil fuel divestment movement, an increasing number of institutions are diverting their
assets away from fossil fuels. Aligning to dissolve the capital accumulation of the fossil fuel
industry, the divestment movement seeks to promote institutions to drop their stocks, bonds, or
investment funds they have with the fossil fuel industry. Since the birth of the fossil fuel divestment
campaign, institutions such as Oxford, Cambridge, the University of California, the University of
Michigan, Harvard, Loyola University Chicago and Oregon’s Reed College have all committed to
divest from fossil fuels (Mckibben, 2021). Beyond universities, many other public and private
institutions of joined the call to divest. According to the campaign, this movement attempts to
dissolve the oil and gas industries social license to operate. Generally a social license to operate
“refers to the ongoing acceptance of a company or industry's standard business practices and
operating procedures by its employees, stakeholders, and the general public” (Kenton, 2021).
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While public dissent toward the fossil fuel industry has been apparent for years, this organized
movement of institutions away from fossil fuels not only meets the movements’ goal, but dissolves
research partnerships by and between institutions and the fossil fuel industry. As exemplified
throughout this thesis, partnership and collaboration to promote further research remains central
throughout company reports. With this noted departure by key institutions, the ability for
maintaining these partnerships could be challenged. Further research into this dynamic could
provide interesting reflection into regime stability in this regard.
Finally, the increasing prevalence of climate litigation may provide further disruption to the
company’s partnerships. A central component to actors’ discourse is focus on how active the oil
and gas industry is in their participation in the fight against climate change. While climate activists
and other critiques have voiced dissent for this positioning, the emergence of climate litigation
marks an interesting turning point for these companies positioning. Central to many of these
lawsuits is an attempt to hold the industry accountable for delaying climate action, misrepresenting
their strategies, and for failing to accept accountability for their role in fuelling fossil fuel
consumption (Smith & Osborne-saponja, 2021). As noted by a recent report tracking global trends
in climate litigation by the Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment
and the Centre for Climate Change Economics and Policy, climate change litigation is on the rise
with 1,841 ongoing or continued cases identified from May 2020 to May 2021 (Setzer & Higham,
2021). Of these cases, 33 are being levied against the largest fossil fuel companies, referenced
within the report as ‘Carbon Majors’ (Setzer & Higham, 2021). As outlined within the above
referenced report, the scope of the claims made against fossil fuel companies has been expansive.
Most of these cases seek to establish “corporate liability for past contributions to climate change,
often including arguments about deception and disinformation on the part of the companies”
(Setzer & Higham, 2021, p. 28). More recently, cases seek compensation focused on financial
risks, fiduciary duties and corporate due diligence with claims focusing on “the lack of, or
insufficient disclosure of, climate-related information to protect shareholders, consumers and
investors” (Setzer & Higham, 2021, p. 29). Greenwashing which focus on marketing campaigns
and claims liability for “inconsistencies between discourse and action on climate change” are also
on the rise (Setzer & Higham, 2021, p. 29). While climate litigation against the fossil fuel industry
usually lies in these categories, cases increasingly seek even broader claims, most notably seen in
the Milieudefensie et al. v. Royal Dutch Shell plc case. Focused on ‘corporate human rights
responsibilities’ the claims exemplified in this case relied on human rights laws of corporate duty
of care and due diligence to force Shell to align their targets to the Paris Agreement (Setzer &
Higham, 2021). As noted within this report, there has been an increase in climate litigation along
with an increase in scope of the claims brought against these companies. The development of this
diversity in climate change litigation represents different avenues for potential external pressure.
While these cases put pressure on companies directly, climate litigation has also been levied
against governments, claiming climate inaction from various positionings. This pressure could
potentially impact the close relationship governments have with the industry. Similarly, climate
litigation focused on financial risks, fiduciary duties and corporate due diligence, could provide
further indication of pressure from stakeholders and worries as to the financial risk climate change
could pose to stakeholder interests. Overall, with the focus of these lawsuits going directly against
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many of the central pillars within these companies’ climate strategies, it will be interesting to see
how these lawsuits impact the maintenance of these positionings.

7.4 Reflection on research process and potential limitations
As noted in the above contextualization and reflection of theory and implications, this thesis is
positioned within a broad scope of similar research. As such there were many potential avenues to
which this research could have developed. This section will provide reflection as to the research
process and potential limitations.
While the reliability of the data could be impacted due to the study’s singular focus on the use of
language, I attempted to control for this limitation through adding the perspectives of expert
interviews, and by contextualizing the findings against relevant literature. The addition of
interviews and contextualization also helped in controlling for the subjectivity that could result
from discourse analysis and my positionality in performing this analysis. While, to the best of my
knowledge, the findings presented within this thesis remain unique, they parallel and confirm the
work of other authors in the field and align within the dynamics discussed in expert interviews.
The methodological choices were constrained by personal error and limitation in scope of
interviews. While expert interviews provided great insight into dynamics operating in the field, it
would have been beneficial to also conduct interviews with representatives from each company.
These interviews would have been beneficial in providing insight into specific dynamics operating
within each source document. While I attempted to contact these companies to make an interview
request, I did not receive a response. While I feel these interviews would have provided more depth
to the analysis, based on the analysis of documents, I do not feel interviews would have provided
any new or contradicting information to what has already been included in company reports. As
representatives of these large corporations, I suspect that a spokesperson from the company would
follow the official discourse published within reports.
While the scope of this research analysed documents from 2015 to 2021, expanding the study to
explore earlier documents would have allowed analysis to capture greater differences in landscape
pressure and allowed for indication of regime discourse prior to its response to climate change.
Further research is needed to establish how the use of discourse by these actors is connected to
wider discourses operating in the field. Analysing the discourse used by regime actors against the
discourses used in social and political space could provide insight into how regime actor’s could
be responding to or shaping discursive perceptions on climate change and the energy transition.
While a growing number of studies have investigated the oil and gas industries investment
strategies against their sustainability claims, as exemplified in some of the studies above including
Geels (2014b), it would be illuminating to see how the specific discourse used by actors interacts
with wider discourses in the field (e.g. policy papers and climate reports). To better understand
how the discourse presented by incumbent actors are situated within wider discourses operating
within the field, future studies could expand the scope of document analysis to include more
documents produced by incumbents, along with resources that could capture wider discussions
operating in the field. While this thesis attempted to provide reference to these dynamics through
the use of expert interviews and contextualization, preforming a review of relevant literature to
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parallel the analysis of incumbent documents could provide more insight into the relationship by
and between the discourse utilized by incumbents and wider discourses operating in the field. This
understanding could be further analysed to understand the potential influence of incumbents
discourse in shaping wider discursive understanding of the energy transition.
While taking analysis to a wider scale could be illuminating, further research could also go the
other direction, and do a deeper analysis as the changes in discourse within source documents.
While this thesis captured dominant discourse and shifts in this discourse, research also captured
many smaller discursive elements which could be investigated further. These elements included
(1) actors use of the terminology “low carbon” versus “lower carbon”, (2) actors commitment to
CCS vs CCUS, (3) actors commitment to the 1.5 or 2 degree target of the Paris Agreement, and
(4) the strategies attached to actors discourse surrounding emerging commitments to a ‘just
transitions’. While I identified these small-scale discursive changes within source documents,
further research could diver deeper to identify more and examine these changes further.
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8 Conclusion
To meet the 1.5 °C targets of the Paris Agreement, fundamental changes must happen to the current
energy system. Within broader conceptions of socio-technical transition, regime power, and
regime destabilisation, the research and analysis performed throughout this thesis aimed to identify
dominant discourses presented by incumbents in the current energy system to analyse how the use
of particular discourse and the maintenance of this discourse could influence the pace and direction
of energy transition trajectories. Based on a discursive analysis of annual climate strategies, it can
be concluded that even with notable shifts in the discourse and investment strategies of BP, Shell
and ExxonMobil, these actors maintain a commitment to the basic architecture of the current
regime and attempt to shape transition trajectories to align within the technical and non-technical
components of the current energy system.
In answering the first research question (1) what storylines have dominated the climate strategies
of BP, Shell, and ExxonMobil? results centred on issue framing dedicated to presenting climate
change as an issue of increasing GHG emissions, fuelled by increasing demand for energy.
Dominantly technocratic solution framing centres on investing in research and innovation to
increase the capacity of GHG reduction. This technology-focused framing is also central to the
discussion on non-fossil fuel sources of energy, where research and innovation are invested in
increasing the capacity and scalability of these energy sources. Outside direct discussions on
climate change, the companies respond to noted potential issues resulting from their operations by
proscribing a dedicated risk management framework to the companies' activities.
While some narratives shifts were identified in the investigation of research question two (2) to
what extent have these storylines or supporting, narratives shifted over time? storylines and their
narratives maintained essentially the same structures throughout company reports. Through
identifying these shifts, the divide between the discourse utilised by BP and Shell versus
ExxonMobil was identified. Overall, there is a discursive shift in (1) actors' discursive expression
of the challenge presented by climate change, (2) actors positionality and agency in addressing
climate change and (3) actors discursive commitment to continued fossil fuel extraction. While
noting these discursive shifts, investment strategies remain committed to fossil fuels, with
heightened attention on natural gas.
Supported by theory and information provided from expert interviews, the exploration of research
question three (3) how might these shifts in discursive dominance present implications for future
transition pathways? presented the following indicators of regime stability and change. By
centring discourses that empathise the downsides of the energy transition, redirecting
responsibility to respond to climate change, and supporting non-transformative, technologicalfocused solutions, regime actors were able to maintain the stability of the basic elements of their
architecture. While the geopolitics of regional differences along with increasing pressure from
stakeholders may indicate more significant shifts in actors commitments, the fundamental focus
on large scale, market-oriented solutions results in the maintenance of current structures and
supports incremental strategies that help in optimising the current system while requiring no need
for fundamental change in this system. The deployment of these strategies indicates incumbent
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actors' commitment to maintaining the current energy delivery structure, where in the market and
consumer choices dictate the pace of climate action and low carbon energy/renewables are added
on to the current large-scale infrastructure.
Comparing and contextualising these results revealed that companies' climate strategies and
subsequent discourse have been identified throughout previous studies. Most notably, authors in
the field conducting similar research provide evidence as to the prevalence of incumbents relating
energy security and affordability to fossil fuels and the structuring of climate action focused on
consumer choice, technological optimism, GHG reduction and market scalability. Shifts in actors
partnerships and collaboration may present future disturbances in actors discourse coalitions, as
evidenced in the IEAs turning away from supporting fossil fuels, the movement of institutions
from divesting from fossil fuels, and increasing pressure from climate litigation.
In discussing how these findings confirm or challenge the MLP framework, this thesis addressed
the assumed influence of landscape pressure to provide a more dynamic understanding of how
regime actors can translate landscape pressure. Adding to research in the field that attempts to
provide more depth to the theoretical understanding of the levels presented within the MLP, this
thesis further indicates that landscape pressures have no inherent influence and can only be
understood by investigating actors' discursive response to dynamics operating outside the regime.
This research clearly illustrates the power incumbents have within the energy system.
Simultaneously, it raises questions as to the assumed power of landscape pressure to influence
change. While shifting discourse coalitions may present indications of potential shifts in regime
stability, as discussed above and demonstrated throughout this thesis, it appears that in the face of
mounting external pressure, incumbent actors can maintain their positioning through dedicated
problem and solution framing. This approach provides insight into the actualisation of the MLP
framework and further solidifies the need to investigate the use of power within the transition
process.

8.1 Recommendations
Beyond the recommendations outlined in the previous chapter, practitioners and future studies
should engage further with how incumbents are positioning the structure of the future energy
system. As exemplified in the energy justice or energy democracy movement, transition studies
must focus not only on hitting emission targets, but also on more widely conceptualising how the
energy system is to be organised in the future. Contextualised against other studies in the field, the
findings of this thesis fit within wider understandings of incumbent actors attempting to shape
change to be symbiotic to the current system, allowing them to maintain their positioning. This
thesis wishes to echo wider calls in the field to provide more focus on how the future energy system
will be structured and the extent to which this structure can perpetuate the unequal distribution of
costs and benefits. Following the research findings of this thesis, one avenue of future research
could follow the climate strategies of more incumbents in the field and map how future energy
production would be structured based on these strategies. This actualizing of the structure of the
future energy system through the strategies proposed by incumbents could illuminate where
incumbents are positioning themselves and indicate where more radical niches could take over.
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This type of study could help in making future predictions and assist those wishing to create
systems change to identify positions to best influence this change.

80

9 Bibliography
Al-Fattah, S. (2020). The Evolving Role of Oil and Gas Companies in the Energy Industry. In
SSRN Electronic Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3569308
Avelino, F., & Wittmayer, J. M. (2016). Shifting power relations in sustainability transitions: A
multi-actor perspective. Journal of Environmental Policy and Planning, 18(5), 628–649.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2015.1112259
Berkhout, F. (2002). Technological regimes, path dependency and the environment. In Global
Environmental Change (Vol. 12, Issue 1, pp. 1–4). https://doi.org/10.1016/S09593780(01)00025-5
Bosman, R., Loorbach, D., Frantzeskaki, N., & Pistorius, T. (2014). Discursive regime dynamics
in the Dutch energy transition. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 13, 45–
59. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2014.07.003
British Petroleum. (2015). Sustainability Report 2015.
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/businesssites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/sustainability/archive/archived-reports-andtranslations/2015/bp-sustainability-report-2015.pdf
British Petroleum. (2017). BP Sustainability Report 2017: How will BP respond to global
change? https://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/sustainability/reportingcentre/sustainability-report-archive.html
British Petroleum. (2019). BP Sustainability Report 2019: Energy with purpose.
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/investors/bpannual-report-and-form-20f-2019.pdf
British Petroleum. (2020). BP Sustainability Repot 2020: Reimaging Energy For People and our
Planet. https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/businesssites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/sustainability/group-reports/bp-sustainability-report-2020.pdf
Cairns, R. C. (2014). Climate geoengineering: Issues of path-dependence and socio-technical
lock-in. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 5(5), 649–661.
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.296
Chester, L., & Elliot, A. (2019). Energy problem representation: The historical and contemporary
framing of Australian electricity policy. Energy Policy, 128(January), 102–113.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2018.12.052
Cotton, M., Rattle, I., & Van Alstine, J. (2014). Shale gas policy in the United Kingdom: An
argumentative discourse analysis. Energy Policy, 73, 427–438.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2014.05.031
Crabtree, B., & Miller, W. L. (1992). Crabtree, B.F. & W. L. Miller. 1992. A template approach
to text analysis: Developing and using codebooks. Doing Qualitative Research. B. F.
Crabtree and W. L. Miller. Newbury Park, CA, Sage Publications:93-109. Sage.
Driel, H. van, & Schot, J. (2005). Radical innovation as a multilevel process : introducing
floating grain elevators in the port of Rotterdam. Technology and Culture, 46(1), 51–76.
81

El Bilali, H. (2019). The multi-level perspective in research on sustainability transitions in
agriculture and food systems: A systematic review. Agriculture (Switzerland), 9(4).
https://doi.org/10.3390/agriculture9040074
Etikan, I. (2016). Comparison of Convenience Sampling and Purposive Sampling. American
Journal of Theoretical and Applied Statistics, 5(1), 1.
https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11
ExxonMobil. (2015). Corporate Citizenship Report 2015. https://corporate.exxonmobil.com//media/Global/Files/sustainability-report/publication/2015-ccr-full-digital.pdf
ExxonMobil. (2017). 2017 Sustainability Report Highlights. https://corporate.exxonmobil.com//media/Global/Files/sustainability-report/publication/2017-Sustainability-Report.pdf
ExxonMobil. (2019). 2019 Energy & Carbon Summary. https://corporate.exxonmobil.com//media/Global/Files/energy-and-carbon-summary/2019-Energy-and-CarbonSummary_archive.pdf
ExxonMobil. (2021). Updated 2021 Energy & Carbon Summary (Issue April).
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files/energy-and-carbonsummary/Energy-and-Carbon-Summary.pdf
Eyl-Mazzega, M. A., & Mathieu, C. (2020). The European Union and the energy transition. In
Lecture Notes in Energy (Vol. 73). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-39066-2_2
Farand, C. (2021). IEA: End fossil fuel expansion now for net zero energy emissions by 2050.
Cimate Home News, 1–7. https://www.climatechangenews.com/2021/05/18/iea-end-fossilfuel-expansion-now-net-zero-energy-emissions-2050/
Geels, F. W. (2002). Technological transitions as evolutionary reconfiguration processes : a
multi-level perspective and a case-study. Research Policy, 31, 1257–1274.
Geels, F. W. (2004). From sectoral systems of innovation to socio-technical systems: Insights
about dynamics and change from sociology and institutional theory. Research Policy, 33(6–
7), 897–920. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2004.01.015
Geels, F. W. (2011). The multi-level perspective on sustainability transitions: Responses to seven
criticisms. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 1(1), 24–40.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2011.02.002
Geels, F. W. (2014a). Reconceptualising the co-evolution of firms-in-industries and their
environments: Developing an inter-disciplinary Triple Embeddedness Framework. Research
Policy, 43(2), 261–277. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2013.10.006
Geels, F. W. (2014b). Regime Resistance against Low-Carbon Transitions: Introducing Politics
and Power into the Multi-Level Perspective. Theory, Culture & Society, 31(5), 21–40.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276414531627
Geels, F. W., Kern, F., Fuchs, G., Hinderer, N., Kungl, G., Mylan, J., Neukirch, M., &
Wassermann, S. (2016). The enactment of socio-technical transition pathways: A
reformulated typology and a comparative multi-level analysis of the German and UK lowcarbon electricity transitions (1990-2014). Research Policy, 45(4), 896–913.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2016.01.015
82

Geels, F. W., & Schot, J. (2007). Typology of sociotechnical transition pathways. Research
Policy, 36(January), 399–417. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2007.01.003
Geels, F. W., Sovacool, B. K., Schwanen, T., & Sorrell, S. (2017). The Socio-Technical
Dynamics of Low-Carbon Transitions. Joule, 1(3), 463–479.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joule.2017.09.018
Griffin, P. (2017). CDP Carbon Majors Report 2017. In The Carbon Majors Database.
Hajer, M. (2006). Words Matter in Policy and Planning: Discourse Theory and method in social
sciences. Nederlandse, Geografische Studies.
Hajer, M. (2018). Doing Discourse Analysis : Coalitions , Practices , Meaning. August.
Hermwille, L. (2016). The role of narratives in socio-technical transitions - Fukushima and the
energy regimes of Japan, Germany, and the United Kingdom. Energy Research and Social
Science, 11, 237–246. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2015.11.001
Hess, D. J. (2014). Sustainability transitions: A political coalition perspective. Research Policy,
43(2), 278–283. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2013.10.008
IEA. (2020). The Oil and Gas Industry in Energy Transitions. https://doi.org/10.1787/aef89fbden
IEA. (2021). Net Zero by 2050: A Roadmap for the Global Energy Sector. International Energy
Agency, 224.
Influence Map. (2019). Big Oil ’ s Real Agenda on Climate Change Big Oil ’ s Real Agenda on
Climate Change (Issue March).
IRENA. (2021). Oil companies and the energy transition. In /publications/2021/Feb/Oilcompanies-and-the-energy-transition. https://www.irena.org/publications/2021/Feb/Oilcompanies-and-the-energy-transition
Janipour, Z., de Nooij, R., Scholten, P., Huijbregts, M. A. J., & de Coninck, H. (2020). What are
sources of carbon lock-in in energy-intensive industry? A case study into Dutch chemicals
production. Energy Research and Social Science, 60(November 2018), 101320.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2019.101320
Kenton, W. (2021). Social License to operate (SLO). In Investopedia.
Koretskaya, O., & Scholl, C. (2019). Towards a framework for understanding discursive regime
destabilisation: A case study of a social movement organisation “economy for the common
good.” Sustainability (Switzerland), 11(16). https://doi.org/10.3390/su11164385
Kuokkanen, A., Nurmi, A., Mikkilä, M., Kuisma, M., Kahiluoto, H., & Linnanen, L. (2018).
Agency in regime destabilization through the selection environment: The Finnish food
system’s sustainability transition. Research Policy, 47(8), 1513–1522.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2018.05.006
Labban, M. (2012). Preempting Possibility: Critical Assessment of the IEA’s World Energy
Outlook 2010. Development and Change, 43(1), 375–393. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14677660.2012.01742.x
Lamb, W. F., Mattioli, G., Levi, S., Timmons Roberts, J., Capstick, S., Creutzig, F., Minx, J. C.,
83

Müller-Hansen, F., Culhane, T., & Steinberger, J. K. (2020). Discourses of climate delay.
Global Sustainability, 3, 1–5. https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.13
Lu, J., & Nemet, G. F. (2020). Evidence map: topics, trends, and policy in the energy transitions
literature. Environmental Research Letters, 15(12), 123003. https://doi.org/10.1088/17489326/abc195
Maniates, M. F. (2016). Plant a tree, buy a bike, save the world? Global Environmental Politics:
From Person to Planet, August, 269–279.
Mckibben, B. (2021). This Movement Is Taking Money Away From Fossil Fuels, and It’s
Working. The New York Times, 1–2.
Nasiritousi, N. (2017). Fossil fuel emitters and climate change: unpacking the governance
activities of large oil and gas companies. Environmental Politics, 26(4), 621–647.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2017.1320832
Normann, H. E. (2019). Conditions for the deliberate destabilisation of established industries:
Lessons from U.S. tobacco control policy and the closure of Dutch coal mines.
Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 33(March), 102–114.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2019.03.007
Nurdiawati, A., & Urban, F. (2022). Decarbonising the refinery sector: A socio-technical
analysis of advanced biofuels, green hydrogen and carbon capture and storage
developments in Sweden. Energy Research and Social Science, 84(September 2021),
102358. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102358
Pickl, M. J. (2019). The renewable energy strategies of oil majors – From oil to energy? Energy
Strategy Reviews, 26(June), 100370. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esr.2019.100370
Roberts, J. C. D. (2017). Discursive destabilisation of socio-technical regimes: Negative
storylines and the discursive vulnerability of historical American railroads. Energy
Research and Social Science, 31(June), 86–99. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.05.031
Rohracher, H. (2018). Analyzing the socio- technical transformation of energy systems: The
concept of “sustainability transitions.” Oxford Handbook of Energy and Society, January
2019, 45–62. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190633851.013.3
Ropohl, G. (1999). Philosophy of Socio-Technical Systems. Society for Philosophy and
Technology Quarterly Electronic Journal, 186–194.
Rosenbloom, D. (2018). Framing low-carbon pathways: A discursive analysis of contending
storylines surrounding the phase-out of coal-fired power in Ontario. Environmental
Innovation and Societal Transitions, 27(November 2017), 129–145.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2017.11.003
Rosenbloom, D., Berton, H., & Meadowcroft, J. (2016). Framing the sun: A discursive approach
to understanding multi-dimensional interactions within socio-technical transitions through
the case of solar electricity in Ontario, Canada. Research Policy, 45(6), 1275–1290.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2016.03.012
Rosenbloom, D., & Meadowcroft, J. (2014). The journey towards decarbonization: Exploring
socio-technical transitions in the electricity sector in the province of Ontario (1885-2013)
84

and potential low-carbon pathways. Energy Policy, 65, 670–679.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2013.09.039
Royal Dutch Shell. (2015). Sustainability Report 2015. https://reports.shell.com/sustainabilityreport/2015/servicepages/downloads/files/entire_shell_sr15.pdf
Royal Dutch Shell. (2017). Sustainability Report 2017. https://reports.shell.com/sustainabilityreport/2017/servicepages/downloads/files/shell_sustainability_report_2017.pdf
Royal Dutch Shell. (2019). Shell Sustainability Report 2019: Delivering Energy Responsibly. In
2019 Sustainability Report. https://www.shell.com/about-us/annual-publications/annualreports-downloadcentre/_jcr_content/par/tabbedcontent_f645/tab_7bf9/textimage_d83f.stream/15862534296
28/78573b1122f9d09e5d16c2b5f0f30b1193f88c5d/shell-sustainability-report-2019.pdf
Royal Dutch Shell. (2021). Shell Energy Transition Strategy. https://www.shellenergy.co.uk/
Sabatier, P. A. (1998). The advocacy coalition framework: Revisions and relevance for europe.
Journal of European Public Policy, 5(1), 98–130.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501768880000051
Sapinski, J. P. (2016). Constructing climate capitalism: Corporate power and the global climate
policy-planning network. Global Networks, 16(1), 89–111.
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12099
Schäpke, N. (2018). Linking Transitions to Sustainability: Individual Agency, Normativity and
Transdisciplinary Collaborations in Transition Management. September.
Scharp, K. M., & Thomas, L. J. (2019). Disrupting the humanities and social science binary:
Framing communication studies as a transformative discipline. Review of Communication,
19(2), 147–163. https://doi.org/10.1080/15358593.2019.1595702
Scott, D. (2017). Discourse analysis: theory and method for understanding policy-making in
urban governance. Decision-Making Cluster, 13. www.fractal.org.za.
Setzer, J., & Higham, C. (2021). Global trends in climate change litigation: 2021 snapshot
(Issue July). https://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Globaltrends-in-climate-change-litigation_2021-snapshot.pdf
Smith, J., & Osborne-saponja, A. (2021). What Climate Litigation Means for the Oil & Gas
Industry. 4–7.
Späth, P. (2012). Understanding the social dynamics of energy regions-the importance of
discourse analysis. Sustainability, 4(6), 1256–1273. https://doi.org/10.3390/su4061256
Stenzel, T., & Frenzel, A. (2008). Regulating technological change-The strategic reactions of
utility companies towards subsidy policies in the German, Spanish and UK electricity
markets. Energy Policy, 36(7), 2645–2657. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2008.03.007
Stephens, J. C. (2014). Time to stop investing in carbon capture and storage and reduce
government subsidies of fossil-fuels. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change,
5(2), 169–173. https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.266
Strunz, S. (2014). The German energy transition as a regime shift. Ecological Economics, 100,
85

150–158. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2014.01.019
Suarez, F. F., & Oliva, R. (2005). Environmental change and organizational transformation.
Industrial and Corporate Change, 14(6), 1017–1041. https://doi.org/10.1093/icc/dth078
Suurs, R., & Hekkert, M. (2012). Motors of Sustainable Innovation: Understanding Transitions
from a Technological Innovation System’s Perspective. In Governing the Energy
Transition. Reality, Illusion or Necessity? (pp. 152–179).
Szarka, J. (2012). Climate challenges, ecological modernization, and technological forcing:
Policy lessons from a comparative US-EU analysis. Global Environmental Politics, 12(2),
87–109. https://doi.org/10.1162/GLEP_a_00110
Unruh, G. C., & Carrillo-Hermosilla, J. (2006). Globalizing carbon lock-in. Energy Policy,
34(10), 1185–1197. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2004.10.013
van der Vleuten, E., & Högselius, P. (2012). Resisting change? The transnational dynamics of
European energy regimes. In Governing the energy transition: Reality, Illustion, or
Necessity? (Issue January 2012, pp. 75–100). https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203126523
van Veen, R. (2015). The Use of Discourse Analysis in Sustainability Transition Studies: A
Systematic Review. Master Thesis, 1–99. http://edepot.wur.nl/402684
Verbong, G., & Geels, F. W. (2012). Future Electricity Systems: Visions, Scenarios and
Transition Pathways. In Governing the Energy Transition. Reality, Illusion or Necessity?
(pp. 203–219).
Verbong, G., & Loorbach, D. (2012). Governing the Energy transition: Reality, illusion or
necessity? In Governing the Energy Transition: Reality, Illusion or Necessity? (Issue
January 2012). https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203126523
Victor, P., & Dolter, B. (2017). Handbook on Growth and Sustainability. In Handbook on
Growth and Sustainability. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781783473564
Watts, J. (2018). IEA accused of undermining global shift from fossil fuels. The Guardian.
Wisely, N., & Hassan, M. (2020). Energy Transition: Evolution or Revolution? In CMS (Issue
January).

86

10 Appendix
Appendix 1
Guiding questions from semi-structed interviews
Interviewee: Elisa Asmelash
Interview Questions:
The following questions will be utilized to guide the interview.
1. Can you describe your work concerning energy transition and the role of oil and gas
companies?
2. Have you seen shifts in how oil and gas companies have positioned themselves within
energy transition since you started researching the field?
3. How do you see oil and gas companies responding to the fundamental shift in the
industry and the push to transition to less carbon-intensive energy sources?
4. Throughout your work, have you identified certain outside factors or dynamics that have
contributed more significantly to oil and gas companies committing themselves to
transition their practices?
5. From your perspective, how much influence do you find large oil and gas companies to
have in shaping energy delivery in the future? What influence do these companies have in
shaping energy production and consumption as a whole?
a. Have you seen this influence shift throughout the process of your research?
6. To what degree do you find the participation of these companies in energy transition
beneficial?
7. What do you feel will be essential factors to focus on as the world moves forward in
transitioning away from fossil fuels?
8. Based on your research in energy transition, what do you feel is the biggest challenge
facing the world's ability to transition away from fossil fuels?
a. To what degree do you feel current strategies of the oil and gas industry are
addressing these challenges?
Interviewee: Faye Holder
Interview Questions:
The following questions will be utilized to guide the interview.
1. Can you describe the work you’ve done in regard to energy transition and the role of oil
and gas companies?
2. Have you seen shifts in how oil and gas companies have positioned themselves within
energy transition (regarding climate change) since you started doing research in the field?
o What timeline
3. How do you see oil and gas companies responding to the fundamental shift in the
industry and the push to transition to less carbon intensive energy sources?
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4. Over the course of your work have you identified certain outside factors or dynamics that
have contributed more significantly to oil and gas companies committing themselves to
transitioning their practices?
5. From your perspective, how much influence do you find large oil and gas companies to
have in shaping energy delivery in the future? What influence do these companies have in
shaping energy production and consumption as a whole?
a. Have you seen this influence shift at all throughout the process of your research?
6. To what degree do you find the participation of these companies in energy transition as
beneficial?
7. What do you feel are going to be import factors to focus on as the world moves forward
in transitioning away from fossil fuels?
8. Based on your research in the field of energy transition, what do you feel is the biggest
challenge facing the world ability to transition away from fossil fuels?
a. To what degree do you feel current strategies of the oil and gas industry are
addressing these challenges?
Interviewee: McKenzie Ursch
Interview Questions:
The following questions will be utilized to guide the interview.
1. Can you describe your work concerning energy transition and the role of oil and gas
companies?
- A bit about the organization in general
- Shareholders
2. Have you seen shifts in how oil and gas companies have positioned themselves within
energy transition since you started researching the field?
a. Do you see these as shifts in the right direction? Where do you see room for
improvement.
3. Throughout your work, have you identified certain outside factors or dynamics that have
contributed more significantly to oil and gas companies committing themselves to
transition their practices?
4. From your perspective, how much influence do you find large oil and gas companies to
have in shaping energy delivery in the future? What influence do these companies have in
shaping energy production and consumption as a whole?
a. Have you seen this influence shift throughout the process of your research?
5. To what degree do you find the participation of these companies in energy transition
beneficial?
a. If there roll is essentially greenwashing while they undercut greater goals?
6. What do you feel will be essential factors to focus on as the world moves forward in
transitioning away from fossil fuels?
7. With the success of the shell Dutch case, how have you seen the industry responding
8. How does the Follow this framework work with this field.
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9. Based on your research in energy transition, what do you feel is the biggest challenge
facing the world's ability to transition away from fossil fuels?
a. To what degree do you feel current strategies of the oil and gas industry are
addressing these challenges?
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Appendix 2
Data selection of company reports (Source documents are represented with a green dot)
Company
BP
BP
ExxonMobil
Shell
BP
BP
ExxonMobil
Shell
Shell
BP
BP

Document Name
Year Published
Retrieved Through
BP Sustainability Report 2015
2015 Sustainability-Reporting center and archive - Archive
BP Energy Outlook 2035
2015 home-energy economics - energy outlook - downloads and archives
2015 Corporate Citizenship Report
2015 Report Archive- Sustainability Reports
2015 Sustainability report
2015 Annual Reports Download Centre and Archives
BP Sustainability Report 2016
2016 Sustainability-Reporting center and archive - Archive
BP Energy Outlook 2016 Edition
2016 home-energy economics - energy outlook - downloads and archives
2016 Corporate Citizen Report
2016 Report Archive- Sustainability Reports
2016 Sustainability report
2016 Annual Reports Download Centre and Archives
A better Life with a Healthy planet: pathways to Net-Zero
2016 Shell
Emissions
Scenarios
BP Energy Outlook 2017 edition
2017 home-energy economics - energy outlook - downloads and archives
Bp Sustainability Report 2017: How will BP respond
2017
to Sustainability-Reporting
global Change
center and archive - Archive

ExxonMobil
Shell
Shell
Shell
BP
BP
BP
ExxonMobil
ExxonMobil
Shell
Shell
BP
BP
ExxonMobil
ExxonMobil
ExxonMobil
Shell
BP
BP
ExxonMobil
Shell
ExxonMobil
Shell
Shell

2017 Sustainability Report Highlights
2017 Report Archive- Sustainability Reports
2017 Sustainability Report
2017 Annual Reports Download Centre and Archives
Shell World Energy Model: A view to 2100
2017 Shell Scenarios
Shell Global Supply Model: Oil & Gas: A View to 2100
2017 Shell Scenarios
BP Sustainability Report 2018: Responding to the 2018
Dual Challenge
Sustainability-Reporting center and archive - Archive
BP Energy Outlook 2018 edition
2018 home-energy economics - energy outlook - downloads and archives
Advancing the Energy Transition
2018 Search "Energy Transition"
2018 Sustainability Report highlights
2018 Report Archive- Sustainability Reports
2018 Energy and carbon Summary: Positioning for2018
a Lower-carbon
Search "Energy
Energy
Transition"
Future
2018 Sustainability Report
2018 Annual Reports Download Centre and Archives
Shell Energy Transition Report 2018
2018 Shell Energy Transition Strategy
BP Sustainability Report 2019: Energy with Purpose
2019 Sustainability-Reporting center and archive - Archive
BP Energy Outlook 2019 edition
2019 home-energy economics - energy outlook - downloads and archives
ExxonMobil Sustainability Report Highlights
2019 Sustainability Report
2019 Energy & Carbon Summary
2019 Search "Energy Transition"
2019 Outlook for Energy: A perspective to 2040 2019 Energy outlook
2019 Sustainability Report: Delivering Energy Responsively
2019 Annual Reports Download Centre and Archives
BP Sustainability Report 2020: Reimagining Energy2020
for people
Sustainability-Reporting
and out planet center and archive - Archive
Energy Outlook 2020 Edition
2020 Home-energy economics - energy outlook
2020 Energy & carbon summary
2020 Search "Energy Transition"
2020 Sustainability Report
2020 Annual Reports Download Centre and Archives
Updated 2021 Energy & Carbon Summary
2021 Energy & Carbon Summary
Shell Energy Transition Strategy
2021 Shell Energy Transition Strategy
The Energy Transformation Scenarios
2021 Shell Scenarios

Retrieved from
Notes
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://reports.shell.com/sustainability-report/2015/ser
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://reports.shell.com/sustainability-report/2016/ser
https://www.shell.com/energy-and-innovation/the-ener
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
only
highlights
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
available
https://reports.shell.com/sustainability-report/2017/ser
https://www.shell.com/energy-and-innovation/the-ener
https://www.shell.com/energy-and-innovation/the-ener
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://reports.shell.com/sustainability-report/2018/ser
https://www.shell.com/energy-and-innovation/the-ener
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://www.shell.com/about-us/annual-publications/a
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/e
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://reports.shell.com/sustainability-report/2020/ser
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/-/media/Global/Files
https://www.shell.com/promos/energy-and-innovation/
https://www.shell.com/promos/energy-and-innovation/

Appendix 3
Full list of codes
Code
1.5°C pathway
2°C pathway
Adhering to circular principles
Advance low carbon future
Affordable energy
Benefits economies through jobs and revenue
Bio-energy = scalable low carbon solution
Carbon pricing key to transition
CCS/CCUS vital to transition
Clean energy
Climate Change
Collaborative efforts required
Committed to Paris Agreement
Committed to sustainability
Company maintains resilience
Continued/expanding natural gas
Continued/expanding oil
Contributing to the transition
Creates value by paying taxes
Creating shareholder value
Decarbonization
Dedicated to human rights
Divestment and decommissioning
Energy access = higher standard of living
Energy efficiency
Energy Transition
Engagement with stakeholders
Engaging employees in low carbon activities
Ethical business
Expand energy access
Expanding low carbon portfolio
Fossil Fuels complement to renewables
Fossil fuels fund energy transition
Growing hydrogen business
Help customers reduce emissions
Help world reach net zero
Hydrogen = vital to transition
Improved environmental/social performance
Increase company transparency
Investing in CCS/CCUS

Investing in electric/storage solutions
Investing in fossil fuel extraction technology
Investing in nature-based solutions
Investing in renewables
Investing in research and development
Just transition
Lobbying and political engagement
Manage methane
Manage/decrease GHG emissions
Managing air quality/air emissions
Managing potential risks of cc to operations
Managing social and environmental effects from operations
Market-led/economically viable
Meet demand while addressing CC/environmental impacts
Meet energy demand
Mitigate/reduce operational emissions
Natural gas key to transition
Nature-based solutions/climate offsets vital to transition
Net zero company
Outlook: continued relevance of traditional ff
Outlook: decrease demand for traditional ff
Outlook: efficiency gains
Outlook: increase demand
Outlook: increase GDP
Outlook: increase low carbon sources in energy mix
Outlook: increase population
Outlook: increased electrification
Partnerships and collaboration
Policy solutions essential
Production of proven reserves needed
Provide essential energy/products
Providing advanced fossil fuel products
Providing bio-energy
Providing blended fuels
Providing digital solutions
Providing safe unconventional ff
R&D to improve/commercialise low carbon energy
Reduce carbon intensity
Reduce investment in fossil fuel production
Reduce plastic waste
Reference to third party outlook scenario
Reliable energy
Rise in concern environmental/climate change
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Scalable solutions
Scope 3 emissions
Shape demand for low carbon energy
Social investment program
Stop reputation advertising
Support UN Sustainable Development Goals
Technology and innovation
Transition to net-zero
Uncertainties in energy transition/climate change
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Appendix 4
Full list of codes from expert interviews
Code

Advertising regulation
Behavioural change
Believe in oil and gas in the future
Best in class oil and gas producer
CCUS/CCS
Change in discourse
Clean fuel provider
Climate litigation
Company commitments
Company lobbying
Consumer choice
Continuing fossil fuels
Demand side response
Diversify portfolios
Energy efficiency
Energy players
Energy transition
Financial capacities
Government policy needed
Hard to abate
Inclusion of Scope 3 emissions
Increasing electrification
Investment in renewables
Low carbon technology in fossil fuel production
Mark logic
Maximize profits
Nationally owned
Nature based solutions
Need ff to fun transition
Need to reinvent themselves
No uniformity
Not aligned with 1.5
Obstructive industry associations
Outside scientific pressure
Outside pressure = positive statements
Partisan issue
Political pressure
Pro climate investors
Public reputation pressure
Reducing fossil fuels
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Regional differences
Reliance on technology
Research and development
Rise in renewables
Storage
Supply for demand
Takes no responsibility for demand
Use of offsets
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Appendix 5
Data sources for company outlook scenarios
Year

Actor

Title

2015

BP

BP Energy
Outlook 2035

2015

Shell

Shell New Lens
Scenarios
(2013)

2015

ExxonMobil

The Outlook
for Energy: A
View to 2040

2017

BP

BP Energy
Outlook 2017
edition

Data sources
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

BP p.l.c., BP Statistical Review of World Energy
Energy Information Administration
Energy Security Analysis, Inc
Eurasia Group
European Environment Agency
ICIS ATEC 4th Update
IHS Automotive
International Council for Clean Transportation
International Energy Agency
Mitchell, B.R., International Historical Statistics 1750-2005
Oxford Economics Ltd
UN Population Division
US Environmental Protection Agency
World Bank
IEA World Energy Statistics and Balances 2012 © OECD /IEA
2012, as modified by Shell International
UN population division
EIA
Booz & Company
International Water Management Institute (IWMI)
Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS)
The World Bank
IHS
IMF
International Energy Agency
JODI Gas
S&P Global Platts
U.N.
United States Geological Survey (USGS)
Wood Mackenzie
World Bank

Comparison Data:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

IEA: International Energy Agency, World Energy Outlook 2016 , Paris,
France, November 2016
EIA: US Energy Information Administration, International Energy
Outlook 2016, Washington, D.C., United States, May 2016
MIT: MIT Joint Program on the Science and Policy of Global Change,
2016 Food, Water, Energy and Climate Outlook, Cambridge, MA,
United States, 2016
IEEJ: Institute of Energy Economics Japan, Asia/World Energy Outlook
2016, Tokyo, Japan, October 2016
IHS: IHS Energy, Rivalry: the IHS Planning Scenario, July 2016
PIRA: PIRA Energy Group, Scenario Planning Guidebook, Appendix,
February 2016
XOM: ExxonMobil, 2017 Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040,
December 2016
CNPC: CNPC Economics & Technology Research Institute, Energy
Outlook 2050, 2016
Greenpeace, Energy Revolution, September 2015

Key data sources:
o

BP p.l.c., BP Statistical Review of World Energy, London, United
Kingdom, June 2016
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Year

Actor

Title

Data sources
o
o
o

2017

Shell

Shell’s new Sky
Scenario

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

International Energy Agency, Energy Balances of Non-OECD Countries,
Paris, France, 2016
International Energy Agency, Energy Balances of OECD Countries, Paris,
France, 2016
UN Population Division, World Population Prospects: The 2015
Revision, New York, United States, 2016

Bloomberg New Energy Finance
Bundesanstalt für Geowissenschaften und Rohstoffe (BGR)
Canadian National Energy Board
Energy Agency’s (IEA) World Extended Energy Balances © OECD/IEA
2017.
Global Coal Plant Tracker
IHS
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
Navigant (Ecofys)
Rystad Energy
Shell analysis
U.N
US Energy Information Administration
US Geological Survey
Wood Mackenzie

2017

ExxonMobil

Previous data
used

See above

2019

BP

BP Energy
Outlook 2019
edition

Comparison data sources used to compare with Evolving transition scenario:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

IEA: New Policies Scenario, International Energy Agency, World Energy
Outlook 2018 , Paris, France, Nov. 2018
IEEJ: Institute of Energy Economics Japan, Outlook 2019-Energy
transition and a thorny path for 3E challenges, Tokyo, Japan, Oct. 2018
IHS: IHS Markit, Rivalry: the IHS Markit view of the energy future
(2018-2050), Jul. 2018
OPEC: Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, World Oil
Outlook 2040, Sep. 2018
Equinor: Energy Perspectives 2018 – Long-term macro and market
outlook, May 2018
ExxonMobil: 2018 Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040, Feb. 2018
CNPC: CNPC Economics & Technology Research Institute, Energy
Outlook 2050, 2018
EIA: US Energy Information Administration, International Energy
Outlook 2017, Washington, D.C., United States, Sep. 2017

Comparison data sources used to compare with Rapid transition scenario:
o
o
o
o

Shell: Sky Scenario, Feb. 2018
IEA: Sustainable Development Scenario, International Energy Agency,
World Energy Outlook 2018, Paris, France, Nov. 2018
IPCC: P1 Illustrative Model Pathway, Global Warming of 1.5 C,
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Oct. 2018
Equinor: Renewal Scenario, Energy Perspectives 2018, May 2018

Key Data Sources:
o
o

BP p.l.c., BP Statistical Review of World Energy, London, United
Kingdom, Jun. 2018
International Energy Agency, Energy Balances of Non-OECD Countries,
Paris, France, 2018
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Year

Actor

Title

Data sources
o
o

2019

Shell

Previous data
used

2019

ExxonMobil

2018 Outlook
for Energy: A
View to 2040

2020

BP

Energy
Outlook: 2020
edition

International Energy Agency, Energy Balances of OECD Countries, Paris,
France, 2018
UN Population Division, World Population Prospects: The 2017
Revision, New York, United States, 2017

See above
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

IHS
IMF
International Energy Agency
JODI Gas
S&P Global Platts
U.N.
Wood Mackenzie
World Bank
ExxonMobil estimates
The Brookings Institution
U.S. Geological Survey

Data sources used to compare with Rapid
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Equinor: Renewal Scenario, Energy
Perspectives 2019, June 2019
IEA: Sustainable Development
Scenario, International Energy
Agency, World Energy Outlook 2019,
Paris, France, November 2019
IHS Markit: Accelerated Carbon
Capture and Storage and Multitech
Mitigation: IHS Markit 2020 low
emission cases, January 2020
Shell: Sky Scenario, February 2018

Other key data sources:

2021

Shell

The Energy
Transformation
Scenarios

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

BP p.l.c., bp Statistical Review of
World Energy, London, United
Kingdom, June 2019
International Energy Agency, Energy
Balances of Non-OECD Countries,
Paris, France, 2019
International Energy Agency, Energy
Balances of OECD Countries, Paris,
France, 2019
United Nations, Department of
Economic and Social Affairs,
Population Division (2019). World
Population Prospects 2019, Online Edition. Rev. 1
Shell analysis
MIT Joint Program on Global Change
IRENA
Lazard
Rystad Energy
World Energy Balances
Global Carbon Project (2020)
Global EV Outlook
Met Office Hadley Centre (2020)
Global Carbon Project (2020)
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Year

2021

Actor

ExxonMobil

Title

ExxonMobil
2021 outlook
for energy

Data sources
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

UN Population Division (2019)
US Conference Board (GDP)
International Energy Agency (IEA)
U.N. Human Development Reports 2018
World Bank Data Bank 2019
The Brookings Institution - Global Economy & Development 2017
IHS
McKinsey
IHS
IMF
International Energy Agency (IEA)
JODI Gas
S&P Global Platts
U.N.
Wood Mackenzie
World Bank
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