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Abstract
The decarbonization of the energy system is urgently needed to mitigate climate change, but the phase
out of fossil fuels proves to be a challenge for the Netherlands. Scholars have attributed this challenge to the
prevailing carbon discourse in society that results in a lock-in. To address this challenge, the thesis aims to
increase the understanding of the transformative potential of narratives as social innovations to alter, change
and/or replace dominant discourses, and their subsequent contribution to social change. This is done
through a case study by looking at the process of struggle over meaning on the role of Shell in the Dutch
energy transition. By combining insights from transition theory with Laclau & Mouffe’s political discourse
theory, the thesis contributed to an improved understanding of discursive mechanisms in the energy
transition. The results pointed to a discursive struggle around the boundary concept of justice in the energy
transition that the counter-narratives provoked, opening the possibility for new meanings about the
responsibility of Shell in the energy transition. This demonstrates the transformative potential of counternarratives, as they succeeded in challenging the dominant discourse on this topic. However, the findings also
showed that the antagonistic discourse is still weak, and it is therefore recommended to further align their
demands to increase the transformative potential. Seeing that the thesis has a limited focus on four actors
within the energy transition, it is also recommended to continue research on discursive mechanisms by
looking at actors that represent the dominant discourse to further improve the understanding of the
transformative potential of narratives as social innovations.
Key words: energy transition, discourse, narratives, social innovation, transformation
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1. Introduction
1.1. Problem Description
An energy transition from a fossil fuel-based system to a low-carbon energy system is urgently needed to limit
a global temperature increase to well below 2 degrees Celsius (Welsby et al., 2021; Piggot et al., 2020,
McGlade & Ekins, 2015). Fossil fuels account for more than three-quarters of the anthropogenic GHG
emissions and are therefore a key focus for climate policy (Piggot, 2017). However, managing the phase out
of fossil fuels proves to be a challenge for the Netherlands as the country is not on track to meet the 2030
energy targets (International Energy Agency, 2020).
Scholars have attributed the challenge to phase out fossil fuels to the prevailing discourse around the
role of fossil fuels in society, which highlights these fuels as a cheap, secure supply of energy that is important
for economic growth (Muttitt & Kartha, 2020; Piggot et al., 2020; Grasso, 2020). A discourse represents a
particular way of talking about and understanding of the social world: they construct the social world in
meaning (Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002a). Discourses are the overarching patterns that circulate in society at
any given time and constitute the larger societal structures on which people draw in discursive practice. The
discourse that is institutionalized at any given time is considered the dominant discourse, meaning that the
discourse is manifested in material reality (such as technologies and infrastructure), institutional
configuration (e.g., regulations, standards, values), and social practices (e.g., patterns of production and
consumption) (Hajer, 2003; Simoens, Fuenfschilling & Leipold, 2022). In other words, a dominant discourse
underlies a socio-technical system, so the dominant discourse around fossil fuels shapes, reinforces and
maintains the current energy system. Because of this, the dominant discourse around fossil fuels reinforces
a vested interest in bringing fossil fuels to the market, making it politically and economically difficult to stop
production (Muttitt & Kartha, 2020; Piggot et al., 2020; Grasso, 2020). This phenomenon has been described
in various ways in the scientific literature, most commonly as ‘carbon entanglement’ or ‘carbon lock-in’
(Muttitt & Kartha, 2020; Piggot et al., 2020; Grasso, 2020; Buschmann & Oels, 2019; Unruh, 2000;
Loorbach, Frantzeskaki & Avelino, 2017). Subsequently, many governments struggle to reconcile fossil fuel
production with climate ambitions, and existing institutional and financial support systems allow the fossil
fuel industry to continue production (Piggot et al., 2020). This is also true for the Netherlands, where
interdependencies between the Dutch government and the fossil fuel industry ensures a deep dependence
on fossil revenues (Oxenaar & Bosman, 2020). Thus, the dominance of the fossil fuel discourse and the
subsequent lock-in could explain the lack of an adequate phase-out policy in the Netherlands.
However, the dominance of a discourse is not permanent, as meanings are constantly negotiated, so
dominant discourses can be challenged by alternative discourses through discursive struggles (Jørgenson &
Phillips, 2002a; Simoens, Fuenfschilling & Leipold, 2022). These struggles are currently being reflected by
several actors who are challenging the dominant carbon discourse by shifting attention to the role and
responsibility of the fossil fuel sector in climate change (Grasso, 2020; Piggot, 2017). Through their
alternative ways of thinking, these actors provoke a discursive struggle around the role of the fossil fuel sector
in the energy transition, and in doing so they challenge the dominant discourse. This happens through
narratives, as language is the vehicle of discourses, so narratives are the linguistic instruments through which
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people make sense of and act in and on the world (Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002b; Wittmayer et al., 2019). The
construction, development and sharing of narratives can provoke discursive struggles over new meanings as
they reveal alternative ways of thinking about, in this case, the energy transition. For this reason, the thesis
explores a few of the narratives that are provoking these discursive struggles, to gain insights in their
transformative potential to create social change within the energy system and in their normative points of
view.
In the Netherlands, some of these narratives that are challenging the dominant carbon discourse are
specifically targeting Royal Dutch Shell plc (from now on referred to as ‘Shell’). Shell is the 4th largest oil
company in the world, responsible for 1% of the global GHG emissions, and (at the time of writing the thesis)
the company is of Anglo-Dutch origin with their headquarters in The Hague (Milieudefensie, 2021; Offshore
Technology, 2020). The actions and narratives against the company exist in many forms and vary from
divestment initiatives to anti-greenwashing campaigns (Piggot, 2017; Walfisz & Campbell, 2021; Fossielvrij
NL, n.d.). The narratives researched in the thesis are those that are constructed, developed, and uttered by
Friends of the Earth Netherlands (Milieudefensie in Dutch, from now on referred to as ‘Friends of the Earth),
Follow This and Code Rood. This, as they are all challenging current fossil fuel pathways and in doing so
particularly target Shell. Friends of the Earth has filed a climate lawsuit against Shell to hold the company
accountable for reaching the targets of the Paris Agreement (Milieudefensie, 2021). The organization
demanded Shell to reduce its carbon dioxide emissions in 2030 by 45% compared to 2019 and won the case
on May 26th of 2021. Follow This is a shareholder collective that has been buying shares in Shell since 2016
to be able to file resolutions during the annual shareholders meeting (Follow This, n.d.-c). Their resolutions
require Shell to set sustainability targets that comply with the Paris Agreement. Code Rood is an activist
organization that organizes climate protests with the aim to inspire people to think differently about the role
of Shell in the energy transition (van Heel, 2021; Walfisz & Campbell, 2021; van de Wou, 2020).
These narratives can be considered social innovations, as they have transformative potential to
challenge, alter and/or replace dominant discourses by constructing, developing, and sharing new ways of
thinking about the energy transition (Wittmayer et al., 2022; Pel et al., 2020; Avelino et al., 2019). Social
innovations are “(combinations of) ideas, objects and/ or activities that change social relations, involving
new ways of doing, thinking and/or organising energy” (Wittmayer et al., 2022, p. 2). The manifestations of
social innovation diverge in many aspects, but the thesis particularly focuses on the transformative potential
of new ways of thinking to overcome the dominant discourse that underlies carbon entanglement. This
transformative potential relates to how narratives could be drivers for social change, by revealing the failings
of the current system and by suggesting alternative guidelines and principles that help create and shape
desired alternative futures (Wittmayer et al., 2019). Subsequently, narratives as social innovations can,
through their new ways of thinking, have performative effects on the dynamics and governance of the energy
transition, and accelerate this process. Despite their promising potential, the understanding of discursive
dynamics in energy system transformation and the role of narratives therein remains fragmented and
underexplored (Wittmayer et al., 2022; Simoens, Fuenfschilling & Leipold, 2022). Therefore, the thesis aims
to increase this understanding by exploring the transformative potential of narratives as social innovations,
and how they shape the role of Shell in the energy transition through discursive struggles.
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1.2. Research Questions
The main research question of this research is:

“How do narratives as social innovations contribute to social change regarding the role
of Shell in the Dutch energy transition?”
To research this question, the following sub-questions are formulated:

1. “WHAT ARE CRITICAL MOMENTS BETWEEN 2015 AND 2021 AROUND SHELL IN THE CONTEXT OF THE
ENERGY TRANSITION AS IDENTIFIED BY THE FOUR NARRATIVES?

This sub-question is meant to map the developments around Shell in a timeline. This is useful to gain a
better understanding of the topic and to contextualize the narratives and findings of the media analysis.

2. “WHAT ARE THE NARRATIVES OF FRIENDS OF THE EARTH, FOLLOW THIS, CODE ROOD AND SHELL?
This sub-question is meant to describe the three narratives as social innovations and the narrative of
Shell as representation of the carbon discourse. This provides insights into the alternative ways of
thinking about the energy transition.

3. “WHAT ARE THE DISCURSIVE DYNAMICS, SPECIFICALLY THE BRIDGING AND DEMARCATING DYNAMICS ,
BETWEEN THE FOUR NARRATIVES?”

This sub-question analyzes the dynamics between the narratives, more specifically the bridging and
demarcating dynamics. This contributes to the understanding of the potential of the narratives as social
innovation to build their strength in discourse coalitions. It also provides a prelude to understanding
which elements of the dominant carbon discourse are being contested and negotiated.

4. “HOW HAVE (ELEMENTS OF) THE NARRATIVES INFLUENCED EACH OTHER OVER TIME AS REFLECTED IN
THE MEDIA?”

This sub-question identifies how narrative dynamics have influenced each other over time, by looking
at their representation in the media. This helps in understanding what elements of the dominant carbon
discourse are negotiated in discursive struggle(s), the important moments contributing to this, and how
this struggle has developed over time.

1.3. Research Objective
The thesis aims to increase the understanding of the transformative potential of narratives as social
innovations to alter, change and/or replace dominant discourses. This is done by looking at the process of
struggle over meaning on the role of Shell in the Dutch energy transition, as provoked by narratives as social
innovations, and how that contributes to social change.

1.4. Thesis Outline
The thesis is structured as follows. First, a theoretical framework is provided to conceptualize narratives as
social innovations on the intersection of transition- and discourse theory (Chapter 2). Then, the
methodological design of the thesis is introduced (Chapter 3). Next, the results are presented by means of
the above sub-questions (Chapter 4). This is followed by an integrated discussion that outlines the key
findings of the thesis, the limitations, and recommendations (Chapter 5).
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2. Narratives as Social Innovations
In the last decade, the concept of social innovation has gained popularity in research, particularly to point to
social phenomena as a potential source of solutions for complex societal challenges such as the energy
transition (Wittmayer et al., 2022; Pel et al., 2020; Edwards-Schachter & Wallace, 2017). Despite social
innovation being regarded as a ‘driver for change’ in societal transitions, the concept remains
underconceptualized, leading to a “fragmented understanding and underutilized potential” (Wittmayer et al.,
2022, p. 1). Subsequently, as Wittmayer et al. (2022) argue, there is an increasing need for understanding
social innovations conceptually and empirically, and to relate this to energy system transformations. Although
there exists a wide variety of manifestation of social innovations, the thesis adds to the understanding of
social innovation by diving deep into one type, namely that of new ways of thinking by the construction of
narratives (Wittmayer et al., 2019; Avelino et al., 2017). This, as narratives form a key element in the
discursive struggle between the dominant institutionalized discourse and alternative discourses, and
therefore have a transformative potential to challenge, alter and/or replace the dominant discourse with
consequent changes in the material reality, institutions, and established practices of the fossil fuel-based
energy system (i.e., social change) (Simoens, Fuenfschilling & Leipold, 2022; Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002a).
Narratives are the linguistic instruments of discourses and conceptualized in the thesis as a “subset of
overarching discourses … summarizing discourses in condensed stories … [and in doing so] narratives make
complex issues and debates tangible and allow actors to transfer meaning structures” (Simoens,
Fuenfschilling & Leipold, 2022, p. 3).
Since the thesis explores the understanding how narratives as social innovations contribute to social
change, the research takes place at the intersection of transition theory, innovation research and political
discourse theory. By doing so, the thesis addresses a research gap: the role of discursive dynamics in
influencing socio-technical configurations (such as the energy system) and their transformative potential is a
promising yet underexplored topic in transition theory (examples are Markard, Rinscheid & Widdel, 2021;
Isoaho & Markard, 2020; Rosenbloom, 2018; Bosman et al., 2014) (Isoaho and Karhunmaa 2019; Simoens,
Fuenfschilling & Leipold, 2022). Similarly, political discourse theory has a strong theoretical base on social
change processes through discursive mechanisms, but its concepts remain challenging to use empirically for
contemporary case studies. In this vein, the thesis attempts to offer a discursive perspective on sustainability
transitions and advance this understanding by connecting insights from political discourse theory and
transition theory, as they can reinforce each other. On the one hand, transition theory can add to the
operationalization of political discourse concepts to research discursive dynamics in the present (e.g., by
linking the concepts to social innovation), while on the other hand political discourse theory increases the
understanding of discursive dynamics in sustainability transitions. To empirically underpin this, the thesis
focuses on the role of Shell as an exemplarity case for the carbon lock-in, and how this role is negotiated in
meaning by alternative ways of thinking (i.e., narratives as social innovations). This chapter continues with
an introduction into transition theory, as it provides knowledge on processes of stability and change in
sustainability transitions. After that, political discourse theory is presented to further conceptualize narratives
as social innovations, dominant discourse, and dynamic discourse coalitions and to provide insights in
discursive dynamics in processes of social change.
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2.1. Transition Theory
Transition theory is a research field that seeks to better understand the dynamics and mechanisms of
sustainability, and the role of agency to accelerate change (Loorbach, Frantzeskaki & Avelino, 2017).
Regimes are a key concept in transition theory and refers to a dominant and stable configuration in a societal
system with a long-term coalition of actors that share institutionalized rules and practices to guide their
activities (Geels 2004; Bosman et al., 2014; Loorbach, Frantzeskaki & Avelino, 2017; Rosenbloom &
Rinscheid, 2020; Simoens, Fuenfschilling & Leipold, 2022). Seeing that the thesis considers discourse as
the overarching patterns that circulate in society at any given time and as constituting the larger societal
structures on which people draw in discursive practice, the concept of dominant discourse shows similarities
to the understanding of regimes in transition theory. This, as an institutionalized discourse shapes and
maintains a regime with its’ established practices, institutions, and material reality. Generally, a dominant
discourse can be stable for decades in a regime, causing the energy system to develop path-dependently as
the existing system is further developed and optimized (Bosman et al., 2014; Rosenbloom & Rinscheid,
2020). However, a combination of external pressures, internal tensions, and better alternatives (i.e., as
envisioned by narratives as social innovations) can disturb path dependencies and unfold opportunities for
alternative pathways towards a new energy system (a transition) (Bosman et al., 2014; Turnheim et al., 2015;
Loorbach, Frantzeskaki & Avelino, 2017).
The x-curve, presented in figure 1, has been developed by transition scholars to illustrate the different
patterns and mechanisms of change in the energy transition (Loorbach, Frantzeskaki & Avelino, 2017). The
x-curve shows that a transition can occur when technological and social innovations develop as they start to
experiment with alternative ideas, technologies, and practices, and through acceleration and emergence, put
pressure on the regime. In the discursive dynamics under study in this thesis, this process relates to the
construction, development and sharing of narratives and their potential to grow via acceleration and
emergence, which will be elaborated upon in the subchapter about dynamic discourse coalitions. If the
narratives succeed to build strength (in coalitions), they can put pressure on the regime and destabilize it.
Destabilization can be understood as a change that has influence on the core structures of a regime and that
can break lock-in mechanisms (such as the earlier mentioned carbon lock-in) (Rosenbloom & Rinscheid,

FIGURE 1 D YNAMICS OF SOCIETAL TRANSITIONS AS ITERATIVE PROCESSES OF BUILD - UP AND
BREAKDOWN OVER A PERIOD OF DECADES (FROM L OORBACH , FRANTZESKAKI & A VELINO , 2017)
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2020). This disturbance of the equilibrium of the regime creates opportunities for alternative configurations
and large-scale changes: social change can occur. This process is what happens when narratives provoke a
discursive struggle: by challenging the dominant discourse that underlies the regime, narratives can
destabilize the fossil fuel lock-in and create other energy pathways. Then, a new regime can develop by
institutionalizing elements from the alternatives with the incumbent regime (‘altering’ the dominant
discourse), while other elements of the old regime that cannot be integrated are broken down and phased
out (‘replacing’ the dominant discourse). To better understand this discursive struggle, the following
subchapter presents discourse theory.

2.2. Discourse Theory
Discourse studies is an extremely heterogeneous field that involves scholars from a range of disciplines, with
a variety of scientific traditions and a diversity of ‘schools’, so this section elaborates on what discourse
theory entails and what approach is used in the thesis (Angermuller, Maingueneau & Wodak, 2014). There
are two major differences between the discursive approaches: the scope of discourse (constituting the social
completely versus also constituted by other aspects) and the focus of analysis (everyday social interaction
versus abstract discourses circulating society (Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002a). The thesis takes on the standing
point that discourse constitutes the social completely and that they therefore discipline and shape the world.
Taking this standing point allows to link changes in the dominant discourse to manifestations in the material
reality, institutions and established practices that are related to the energy regime. The focus of analysis are
the abstract discourses that circulate society, namely the carbon discourse as represented by Shell’ narrative,
the potential changes therein because of narrative influences, and thus the narratives as linguistic
instruments that challenge, alter and/or replace the dominant discourse. This discursive approach is in line
with macro-sociological theorists such as Laclau & Mouffe and derived from Foucault’s work on discourse
(Angermuller, Maingueneau & Wodak, 2014; Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002a).

2.2.1. Laclau & Mouffe’s Political Discourse Theory
The political discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe is a post-structuralist approach to
the analysis of policy discourse in the field of environmental politics (Griggs & Howart, 2017; Sharp &
Richardson, 2001). Laclau & Mouffe use several important concepts in their political discourse theory, which
are introduced here as they are useful to research discursive dynamics in processes social change.

Hegemony
The concept of hegemony helps to explain how power can be maintained, not only through coercion or
economic force, but also through ideology when discursive truths of the dominant practice or policy are
accepted as common sense (Griggs & Howarth, 2017). Hegemony can be defined as a governance structure
or policy regime that can secure the consent or compliance of subjects, so that a particular practice or policy
is accepted. In relation to transition theory, the concept of hegemony shares similarities with the dominant
discourse that optimizes and reinforces a regime, in this case, the ‘hegemonic’ carbon discourse that
maintains the fossil fuel energy system. Their main similarity is that both see a hegemonic or a dominant
discourse as the fixation of meaning at a particular moment in time, and that they guide the larger societal
structures in society (Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002a). However, it is difficult to empirically use Laclau & Mouffe’s
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interpretation of hegemony in present cases, as some argue that a true hegemonic discourse dominates
alone without other discourses, because the discourse has become ‘naturalized’: it is taken for granted and
not questioned (Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002a). This poses a research dilemma, because it entails that we
cannot know the existence of a hegemonic discourse, only in retrospect (Dellagnelo et al., 2014). The thesis
denotes the carbon discourse as being dominant in the energy system, which could not have been known if
it was hegemonic in line with Laclau & Mouffe’s definition. Therefore, this thesis uses the term dominant
discourse to refer to the discourse that shapes, maintains, reinforces a regime instead of hegemony, as their
understandings overlap, and this allows to carry out an empirical analysis of current discursive events.

Antagonism
To challenge the dominant discourse that guides, maintains and reinforces the energy regime, Laclau
& Mouffe have theorized ways for social change in their ‘theory of social injustice’. A main point in this theory
is that social change always involves a plurality of actors, as enough people need to be mobilized to generate
social change (Metze, 2021). Collaboration is thus essential on a discursive level: an antagonistic story needs
to be constructed that can align different groups of people in a discourse coalition. Antagonism can be seen
as the points in the dominant discourse that become contested, and thereby exposing the limits of the
discourse by presenting other possibilities (Dellagno et al., 2014). This is how the thesis interprets narratives
as social innovations, as these narratives have an antagonistic relationship with the dominant
institutionalized discourses and are thus ‘counter-narratives’ (Jørgenson & Phillips, 2002b; Wittmayer et al.,
2019). According to Laclau & Mouffe, such narratives are constructed in a process of ‘equivalence’ and
‘othering’ (Griggs & Howarth, 2017). Equivalence means that actors strategically align their different
demands to form a broader coalition 1. By othering, actors name an opposition that blocks their voiced
demands. By doing this, injustices are exposed, which Laclau & Mouffe consider to be key for social change
to occur. These narratives thus need to frame power inequality as oppression, by the notion that
subordination is injust, that there is an inequality of power, and that hence there is oppression. The major
challenge for social change to occur is to find a narrative that can mobilize a variety of people in one discourse
coalition. If this succeeds, a discursive struggle can result in a shift of relative influence of a discourse, which
can then influence the energy system (Sharp & Richardson, 2001).

Dislocation
Another key concept in Laclau & Mouffe’s political discourse theory is that of ‘dislocation’. Dislocation
are “events or crises that cannot be represented within an established discourse” and thereby disrupts
discursive meanings (Dellagnelo et al., 2014, p. 147). In other words, when an event or issue cannot be
integrated into the hegemonic discourse, the sedimented routines and processes of the social institutions
that relate to the discourse are destabilized (Marchart, 2014). Most discourses are flexible enough to
integrate new and unexpected events: e.g., elements of innovations are integrated into a new regime
(Saharov, 2021). However, it is when elements cannot be integrated that dislocation occurs, and meanings

1

Although it is mentioned here that actors make strategic choices in the construction of antagonistic stories, in the
conceptualization of narratives as social innovations it is not assumed that the process of their construction is deliberate or
active. This, as it is unknown to what extent the actors that construct, develop and share the narratives make deliberate choices
in their narratives. Therefore, it was chosen to focus on narratives rather than frames, and to take into account that narrative
construction can be both deliberate and unwittingly.
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in the dominant discourse are disrupted, which destabilizes the regime (Dellagnelo et al., 2014). This
disruption opens possibilities for new discursive constructions because dislocation breaks up the temporarily
fixed meanings of the dominant discourse, providing the opportunity to create new meanings, and thus for
social change to occur (Saharov, 2021). The process of disruption of the dominant discourse and healing of
new meanings is the discursive struggle that takes place. Dislocation is therefore essential in understanding
how social innovations can contribute to processes of destabilization and discursive change.

2.2.2. Dynamic Discourse Coalitions Approach
Laclau & Mouffe's political discourse theory has shown that stories can lead to social change when they
succeed in mobilizing a variety of actors under antagonism to challenge a dominant discourse. As mentioned
on page 10 in relation to the x-curve, and as confirmed by Laclau & Mouffe, this mobilization is important for
destabilization of the regime, as it strengthens the transformative potential of narratives. Therefore, a next
step in understanding discursive dynamics in social change processes is to dive deeper in discursive
dynamics in coalition formation. This helps to better understand why some parts of a narrative become
contested or accepted and why some coalitions manage to build strength while others do not (Metze & Dodge,
2016). Seeing that Laclau & Mouffe do not detailly describe this their theory, the thesis links the concepts
from Laclau & Mouffe to the Dynamic Discourse Coalition (DDC) approach as developed by Metze & Dodge
(2016).
Before diving into the DDC approach, it is important to explain what is meant with discourse coalitions.
A discourse coalition is “a loose network of actors who develop a shared way of interpreting a policy issue”
(Metze & Dodge, 2016, p. 366). It is thus a network of actors around a particular shared narrative and the
practices associated with that narrative. They develop when actors repeat a shared narrative and transforms
when facts and normative orientations are integrated in that narrative. Subsequently, a discourse coalition
can establish new terms of debate around an issue or develop new mutual understanding among actors that
were previously divided. Metze & Dodge (2016) developed the Dynamic Discourse Coalitions (DDC) approach
to research the discursive dynamics of narratives and how they transform, develop, merge, or polarize over
time. Actors use discursive boundary work, which is the deployment of discursive strategies, to gain support,
credibility, and authority for their way of thinking about a policy issue, or in case of antagonism, to change a
particular way of thinking. To do this, actors demarcate their own narrative from other narratives to make
their interpretation more credible and convincing. The DDC approach allows to research how boundary work
is used by discourse coalitions to confirm their narrative and to receive greater support.
Metze & Dodge (2016) have categorized discursive boundary work in four categories along two
dimensions, namely: (a) within discourse coalitions or (b) across discourse coalitions, and (x) bridging and (y)
demarcating. This categorization is presented in table 1. Bridging means that narratives between coalitions
are integrated into a new narrative (integration). Bridging can also occur within discourse coalitions, so that
contributors to the narratives can successfully make sense of (new) facts around the issue (confirmation).
Bridging is thus similar to the process of equivalence as described by Laclau & Mouffe, as both concern the
alignment of demands by actors. Demarcation on the other hand means that competing facts or ideas are
produced, and within a coalition this can lead to disintegration of the coalition because it failed to respond
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to the demarcated facts with the existing narrative. Between different coalitions, demarcation can lead to
polarization, as the meaning of an issue remains contested. Polarization between discourse coalitions can
thus be seen as the antagonistic narratives that confront the dominant discourse when they succeed in
provoking a discursive struggle.
Boundary
work

(a) Within a
discourse
coalition

(x) Bridging

(y) Demarcating

Discourse coalition confirmation

Discourse coalition disintegration

- Perpetuation and reinvention of the narrative of a

- Narrative within the coalition is contested with

discourse coalition by “supportive” facts

demarcated counter-facts

- A discourse coalition successfully makes sense of

- The discourse coalition disintegrates due to its failure

counter-facts within its existing narrative

to make sense of new facts or address challenges to its
narrative from a new understanding of the issues

(b) Between
discourse
coalitions

Discourse coalition integration

Discourse coalition polarization

- Connecting two narratives and introducing new

- Competing narratives are reconfirmed with competing

interpretations with the help of (new) framing of (new)

facts and uncertainties; the policy controversy remains

facts or uncertainties about the boundary object;

stuck in old oppositions and decision-making is stalled

helps a new discourse coalition form across previously

- The common but ill structured meaning of an issue

distinct coalitions

remains contested; differences across discourse

- The common but ill structured meaning of an issue

coalitions become more visible

across discourse coalitions shifts
Table 1. DDCs Approach. Adapted from Metze & Dodge, 2016, p. 368.

Having presented the different discursive dynamics within and between discourse coalitions, it is
revealed how a variety of responses by actors are possible in a discursive struggle (as presented in table 2
on the next page). The discourse coalition dimension (a) shows the possible responses for both within the
coalition around the dominant discourse (i.e., the regime), and within the antagonistic coalition to build their
strength. Starting here, if a coalition around the dominant discourse can confirm their narrative within their
own coalition, the regime is generally reinforced (a1). However, if the antagonistic coalition also succeeds in
confirming their narrative, this means that actors were able to align their demands in a shared narrative, and
thus to mobilize actors in a discourse coalition (a2). When this happens, two discourse coalitions emerge, so
the (b) dimension then shows that polarization occurs: a discursive struggle over meaning continues as both
coalitions demarcate their own interpretations (b2). Going back to discourse coalition dimension (a), it is also
possible for a discourse coalition around the dominant discourse to weaken or even disintegrate when they
fail to make sense of new facts presented by the antagonistic coalition (a3). Considering the scope of the
thesis, this can only happen on the condition that the antagonistic coalition succeeds to mobilize (a2) and
thus to provide alternative ways of thinking that cause this weakening of the dominant discourse. When this
happens, a regime is destabilized, and the possibility for a shift of relative influence of an alternative
discourse emerges. Consequently, the between discourse coalitions (b) dimension shows that this again
leads to polarization between the coalitions, and if for example dislocation occurs or the antagonistic coalition
becomes strong enough, it is possible that (elements of) the incumbent regime are phased out (b3). On the
other hand, when the antagonistic coalition fails in the process of equivalence (a4), and thus to align the
demands of a variety of actors in a shared narrative, they are not able to build their strength, resulting in the
continuation of a regime as their dominant discourse is not challenged (a1). A last possible response is that
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the dominant discourse coalition is able to integrate the demands of the antagonistic coalition (b1), and then
elements of the antagonistic narrative can become institutionalized and transform into a new regime. This
process is not described by Laclau & Mouffe, but in transition theory, it can be interpreted as the
transformation of a new regime where elements of the old regime are combined with elements from the
antagonistic narrative.
Boundary work

(a) Within a
discourse
coalition

(b) Between

(x) Bridging

(y) Demarcating

Discourse coalition confirmation

Discourse coalition disintegration

(a1) Dominant discourse: reinforcement of regime
(if antagonistic coalition fails to mobilize, otherwise
polarization)

the regime (if antagonistic coalition succeeds to mobilize)

(a2) Antagonistic discourse: mobilization of actors

(a4) Antagonistic discourse: failing in equivalence

Discourse coalition integration

Discourse coalition polarization

discourse
coalitions

(a3) Dominant discourse: dislocation/destabilization of

(b1) Transformation of new regime

(b2) Discursive struggle continues
(b3) Phase out of incumbent regime

Table 2. DDCs Approach: hegemony and antagonism dynamics. Adapted from Metze & Dodge, 2016, p. 368.

To visually support the above discursive dynamics, and to summarize the linkages between transition
theory and political discourse theory made in this chapter, figure 2 shows a (simplification) of the discursive
mechanisms in the x-curve. The DDC approach has shown how the discursive dynamics between antagonistic

Added Value

narratives as social innovations and the dominant discourse of a regime can unfold. This adds to the
understanding of the role of discursive dynamics in influencing socio-technical configurations (such as the
energy system) and their transformative potential. Moreover, the DDC approach allowed to research the
dynamics that occur within coalitions, and if mobilization of actors is possible in the way that Laclau & Mouffe
envision it. The next step is to empirically analyze the processes as described in this chapter, through the
case study of the role of Shell in the Dutch energy transition. This is operationalized in the next chapter.

FIGURE 2 T HE TRANSFORMATIVE POTENTIAL OF NARRATIVES IN SOCIAL CHANGE IN THE ENERGY
SYSTEM (A DJUSTED FROM L OORBACH , F RANTZESKAKI & A VELINO, 2017)
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3. Methodology
This chapter presents the methodological framework that guides this research. First, the research design is
discussed, including an explanation of the methodological assumptions of the research and a justification
for the selected case study. Second, the methods of data collection and analysis are presented for each subquestion. Third, the ethical considerations that were considered in the research are discussed.

3.1. Research Design
Generally, a research design follows the steps that are associated with ‘the scientific method’, but this does
not apply to a discursive research approach. This, as discursive approaches are a complete “package” with
a theoretical and methodological whole, instead of just a method for data analysis (Jørgenson & Phillips,
2002a). Therefore, this subchapter briefly touches upon the research design by discussing the
methodological assumptions of the research and the selected case study.

3.1.1. Methodological Assumptions
The thesis uses a qualitative research design with an interpretative epistemology and constructionist
position as this is suitable for the complete “package” of discourse research (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011).
A discursive approach is consistent with an interpretivist epistemology, as this means that there are multiple
understandings about social “realities”, where different persons have different perspectives of the world, so
no singular ‘truth’ exists (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011). Moreover, interpretivist research seeks to
understand these context-specific meanings, rather than seeking generalization, making this a suitable
epistemology for the thesis. Next to that, the thesis has a constructionist ontological position, which entails
that the research findings are a result of intersubjective meaning-focused processes that in themselves also
interact with and potentially even shape the world under study (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011; Jørgenson &
Phillips, 2002a). The logic of inquiry used in the thesis is that of abduction: reasoning that begins with a
puzzle or a tension, which is tried to be understood by underpinning the elements that can make sense of
the puzzle (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011). Abduction is a process of iterative sense-making, as it goes back
and forth between empirical materials and theoretical literatures, which was also done throughout the
process of the thesis.

3.1.2. Case Selection
The type of research in this thesis is a case study, as a case study allows to gain a rich and detailed
understanding of a specific context or phenomenon, making it suitable for interpretivist research (Bryman,
2012; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011). A case study is thus fitting for the thesis as it enables to intensively
analyze narratives and their contextual puzzle. The case study researched in the thesis is the role of Shell in
the Dutch energy transition as discursively shaped by Shell as representative of the fossil fuel regime and
the counter-narratives of Friends of the Earth, Follow This and Code Rood. As explained in the problem
description, this case study is chosen in perspective of the broader discursive struggles around the phase
out of fossil fuels in the Netherlands.
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The case study takes place in the context of the Netherlands, which was chosen because the country
has difficulties to meet nationally and internationally defined energy targets, especially regarding the phase
out of fossil fuels. The focus of the case study lies specifically on Shell, as many of the narratives and actions
against fossil fuels in the Netherlands are targeted at the company because the company is one of the largest
fossil fuel companies worldwide with a significant impact on climate change. Moreover, Shell is considered
to be part of the fossil fuel regime and therefore assumed to represent the carbon discourse. For these
reasons, Shell’s narrative is researched in the thesis. The counter-narratives that are also included in the
case study are those of Friends of the Earth, Follow This and Code Rood. Their narratives were selected after
a first scoping was conducted on Google, by searching the words “Shell” combined with either ‘protests’,
‘campaigns’, or ‘activism’. These narratives were selected for a few reasons: first, because of their specific
antagonism regarding Shell, and thus fossil fuel pathways. Second, because the actors that construct and
share the have different approaches to target Shell, so they are expected to reflect a variety of viewpoints in
the discursive struggle. Finally, these actors are currently actively campaigning against Shell. These criteria
and how the actors meet them are shown in table 3.
Actor

Criterium 1: Relation to Shell

Criterium 2:
Approach

Criterium 3: Starting date

Follow This2

Becoming shareholder of Shell, file climate
resolutions

Financial

2015

Code Rood3

Started the ‘Shell Must Fall’ campaigning
action

Protests

2016

Friends of the
Earth NL4

Filed a climate lawsuit against Shell

Judicial

Climate lawsuit: 2018
Nigeria lawsuits: 2008

Table 3. First scoping case selection

The timeframe of the case study was also decided after this scoping: 2015 up to and including 2021.
2015 was chosen as a starting point, because that year the Paris Agreement was signed, which can be seen
as a turning point in the energy transition, and all three actors refer to the agreement in their argumentation.
Moreover, the campaigns against Shell all started in or after 2015, except for Friends of the Earth, who has
been targeting Shell for a longer period, but their focus shifted since the Paris Agreement from holding Shell
accountable for specific environmental incidents in Nigeria to broader climate change developments.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis
Here, the methods of data collection and analysis are discussed. Because of the abductive research
approach applied in the thesis, a more unstructured form of data collection and analysis is used in the
research process, as this allowed to have an open mind about what information is needed (Bryman, 2012).
For this reason, the methods that are presented here were written as a last part of the research. First, the
operationalization of the narrative content is discussed, followed with an explanation of how the data was
collected. Then, the approach to data analysis is presented in a stepwise manner following the structure of
the sub questions.

2

Follow This (n.d.)
Code Rood (n.d.-a) + Code Rood (n.d.-b) + Future Beyond Shell (n.d.)
4
Milieudefensie (2021) + Milieudefensie (n.d.-a)
3

18

3.2.1. Narratives Concept Operationalization
The thesis uses the political discourse theory of Laclau & Mouffe to research discursive dynamics, but
this theory does not provide an operationalization of the content of narratives. Therefore, the thesis turns to
the framework of ‘Narratives of Change’ developed by Wittmayer et al. (2019). This framework was chosen
because it treats the content of narratives as data, so that systematic comparisons of the narratives can be
made. Comparing narratives can contribute to a better understanding of the alternative futures and
normative points of view that are envisioned in the narratives. Moreover, the concept of narratives of change
is useful because it extends on already well-established narrative approaches, by including a rationale (the
problem description), relevant actors (varying from those that enable change to those that counteract
change) and a plot (the activities and developments necessary for change) (as shown in table 4). Wittmayer
et al. (2019) argue that narratives are constructed by questioning and reframing the dominant discourses,
and by confronting the norms, values and beliefs that are associated with it, and thus it corresponds to the
antagonism of Laclau and Mouffe. This also shows that the framework is aimed at operationalizing the
counter-narratives, or in other words, the narratives as social innovation. However, to unravel the discursive
dynamics of the counter-narratives and the narrative of Shell as representation of the carbon discourse, it is
necessary to analyze all four narratives. Therefore, the framework is used for both the counter-narratives and
Shell’s narrative.
Why does the world need to change?

What are the current problems?

(= rationale)

What is the desired future?

Content of

Who are the relevant actors?

Who are the actors working towards the desired future?

narrative

(= actors)

Who are the actors opposing or counteracting the desired future?

How is the desired future achieved?

What developments and activities lead to the desired future?

(= plot)

When and where do these take place?

Table 4. Framework for analysing content, construction, and roles of narratives of change. Adapted from Wittmayer et al., 2019, p.5.

It should however be noted that the operationalization of narrative content in the Narratives of Change
framework is not one-on-one with Laclau & Mouffe’s interpretation of narrative elements. The main difference
is that Laclau & Mouffe emphasize that narratives include elements of injustice, whereas the Narratives of
Change framework does not necessarily emphasize injustice. This does not mean that injustice is not an
element of a narrative, it can be in what Wittmayer et al. (2019) consider a rationale or the counteracting
actors. The latter reveals a similarity between the narratives of change and Laclau & Mouffe, as both describe
‘othering’ as an element of narratives: the opposition of the desired future. Nevertheless, the Narrative of
Change framework provides a suitable operationalization for the analysis of narratives and is thus applied in
the thesis.

3.2.2. Data Collection
Documentary Materials
The data collected for the research existed primarily out of documentary material: a heterogeneous
set of sources of data (Bryman, 2012). These documentary materials can be divided into three data sets:
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those that were used for the construction of the timeline, those used for the analysis of the narrative content
(and dynamics), and finally those used for the media analysis.
The documents for the timeline varied from press releases, newspaper articles, policy-, scientific- and
industry reports to websites. A detailed overview of the number and types of documents can be found in table
9 in the appendix, and the complete bibliography of the timeline can be found in appendix x. The documents
selected for the narrative analysis consisted out of two key documents from each actor, which is presented
in table 5. These documents were selected because: 1) they were considered as key publications to the
actors that construct, develop and share the narratives, 2) they are written and published by the actors
themselves and 3) they directly relate to the different approaches of the actors. To elaborate on this, the
shareholder resolutions are key documents to Follow This, as it presents their problem analysis and demands
for Shell to Shell’s shareholders. For Code Rood, their pamphlets were selected because it presents a detailed
description of the current problems in the energy transition and a guide for activities to address these
problems. The documents used for Friends of the Earth concerned a summary of their subpoena and their
opening plea of the lawsuit against Shell, which both include a problem analysis and demands. Lastly, for
Shell their energy transition strategy was selected, as it presents their positioning in the energy transition for
the coming years. Initially, the opening plea of the lawsuit was also selected as a key document for Shell, but
because of time constraints and the already vast number of materials it was decided to leave this document
out of the analysis, and the consequences thereof are discussed in the limitations subchapter. Subsequently,
the narratives that were analyzed and composed on the base of these documents formed the data set for
the analysis of the dynamics in sub question 3.
Actor
Follow This
Code Rood
Friends of the
Earth NL
Shell

Document

Doc type

In-text reference

Pages

1: Shareholder Resolution 2016
2: Shareholder Resolution 2021
1: Shell Must Fall Toolkit part 1
2: Shell Must Fall Toolkit part 2
1: Summary Subpoena
2: Opening Plea
1: Shell Energy Transition
Strategy 2021
2: Opening Plea

Resolution
Resolution
Pamphlet
Pamphlet
Report
Written Pleading

Follow This, 2016
Follow This, 2021
Code Rood, 2021a
Code Rood, 2021b
Milieudefensie, 2019
Milieudefensie, 2020
Royal Dutch Shell plc,
2021
-

4
3
13
24
22
35

Report
Written Pleading

32
66

Page
total
7
37
57
32
98

Table 5. Types of documentary materials used for coding of narratives

The third data set from documentary materials were media articles for the media analysis. The articles
were sampled through Nexis Uni, a newspaper database. To sample the articles, it was decided to use the
two keywords ‘Shell’ and ‘energietransitie’ (energy transition in Dutch), so both words were included in the
articles. Important considerations for the keywords were that they should yield articles that captured the
issue that is researched in the thesis (the role of Shell in the energy transition), and that enough articles
emerged within the timeframe. The selected keywords resulted in 474 hits within the timeframe of 20152021. Then, three newspapers were selected that covered a range of political orientations to reflect broader
society, that had a high circulation in the Netherlands, and that published enough articles within the selected
timeframe. Three national newspapers were selected that fitted these criteria: the NRC Handelsblad, de
Telegraaf, and de Volkskrant, as shown on table 6. In the end, it was decided to limit the number of articles
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to analyze by only coding the articles that were published in media peaks (which is elaborated upon in the
data analysis section), resulting in a data set with a total of 155 newspaper articles.
Source

Frequency of
publication

Political
orientation5

Average issue
readership6

Number of
Articles

Nr. of articles in
media peaks

De Telegraaf

Daily

Populist-liberal

7.467.000

91

48

De Volkskrant

Daily

Democratic

4.552.000

87

48

NRC
Handelsblad

Daily

Intellectualliberal

4.051.00

127

59

Table 6. Overview of media sources

Interviews
Next to documentary material, interviews were used as a second method for data collection. The
interviews served as a supplementation and verification of the analysis. Interviews are useful for a variety of
reasons: they generate information on causal chains (‘which led to what’), they help to better understand
how interviewees interpret certain events (to reconstruct their discourse), and they can help in analyzing how
a particular cognitive shift came about (‘when did a new frame emerge and why’) (Hajer, 2006). The
interviews were conducted with key actors in the construction, development and sharing of narratives. The
format of the interviews was semi-structured, as it allowed to ask more general formulated questions that
are useful for coding, but it also provided the flexibility to ask further questions in response to what is being
said to dive deeper in significant supplies (Bryman, 2012). The interview guides can be consulted in appendix
4. The interviewees were purposively sampled and complemented with snowball sampling, and the selection
of interviewees that were approached can be found in table 10 in the appendix. The interviewees were
selected based on a first scoping: some interviewees were selected because of their presence in the media,
while others were selected because of their function that indicated that they were knowledgeable on the
actor narrative, or because they emerged through snowball sampling. However, non-response and rejection
frequently occurred, which is further discussed in the limitations subchapter. A total of two interviews were
held with three interviewees, presented here in table 7, whereas Hilde Brontsema from Friends of the Earth
was asked a few questions during a webinar.
Interviewee

Organization

Role

Date
interview

Length interview

Cited in-text
as

1

Mark van Baal

Follow This

Founder

26-01-2022

30 min (joined
later)

MB, 2022

2

Roos Wijker

Follow This

Communication & Engagement
Employee

26-01-2022

70 min

RW, 2022

Hilde
Brontsema
Ewald
Breunesse

Friends of the Earth
NL

Communication Employee

08-03-2022

60 min

HB, 2022

Royal Dutch Shell

Retired Transition Manager

25-01-2022

82 min

EB, 2022

6
7

Table 7. Overview of interviewees

5

From Metze & Dodge (2015)
Average issue readership refers to the average number of people reading the newspaper at least once in one month, either on
paper or digitally. These numbers were sourced from the NOM [Nationaal Onderzoek Multimedia] (2021):
https://dundasbi.reports.nl/NOM/Dashboard/Dashboard?guidinput=d82bcd62-7f76-45ff-b3aa-131b61575042
6
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3.2.3. Data Analysis
Constructing a Timeline
Sub question 1: “What are critical moments between 2015 and 2021 around Shell in the context
of the energy transition as identified by the four narratives?”
Before analyzing the four narratives, their discursive dynamics, and the transformative potential, it is
essential to understand the ‘contextual puzzle’ in which these meaning-making narratives exist. Therefore,
the first step of analysis was to construct a timeline of events that relate to the role of Shell in the Dutch
energy transition between 2015 and 2021. Constructing this timeline also helped in a later stage of the
analysis for the media analysis to pinpoint the events that occurred during media peaks.
The timeline was constructed by writing up the events that were reported on the websites of Shell,
Friends of the Earth, Follow This and Code Rood. This, as these events can be considered to be important to
these actors, and therefore important to the contextual understanding of their narratives. The starting points
for writing the timeline were the websites of Shell, Follow This, Code Rood, and Friends of the Earth NL,
specifically the press releases, history, and other posts. The specific websites can be found in table 10 in the
appendix, as well as an elaboration on the strategy for data analysis. To present the timeline in an orderly
way, it was decided to summarize the most critical moments in the thesis and move the exhaustive timeline
to the appendix (which can be found in the appendix here). Seeing that this was the last step in writing the
results section, these moments could be identified because it was known what events related to the
narratives (such as the publishing of the climate movie) or which events related to important boundary
concepts (such as delay methods).

Analyzing the Narratives
Sub question 2: “What are the narratives of Friends of the Earth, Follow This, Code Rood and
Royal Dutch Shell?”
To analyze the four narratives, the first step was to develop a code book. The code book was deductively
developed based on the ‘Narratives of Change’ framework as discussed above, and can be found in table 8.
Subsequently, the abovementioned two key documents per actor and the interviews were coded with the
same codes, as this allowed to systematically compare the narratives in the third step of the analysis. The
code book included six codes: two that describe the rationale of the narratives (one for the perceived
problems and one for the desired future), two codes that describe the important actors (one code for those
that are considered as supportive actors towards the desired future and one code for actors that counteract
it) and two codes that describe the plot of the narrative (one for the activities necessary to reach the desired
future and one for mentions concerning the date/place of the activities). The coding of the documents and
interviews was carried out by using coding software Atlas.ti. After the coding process, it was decided to leave
out the last code about date/place of the activities in the narratives, because there were not sufficient and
workable coding’s to coherently include it as part of the narratives.

22

Code level 1

Code level 2
1.1. Rationale

Narrative Content

1.2. Actors
1.3. Plot

Code level 3 (codes used)
1.1.1. Current problem(s)
1.1.2. Desired future
1.2.1. Supporting actors
1.2.2. Counteracting actors
1.3.1. Activities for desired future
1.3.2. Date/place activities

Table 8. Code book derived from ‘Narratives of Change’ framework by Wittmayer et al., (2019).

Subsequently, the narratives were composed by answering the questions that corresponded with each
code (the questions described in table 4 that described the NoC framework on p. 20). The writing process
begun by subdividing the data for each code per actor so that a coherent story could be recognized. The
narratives were extensively written up (thick description) because they served as empirical data for the
following steps of analysis, and because it allows the readers of the thesis to draw their own conclusions
from the narratives (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012).

Analyzing the Dynamics
Sub question 3: “What are the discursive dynamics between the four narratives?”
The third step of analysis was the comparison of the four narratives, so that their discursive dynamics
could be revealed and linked to the Dynamic Discourse Coalitions framework by Metze & Dodge (2015). The
four narratives were inductively coded in Atlas.ti, by thoroughly reading the narratives to identify important
and repetitive topics across the four narratives, as these could be considered the boundary objects around
which discursive struggle exists. From this, thirteen codes emerged, which were merged to a final of nine
codes because some codes overlapped (e.g., ‘imagination’ and ‘problem framing’). The nine final codes were:
transition, employees, role of Shell, role of society, essential actors, main problem, delay methods, profit, and
future. After coding the narratives with the nine final codes, the data that emerged was analyzed for bridging
and demarcating dynamics across the narratives and written up. A summary of the main bridging and
demarcating dynamics for each element was also taken up for enhanced readability. The conclusions that
emerged from this subchapter was reflected upon by using the concepts of Laclau & Mouffe and the DDC
framework. This reflective step can be seen as an intermediate discussion. The concepts of antagonism and
equivalence were used to analyze if this had occurred between the narratives as social innovations, which
provided information on the extent to which these narratives succeeded in building a discourse coalition or
failed to build their strength.

Conducting a Media Analysis
Sub question 4” “How have (elements of) the narratives influenced each other over time as
reflected in the media?”
The fourth and last step was to conduct a media analysis, as this is insightful to understand how
(elements) of the four narratives have influenced each other over time and thus how the discursive struggle
unfolds. Moreover, it gave an impression on the representation of the dominant discourse at certain moments
in time and if changes had occurred. This, as media is rooted in specific political and economic contexts and
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logics and is thus a reflection of what the thesis considers as the dominant discourse that circulates society
(Green Saraisky, 2016).
The first step to analyze the articles was to remove the irrelevant hits. After that, the articles were
grouped per newspaper per quarter based on their publishing date. This helped in organizing the data so that
it could be identified when media peaks occurred, which is important as media peaks show when
controversies are most heated as there is extensive media coverage on the topic (Metze & Dodge, 2015). In
the thesis, the media peaks were defined as quarters when 15 or more articles were published by all the
newspapers combined, which resulted in six media peaks. The next step was developing a strategy for the
coding of the newspapers. First, it was decided to only code the media peaks because of time constraints,
containing a total of 155 articles. Second, a decision had to be made regarding the content of the frames
that were analyzed, as they had to relate to both the thesis topic and the narratives. From this, two frame
topics were selected: a problem framing, containing the way how the barriers of the energy transition are
understood, and a Shell framing, containing the way how the role of Shell in the energy transition/future
energy system is understood. Subsequently, the narrative analysis was used to distill the frames for each
narrative, which are presented in table 12 (the problem frames) and table 13 (the role of Shell frames) in the
appendix. With the use of the nine frames that emerged from the narratives, the articles were deductively
coded on article-level. After coding, the next step in the media analysis was to count the frames per quarter.
This shows which frames are represented at moments in time, and thus provides information on the influence
of a certain frame and when other frames emerge. This can also point to moments of dislocation. Based on
this information, it was possible to relate the media peaks and the content of the articles to the timeline, so
that it became clear what events sparked the controversy. It was also possible to analyze the development
of frame representation, the dominance of certain frames, the different interpretations of the frames and the
acceptance of certain frames. As a result, the media analysis provided insights on the course and content of
the discursive struggles.

3.3. Ethical Considerations
In doing scientific research, there are ethical considerations to take into account to safeguard the rights of
research participants, to enhance the research validity and to maintain scientific integrity. The ethical
considerations are a set of principles that guide the research design and practices. In this subchapter, it is
first discussed how the ethical considerations were adhered to in the research. After that, a reflection on my
role as a researcher is provided.
First, participation was voluntary and without pressure or coercion, so when inviting participants for an
interview, it was communicated that they were able to decline the invitation, that they could refuse to answer
questions during the interview, that they were able to review how their answers were used in the thesis and
that they could opt out without providing a reason. Second, informed consent was ensured to participants by
making sure that they received and understood the information they need about the research before deciding
to take part. This was provided by explaining the topic and context of the research in the interview invitation,
by being open for questions, by stating how their data is processed, and by asking if they agree on recording
the interview. Third, participants were given the option to remain anonymous. For most participants this was

24

not applicable, as they were purposively sampled and thus known to me, except for Code Rood as their
identities remained mostly anonymous. Therefore, the option for full anonymity was provided to Code by
offering an interview over the phone without knowing the identity of the interviewee. Fourth, participants were
offered confidentiality for their identifying information or information given during the interviews when they
wished so. This was secured by sending an email after the interview to the participants to ask in which manner
they would like to be referenced in the thesis (fully anonymous / (vague) function description without name
or including full name and function). Also, the quotes and information used from the interviews were sent to
the participants for review, so that participants could agree on the use within the context of the thesis.
Moreover, the transcripts of the interviews are not included in the thesis version that is openly published, but
to maintain the credibility of the research, they can be provided upon request. Fifth, the communication of
the research results was as transparent as possible, so the participants were updated of the results by
sending them the interview transcript for approval, the used quotes in context for their approval, and by
sending the participants the results of the thesis.
Finally, to enhance the trustworthiness of the research, I took this space to write down reflections on my
role as a researcher. This is especially important seeing that the thesis uses an interpretative research
approach, and as Schawrtz-Shea & Yanow (2011, p. 104) mention: “The major “instrument” for the conduct
of interpretive research is the researcher him- or herself”, so how do you know that the researcher has the
right interpretation? Even more with research fields that aims for sustainable changes, as is the case with
this research, the researcher departs from a normative standing point (Hölscher et al., 2021). Having a
background in environmental sciences and transition studies, I also depart from a normative standing point
of hoping to contribute to the acceleration of sustainability transitions through this research. Moreover, this
background has inspired me to see potential in narratives to transform unsustainable practices, which could
influence the thesis by being more positive towards the researched effects. Taking this into account, the
transparency and trustworthiness of the research can be increased by, as was already mentioned, using thick
description, but also by checking the process of sense-making throughout the research project (SchwartzShea & Yanow, 2011). This sense-making is applied by choosing to include a variety of viewpoint on the topic
under study to better understand the nuances, by suspending judgement and avoiding rushing to a
conclusion by continuously discussing interpretations with the thesis supervisor, and finally by memberchecking: sending the written material to the participants to check interpretations.

25

4. Results
4.1. Critical Moments
This first part of the results is to present an overview of the important events in the Dutch energy
transition from 2015 up to 2021 relating to the role of Shell in the energy transition. The timeline is meant
to give a contextual understanding of the case study, as some events are discussed in the narratives or relate
to the actor activities. Here, a condensed timeline is shown that includes the most critical moments in the
case study, and the exhaustive timeline can be found here in the appendix.

FIGURE 3. T IMELINE OF C RITICAL M OMENTS ON THE ROLE OF SHELL IN THE D UTCH TNERGY TRANSITION BETWEEN 2015 AND 2021
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4.1. The Narratives
4.1.1. Royal Dutch Shell plc

Royal Dutch Shell plc is a global group of energy and petrochemical companies with over 80,000
employees and operational in 70 countries (Royal Dutch Shell plc, n.d.-a.). It is the fourth largest oil and
gas company and the sixteenth largest company in the world (Sönnichsen, 2021; Murphy & Contreras,
2022). Shell was founded in 1907, although the history of the company traces back to the first half of the
19th century (Royal Dutch Shell plc, n.d.-c). The company has expertise in the exploration, production,
refining and marketing of oil and natural gas, and the manufacturing and marketing of chemicals. Up to
January 2022, Shell was incorporated in the UK with a Dutch tax residence, a structure that was
established in 2005 when Royal Dutch Shell merged from N.V. Koninklijke Nederlandsche Petroleum
Maatschappij and the Shell Transport and Trading Company p.l.c. (Royal Dutch Shell plc, n-d.-b). Now,
Shell has aligned their tax residence with the country of incorporation, meaning that the CEO (Ben van
Beurden) and CFO (Sinead Gorman) have been relocated to the UK, and changed the name to Shell plc
(Royal Dutch Shell plc, n.d.-b; Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2022). While traditionally a petrochemical company,
Shell is now embarking on a corporate shift towards becoming what they describe an ‘energy transition
company’, a shift that is also researched in perspective of the broader fossil fuel sector by for example
Pickl (2019), Shojaeddini et al., (2019), Shaw & Donovan (2019) and Abraham-Dukuma (2021).

Rationale Shell: current problem(s)
Tackling Climate Change
Shell considers tackling climate change as an urgent challenge (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). This, as
it requires fundamental changes to the global economy and the energy system in order to stop adding to the
total amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. Moreover, staying below the 1,5 °C limit is considered
as challenging, as it will require “unprecedented global collaboration” with different paces of change around
the world (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p.6, 2021). Therefore, wealthier and more developed countries and regions,
such as the European Union, need to move faster than countries that are not able to do so, as otherwise
there will be no sufficient time left for the latter to change. Another challenge is storing residual emissions
that result from sectors and users that are not able to eliminate the use of hydrocarbons. All in all, Shell
argues that climate change and risks that result from greenhouse gas emissions are a significant risk to the
future operations of Shell.

Society’s Change in Demand
To tackle climate change, Shell also faces issues in how they should proceed to address climate change.
On the one hand, the company faces potential changes in demand for their products, and a loss of market
share and industry competition, which would negatively affect Shell’s future operations (Royal Dutch Shell
plc, 2021). To Ewald Breunesse, responding to the needs of the customers is an important and good
motivation for a company to change, to avoid losing out on customers (EB, 2022). On the other hand,
changing too fast could result in the making of products that “our customers are unable or unwilling to buy
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… Shell cannot get to net zero without society also being net zero. For example, if we invested in producing
sustainable aviation fuel, and made it available on commercial terms at all the airports Shell serves today,
the investment would not significantly lower our or society’s carbon emissions. Most aircraft are not yet
certified to fly on 100% sustainable aviation fuel and the cost of the fuel is considerably more than traditional
jet fuel, making it an uncompetitive choice for the airlines” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 10 2021). Thus, moving
in line with society is challenging, especially considering what Breunesse describes as a ‘lack of feeling trade
perspective’ that prevails in parts of society (EB, 2022). This lack of trade perspective can be described as a
feeling that as a customer it is not possible to choose alternatives forms of energy besides fossil fuels:
“customers need to want to change, but one of the things that I experienced, is that many people do not feel
trade perspective. They feel like they do not have that. The electric car is too expensive for many people, at
least, people think that. And this is also a little bit because people calculate a bit different than companies
… And that makes the energy transition more difficult for companies that rely on consumers compared to
companies that rely on other companies in their business to business, because they can calculate a bit better
so to say. Those are a bit more economically driven7” (EB, 2022). However, as Breunesse also mentions,
consumers can choose everyday where they want to buy their products, so there is a freedom of choice for
consumers to buy their products from Shell or to do so at for example Total or BP. That people feel they lack
a trading perspective can be explained by the challenges they face every day that require their attention: “I
cannot blame those people, because in their daily lives they are busy with surviving in their way, by keeping
their job, by supporting their family, or because they have a duty of care, or other problems8” (EB, 2022). So,
while people are aware of sustainability issues and climate change, they expect others such as the
government or companies to solve it, because most people are focused on their day-to-day survival. Another
challenge in moving with society is that developing new infrastructures and industries could also result in
criticism from society as it is considered too expensive (EB, 2022). So, as Breunesse argues, it is safe to say
that when it comes to technical and economic solutions Shell knows best, but regarding societal choices
there are many considerations to take into account that are more difficult for Shell to navigate.

Internal Bubble
Not only people in society have difficulties with trade perspective, as Shell also faces internal challenges
regarding their perspective on change. As Breunesse argues, many employees are internally focused “So if
you must keep a very large refinery going, for example keeping Europe’s biggest oil refinery going every day,
then you are inclined to look more to the inside to see what happens in the factories, if you receive sufficient
oil and if you can produce sufficient airplane fuel, instead of looking to the outside to see if someone is
occupied with the energy transition9” (EB, 2022). Thus, Breunesse recognizes that there exists a ‘bubble’ or

“Dan moeten die klanten natuurlijk ook wel willen veranderen en dat is natuurlijk, een van de dingen die in de
energietransitie die ik zelf ook altijd wel heb ervaren, dat heel veel mensen natuurlijk voelen geen handelingsperspectief.
Voor hun gevoel hebben ze dat ook niet. De elektrische auto is te duur voor veel mensen. Althans dat vinden ze. Uhm, komt
ook een beetje omdat mensen natuurlijk anders rekenen dan bedrijven … En dat maakt de energietransitie voor bedrijven die
afhankelijk zijn van consumenten moeilijker dan voor bedrijven die afhankelijk zijn van andere bedrijven in de business to
business. Want die kunnen toch iets beter rekenen, laat ik het zo zeggen. Die zijn wat meer economisch gedreven”
8 “En ik kan het die mensen ook niet kwalijk nemen, want die zijn in hun dagelijks leven bezig met ja te overleven op hun
manier, hun baan te houden, hun familie, hun gezin te onderhouden. Of ze hebben zorgplicht of problemen of wat dan ook”
9
“Als jij dus een hele grote raffinaderij, Europa's grootste olieraffinaderij elke dag draaiend moet houden, dan ben je wat
meer geneigd om naar binnen te kijken om wat er allemaal gebeurt in de fabrieken en of je wel voldoende olie krijgt en
voldoende vliegtuigbrandstof kunt produceren, dan wanneer je nou precies naar buiten gaat kijken of er iemand bezig is met
de energietransitie”
7
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‘professional deformity’, which is not necessarily characteristic for the oil sector, but happens everywhere:
“One lives in a healthcare bubble because he works in a hospital, the other in an education bubble thinks
about students and student grants10” (EB, 2022). According to Breunesse, these bubbles have in common
that everyone inside of it thinks to know how to do things in that field, with the risk that change will never
happen: “if we would all stay on our island, everyone in their own bubble, then nothing happens. At least,
there would hardly be change, and society would solidify in its own things so to say 11” (EB, 2022). Thus, it is
at times necessary that other people confront these bubbles and show that there are also other ways of
thinking. Breunesse sees that this is already happening, as the bubble was more prominent five years ago.

Shortcomings Alternatives
There are also some challenges when it comes to the alternatives to fossil fuels. For example, it is not
yet technically possible to recycle solar panels, and it often requires fossil fuels to produce the devices that
can generate sustainable energy such as wind turbines: “The fact that companies are able to produce many
solar panels or wind turbines is because they have a lot of energy available that is not yet coming from
sustainable sources12” (EB, 2022). Many alternatives are also resource-intensive, for example electrical cars:
“Think of the lithium batteries for cars, in those cases, you make great demands on raw materials. We now
have one billion cars worldwide, in the coming decade that will probably be two billion, and if all that must
come from a few lithium mines, then I think, we must think of a few other alternatives as well13” (EB, 2022).
Thus, the environmental, societal, economical, and technical challenges exist for all sources of energy, and
it would be useful to think of a way to rank the different energy sources based on these dimensions.
Considering the number of resources that alternative energy sources require, Breunesse argues that the
potential of a circular economy should be further explored.

Energy Poverty
Another problem described by Shell is that of the availability of energy, as in 2019 there were “770
million people in the world who lacked access to electricity” and “Hundreds of millions more are estimated
to have an unreliable energy supply” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 26, 2021). Therefore, it could be undesirable
to end activities in oil and gas too early, as “They are vital to meeting today’s energy demand” so this would
not help their customers or shareholders (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 3, 2021). Shell is addressing this issue
with their ambition to provide reliable electricity to 100 million people in Africa and Asia by 2030 that currently
do not have access to (reliable) energy.

“En de een leeft in de bubbel van de zorg omdat ie in een ziekenhuis werkt, de ander in het onderwijs van de bubbel, en die
denkt die heeft het over studenten en studiefinanciering”
11 “Als we allemaal op eilandjes zouden blijven zitten, iedereen onze eigen bubbel, dan gebeurde er dus helemaal niks.
Althans, dan krijg je nauwelijks verandering, dan stolt een samenleving als het ware in z'n eigen dingetjes”
12 “Het feit dat bedrijven op de wereld heel veel zonnepanelen kunnen maken of heel veel windmolens kunnen maken, dat
komt omdat ze heel veel energie tot hun beschikking hebben die nog niet uit duurzame bronnen komt”
13 En denk maar aan de lithiumbatterijen van de auto's. Dat soort zaken, dan doe je echt een groot beroep op grondstoffen.
We hebben nu 1 miljard auto's wereldwijd, het worden er in de komende decennia waarschijnlijk 2 miljard. En als dat
allemaal moet komen uit die paar lithium mijnen, ja. Dan denk ik ook van we moeten nog wat alternatieven bij bedenken.
10
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Rationale Shell: desired future
Becoming Net-Zero
Shell’s vision on their desired future is to become a “net-zero energy business by 2050 aligned with
Paris in step with society” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 33, 2021). This entails a continued reduction of total
absolute emissions for all three scopes. Shell sees the future of energy and the transition towards it as an
opportunity to prosper despite the risks. By transforming their business, Shell is aiming to bring their energy
products, services, and investments in line with the temperature goal of the Paris Agreement, and to create
value for their shareholders, customers, and wider society. By doing so, Shell hopes to enhance their ability
to profitably lead the energy transition towards an energy system that is aligned with the Paris Agreement.

Growth Pillar: Transforming Demand
To become the lead in the energy transition, Shell has set out three business pillars that are developed
to evolve and transform the underlying businesses (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). The first pillar is ‘Growth’,
which focuses on their future businesses and includes their “service stations, fuels for business customers,
power, hydrogen, biofuels, charging for electrical vehicles, nature-based solutions, and carbon capture and
storage” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 19, 2021). Shell will change the mix of energy products to sell to customers
based on their needs and grow the share of low-carbon energy sales. However, the decarbonization of the
energy system also requires structural change in the end use of energy, which is why Shell also contributes
to the transformation of the demand-side of the energy sector. This means that energy users will be able to
use carbon-based energy more efficiently, by improving, updating, or replacing their equipment. Even more,
Shell wants to build on their strengths, global scale, and deep knowledge of energy markets to help grow the
demand for low-carbon energy, so that customers can switch to low- and zero-carbon energy. Transforming
energy demand is the focus of Shell’s decarbonization strategy, and to succeed in that, Shell aims to work
sector by sector across the energy system, for example in the sectors of aviation, shipping, technology and
industry. Shell explains: “We are restructuring our company so that we can better identify opportunities and
the role that we can play in each sector to help transform demand. We are moving from an approach focused
on types of products to one where our customer and account management is focused on sectors” (Royal
Dutch Shell plc, p. 14, 2021).

Growth Pillar: Capturing Carbon
One of the businesses where Shell sees the potential for growth, is that of carbon capture. Carbon
capture is important to Shell’s strategy, as it has the potential to reduce the impact of CO2 emissions from
the energy products that Shell sells, by absorbing these emissions from the atmosphere (Royal Dutch Shell
plc, 2021). Shell sees two ways in which carbon can be captured: through nature-based solutions, and with
carbon capture and storage (CCS) facilities. Nature-based solutions are “projects that protect, transform or
restore land. In this way, CO2 emissions from the natural environment are reduced and more CO2 emissions
from the atmosphere are absorbed” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 18, 2021). Shell argues that nature-based
solutions can thus play an important role in limiting global warming to below 1,5 ̊ C while at the same time
providing additional environmental and social benefits. Similarly, the pace of CCS facilities deployment needs
to be accelerated so that they can be used ‘quicky and widely’ on a global scale. Capturing carbon is especially
important to compensate for the emissions produced in hard-to-abate sectors.
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Growth Pillar: Alternative Sources
The last aspect of the growth pillar is the mix of energy products, such as hydrogen, biofuel, and wind
turbines (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). Shell wants to have a leading position in hydrogen, so the company
develops integrated hydrogen hubs for industry and heavy-duty transport and eventually also supply hydrogen
to their own manufacturing sites. Despite the hydrogen market still being in its’ early stages, they see “strong
potential for growth especially in hard-to-abate sectors of the economy” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 20, 2021).
Now, the production of hydrogen occurs via steam methane reforming, where carbon dioxide emissions are
released that need to be captured underground with CCS (EB, 2022). As CCS is only a temporary solution,
but not a final solution according to Ewald Breunesse, there is a need to further develop the hydrogen
business. One promising technological development according to Breunesse is the direct cracking of natural
gas to hydrogen and carbon that Russia is experimenting with, as it does not release emissions to the
atmosphere: “if they get the hang of that, it opens the way for a lot of hydrogen use in industry and in people’s
homes14”. Hydrogen can also be produced from electricity via electrolysis, but this requires a lot of energy,
so Shell aims at deep electrification and to lower their carbon intensity compared to the current grid average
(Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). Shell also wants to grow their biofuels production and distribution business.
Moreover, solar and wind energy will become a bigger part of Shell’s energy mix, including bigger wind farms:
“the wind farms that we are now building at sea, they are just little ones compared to those of the future 15”
(EB, 2022).

Transition Pillar: Repurposing
Shell’s second pillar is called ‘transition’, which concerns the making of the products that can enable
the energy transition (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). This, by providing a sustainable cash flow and the asset
infrastructure to support their investments under the Growth pillar. Important aspects of this pillar are to
extend Liquid Natural Gas (LNG) volumes and markets, to restructure the refinery business into energy parks,
and to grow the petrochemical business to provide products that enhances the efficiency of energy use (Royal
Dutch Shell plc, 2021). To illustrate this, Shell aims to lead in carbon-neutral LNG: “the role of natural gas
does not [phase-out] I think, but it transforms … to carbon neutral16” (EB, 2022; Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2019).
The transition pillar is also captured by Breunesse’s description of an ideal transition pathway, where existing
infrastructure is used for new purposes: “There are a few nice examples. For example, the natural gas
network that we have, that has been under the ground for decades, we can relatively easily use that to pass
hydrogen through. Yes, we have a beautiful network of pipes. Billions have been invested in that. You can
easily use that in the future … Once the infrastructure exists, and economics call this sunk fund because
otherwise you cannot use this anymore, but then you have it more or less for free 17”. To illustrate his point,
Breunesse compares it with the Channel Tunnel between France and England, which was expensive to build,
but now that it exists, it is valuable to use it: “And that means that the capital base of that important

“En als ze dat onder de knie krijgen, dan denk ik dat de weg openligt voor heel veel waterstof gebruik in de industrie, bij
de mensen thuis”
15 “De windparken die we nu bouwen op zee, dat zijn echt nog maar kleintjes in vergelijking tot die van de toekomst”
16 “De rol van aardgas denk ik niet eerlijk gezegd, maar dan getransformeerd, dan in een vorm van … klimaatneutraal”
17
“Maar er zijn een paar mooie voorbeelden. Bijvoorbeeld ons aardgasnetwerk wat we al hebben, wat al tientallen jaren in
de grond ligt, kunnen wij vrij gemakkelijk gebruiken om daar waterstof doorheen te voeren. Ja, dan heb je een prachtig
netwerk van buizen. Daar is miljarden in geïnvesteerd. Dat kun je zo maar in de toekomst gebruiken … Maar als die
infrastructuur er eenmaal ligt, en economen spreken dan over een sunk fund he want je kan dan niks anders meer mee, en
dan heb je het als het ware gratis”
14
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connection … is there for the coming 10.000 years or whatever, and you do not have to write it off. That is,
economically, it is paid for, it is made, the loss is booked, so use it. And that is also what happens in the
energy transition: you have to look for the channels that are already there, the infrastructure that already
exists, and use it18” (EB, 2022).

Upstream Pillar: A Legacy and Superior Capabilities
The last pillar of Shell’s strategy is the upstream pillar, which “delivers the cash and returns needed to
fund our shareholder distributions and the transformation of our company, and provides vital supplies of oil
and natural gas which the world needs today” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 19, 2021). This is currently Shell’s
biggest portfolio and where Shell’s ‘superior capabilities’ lie. According to Shell, there are attractive
exploration opportunities in the first half of this decade, but after 2025 they do not anticipate entries for new
explorations. Their goal is to limit the investments in this pillar and shift capital to the other pillars, as oil
production is expected to have peaked in 2019, with an expected gradual decline of 1-2% a year through to
2030. Moreover, Shell expects a natural decline in the production of oil and gas reservoirs with 5% a year.
The upstream pillar will remain important as it provides the near-term cash flow for the growth pillar and
enables moderate growth for the company. Ewald Breunesse describes this as Shell’s ‘legacy’: the financial
strength and sufficient cashflow that Shell generates from their oil- and gas activities which enables the
company to set things in motion that others cannot (EB, 2022). Looking at the transition pathway, Ewald
describes it as follows: “I think for oil and gas, sort of an ideal pathway would be one where you use the old
activities as source of funding to deploy new activities 19” (EB, 2022).

A Just Transition
A final aspect of Shell’s future is the importance of a just transition (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). In
accordance with the Paris Agreement, it is important to consider the workers that are affected by the
transition. Shell warns that the energy transition can potentially adversely affect workers and communities
as business activities and jobs are phased out (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). Therefore, there is a need to
create decent work and quality jobs in the transition, and opportunities for people to learn new skills.
Moreover, Shell hopes to support livelihoods, communities and an inclusive society while transforming to a
net-zero energy business. To do this, Shell will “continue to provide jobs, encourage local businesses to be
part of our supply chain, promote entrepreneurship and offer skills training in communities where we
operate” and “we will seek to help employees develop skills for the future. This will strengthen their longterm employment prospects and enable them to seize opportunities created by the energy transition” (Royal
Dutch Shell plc, p. 27, 2021). Besides the consideration of the workers in the industry, Shell aims to play a
part in reaching the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): “Energy plays a critical role in enabling
economic and social development and improving people’s livelihoods. The supply of affordable, reliable and
sustainable energy is crucial for addressing global challenges, including those related to poverty and
inequality. That is why we are working to provide energy to those who do not have it today” (Royal Dutch Shell
plc, p. 28, 2021).
“En dat betekent dus dat die kapitaalbasis van die belangrijke verbinding … die ligt er voor de komende 10.000 jaar of
wat dan ook. Daar hoef je ook niet op af te schrijven. Dat is gewoon euh ja, dat is economisch, dat ding is betaald, hij is
gemaakt, het verlies is genomen en ga er maar mee aan de slag. En zo zie je dat in de energietransitie ook. Dus je moet op
zoek gaan naar die tunnels die er al liggen, naar de infrastructuur die er al ligt en daar gebruik van maken”
19 “Wat ik denk bij olie en gas is een soort van ideaal pad, waarbij je eigenlijk de oude activiteiten gebruikt als
financieringsbron om nieuwe activiteiten in te zetten.
18
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Actors Shell: supporting actors
Shell often refers to a combination of supporting actors when talking about the future and solving
current problems. This, as Shell believes that collaboration from all parts of society is essential to reach their
goals and to address climate change: “We will continue to work with governments, other companies,
investors, non-governmental organisations, coalitions and industry associations to help society achieve the
goal of the Paris Agreement and net-zero emissions” and “We are working to help find viable ways to provide
low-carbon energy that can support successful local economies. To do this we will work with governments,
local communities, customers, employees, employee representative bodies, suppliers and industry groups”
(Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 26, 2021; Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 27, 2021). A few of these actors are further
elaborated upon by Shell, by explaining how these actors can contribute to the energy transition.

Influencing Elite
The most frequently mentioned actor by Shell are their customers. Shell places its’ customers at the
center of their energy transition strategy, because most of their emissions come from the use of Shell’s fuels
and other energy products (also known as Scope 3 emissions) (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). Therefore, Shell
argues that the ‘biggest difference’ in the energy transition can be made through its’ customers, and for that
reason Shell works with customers to change and grow demand for low-carbon energy products and services
and reduce their emissions. When demand for low-carbon energy products and services increases, Shell
needs to increasingly provide this, which accelerates Shell’s transition to net zero, according to Shell. As
discussed in this previous section, Shell cannot move too far ahead of society, so moving together is essential
for Shell so that customers make low- and zero-carbon choices and embrace the changes that come with a
transition. Shell is working with their customers by “Help[ing] them navigate the energy transition” and by
“Build[ing] even deeper relationships with our customers and meet more of their energy needs” (Royal Dutch
Shell plc, p. 12, 2021). A group of customers that are particularly important in stimulating change according
to Breunesse, is what he calls the socio-cultural ‘elite’ (EB, 2022). This is a group of socio-cultural forerunners
that have a progressive voice, and who are most likely to adopt new things and who can ‘influence’ others to
change as well. Breunese describes this as follows: “What I’ve learned is that you must look at the sociocultural forerunners … And those elites don’t have to be nobility, and they often also don’t have to be the
most powerful people economically or politically. This elite can also be seen as a sort of socio-cultural or
socio-economic elite. They have insights in these things. They can see things. They can interpret things. And
they also have certain resources available. These resources can be influence, it can be money, it can also
be policy or anything. And this group with influence, you see, they are the ones that start doing things … but
it is also the first group to quit things … The elite group starts top-down and then it trickles down. And I think
it is the same with the energy transition … [Because] they are the people that one way or the other show
certain behavior that others like to follow or copy or whatever 20” (EB, 2022).
“Je moet eigenlijk kijken naar de maatschappelijke voorlopers … En de elite dat hoeven niet altijd edelen te zijn, het hoeft
ook niet altijd de economisch meest machtige mensen zijn of politiek meest machtige. Maar elite kun je ook bestempelen als
misschien een sociaal culturele of sociaaleconomische elite. Ze hebben de, ze hebben het zicht op dingen. Ze kunnen dingen
zien. Ze kunnen dingen interpreteren. En ze hebben ook nog zekere ja, middelen tot hun beschikking. Middelen kunnen zijn
invloed. Het kan zijn geld, het kan ook kan zijn wetgeving of nou ja, van alles. En je hebt dus een groep met invloed. En wat
je ziet is dat, dat is meestal de groep die ergens mee begint iets te doen … het is ook de groep die altijd als eerste met iets
stopt … de elite kring begint van boven af en dan sijpelt het door naar beneden. En ik denk dat je dat met de energietransitie
20
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A Voice from Within
Besides the socio-economic elite, there are also ‘influencers’ within Shell. These people can for example
be found in the ‘corporate glue’ of the company: small departments that do not have power but do have
influence (EB, 2022). The people in these departments have the strength to connect people, to lead people,
to get things done and to nudge people into the right direction. Breunesse was deployed in such a
department, as the department was responsible for encouraging Shell managers and stimulating the
company culture to move towards a transition. The department was thus a bridge between Shell and society,
by translating the needs and sentiments from society to Shell’s management, but also by showing society
how Shell can add value to the energy transition. Another group of people within Shell that support’s Shell in
the energy transition are the young professionals. This group has set-up the Energy Lions: a worldwide
network that is involved in the energy transition, and who have worked on for example the realization of a
large solar power park on Moerdijk. Breunesse argues that this group is important to Shell, because “these
people will of course be doing things the coming decennia … so I liked to … look where we could find the
possibilities to exert pressure on the organization like guys, they are the young people, they are the future
leaders of the company and they want to do things now. And I think this group, despite that they did not have
power … they did have influence of course. And you try to make this influence as big as possible from all
sides, so that they can work on great projects within their own company 21” (EB, 2022).

The Shareholders & Goliath
Shell also sees its’ shareholders as supporting actors, as the support of shareholders is essential to
achieve the goals of the Paris Agreement (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). Therefore, Shell’s board and
management express that it is important for shareholders to express their views on Shell’s transition strategy.
Seeing that “It is more important than ever” for Shell that shareholders “understand and support” the
approach of the company to reach the Paris goals, the board has in 2021 published the energy transition
strategy and submitted it to shareholders for an advisory vote at the AGM for the first time (Royal Dutch Shell
plc, p.4, 2021). By doing this, Shell wants to open up the dialogue about the energy transition with their
shareholders, “So that investors can continue to assess our climate strategy and compare our progress to
that of other companies” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 5, 2021). This action and more generally the ambition to
be transparent towards stakeholders is a result of Shell’s engagement with Climate Action 100+, a group of
investors that Shell has worked with to develop their energy transition strategy. Shell also signed a joint
statement on behalf of Climate Action 100+ to announce the steps Shell takes to demonstrate the alignment
of the Paris Agreement goals. Other investor groups that Shell engages with are the ‘Science Based Targets’
initiative, which is a partnership between CDP, the United Nations Global Compact, the World Resources
Institute and the World Wide Fund for Nature, and the Institutional Investors Group on Climate Change
(IIGHCC). In line with the importance of shareholders for Shell, Breunesse has also mentioned Follow This as
an underestimated important actor: “I think he [Mark van Baal] has done a very good job as like a sort of

ook een beetje hebt … Het zijn mensen die op de één of andere manier een bepaald soort gedrag vertonen, wat graag door
anderen wordt gevolgd of gekopieerd of wat dan ook”
21
“En dit zijn de mensen die het allemaal natuurlijk de komende decennia gaan doen. Dus ik vond het heel erg leuk om … te
kijken waar we nou de mogelijkheden konden vinden en ook een beetje de druk uit te oefenen op de organisatie van jongens,
dit zijn de jonge mensen, dit zijn de toekomstige leiders van het bedrijf en die willen gewoon nu iets. En ik denk dat die ook
best, ondanks dat het een groep was zonder macht … maar wel invloed natuurlijk. En je probeert aan alle kanten die invloed
zo groot mogelijk te maken voor ze, dat ze ook aan mooie projecten konden werken in hun eigen bedrijfsomgeving”
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David and Goliath, by putting it [climate change] on the agenda. And that the company at a certain point was
also addressed by major shareholders, like the pension funds, that targets should be formulated in terms of
the environment22” (EB, 2022). Follow This has confronted the bubble as discussed in this section, which
has been cause for discussion within Shell. So, while some people within Shell support this cause, there are
also people that are not enthusiastic about Follow This mainly because of concerns about the amount of
influence Mark van Baal wants and can have. Breunesse describes that Mark van Baal generally has good
relations with the involved people, because he supports Shell rather than coming to “Smash[ing] the
windows23” (EB, 2022). Most importantly, Follow This represents a certain voice that conveys important
signals from important people.

Policy Engagement
Shell also expresses the importance of policymakers. This, as government policies are critical to achieve
the net-zero emissions by 2050, by providing the right conditions and incentives for low- and zero-carbon
choices to customers together with Shell (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). Shell argues that policymakers are
essential to “Help to accelerate change” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 9; p. 12; p. 14; p. 26, 2021). Shell also
sees a role for themselves in creating effective policy to accelerate change: “Our expertise in providing energy
can help to shape effective policy, legislation and regulation, and we engage with governments, regulators
and policymakers directly and indirectly, including through industry associations. We are also working with
other companies, governments and investors through coalitions to identify the policies needed in sectors
such as aviation, shipping and road freight to help change demand and enable faster decarbonization” (Royal
Dutch Shell plc, p. 26, 2021). Through sectoral coalitions, such as the Mission Possible Partnership, the
Clean Skies for Tomorrow initiative, the Jet Zero Council and the European Round Table for Industry, Shell
engages with policy (e.g., by developing joint policy proposals) to help accelerate decarbonization pathways.
Moreover, Breunesse argues that the directives coming from the European Union are also important to the
energy transition.

Industry Peers
Shell’s business partners are also of importance in Shell’s transition strategy. There are two types of
business partners: on the one hand, there are strategic alliances where Shell provides services and explores
sustainable developments with specific partners, and on the other hand there are industry partners to
accelerate the transition per sector. Shell has strategic alliances with for example Microsoft, Rolls-Royce, and
Amazon. To illustrate this, their agreement with Amazon has led to the building of an offshore wind farm to
provide Amazon with renewable power, as well as the creation of a green energy hub in the port of Rotterdam
and exploring the possibilities for Amazon’s air cargo fleet by supplying them with blended sustainable
aviation fuel and looking into hydrogen-powered planes (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). An example of
collaboration with industry partners is that in the field of aviation Shell works together with aircraft
manufacturers, airlines, airports, and major airline users to stimulate and accelerate demand for sustainable
aviation fuels. An example from the road freight sector is the collaboration of Shell with transport companies
and truck manufacturers to identify pathways to decarbonization.
“Maar ik denk dat hij toch als een soort van David en Goliath heel veel goed werk heeft gedaan door, door het op de
agenda te zetten. En dat het bedrijf op een gegeven moment ook ja zeg maar door grotere aandeelhouders zoals de
pensioenfondsen is aangesproken of van jullie moeten wel euh ja doelstellingen formuleren op het gebied van milieu”
23 “De ruiten ingooien”
22
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An Open Door
Lastly, there are several consortia, coalitions, or other sorts of collaborations that Shell engages with in
the energy transition. For example, the Oil and Gas Preparers Forum, the World Business Council for
Sustainable Development (WBCSD) the Dutch Sustainable Growth Coalition, H2Accelerate consortium, the
Blauwwind Consortium, the Clean Skies for Tomorrow Coalition, the collaboration for the Dutch Energy Accord
and ‘commission Cramer’ (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021; EB, 2022). Breunesse mentions that the Dutch
Sustainable Growth Coalition has played important role in the energy transition, as the big players in the
Dutch industry (e.g., AkzoNobel, DSM, KLM) came together to discuss how they could accelerate the
transition within their companies (EB, 2022). Moreover, Breunesse also argues that it is important to
collaborate and to find common ground if disagreement occurs, and therefore ‘Shell’s door is always open’,
even if it concerns criticism: “we always engage in conversation with everyone24” (EB, 2022). Breunesse sees
that president-director of Shell the Netherlands, Marjan van Loon, is doing an excellent job engaging in
conversation with the outside world, as well as her predecessor Dick Benschop.

Actors Shell: counteracting actors
Opposed to Each Other in Court
Shell does not really mention counteracting actors, except for Friends of the Earth. By filing a lawsuit,
Friends of the Earth has put them against one another as opposites and complicated the conversation. This,
as it is forbidden by lawyers to talk to the other party when a case is sub judice (EB, 2021). Moreover, this
action has caused discussion within the company, but not necessarily in a good way: “Within the company
there was a lot of discussion. And as you can imagine, other people were saying, well, if this is the way it
goes, let it be. And then for some people the windows shut, and they put their heels in the sand. While others
are saying, we must be ahead of this. So, in that sense, it gives a lot of commotion within a company. But
you also get different sides with different viewpoints on such a development25” (EB, 2021). This also shows
to some extent the positive side of the lawsuit because it confronts Shell’s bubble as described in this section,
similarly as the role ascribed to Follow This. However, while both actors contribute to the confrontation of the
bubble, Follow This has generally a more supportive tone of voice towards Shell, and the lawsuit is a more
negative approach. Moreover, Breunesse nuances that Friends of the Earth follows in a trend of lawsuits
after Urgenda, and that these lawsuits are used because these actors feel like things do not work out via
politics. So, while not agreeing on the chosen approach by Friends of the Earth, Breunesse respects and
understands the choice made.

Plot Shell: activities for desired future
Carbon Intensity Targets
Shell has set short-, medium- and long-term carbon intensity targets to reduce their carbon intensity and
to reach their ambition of becoming a net-zero emissions energy business by 2050 (Royal Dutch Shell plc,

“We gaan altijd met iedereen in gesprek”
“Binnen het bedrijf is daar natuurlijk ook heel veel over gediscussieerd. En je kunt je ook voorstellen dat andere mensen
zeiden van nou ja, weet je, als dit de manier is waarop het gaat, laat het dan maar zo gaan. En dan gaan, dat gaat bij een
aantal mensen ook de luiken dicht of de hakken in het zand of wat dan ook, hé. En terwijl anderen zeggen ja, dit moeten we
voor zijn. Dus in die zin geeft het ook een hoop reuring in het bedrijf en ook discussie hé. En dan krijg je ook verschillende
kampen natuurlijk met verschillende zienswijze op zo'n heel gebeuren”
24
25
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2021). Carbon intensity is “The total amount of greenhouse gas emissions associated with each unit of
energy that we sell, and that is used by our customers” compared with 2016 (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 8,
2021). The carbon intensity targets will as of 2035 also include “Mitigation actions by our customers such
as carbon capture and storage and nature-based offsets” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 8, 2021). The carbon
intensity targets concern the full range of Shell’s emission: Scopes 1, 2 and 3. Moreover, these targets
include the emissions from the energy products produced by other companies that are sold by Shell, which
is significant as Shell sells more than three times the energy than produced by themselves. Shell uses carbon
intensity targets to measure their progress, as the company believes it is the clearest way to demonstrate
the changes in their energy mix over time while they add and shift to low-carbon energy. Their concrete targets
to reduce the carbon intensity (in step with society) are: 20% by 2030, 45% by 2035, and 100% by 2050.
Moreover, Shell has also set short-term carbon intensity targets, namely: 2-3% by 2021, 3-4% by 2022 and
6-8% by 2023. According to Shell, these targets are “Fully consistent with the more ambitious goal of the
Paris Agreement: to limit the increase in the average global temperature to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels”
(Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 2, 2021). However, Shell also mentions that their operating plans, outlooks, and
budgets are forecasted for a period of 10-years with a yearly update, as a longer forecast is not possible
seeing that they depend on the current economic environment. As it is therefore not feasible for shell to make
operating plans up to 2050, only the short-term targets are aligned with Shell’s current operating plans.
Besides carbon intensity targets, Shell also has a business planning for different time horizons: on the short
term (up to three year), detailed financial projections are developed and used to manage performance and
expectation on a three-year cycle, on a medium term (generally three to ten years), most of their expected
production and earnings will come from their existing assets, and on a long term (generally beyond ten years),
they expect the current Shell portfolio to change and evolve with the energy transition, guided by the pace of
society’s progress.

Avoid: Adding to the Mix
To reach these targets, Shell has described three lines of action in their energy transition strategy: avoid,
reduce, and mitigate (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). By ‘avoiding’ emissions, Shell wants to provide and invest
in and scale-up low-carbon energy solutions for their customers. By ‘reducing’ emissions, Shell aims to limits
emissions as much as possible today. By ‘mitigating’, Shell captures and offsets any residual emissions. The
first line of action, avoid, means that Shell will increasingly offer low-carbon products, such as biofuels,
charging for electric vehicles, hydrogen, and renewable power. More concretely, this could entail the following
changes by 2030: doubling the electricity sold, shifting the electricity mix to 75% renewables without coal,
tripling the use of biofuels with a shift to advanced forms, having 10% hydrogen in final energy, providing
more than 50 million households with renewable power, and having 2,5 million electric vehicle charge points.
All in all, Shell’s strategy is to start adding low-carbon products to their energy mix and to eventually replace
their higher carbon products. Shell especially sees potential in hydrogen: “we aim to achieve a double-digit
market share of global clean hydrogen sales by 2030” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 18, 2021).

Reduce: Increasing Efficiency
The second line of action of Shell’s strategy is to reduce the emissions from their operations by
increasing the efficiency of the energy used (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). This way, emissions can be driven
down for Shell’s operations while still providing customers with the oil and gas products needed during the
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transition. This could entail the replacement of oil- and coal-fired furnaces with electrical furnaces in industry
or using lower-carbon energy sources at production sites such as cracker furnaces. One example is the
petrochemical complex in the Netherlands, where 8 new cracker furnaces replace 16 older units, which
lowers the emission of greenhouse gas emission by around 10% compared with 2019. Another way is to
increase operational efficiency, by eliminating routine flaring and by maintaining a methane emissions
intensity target of <0,2% by 2025. Also, emissions could be reduced according to Shell by growing their share
of natural gas to 55% in hydrocarbon production, and by declining the production of oil by 1 to 2% per annum.

Mitigate: Forests and Technology
Shell’s third line of action is to ‘mitigate’, which means capturing and offsetting remaining emissions
(Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021). This can be done by using natural sinks and developing carbon capture and
storage (CCS). Shell aims to remove emissions in the next 30 years by for example building at least two major
carbon capture and utilization facilities every month, and by reforesting at least 220,000 square kilometres
in the EU. Shell has invested 90 million dollars in 2020 in the development and purchase of nature-based
offsets, and they expect to invest 100 million dollars a year. Moreover, Shell is working with project
developers to develop new projects based on reforestation, agroforestry, and mangroves. Regarding CCS,
Shell is involved in seven large-scale projects, which store around 12,5% of global CCS capacity. Moreover,
Shell has invested in a transformative project that “Aims to become the first carbon storage facility with
capacity to transport and store CO2 from industrial facilities in Norway and potentially from across Europe”
(Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 16, 2021). Shell seeks to have access to 25 mtpa of CCS capacity by 2035, which
is similar to 20% of the CCS capacity of projects being studied around the world today.

Employee Activities
Shell also has set out activities regarding the role of their employees in the energy transition. On the one
hand, Shell has tied its’ short-term carbon targets to the incentive structure of 16,500 employees (Royal
Dutch Shell plc, 2021). Shell explains: “Starting in 2021, we are increasing the weight associated with GHG
emissions management in the annual scorecard, which helps determine the annual bonus levels for all our
employees, including members of the Executive Committee” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, p. 27, 2021). On the
other hand, Shell seeks to support its’ employees in the transition, by continuing to engage with their
employees and representative bodies, to keep them informed and listen to any concerns.

Shell Narrative in Perspective
‘A Just Transition: From Fossil Fuels to Hydrogen in Step with Society’
The narrative of Shell is characterized for its’ business perspective, as the focus is on the future of the
company and the activities of the company to achieve that future. By putting the emphasis on the company,
the narrative refrains from discussing the context of societal issues. Concretely, this entails that the issue of
climate change is approached by diving into what risks this poses for the company and its’ future operations,
and how these risks should be dealt with. The risks and necessary steps to mitigate them are translated into
(carbon intensity) targets for the company and a strategy that is grafted onto becoming carbon neutral.
Central in this strategy are society and consumers, as most emissions result from the use of products and
the biggest difference can thus be made through their customers. Responding to the needs of customers is
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also seen as a good drive for the company to change. Shell argues that there is a delicate balance in changing
their supply of products and services: on the one hand, changing too fast can result in a supply that customers
do not want or need, while on the other hand changing too slow could pose the risk that customers are not
willing to buy products which can result in a loss of market share. The difficulty in ‘moving in step with society’
is however that consumers lack the feeling of having trade perspective, which results in irrational decisions
when it comes to the longer-term. The narrative of Shell thus emphasizes their dependence on actors such
as consumers, and the need to collaborate with others, such as policymakers and other companies to
stimulate change. The narrative of Shell also comprises the technical implications of the energy transition for
the company. First, there is a need to change the mix of energy products to increase the share in low-carbon
energy, especially regarding the hydrogen market as Shell sees an opportunity to obtain a leading position in
hydrogen. Second, capturing residual emissions from the atmosphere by using nature-based solutions and
CCS facilities. Third, Shell expects a continued need for fossil fuels to have the financial strength to enable
investments in alternative energy sources while maintaining a sufficient cashflow, but also to enable a just
transition by being able to provide in energy needs during the transition and to provide access to energy for
those who do not have it yet. Taken together, Shell’s narrative can be captured in ‘the three A’s of energy:
Availability (is the energy available in sufficient quantities? Which relates to the continued need for fossil
fuels during the transition and upscaling of alternatives), Affordability (is the energy affordable for everyone?
Which relates to trade perspective of consumers and financial strength of Shell) and Acceptability (is the
energy source accepted by everyone? Which relates to the changing demand of consumers) (EB, 2022).

4.1.2. Friends of the Earth NL

Friends of the Earth Netherlands, or Milieudefensie in Dutch, is an association that was founded in 1971
with the aim to build a strong movement that is committed to a fair and sustainable Netherlands
(Milieudefensie, n.d.-a; Milieudefensie, n.d.-f). Friends of the Earth Netherlands is a member of Friends of
the Earth International, and one of the largest environmental organizations in the Netherlands with 55,000
members, 33,000 donors, 2,000 active volunteers, 35 local branches, paid staff, and a national
headquarter in Amsterdam (Milieudefensie, n.d.-a; Milieudefensie, n.d.-c). The association has
successfully campaigned on a variety of topics throughout time, including but not limited to campaigns
about a Dutch climate law, the prevention of shale gas exploration, and blocking the further expansion of
Schiphol Airport (Milieudefensie, n.d.-d). Currently, Friends of the Earth NL is actively campaigning in five
areas: food, energy, transportation, the economy, and forests (Milieudefensie, n.d.-c). The association
relates to Shell as they sued Shell in an attempt to limit further climate change caused by them as one of
the world’s largest polluters (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b). This lawsuit follows a wave of worldwide climate
litigations that force greater action on climate change by both governments and companies: a topic that
so far has received limited engagement by academic and policy literature (e.g., Beauregard et al., 2021;
Ganguly et al., 2018).
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Rationale Friends of the Earth: current problem(s)
Dangers of Climate Change
Friends of the Earth sees dangerous climate change caused by greenhouse gas emissions as a major
problem, as this can result in a rising sea level, melting of permafrost, loss of biodiversity, risks for the supply
of drinking water and dying of coral reefs, among other things (Milieudefensie, 2019) Moreover, Friends of
the Earth warns for tipping points that could escalate global warming to a point of no return. Climate change
is especially dangerous for humanity, as humanity dependents on vital ecosystems to meet the needs for
food, drinking water, raw materials, sufficient air quality and limiting of diseases and plagues, that would be
at risk when disturbed. Global warming could also lead to extreme temperatures, heatwaves, extreme
rainfalls, and extreme droughts. This threat of climate change forms the basis of Friends of the Earth’s
problem rationale.

The Last Decade
Friends of the Earth warns that the coming ten years are crucial in limiting the global emissions to avert
dangerous climate change, and that humanity has already wasted the past ten years to address this
challenge: “the observation is that anno 2020 a whole decade has been lost, whereby the challenge has
become more difficult, and the chances of preventing dangerous climate change have diminished26”
(Milieudefensie, p. 29, 2020). Because of the lost decade, acting now is essential, as the global temperature
has already increased by one degree Celsius, and “global warming of 1,5 ̊C is almost impossible and even
limiting global warming to well below 2 ̊C has become highly challenging. Tackling dangerous climate change
is now really two to twelve … we are entering the last decade where dangerous climate change can be
prevented. If in this decade the emissions are not drastically reduced, it is a done deal27” (Milieudefensie, p.
31, 2020). Friends of the Earth thus stresses that preventing climate change requires direct action now.

Catastrophic Fossil Fuels
To prevent climate change from escalating any further, Friends of the Earth raises attention to fossil
fuels: “that human actions cause climate change has long been established. The emission of greenhouse
gasses through the burning of fossil fuels is the main cause thereof 28” (Milieudefensie, p. 3, 2019). The
increasing amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is caused by the burning of coal, oil, and gas, and if
these fossil fuels are burnt, the temperature of the earth will keep increasing, resulting in ‘catastrophic
climate change’. To underline the science and legitimacy of this claim, Friends of the Earth continuously
refers to climate scientist, scientific bodies (e.g., Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Dutch climate
science institutions), conferences (e.g., Copenhagen Summit, 2015 United Nations Climate Change

“De constatering is dan ook dat er anno 2020 een heel decennium verloren is gegaan waardoor de opgave
moeilijker is geworden en de kansen op het voorkomen van gevaarlijke klimaatverandering zijn afgenomen”
27 “Inmiddels is de gemiddelde temperatuur van de aarde al opgelopen met 1 C
̊ . Een opwarming van 1,5 ̊C is al
bijna niet meer te voorkomen en zelfs het beperken van de opwarming tot ruim onder de 2 ̊C is inmiddels zeer
uitdagend geworden. Het is nu voor wat betreft de aanpak van gevaarlijke klimaatverandering echt twee voor
twaalf … we gaan het laatste decennium in waarin gevaarlijke klimaatverandering nog voorkomen kan worden.
Als in het komende decennium de emissies niet drastisch worden teruggebracht, dan is het een gelopen race:
28
“Dat het menselijk handelen leidt tot klimaatverandering, staat al geruime tijd vast. De uitstoot van
broeikasgassen door verbranding van fossiele brandstoffen is daarvan de belangrijkste oorzaak”
26
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Conference) and treaties (the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Paris
Agreement) (Milieudefensie, 2019; Milieudefensie, 2020).

Shell Has the Power
Seeing that Friends of the Earth considers the burning of fossil fuels as the main cause of climate
change, they argue that Shell is therefore problematic: “Royal Dutch Shell does not only lead one of the most
polluting organizations in the world, but they also intend to keep the Shell group one of the biggest polluters
in the world29” (Milieudefensie, p. 2, 2020). Shell is particularly problematic because the company (and other
oil- and gas multinationals alike) is a significant contributor to climate change, as carbon dioxide emissions
relate to their core business. The company also has direct control over their carbon dioxide emissions rate,
and therefore the company also has the power to reduce those emissions. Because of this, Shell and other
oil- and gas multinationals have control over the pace and shape of the energy transition (Milieudefensie,
2020). However, Shell shows no intend to align their activities and products with the international climate
goals to prevent dangerous climate change (Milieudefensie, 2019). Therefore, Friends of the Earth argue
that Shell is guilty of ‘unlawful endangerment’, as the company undermines the chances to prevent climate
change (Milieudefensie, 2019; Milieudefensie, 2020).

Bad Attitude
Even more, according to Friends of the Earth, if oil and gas multinationals like Shell are at this point not
acting in line with the Paris agreement but use their “exceptional position and influence at the expense of a
drastic acceleration of climate policy and the energy transition, then it is evidentially impossible to reach the
necessary drastic decrease of the global carbon dioxide emissions in the coming 10 years 30” (Milieudefensie,
p. 25, 2020). Friends of the Earth also argues that the decade between 2010 and 2020 was lost because of
the attitude and strategy of oil and gas multinationals like Shell. While Friends of the Earth thus recognizes
that Shell has a lot of power and responsibility in the energy transition, they also argue that consumers barely
have any influence on this force field, because they do not have sufficient alternatives to choose from besides
fossil fuels (Milieudefensie, 2020).

Endangering Human Rights
Friends of the Earth also argues that because of the risks for humanity that come with dangerous climate
change, Shell is currently affecting the fundamental rights of people: “According to the United Nations Human
Rights Council, climate change will affect the fundamental rights of people worldwide, among which the right
to live, health and basic needs (resolution 10/4). With their contribution to climate change, Shell does not
only act wrongfully, but the company also endangers human rights31” (Milieudefensie, p. 17, 2019).

29 “Royal Dutch Shell geeft niet alleen leiding aan een van de grootste vervuilende organisaties in de wereld, zij is ook

voornemens ervoor te zorgen dat de Shell groep een van de grootste vervuilers ter wereld blijft”
30 Als de grootste multinationale olie- en gasbedrijven zoals RDS nu nog steeds niet in lijn met de Parijsdoelstellingen gaan
handelen en hun bijzondere positie en invloed blijven aanwenden ten nadele van een drastische versnelling van het
klimaatbeleid en de energietransitie, dan is het evident onmogelijk om in de komende 10 jaar tot de noodzakelijke drastische
daling van de mondiale CO2-emissies te komen.
31 “Volgens de VN Mensenrechtenraad zal klimaatverandering wereldwijd de grondrechten van mensen aantasten,
waaronder het recht op leven, gezondheid en basisbehoeften (resolutie 10/04. Door haar bijdrage aan klimaatverandering
handelt Shell dus niet alleen onrechtmatig, maar brengt het bedrijf ook de mensenrechten in gevaar”
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Rationale Friends of the Earth: desired future
A Paris Agreement Aligned Future
Friends of the Earth does not have an explicit view on what their desired future looks like. When talking
about the future, Friends of the Earth mostly refer to what they do not want: a future where system earth is
disturbed and where humanity must live the consequences of dangerous climate change (Milieudefensie,
2020). To this end, Friends of the Earth relates their desired future to the climate goals of the Paris
Agreement, where “dangerous human disturbance of the climate system needs to be prevented, in order to
secure food production, so that ecosystems can adjust in a natural way to climate change and that
sustainable economic developments remain possible. This in the interests of the current and future
generations of humanity 32” (Milieudefensie, p. 3, 2020). Additionally, tackling climate change is equally
imperative to eradicate poverty in the world.

Actors Friends of the Earth: supporting actors
Citizens Fighting
Several actors are contributing to overcoming the problems discussed in the previous section according
to Friends of the Earth. One group of actors that is supporting Friends of the Earth are the co-plaintiffs in their
lawsuit against Shell (Milieudefensie, 2020; Milieudefensie, 2019). The co-plaintiffs are 17.000 individual
citizens and six non-governmental organizations, namely: ‘de Waddenvereniging’ (Wadden Sea Association),
‘Fossielvrij NL’ (Fossil Free Movement), Greenpeace, ‘Both ENDS’, ‘Jongeren Milieu Actief’ (Young Friends of
the Earth) and ‘Action Aid’. All plaintiffs state that “Shell has an obligation to take into account the universally
established threshold of danger, in order to protect the general and particular interests that are being
threatened by the danger of climate change33” (Milieudefensie, p. 4, 2020). According to Friends of the Earth,
the plaintiffs feel responsible to solve the climate problem, while at the same time feeling powerless to do so
because big polluters refuse to commit to global climate goals. Moreover, the NGOs have conducted diverse
campaigns to evoke Shell to become a greener company, but never succeeded (Milieudefensie, 2019).

United Nations
A second group of actors that is considered important to Friends of the Earth are several institutions
that relate to the United Nations. One of these supporting institutions are the 196 signatory states of the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), a global collaboration between
countries that organize climate conferences (e.g., COP21 in Paris) and translate their aim to prevent climate
change into concrete policy (Milieudefensie, 2019). These countries are supporting to Friends of the Earth,
as they collaborated to develop and sign the Paris Agreement with ambitious climate goals. This agreement
is frequently referred to as a framework in which the lawsuit against Shell is held: “the United Nations and
the 196 countries that are connected to the UN Climate Treaty support that the assistance of important non-

“Met het voorkomen van een gevaarlijke menselijke verstoring van het klimaatsysteem, verzekerd moet worden dat de
voedselproductie niet in gevaar komt, dat ecosystemen zich op natuurlijke wijze kunnen aanpassen aan klimaatverandering
en dat een duurzame economische ontwikkeling mogelijk blijft. Dit alles zowel in het belang van de huidige als de
toekomstige generaties van de mensheid”
33
“Shell een verplichting heeft de universeel vastgestelde gevarengrens in acht te nemen ter bescherming van alle algemene
en bijzondere belangen die door het gevaar van klimaatverandering worden bedreigd”
32

42

governmental actors such as Royal Dutch Shell is important to achieve the Paris goals34” (Milieudefensie, p.
7, 2020). According to Friends of the Earth, these states have expressed that they cannot achieve the Paris
goals on their own and that support from non-governmental actors is necessary.

Scientific Guidance
The conferences of the UNFCCC are based on the conclusions of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC), the second institution that is supporting to Friends of the Earth. The goal of the IPCC is to
inform on climate science and summarize this in reports for policymakers (Milieudefensie, 2019). The IPCC
is supporting to Friends of the Earth, as it provides a clear view on dangerous climate change and what is
necessary to prevent it, which “gives a restriction below 2C and preferably 1,5C warming a judicial
meaning35” (Milieudefensie, p. 16, 2019). A third important actor that relates to the United Nations is John
Ruggie and his UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. He developed the UN guiding principles
with support from governments, companies, and NGOs, and they were adopted by the United Nations Human
Rights Council in 2011 (Milieudefensie, 2020). These guiding principles anchor and elaborate on the
rationale that companies have independent obligations to prevent human rights violations, to which Shell
also committed. The UN Guiding Principles are used by Friends of the Earth in their lawsuit: “the solution to
this impasse can potentially be found in the application of international soft law such as the UN Guiding
Principles in national legal systems. That way, soft law can be converted into hard law at a case-specific
level, according to Ruggie. That is exactly the route that Friends of the Earth c.s. considers to be the last way
out, which is why they have brought forward this case36” (Milieudefensie, p. 32, 2020).

Court Case Building
From the above logically follows that Friends of the Earth also sees the court as an important actor to
support them in their mission to combat climate change. This, as the judge can impose obligations to Shell,
but also because “Shell’s policy will be evaluated by an independent judge, who does not care about
campaign rhetoric and empty promises … The court case will be based on facts and proof. Shell can no
longer hide behind fine words without obligation or ambition” (Milieudefensie, p. 3, 2019). Moreover, the
results of the court case can be important jurisprudence for future climate cases, therewith increasing the
pressure on other fossil fuel companies. This is also the reason why Urgenda can be seen as a supporting
actor for Friends of the Earth, as their court case against the Dutch state is similarly used to build a case
against Shell (Milieudefensie, 2019). Follow This can also be considered as a supporting actor to Friends of
the Earth, as their yearly resolutions have shown that Shell has no intentions to align their policy with the
climate goals of the Paris Agreement, despite their statements on sustainability (Milieudefensie, 2019).
Because of the efforts of Follow This, it has become clear to Friends of the Earth that Shell will not commit to
concrete and sufficient sustainability goals, and this consequently led Friends of the Earth to file a lawsuit
against Shell. Moreover, the resolutions of Follow This has been used as evidence by Friends of the Earth in
their court case against Shell (Milieudefensie, 2019; RW, 2022).
“de Verenigde Naties en de 196 landen die bij het VN Klimaatverdrag zijn aangesloten, uitdragen dat de hulp van
belangrijke niet-statelijke actoren zoals Royal Dutch Shell belangrijk is om de Parijsdoelstelling te kunnen halen”
35
“Dat geeft beperking tot ruim onder 2C en bij voorkeur 1,5 C opwarming een juridische betekenis”
36
“De uitweg uit deze impasse wel eens gevonden zou kunnen worden in het toepassen van international soft law zoals de
UN Guiding Principles in de nationale rechtstelsels. Op die manier kan soft law volgens Ruggie alsnog op zaakspecifiek
niveau tot hard law worden omgezet. En dat is precies de route die ook Milieudefensie c.s. als laatste uitweg ziet en waarom
ze deze zaak aanhangig heeft gemaakt”
34
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The Other Way Around
Lastly, Friends of the Earth argues that Shell and other big polluting multinationals can also be
supporting actors, if they decide to use their influence in favor of combating climate change (Milieudefensie,
2020). Moreover, having polluting multinationals on board would encourage others as well: “besides the fact
that non-governmental actors reduce their own emissions, it would also encourage states to take on more
ambitious climate goals. The moment that states know that other actors are getting involved, it becomes
easier to reach national goals and it thus also becomes possible to become more ambitious” (Milieudefensie,
p. 28, 2020). Friends of the Earth illustrate the point that polluters can become important allies by naming a
few companies that have committed to ambitious climate policy: in Denmark, the largest energy company
(Ørsted) has committed to divesting in oil and gas and to switch to renewable energy, which has proven to be
successful as it is the fastest growing and most successful energy supplier of Denmark (Milieudefensie,
2019). Other examples named by Friends of the Earth are Maersk, Kering, Unilever, Broad Group, Safaricom
and Natura.

Actors Friends of the Earth: counteracting actors
Larger Than States
Friends of the Earth sees Shell, other fossil fuel multinationals and their branch organizations (e.g.,
BusinessEurope, WSPA, NAM, API, CAPP, APPEA and FuelsEurope) as the main counteracting actors to
combating climate change (Milieudefensie, 2020; Milieudefensie, 2019). Friends of the Earth argues that
Shell: “is responsible for approximately 1,2% of the world industrial emission of greenhouse gasses on a
yearly basis. Therewith, the yearly rate of emission of the Shell group is substantially larger than the
emissions of the whole Dutch society – thus substantially larger than the emissions of all Dutch companies
and all Dutch citizens added together37” (Milieudefensie, p. 2, 2020). Furthermore, Shell is the 11th biggest
industrial polluter in the world, and it is one of the 25 companies that are responsible for more than halve of
the worldwide industrial greenhouse gas emissions of the past 30 years. Therefore, Friends of the Earth
argues that: “the rate of emissions that is associated with the Shell group is relevant globally, even
significantly more relevant than the rate of emission of the Netherlands38” (Milieudefensie, p. 2, 2020).

Shell Knew
There is also a fear that Shell will not (sufficiently) align its’ future policy with climate goals, as Friends
of the Earth argues that Shell has known for a long time about the dangers of climate change that result from
their actions (Milieudefensie, 2019; Milieudefensie, 2020). To illustrate: “Shell already has extensive
knowledge on the serious dangers and the causes of climate change. In the ‘50s, Shell and organizations of
which Shell was a member did research on the climate. In the ‘80s and ‘90s, researchers from Shell wrote
several reports that painted a complete picture of climate change … Shell was very aware of the seriousness
of the situation, so they produced an educational movie in 1991 titled ‘Climate of Concern’. In this movie,

“Jaarlijks verantwoordelijk voor ongeveer 1,2% van de wereldwijde industriële broeikasgasemissies. Daarmee is de
jaarlijkse emissieomvang van de Shell groep substantieel groter dan de emissies van de gehele Nederlandse samenleving –
dus substantieel groter dan de emissies van alle Nederlandse bedrijven en alle Nederlandse burgers bij elkaar opgeteld”
38
“De emissieomvang die verbonden is aan de Shell groep doet er mondiaal gezien daarom toe, en doet er zelfs aanzienlijk
meer toe dan de emissieomvang van Nederland”
37
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Shell warned the public about the far-reaching consequences of climate change39” (Milieudefensie, p. 1011, 2019). Friends of the Earth argues that Shell even announced in 1998 that the company would move
away from oil and gas because of the material consequences of potential lawsuits if they would not act
against climate change (Milieudefensie, 2019). However, a few years later that decision was made undone,
and since then the company has done little to none to reduce their impact on the climate.

Risk Appetite
Subsequently, Friends of the Earth argues that if Shell has known about the dangers of climate change
and its’ causes for a long time, the company is seemingly not willing to change and wants to keep making
profit despite all known risks. The risks, such as the material consequences of potential lawsuits or a loss of
social support for the company’s activities, is referred to as ‘risk appetite’ and is an inherent part of Shell’s
strategy (Milieudefensie, 2020). This means that Shell, and all their financially involved parties, are familiar
with the risks that relate to the carbon dioxide emissions of the company and still choose to continue with
investments in new oil and gas activities, even though it is not in line with the Paris agreement
(Milieudefensie, 2020). Friend of the Earth thus argues that Shell makes a strategic choice to counteract the
global temperature goals of Paris: “the policy and interest of Royal Dutch Shell is also in the future evidentially
aimed on stimulating the demand for oil and gas, on the protection of its’ oil- and gas investments, and on
the protection of its’ fossil fuel business model … Taken together, this once more shows the exceptional
position of Royal Dutch Shell in both causing and the ability to prevent dangerous climate change”
(Milieudefensie, p. 22, 2020).

Shell’s Core Business
Besides the risk appetite strategy, Friends of the Earth emphasize the point that Shell has no intend to
align its’ policy with the Paris Agreement, by arguing that there have been diverse campaigns that evoked
Shell to become a greener company, but that these campaigns have yielded no results (Milieudefensie,
2019). One concrete illustration by Friends of the Earth is the continuous negative voting advise that the
Shell board provides for the resolution of Follow This, although the resolution specifically requests Shell to
‘act according to the Paris Agreement’. From this, Friends of the Earth argues that Shell is not likely to
voluntarily take the necessary steps to align its’ policy with the climate goals of the Paris Agreement. Shell
does have a climate ambition since 2017, but according to Friends of the Earth, this ambition is not
committed to the Paris Agreement, as it is formulated in a way that does not guarantee the reduction of
emissions (Milieudefensie, 2019). Particularly, the ambition states that Shell will reduce their carbon
footprint with 20% by 2035 and 50% by 2050, but Friends of the Earth argues that this is not sufficient, as
Shell calculates relative emission reductions instead of absolute reduction, meaning that the company can
trade the same amount of fossil fuels if their share in renewable energy grows. What is more, according to
Friends of the Earth, Shell’s CEO Ben van Beurden has stated that oil and gas production will remain the
fundament of the grow strategy of Shell in the coming decade: “Shell’s core business is, and will be for the

39 ”Shell had al vroeg uitgebreide kennis over de ernstige gevaren en de oorzaken van klimaatverandering. Al in de jaren

‘50 werd binnen Shell en organisaties waar Shell lid van was, onderzoek gedaan naar het klimaat. In de jaren ‘80 en ‘90
schreven onderzoekers bij Shell verschillende rapporten waarin een zeer compleet beeld van klimaatverandering werd
geschetst. Shell was zich zelfs zo bewust van de ernst van de situatie dat het bedrijf in 1991 een voorlichtingsfilm maakte met
de titel Climate of Concern. Hierin waarschuwde Shell het publiek voor de vergaande gevolgen van klimaatverandering”
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foreseeable future, very much in oil and gas, and particularly in natural gas … people think we have gone
soft on the future of oil and gas. If they think that, they would be wrong” (van Beurden, 2018, in
Milieudefensie, p. 14, 2019). This also shows in the yearly investments Shell makes in oil- and gas
infrastructure, such as drilling platforms, pipelines, LNG-ships, and refineries (Milieudefensie, 2019).

Lobbying a Governance Gap
Friends of the Earth also warns for the delay methods that Shell purposively uses to influence the energy
transition (Milieudefensie, 2020; Milieudefensie, 2019). Shell does this in two ways: on the one hand, by
using their political lobby and power to influence climate policy, and on the other hand, Shell uses
greenwashing media campaigns to maintain a progressive and green image. Friends of the Earth argues that
Shell spends millions on lobby activities that have a big influence on political policy processes, while citizens,
unions and NGO’s do not have the means to counteract this lobby. This lobby particularly takes place in
Brussel, where Shell and other oil- and gas multinationals secure their interests by “mitigating or nipping in
the bud the risks that are applicable to them when it comes to climate policy and the energy transition 40”
(Milieudefensie, p. 17, 2020). To do this, “These companies [oil- and gas multinationals] and its’ lobbyists
get together with top EU officials once a week on average and with that, they succeed to block, delay, and
dilute the intended laws and regulations of the EU41” (Milieudefensie, p. 18, 2020). One of the tactics used
to influence policy, is by threatening with legal proceedings and taking legal action against regulatory
authorities. Another tactic used is to threaten with replacing their activities to other countries: “these
statements are in fact disguised threats: do not regulate us too much, do not regulate us too fast, and make
sure that we as a company do not suffer to much from it because otherwise, we will potentially leave to a
country that is less strict or has better regulatory conditions42” (Milieudefensie, p. 23, 2020). Friends of the
Earth argues that this effective lobbying against regulations on a national and international scale indicates
that there is a governance gap for oil- and gas multinationals.

Influencer of the Collective Subconsciousness
Friends of the Earth also identified another way in which Shell uses control measures against climate
policy and the energy transition, namely through their media campaigns. There are two types of campaigns
that Shell uses: ‘issue advertising’ and ‘image advertising’. With issue advertising, Shell tries to steer the
societal narrative their way: “companies try to manipulate societal issues with public campaigns by
positioning their own solutions as accurate, valid and in the interest of the public43” (Milieudefensie, p. 20,
2020). By using image advertising, Shell tries to improve its’ legitimacy and reputation to create trust and
loyalty with a broad audience. This is worrisome, because through these campaigns, Friends of the Earth
argues that Shell succeeds in “goal-oriented influencing of the collective subconsciousness” in a way that
the public and political elite believes that oil- and gas companies are “voluntarily taking action in the field of
“Daarmee de voor hen geldende risico’s van klimaatbeleid en de energietransitie in de kiem te smoren of anderszins te
mitigeren”
41
“Deze bedrijven en hun belangenbehartigers gemiddeld genomen meer dan eenmaal per week met top EU functionarissen
aan tafel zitten en dat ze het daarmee daadwerkelijk voor elkaar krijgen om voorgenomen wet- en regelgeving vanuit de EU
tegen te houden, te vertragen en af te zwakken”
42
“Feitelijk zitten in dit soort verklaringen dus verkapte dreigementen besloten, namelijk: reguleert u ons vooral niet te
hard, reguleert u ons vooral niet te snel en zorgt u ervoor dat wij er als bedrijf niet teveel last van hebben want anders
vertrekken we mogelijk naar een ander land waar we minder streng of op betere voorwaarden gereguleerd worden”
43
“Bedrijven proberen maatschappelijke vraagstukken met publiekscampagnes naar hun hand te zetten door de eigen
oplossingen voor het maatschappelijk vraagstuk neer te zetten als accuraat, valide en in het algemeen belang”
40
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climate change and therefore do not need to be regulated 44” (Milieudefensie, p. 21, 2020). These
‘propaganda campaigns’ are also a significant barrier to meaningful climate action according to Friends of
the Earth. Lastly, Friends of the Earth warns about the paradox of these campaigns as they emphasize that
there is a major difference between the public statements made by Shell, where it seems that the company
is willing to be regulated, and the reality in which Shell does everything in its’ power to secure their fossil fuel
interests (HB, 2022).

Companies That Make the World Sick
Although not mentioned in the lawsuit against Shell, Friends of the Earth also named a few other
counteracting actors in reaction to the lawsuit. On the 13th of January 2022, Friends of the Earth evoked 29
big polluters in the Netherlands to come up with a climate plan before April 15th, 2022 (Milieudefensie, n.d.e). This, as these companies are “making the world sick” and they should be committed to the same
obligations as imposed on Shell by the court. The companies that Friends of the Earth targeted are: ABN
AMRO, ABP, Aegon, Ahold Delhaize, AkzoNobel, Atradius, BAM Groep, Boskalis Westminster, BP, Dow, DSM,
ExxonMobil, FrieslandCampina, ING, KLM, LyondellBasell, NN Group, PfZW, Rabobank, RWE, Schipholl,
Stellantis, Tata Steel, Unilever, Uniper, Vion, Vitol, Vopak and Yara. These companies have received this
request because they significantly contribute to the issue of climate change, while at the same time they can
provide a significant contribution to the solution of that issue.

Plot Friends of the Earth: activities for desired future
A Legally Enforceable Responsibility
The activities that Friends of the Earth considers necessary to address their described problems are
particularly focused on anti-fossil fuel policy. One of the activities to reduce the burning of fossil fuels is to
file lawsuits so that (polluting) companies can be imposed a legally enforceable responsibility to reduce their
greenhouse gas emissions. As discussed in the section ‘supporting actors’, lawsuits can use soft law such as
the UN Guiding Principles and turn this into hard law on a case specific level: “the way out in breaking through
the status quo that would otherwise cause dangerous climate change has to be searched in lawsuits … The
court can assign value, besides human rights law and legal rules regarding endangerment, to the fact that
Shell has committed to international soft law rules such as the UN Guiding Principles on business and Human
Rights45” (Milieudefensie, p. 32, 2020).

Anti-Fossil Fuel Policy
These lawsuits are a last resort if companies do not voluntarily reduce their emissions by installing policy
that is aligned with the Paris Agreement (Milieudefensie, 2019; Milieudefensie, 2020). The installment of
such policy by companies and other non-state actors can be considered a second necessary activity in
combating climate change. This policy should include a fast dismantling of the production and the use of
fossil fuels, with net zero emissions in 2050 and an interim reduction of 45% in 2030 relative to 2010

“Doelgericht het collectieve onderbewustzijn beogen te beïnvloeden en ook weten te beïnvloeden” “die vrijwillig actie
ondernemen op het gebied van klimaatverandering en daarom dus niet gereguleerd hoeven te worden”
45
“De uitweg voor het doorbreken van de huidige status quo die waarschijnlijk tot een gevaarlijke klimaatverandering zal
leiden, moet inderdaad gezocht worden in rechtszaken … De rechtbank kan daarbij naast het mensenrechtenrecht en de
rechtsregels rondom gevaarzetting, tevens waarde toekennen aan het feit dat RDS zich gecommitteerd heeft aan de
internationale soft law regels als vervat in UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights”
44
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(Milieudefensie, p. 10, 2019). Moreover, this policy should not allow room for negative emission technologies
that removes carbon dioxide from the air in the future, as this technology has not yet been invented or is not
proven to be effective on a large scale. The necessity of climate policy by so-called ‘Non-Party Stakeholders’
(e.g., cities, companies, investors) has also been included in the Paris Agreement (Milieudefensie, 2020).
Next to Non-Party Stakeholders, a third encouraged activity by Friends of the Earth is the installment of antifossil fuel policy by states, following the example of Belize, Costa Rica, New Zealand, France and Denmark
(Milieudefensie, 2019). According to Friends of the Earth, these states have realized that fossil fuels need to
be kept in the ground in order to achieve climate targets, and therefore they do no longer authorize permits
for the exploration- and extraction of fossil fuels on land and sea. Forty-eight of the most vulnerable countries
to climate change have the ambition to provide their country with 100% renewable energy by 2050, and
Denmark has expressed that it aims to be fully independent from fossil fuels by that time.

Friends of the Earth Narrative in Perspective
‘A Duty of Care to Protect Human Rights Against Climate Change’
The narrative of Friends of the Earth is particularly focused on Shell as the ‘bad guy’ that contributes to
the significant problem of dangerous climate change and therefore also threatens human rights. Moreover,
climate change litigation is a solution to this problem in the narrative of Friends of the Earth, as it legally
enforces Shell to change their business in a way that reduces their negative impact on climate change. The
problem analysis plays a central role in Friends of the Earth’s narrative: climate change is dangerous,
because humanity depends on vital ecosystems to meet their needs to survive, and climate change disturbs
ecosystems, so meeting the needs of people also is at risk. Seeing that people have a right to meet these
needs, climate change puts human rights at risk (e.g., right to live, health, basic needs). The main cause of
climate change are the emissions of greenhouse gasses that result mainly from the burning of fossil fuels,
and as Shell’s core business is focused on fossil fuels, this results in a contribution to approximately 1,2% of
the global greenhouse gasses, making Shell a significant contributor to climate change. Because Shell is a
significant contributor to climate change, the company also violates the fundamental rights of people. Shell
also has direct control to reduce those emissions, which gives the company the power to influence the pace
and shape of the energy transition, whereas citizens do not have that power. However, it is clear from the
narrative of Friends of the Earth that they do not believe that Shell uses this power for the better, as the
company has known about the risks of their activities for a long time but has yet not changed their actions,
so there should be no expectation that Shell will voluntarily align its’ policy with climate goals. Rather, Shell
continues their investments in oil and gas activities and infrastructure and uses delay methods to secure
their continuation in oil and gas. Taken together, legal steps are a necessary way out to enforce Shell to
reduce their greenhouse gas emissions. Therefore, Friends of the Earth, together with other NGO’s and
17.000 citizens take matters into their own hands to fight for their future and rights.
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4.1.3. Follow This

Follow This is an association that consist of over 8000 green shareholders that call on the oil industry to
make the switch to sustainable energy (Follow This, n.d.-a; Change Inc., n.d.-a). Follow This was established
in 2015 by engineer and former energy-journalist Mark van Baal, because of his believe that the oil
industry is an indispensable link to reach the goals of the Paris Agreement, and that the industry will only
listen to their shareholders (Change Inc. n.d.-b). Thus, by buying a small scale of shares in oil companies,
Follow This becomes a shareholder so that resolutions can be filed during shareholder meetings (filing a
resolution requires 5 million euros in shares) (Change inc. n.d.-b; Follow This, n.d.-a). These climate
resolutions request oil companies to set emission targets that are in line with the Paris Agreement,
including targets for product-emissions called ‘scope 3’. The first climate resolution was filed in 2016 at
Shell, but throughout time Follow This extended the resolutions to other oil majors as well: BP, Equinor,
Philips66, Chevron and Conoco Philips. Resolutions are generally filed every year until the company sets
‘Paris-consistent’ targets. Follow This aims to convince other large institutional investors to support their
resolution and to use their shareholder rights to convince management to change course. Anyone can
become a member of the Follow This association by buying a share in big oil through Follow This for about
thirty euros (Follow This, n.d.-b). Follow This can be linked to the underexplored scientific shareholder
advocacy/activism literature (e.g., Neville et al., 2018; Flammer et al., 2021).

Rationale Follow This: current problem(s)
Climate Change
Follow This considers climate change as an urgent issue that requires action (Follow This, 2021; RW,
2022). Follow This stresses that the science is clear, and that time is running out to address the climate crisis
and to limit global warming to 1,5°C (Follow This, 2021). It is therefore necessary to have deep cuts in
emissions this decade: “both the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the International
Energy Agency (IEA) estimate that (net) absolute emissions must be reduced by approximately 40% by 2030”
(Follow This, p. 1, 2021). According to Follow This, the carbon budget of the world that is established to stay
within 1,5°C will be exceeded by 2030 with the current global emissions rate. Thus, immediate, rapid, and
large-scale reductions in greenhouse gas emissions is essential, and that is why Follow This argues that oil
companies need to change (Follow This, 2021; RW, 2022).

Inadequate Policy
Addressing the issue of climate change thus requires oil companies like Shell to stop the exploration
and acquisition of more oil and gas, and invest in renewable energy instead (Follow This, 2016). However,
this change is not without its’ problems, and Follow This recognizes that these problems come forth from
Shell’s transition strategy, but also result in problems for the company itself (Follow This, n,d.-X; Follow This,
n.d.Y). According to Follow This, Shell’s current strategy is inadequate in terms of addressing climate change:
“Every year they promise a little bit more, but it has not yet resulted in the big change that we want. And that
is of course to have real Paris consistent goals … They promise net zero in 2050, but until 2030 they are
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doing very little46” (MB, p. 13, 2022). So, while Follow This does recognize that Shell has taken some steps
in the right direction the past years, their response to climate change is still too slow and insignificant enough,
and the strategy underneath their net zero by 2050 ambition is lacking.

Lack of Imagination
Another issue that relates to Shell’s insufficient transition strategy is the attitude and imagination of
Shell’s management. According to Follow This, the top management of Shell does not want to change and
wants to stick to an old fossil fuel-based business model for at least the coming 10 years (MB, 2022). Mark
van Baal argues that the top management has their ‘heels in the sand’, and that they do not want to be
bothered because they cannot change any faster than their current pace. Moreover, Follow This recognizes
that the management of Shell lays the burden of responsibility on others: “Governments need to take
measures. Consumers need to change first. The ball is always in someone else’s court 47” (MB, p. 17, 2022).
Consequently, Follow This sees that oil companies are constantly finding arguments to justify their slow
change, from ‘other people can do more than we can’, to the use of what Follow This refers to as the just
transition and energy poverty argument: ‘we cannot deny poor people their cars/Africa their development’.
Another argument is the so-called best barrel/supplier of choice/last man standing argument, which is along
the lines of ‘oil and gas are still needed in the coming 30 years, we are the best and most responsible player
on the market and otherwise you become reliant on less transparent companies such as Saudi Aramco and
you do not want that’. All in all, Follow This sees the issue of change within Shell as a psychological issue:
“Look, the world is asking for it. Everyone is ready. The technology is there, and the money is there, all lights
are on green, but the top management … they simply can’t imagine it happening. That is the big problem …
Eventually, it appears that there is a psychological problem in the head of the leaders 48” and “It is a fossil
fuel company, and they want to stay that for the time being, that is the problem. So, the top of those
companies, they simply cannot imagine that there are other revenue models besides oil and gas … The idea
that you can substitute oil and gas with renewables seems impossible 49” (MB, p. 17-18. 2022).

Risks for Shell
Follow This also pays attention to the difficulties that Shell faces from the energy transition, particularly
if they do not align their policy with the Paris Agreement targets. This perspective is mainly portrayed in the
resolutions of Follow This to convince Shell that there are more risks in continuing with business as usual
than with changing into a more sustainable company. Follow This recognizes that the transition has a huge
impact on the business model of Shell, and that change takes time, but warns that the future of the company
could be in danger if they start too late with this change (Follow This, 2021). This, because of financial,
regulatory, and reputational risks. The financial risks that Shell is facing, relate to oil and gas reserves that

“Ze beloven elke jaar wel een beetje meer, maar het heeft nog niet geleid tot de grote verandering die wij graag willen. En
dat is natuurlijk echte Paris consistent doelen … Ze beloven allemaal net zero in 2050, maar tot 2030 gaan ze nog heel
weinig doen”
47 “De overheden moeten eerst maar eens maatregelen nemen. Consumenten moeten eerst maar eens veranderen. Dus altijd
die bal in het, bij de ander leggen”
48 “Kijk, de wereld vraagt erom. Iedereen is er klaar voor. De technologie is er en het geld is er, alle seinen staan op groen,
en de topmannen … ze kunnen zich gewoon het niet voorstellen. Dat is, en dat is echt het grote probleem. … uiteindelijk blijkt
er toch ook nog een psychologisch probleem te zijn, in de in de hoofden van het leiderschap”
49 “Het blijft een fossiel bedrijf en dat willen ze voorlopig nog even blijven, dat is het probleem. Dus de de top van die
bedrijven, die kan zich gewoon niet voorstellen dat er een ander verdienmodel is dan olie en gas. Dat is het grote probleem
… Het idee dat je olie en gas kan vervangen door hernieuwbaar dat dat wil er gewoon nog niet in”
46
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might become stranded assets, and a loss of profits as Shell is almost fully dependent on oil and gas prices
(Follow This, 2016). This financial risk transcends Shell, as there is a “growing understanding among global
financial institutions that climate-related risks are a source of financial risk” and that therefore “limiting
global warming is essential to risk management and responsible stewardship of the economy” (Follow This,
p.2, 2021; RW, 2022). According to Follow This, this financial argumentation is the core of their story, as they
believe that this is the most convincing argument to engage with Shell and its investors. Follow This also
warns for regulatory risks, such as the unpredictability of the federal regulatory environment and the risks of
liability through climate litigation (Follow This, 2016; Follow This, 2021). Lastly, Follow This argues that there
is a reputational risk for Shell, as “more and more people will see oil majors as the root cause of global
warming and expect them to pay for it”, and there is potential loss of one of their key assets: their staff if they
are no longer “willing to contribute to global warming in their professional career” (Follow This, p.2, 2016).

Rationale Follow This: desired future
World Without Fossil Fuels
The desired future is not a comprehensive part of Follow This’ narrative. The future is mainly described
as a world without greenhouse gas emissions, including renewable energy, and/or a diversification of the
energy supply (Follow This, 2016; RW, 2022). Moreover, Follow This sees a role for Shell in this future, as
they encourage Shell to become a “renewable energy company by investing the profits from fossil fuels in
renewable energy” and they “support Shell to take the lead in creating a world without fossil fuels” (Follow
This, 2016, p. 1). However, Wijker stated that Follow This does not want to be too prescriptive in their
demands, as most important to them is that the world stays within preferably 1,5°C warming, and it is up to
Shell how to achieve their needed emissions reduction, even if there is still some use of fossil fuels (RW,
2022). Follow This also recognizes that “emerging disruptive technologies and business models”, by which
they mean for example “decentralized, solar power on the supply side and electric cars, including energy
storage, the demand side” influence the energy market and can be part of a new reality, existing next to
multinationals such as Shell (Follow This, 2016, p. 2). Next to that, Follow This reasons that Shell will continue
with its current economic model, as they for example mention that Shell will be able to pay dividends during
and after the transition, on the condition that the company changes course regarding their energy sources.

Concrete Company Changes
When Follow This refers to the future, this mostly concerns the concrete changes they would like to see
in energy companies on a business level. Follow This has developed a five-step approach along their so-called
‘SATIE framework’: “Shareholders vote for emission reduction targets, crucially including Scope 3.
Subsequently, companies set Ambitions covering Scope 3, advance these into Paris-consistent Targets that
lead to Paris-consistent Investments, that result in absolute Emission reductions on a 1.5-degree Celsius
pathway” (Kraaijenbrink, 2022). Thus, the desired future of Follow This is one where fossil fuel companies
have changed into renewable energy companies in a timely manner so that the goals of the Paris Agreement
are reached and global warming is limited to 1,5°C (RW, 202; Follow This, 2021).
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Actors Follow This: supporting actors
Paris Agreement Actors
One of the supporting actors to Follow This are the actors involved in the Paris Agreement, for example
states and the scientific community such as the IPCC. This, because the demands stated by Follow This for
Shell are based on the Paris Agreement, and because the COP meetings are a signal that change is necessary
to avoid climate change. Moreover, another important role that is ascribed to the scientific community by one
of the interviewees, is that they can help in shifting perspectives (RW, 2022). This, as science-based targets
have become increasingly more important to Shell’s shareholders, and that a change has occurred from
‘company-based targets’ (which are the targets that Shell sets themselves) to ‘science-based targets’ (the
IPCC and IEA targets). Consequently, this shift in perspective among shareholders has resulted in a more
‘global economy perspective’: the increasing awareness that “a strong emphasis on sustainability and the
long-term value of a company go hand in hand” and that the oil sector is a risky investment because of their
large effect on climate change (Kraaijenbrink, 2022; RW, 2022).

Pressure Parties
Follow This also sees that pressure on the oil sector is coming from a wide variety of supporting actors,
who together contribute to a ‘momentum’ for change (RW & MB, 2022; Follow This, 2021). Notably, the Dutch
court and Friends of the Earth are frequently mentioned in their communication, stating that Shell has an
individual legal responsibility to reduce emissions to address climate change. There is also knowledge
exchange with Friends of the Earth, as the resolution of Follow This was one of the supporting documents in
the court case (RW, 2022; Milieudefensie, 2019). However, Follow This nuances that although both work
towards the same goal, they do this with different approaches and completely independent of each other
(RW, 2022). This also relates to the tone of Follow This, as the organization does not want to be perceived as
too activistic. Another actor that is mentioned by Follow This, is the divestment movement. Similarly, they
keep in touch at times to inform each other on development around Shell. As Follow This describes, there is
a feeling of respect and appreciation among those who work on this issue, and there is no debate on how to
address this issue as “everyone chooses the tactic that fits them best” and it is the diversity that is efficient
(MB, 2022). Therefore, Follow This sees these actors as supporting because together they increase the
momentum for change and reinforce each other’s pressure. Subsequently, the worldwide pressure that these
actors create on the oil industry makes it inevitable for oil- and gas multinationals to recognize that they need
to move along, so that they do not fall behind in a changing world. On the same line, another supporting actor
is The Sunrise Project, a community of changemakers and sponsor of Follow This, and its’ involved
stakeholders such as ACCR, ShareAction and MajorityAction (RW, 2022). Once every two weeks these
stakeholders come together in a ‘sunrise global network meeting’ to inform each other on developments and
to discuss if they can support or strengthen each other’s activities.

Support from Within
The final category of supporting actors concerns a ‘potential’ supporting actor, namely Shell and their
shareholders. Follow This argues that the oil and gas industry can “make or break the goal of the Paris
Climate Agreement”, so Shell is a potential supporting actor when they use their power to “make” the Paris
Agreement (Follow This, p. 1, 2021). Follow This believes that Shell can become a leading renewable energy
company, as Shell is “one of the most innovative companies in the oil and gas industry”, and they are
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“excellently positioned to apply new technologies” (Follow This, p. 3, 2016). Accordingly, Follow This ends
every resolution they file with “You have our support”. Arguably the most important supporting actor to Follow
This are Shell’s shareholders, as they are in a powerful position since Follow This believes that Shell will only
listen to its’ shareholders (Follow This, n.d.-c). Shareholders are thus powerful actors in the energy transition,
and they increasingly use that power to insist on unambiguous Paris-consistent targets for all emissions
(Follow This, 2021; Follow This, 2016). However, it should be noted that not all shareholders use this power
for the better, as there are conservative shareholders on the one hand that tend to not vote, and progressive
shareholders on the other hand that do vote for their climate resolutions (RW, 2022). According to Follow
This, the shareholders that voted in favor of climate targets resolutions have contributed to the crucial steps
that Shell has taken so far, for example, assuming responsibility for the emissions of its products (Scope 3)
and the net-zero by 2050 aspiration (Follow This, 2021).

Actors Follow This: counteracting actors
Oil & Gas Sector
Although Shell is seen as contributor to climate change, Follow This generally has a more positive tone
regarding the company compared to the other actors under study. However, it is the companies’ board and
CEO, Ben van Beurden, that is often criticized by Follow This, as they reject the climate resolutions and advise
to vote against them (Follow This, n.d.-c; Follow This, 2021). This is illustrated on the website of Follow This:
“Shell’s CEO, Ben van Beurden, appealed to his shareholders to vote against the resolution”, “Shell directors
call this proposal a ‘fundamental misunderstanding’ and ‘unreasonable’” and “this time the company
considered it ‘unnecessary’ to accept the resolution of Follow This” (Follow This, n.d.-c). Besides Shell, Follow
This considers the oil and gas industry in general as counteracting actors (Follow This, 2021; Kraaijenbrink,
2022). This is shown by the climate resolutions that Follow This files at seven other oil- and gas companies,
namely, BP, Chevron, ConocoPhilips 66, Occidental Petroleum, ExxonMobil and Marathon Petroleum
(Kraaijenbrink, 2022).

Greenwashing
Besides the attitude of the board of Shell, Follow This mentions another specific issue in which way Shell
is counteracting the energy transition, namely through their greenwashing campaigns (RW & MB, 2022).
According to Follow This, Shell is aware that they need to present themselves as part of the solution, and
looking at their marketing, “you would almost believe that it is a fully sustainable energy company 50” (MB, p.
15, 2022). Follow This argues that Shell invests more in marketing campaign than they do in renewable
energy to look like they are part of the solution (RW & MB, 202). To illustrate this, the interviewees refer to
the Reclame Code Commisie (advertising commission) that called out Shell’s advertisement on Shell’s tanker
trucks that carry oil or gas that stated that they drove carbon neutral.

Investor Tensions
An actor that is not necessarily considered as counteracting, but that does create some tensions at
times, is CA100+, a group of investors and often the lead engagers within oil companies (RW, 2022). This
tension manifests itself around the climate resolutions, as some investors argue that they cannot vote for
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“Dan zou je denken dat het een volledig duurzaam energiebedrijf is”
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the resolution because it would negatively affect their engagement with Shell: “there is tension between
engagement and voting in favor of a resolution, because sometimes there is this argument that if they vote
in favor, then this might perhaps result in a worse relation, and a worse position in their engagement … ‘if
we vote in favor of the solution, we would have worse conversations with the oil company, and we believe
that we can have more effect with conversations than with voting in favor of the resolutions’ 51” (RW, 2022).
However, to some extent there is also collaboration with CA100+: “we had filed a resolution at an oil
company, and CA100+ had also filed a resolution, so together we decided that we would withdraw our
resolution, because theirs was actually just as good, and we recognize that it is much more powerful if
investors file a resolution than if Follow This files one. This, as Follow This can be seen as somewhat activistic,
and investors have more authority52” (RW, 2022). Moreover, Wijker stated that the newly released CA100+
benchmark is of great help to Follow This to convince shareholders to vote in favor of their resolution, as the
benchmark shows that none of the oil and gas companies where Follow This files resolutions have targets
that are aligned with 1,5°C (RW, 2022).

Plot Follow This: activities for desired future
Shareholder Activism
The most important activity for Follow This is shareholder activism. According to Follow This, this
approach works best at companies that are normally criticized for their short-term and profit-driven
‘shareholderism’ (Kraaijenberg, 2022). Within these companies there is often a low threshold to bring in
resolutions while the influence of shareholders is significant, providing the perfect combination for
shareholder activism. An important part of shareholder activism is engagement with investors (RW, 2022).
This engagement entails: spreading awareness among investors about the risks of climate change on their
investment and about the urgency of change within oil companies to secure their investments, advising how
they can vote in favor of the climate, informing them on updates around climate resolutions and why these
continue to be necessary, and informing them on the state of climate policy of Shell etcetera. Follow This
describes this role as: “So this engagement is particularly to inform them [the investors], and to be an ‘honest
broker of truth’, because we always tell the truth. And this is noticeable, because investors keep coming back
to us with questions, as they know that we provide them with honest information53” (RW, 2022). Follow This
thus has warm contact with most investors, and because of this communication, they experience that the
attitude of shareholders regarding Shell is changing: “Despite that they [Shell] are setting better targets, the
investors realize that this is not aligned with Paris, and then they are not satisfied with it54”, and “Shell and
oil companies often have a very nice smoke screen, they all have very nice words, and we try to pierce through
“Want daar zie je soms de spanning tussen engagement en voor en resolutie stemmen, want soms speelt daar het argument
dat ze zeggen dat als ze voor de resolutie stemmen, dat ze dan misschien een minder goede relatie hebben en een minder
goede positie in hun engagement … ‘als wij voor de resolutie stemmen dan hebben wij minder goede gesprekken met het
oliebedrijf, en wij geloven dat we meer effect kunnen hebben met de gesprekken dan voor de resolutie stemmen’”
52 “Bij een oliebedrijf hadden wij een resolutie ingediend, en de CA100+ heeft ook een resolutie ingediend, en toen in
samenspraak hebben wij onze resolutie teruggetrokken, want hun resolutie was eigenlijk even goed, dus dan erkennen wij
oké, het is veel krachtiger als investeerders een resolutie indienen dan Follow This, omdat Follow This wat activistischer kan
worden gezien, als investeerders dan heeft het meer zeggenschap zeg maar”
53
“Op die manier is de engagement vooral, is om hun te informeren, en is "to be an honest broker of truth", want we zeggen
altijd de waarheid. En dat kun je ook merken, waardoor de investeerders ook bij ons terugkomen voor vragen bijvoorbeeld,
omdat zij gewoon weten dat wij eerlijke informatie verstrekken”
54 “Alhoewel ze dus betere targets gaan zetten, nog steeds zien aandeelhouders in dat het niet aligned is met Parijs en dan
nemen ze daar geen genoegen mee.
51
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that and to show that to the investors. And in the beginning, it was noticeable that investors tended to believe
Shell a bit more, but they are now becoming more skeptical55” (RW & MB, 2022). It is thus with shareholder
activism that Follow This believes that they can make an impact, because it is through the shareholders that
they can steer Shell away from fossil fuels.

Divestment
Follow This recognizes that divestment can also be an effective activity, but this should preferably be
used as a ‘last resort strategy’ because they foremost believe in the power of shareholders (RW, 2022). For
example, shareholder PME has always voted in favor of Follow This’ resolution, but since they were not
satisfied with Shell’s development in climate policy, PME decided to divest, which Follow This describes as
an escalation. Subsequently, this development can be used as a signal for Shell that change is necessary
because the company will otherwise lose their investors. Moreover, Follow This sees that divestment can be
a suitable strategy for investors that feel pressure from their client to pull their investments out, but that if
investors want to make an impact, it might be more beneficial to convince their peers to also vote in favor of
climate resolutions and to have more engagement between investors. Follow This describes their view on
divesting as follows: “All different strategies and different pressure points on an oil company contribute to
change, but we believe of course particularly in shareholder activism 56” (RW, 2022).

Litigation & Media
Other important activities according to Follow This are climate litigations and media engagement (RW,
2022). Court cases like the one from Friends of the Earth are important, because they also put pressure on
the company and it increases the risk of climate litigation in general: “The worldwide litigation risk is
becoming bigger, and that causes, what we often hear, that investors think ‘hey we need to clearly show that
we are in line with Paris or in line with a sustainable world, because otherwise we might end up in court’, so
I think that is an important development57” (RW, 2022). Media engagement is also important to Follow This,
and to make the most impact, they must make strategic choices about the tone of their story. For example,
they need to be careful about sounding negative or activistic, because this could negatively affect their
engagement with shareholders, but they also need to be critical because they cannot be part of the
‘establishment’ because they want to see real change. So, there should be a balance between sounding
critical and supportive, and therefore their main message is: to support oil companies to change, because
they believe that they can, but that these companies will only change if the bosses stand behind this change,
and those bosses are the shareholders.

“Shell en oliebedrijven hebben vaak een heel mooi smoke screen, zeg maar, ze hebben allemaal hele mooie woorden. Dan
proberen wij daar doorheen te prikken en dat ook te laten zien aan investeerders. En je merkt dat investeerders bij het begin
misschien nog meer geloofden wat Shell zei, maar ze nu vaak skeptischer zijn”
56 “Alle verschillende strategieën en alle verschillende punten van druk op een oliebedrijf zorgen voor verandering, maar wij
geloven natuurlijk vooral in aandeelhouderszeggenschap”
57
“Dat je ziet dat een wereldwijde litigation risk zeg maar echt veel groter wordt. Dat zorgt er ook wel voor, en dat horen we
ook wel, dat ook investeerders denken van hey we moeten nu wel duidelijk laten zien dat we in lijn zijn met Parijs of in lijn
met een duurzame wereld want anders komen wij misschien wel in de rechtbank terecht, zeg maar. Dus ik denk dat dat ook
een heel belangrijke ontwikkeling is”
55
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Follow This Narrative in Perspective
‘Shareholder Activism: The Trojan Horse within Shell’
Follow This sees climate change as an urgent issue that requires direct action, particularly by reducing
greenhouse gas emissions immediately and rapidly. To reduce greenhouse gas emissions, oil- and gas
companies like Shell are in a unique position as they can ‘make or break’ the Paris Agreement. These
companies should ideally stop the exploration and acquisition of more oil and gas, and invest in renewable
energy instead. The narrative of Follow This has a strong focus on organizational culture and business level
changes. Moreover, Follow This has a relatively positive approach in their narrative towards Shell, as their
narrative emphasizes how Shell can be a solution in the energy transition and how they support Shell in
becoming an energy company of the future. However, Follow This is also critical on the way that Shell has
positioned themselves in the energy transition up to now, as the company is not making the required efforts
to address climate change. This shows in Shell’s inadequate climate policy, the way the company uses
greenwashing campaigns, and particularly through the lack of imagination by Shell’s top management. Follow
This argues that the top does not want to change from a fossil fuel-based company to a renewable energy
company, as the top keeps making up excuses to continue with their current business model, and they
generally lack imagination to think of themselves as an energy company that does not have their core
business in fossil fuels. This lack of imagination causes Follow This to turn to the shareholders of Shell, and
therewith Follow This uses the often-criticized business model (short-term, profit-driven, depended on
shareholders) against the company by shifting the perspective of its’ powerful shareholders. Follow This
engages with shareholders by making them aware that there are more risks for Shell in continuing with a
business-as-usual strategy than with changing into a sustainable energy company. Financial risks are
particularly a core argument of Follow This: a strong emphasis on sustainability increases the long-term value
of the company, and investments in oil- and gas are risky because of their negative effects on climate change.
Subsequently, Follow This wants to be an ‘honest broker of truth’ for Shell’s shareholders, so that
shareholders can use their power and require Shell to set a range of very concrete targets on a company level
that are aligned with the Paris Agreement goals to secure their investments. Thus, through shareholder
activism, Follow This aims to change Shell from within, so that Shell can become a leading renewable energy
company in the future energy system and “make” the Paris Agreement by reducing their emissions drastically.

4.1.4. Code Rood

Code Rood is an activist group that was established in 2016 with the aim to resist the fossil fuel industry
and its’ power (Code Rood, n.d.-c). Inspired by the German Ende Gelände protests, they believe that the
damage and climate change caused by fossil fuel extraction cannot be stopped with individual actions,
but that social change is achieved through a combination of different types of resistance (Code Rood, n.d.a-c). Therefore, they organize ‘massive civil disobedience’ protests, for example human blockages or
occupations (Code Rood, n.d.-c). The group is horizontally organized, or in other words, the group is a
grassroots organization, which means that everyone has an equal voice and that there are no leaders.
Decisions are made on the base of concession decision making, meaning that solutions are developed
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that everyone can support. Code Rood is organized in ‘working groups’, that each have a mandate for a
specific task (for example, mobilization or media), a coordination platform to exchange questions and to
discuss current affairs, and action conferences where people can join to discuss next steps for the
organization (Code Rood, n.d.-c-d). They are 100% dependent on donations, sympathizers, participants,
and solidarity funds, and it is unclear how big the organization is (Code Rood, n.d.-e).

Rationale Code Rood: current problem(s)
Cancelling Capitalism
The main argument for change made by Code Rood is rooted in the problem that the ecological- and
climate crisis cannot be solved within the capitalist system, as this system is based on exploitation and
depletion (Code Rood, 2021b). Code Rood argues that urgent action is needed to change the capitalist
system as the climate crisis is already threatening the survival of millions of people. Therefore, Code Rood
targets Shell, because the trade-off between profit maximization that is guided by capitalist logic and the
natural environment makes a just transition impossible with Shell. This, as “the way the multinational
operates and is organized ensures that the climate, environmental and human rights, as well as other ethical
considerations will always lose out to the possibility of making a profit” (Code Rood, p. 3, 2021a). Code Rood
illustrates that Shell is driven by profit maximization, as Shell executives and shareholders receive excessive
payouts instead of investing this money on activities that could contribute to a more climate-friendly future.
It is thus because of the capitalist logic that these issues exist, and that Shell can operate as they do.

Thriving Inequality & Exploitation
The capitalist system does not only result in climate disruption and destruction of nature, but it also
causes Shell to thrive on inequality and violent exploitation of peoples and ecosystems (Code Rood, 2021a).
This is illustrated by examples of the colonial ties between Shell and Dutch colonizers. Subsequently, Code
Rood argues that exposing these connections is important because colonialism is still occurring today: as
Shell is still damaging black and indigenous communities and their territories, as unequal economic relations
still exist, and as the global South is still exploited for profit. Taken together, Code Rood believes that: “if Shell
is held responsible for exploitation and environmental destruction, the company will not be able to make the
profits it does today. Inequality and exploitation are inextricable parts of the Shell business model. Therefore,
Shell cannot be part of the world we want: fair, just, and environmentally sustainable” (Code Rood, p. 4,
2021a).

Shell the Capitalist
In sum, Code Rood believes that the capitalist system allows Shell to put profit before people and nature
and that this increases inequality. They argue that the capitalist logic is deeply rooted in the structure of the
company, and that therefore Shell is not capable to become sustainable, and that a just transition cannot
occur with Shell. Rather, Code Rood warns that people should be critical of Shell, because if the company
continues to influence the energy transition, the same problems will persist. “It is not just about Shell's ties
to dictatorial regimes, or its human rights violations, environmental disasters, tax avoidance, and
contribution to climate chaos; it is about all these things together – [that] Shell itself must fall … Instead, we
need to tell a story in which we (1) address the problem of inequality by critiquing the systems that ensure
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an ever-increasing concentration of money in the hands an ever-smaller group, and (2) make it clear that we
can address the climate and ecological crises in a just way” (Code Rood, p. 8, 2021a).

Rationale Code Rood: desired future
A Socially Just Energy System
For the future of energy, Code Rood particularly emphasizes that the energy system needs to be socially
just (Code Rood, 2021a; Code Rood, 2021b). A socially just energy system, according to Code Rood, requires
structural and sustainable change that does not allow for the inequality and exploitation under the current
energy system (Code Rood, 2021a). Rather, Code Rood envisions a transition towards a “decentralized and
socialized energy democracy for all” (Code Rood, p. 9, 2021a). However, Code Rood also mentions that with
the ‘Shell Must Fall’ campaign, a collective vision for the future should be further developed. This, as the
group does not have all the answers, and disagreement on some aspects might still exists, so they invite
members to engage in discussions and research to further envision their desired future.

Transition by Dismantling
Code Rood has ideas about both the development of the energy transition as well as the future energy
system. The energy transition requires three major components: first, to move away from fossil fuels, by
keeping them in the ground, by dismantling the fossil fuel infrastructure and by dismantling Shell (Code Rood,
2021a; Code Rood, 2021b). Code Rood sees dismantling as: “a controlled phase-out and a radical,
responsible transformation of Shell’s ownership and economic activities. This purposeful crumbling of Shell
will be part of a just transition” (Code Rood, p. 5, 2021a). To do this, Code Rood’s campaign aims for public
and political acceptance of a future without Shell, by doing research with partners regarding a future without
Shell and what it takes to dismantle a fossil fuel multinational (Code Rood, 2021b). A second component is
focused on social justice, as it is for example stated that the costs of the energy transition should not be
borne by working people, and that all workers from the fossil fuel industry need to be provided with a just
transition. However, Code Rood mentions that there is no clear plan yet on how to connect and move forward
with workers and worker unions. A third component is that affected communities and ecosystems should be
compensated and restored.

Systemic Change
Related to the future of energy, Code Rood argues that the energy system should be decentralized and
socialized: “to meet people's needs, while staying within the limits of the planet, we need a very different
logic than that of free market capitalism. We see part of the solution in new forms of public ownership - by
municipalities or citizen and worker collectives, often in the form of cooperatives - that serve the common
good” (Code Rood, p. 5, 2021a). According to Code Rood, the future energy system, from generation to
distribution and supply, should be communal, public, democratic, and decentralized, where environmental
and human rights are protected through legislation, regulation, and enforcement (Code Rood, 2021a).
Moreover, Code Rood emphasizes the link between the difficulty to break with fossil fuel dependence and
the current “entrenched structures of institutional inequality and racialized and gendered capitalist
exploitation that have driven us to the brink of ecological disaster and social crisis” (Code Rood, p. 6, 2021a).
So, systemic change in the energy system according to Code Rood also addresses race, class, and gender
issues. Thus, Code Rood considers the energy transition not only as a change from fossil fuels to other energy
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sources, but rather as a systemic change that requires different ways of producing, organizing, and thinking
about energy.

Actors Code Rood: supporting actors
Movement Members
Code Rood has a variety of actors that they consider as “supporting” in the way towards their desired
future. One of those important supporting actors are their current- and potential members. Code Rood aims
to be a movement that is for everyone who agrees with their demands and goals, and is both accessible for
experienced and new activists, (Code Rood, 2021a). To grow into a large movement, Code Rood offers a
range of activities in which people can engage, from civil disobedience actions such as mass blockades to
organizing smaller decentralized actions and online protests: “we can shape our resistance smartly and
strategically where different groups can play different roles within a diversity of tactics” (Code Rood, p. 11,
2021a). Code Rood makes effort that everyone within their movement is heard and can play a role that suits
them.

Like-Minded Movements
Another frequently mentioned and important supporting actor are other climate, environmental and
social justice movements (Code Rood, 2021a; Code Rood, 2021b). In general, Code Rood sees that the
climate movement has grown significantly in recent years, and that there is more public willingness to take
action (Code Rood, 2021a). According to Code Rood, their ideas are gaining popularity within the climate
movement in the Netherlands and abroad. This, as the previous norm within climate movements was to
‘reform’ the fossil fuel sector and ‘change it from within’, whereas now the existence of fossil multinationals
is increasingly questioned by these movements. Code Rood has collaborated on mass actions with Extinction
Rebellion (e.g., blocking the entrance to Shell’s headquarter), CluB and Gastivists (launching the Shell Must
Fall campaign at Shell’s AGM) and Climbers4Nature, Doorbaak, Advertising Fossil Free, and Fossil Free
Culture (commemorative events for the Ogoni 9). Other movements that have been mentioned by Code Rood
are Ende Gelände, Hambacher Forest, Limity Jsme My, Climáximo, Fridays for Future: A New Generation and
The Climate Alert.

Support from History
Other movements that can be considered as “supporting” Code Rood towards their desired future are
historic resistance movements. This, as Code Rood takes inspiration from these historic movements, and
they often refer to their strategies and actions, what they can learn from them or what Code Rood wants to
do different (Code Rood, 2021a; Code Rood, 2021b). In particular, Code Rood takes inspiration from the long
history of resistance to Shell, as “this history of resistance to Shell shows several things: that even in the past
the company put profit above all else, but also that action against it need not be complicated … we learned
that activists can count on support and ultimately can successfully contribute to change. We are not the first
to resist” (Code Rood, p. 8, 2021a). Examples of the movements that are often mentioned are that of Nelson
Mandela and the opposition movement ANC, and the Ogoni 9. Besides taking inspiration from these
movements, they also support Code Rood by giving them more credibility as these successful historic
movements can provide understanding as to why Code Rood chose their civil obedience approach: “there is
a fairly strong belief that ‘nonviolent’ resistance is the most effective and only strategically correct choice …
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the abolition of slavery, the suffragettes, the independence of India, the American civil rights movement, the
struggle against apartheid, and the Arab Spring … in all cases sabotage and destruction of property was also
part of the resistance” (Code Rood, p. 11, 2021a).

Research & Examples
Besides other movements, Code Rood supports their vision with research from non-profit research
organizations such as SOMO (Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations) and TNI (Transnational
Institute) (Code Rood, 2021a). Code Rood also mentions that together with (unspecified) partners, they
research what it takes to dismantle a fossil multinational like Shell and what a future without Shell looks like
(Code Rood, 2021b). They also support their vision for their desired future with example initiatives, such as
the electricity system in Costa Rica, which demonstrates that it is possible to “build an effective and fair
electricity system based on public ownership … [where] hydropower, geothermal, wind, solar and biomass
energy sources accounted for 99.7% of the energy mix … generated by state-owned and socially owned
power generators” (Code Rood, p. 5, 2021a).

Saving Employees
Next to that, the workers and worker unions from the fossil fuel industry are seen as potential supporting
actors for Code Rood. This, because “if they strike for a day, they can achieve more than a mass action by
the current climate movement” (Code Rood, p. 12, 2021a). Fossil fuel workers play an important role in the
narrative of Code Rood, and they make a clear distinction between employees on the one hand and
shareholders and management on the other hand. Code Rood beliefs in the People’s Bailout principles: “save
employees and communities, not the bosses”, and therefore Code Rood recognizes a need for direct contact
between climate activists and the workers in the oil sector and to show the workers how they can benefit
from a transition (Code Rood, p. 12, 2021a).

Actors Code Rood: counteracting actors
Oil & Gas Major, Major Obstacle
The major actor that counteracts the desired future of Code Rood, is Shell. Code Rood argues that Shell
is unable and unwilling to change into a company where “a sustainable, fair, and just future is paramount”
(Code Rood, p. 4, 2021b). The main reasons why Code Rood considers Shell as a huge obstacle to the energy
transition, are: “Shell’s main priority remains profit maximization, the company thrives on inequality and
undermines democratic decision-making, and Shell’s scenarios and marketing are misleading” (Code Rood,
p. 4, 2021a). Moreover, Code Rood argues that Shell is guilty of a range of crimes to which they should be
hold accountable, such as human rights violations, tax evasion and greenwashing.

A Problem of Deception
Code Rood argues that Shell tries to secure their profits from energy by influencing the direction and
the pace of the energy transition in such a way that there is a continued demand for fossil fuels (Code Rood,
2021a). This is done by misleading the public opinion through delay methods and greenwashing, to “present
itself as an indispensable player that can guide society through the energy transition” (Code Rood, p. 5,
2021a). Particularly, advertising and marketing is used to “suppress the sense of urgency about climate
change, to appeal to the general public, and to stay at the negotiating table with the government” (Code
Rood, p. 5, 2021a). Subsequently, Code Rood argues that through their marketing, Shell has succeeded in
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shifting the responsibility of the energy transition and climate change to the consumer, therewith making this
a demand problem instead of a supply problem. Moreover, through greenwashing, Shell promises innovative
solutions for CO2 storage so that the supply of fossil fuels can continue.

A Revolving Door
Another way in which Shell impedes a just energy transition according to Code Rood, is by undermining
democratic decision making. This, as Code Rood argues that Shell has direct access to the highest decisionmaking bodies in the Netherlands to secure their own interests (Code Rood, 2021a). This access is provided
through ‘revolving door relationships’, where people switch between careers in Shell and the Dutch
government. According to Code Rood, the revolving door relationships “enable Shell to establish contacts
with politicians of high status and influence” and because of that “help the company shape policies in its
favour, especially bilateral and free trade agreements” (Code Rood, p. 5, 2021a). As a result, Code Rood
argues that these relationships have provided “far-reaching protections for companies and investors against
any government measures that might interfere with their expected profits” (Code Rood, p. 5, 2021a). For this
reason, policymakers are also considered as counteracting actors to Code Rood, but also because
governments might be deterred from taking measures to combat climate change, because of potential
threats of private litigation (arbitration) (Code Rood, 2021a). However, despite the potential role that Code
Rood sees for the government in dismantling Shell through state ownership, the revolving door relationship
is cause for skepticism of government intentions.

The Oppressive Triangle
Code Rood recognizes that Shell is part of a larger problematic system. Therefore, other actors that
operate in and maintain this system can also be considered as counteracting: “a just transition is not just
about addressing Shell, but about the entire system that allows Shell to operate as they do” (Code Rood, p.
4, 2021a). Within this system, two actors are explicitly mentioned as obstacles: policymakers as discussed
above, and the police. The police, or in a broader sense, the triangle (mayor, police and justice) can be an
obstacle to Code Rood, mainly because these actors can prevent them from taking action or resist their
actions (Code Rood, 2021b). There is also a potential threat to encounter violence from police. Code Rood
considers the police as an obstacle to overcome, but not as a target. They explain the purpose of police
repression as an effort to “suppress resistance to the status quo and to frighten activists” (Code Rood, p. 13,
2021b). In this line of thinking, the police counteracts the desired future of Code Rood, because its’ purpose
is to maintain the current energy system. Moreover, Code Rood warns that social movements are closely
monitored by the police, and that police interference has led to the breaking up of movements in the past.
For example, because members of movements can be approached to become informants for the police. The
triangle can be oppressive, because they require to register demonstrations, and otherwise there is a risk
that demonstrations are ended and potentially fined.

Dangerous Narratives
A last counteracting actor to Code Rood’s desired future, is the extreme right (Code Rood, 2021a). This,
as Code Rood sees that the extreme right is gaining ground with their narrative that migrants and ‘the left’
are causing all sorts of problems, and that the leftist narratives at the same time does not gain sufficient
footing. Moreover, Code Rood argues that the right “does not prioritize climate policy (or even denies the
need) and guards the power of multinationals under the guise of ‘presevering jobs’” (Code Rood, p. 11,
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2021a). According to Code Rood, society is becoming increasingly polarized, which they attribute in part to
the increasing inequality that is exacerbating by the corona virus.

Plot Code Rood: activities for desired future
Phasing Out the Obstacle
An important activity that corresponds with the view of Code Rood on Shell and the economic system is
to dismantle the company. First, by being critical of new technologies or structures that are proposed by Shell,
second by having a controlled phase-out of the company (Code Rood, 2021a). To this end, Code Rood has
set up their ‘Shell Must Fall’ campaign, with the goal to: “damage Shell's reputation as much as possible, so
that partners and shareholders withdraw, employees are less proud of their employer and may even leave,
politicians will no longer give Shell advantages or allow it to have a say in policy, and consumers will boycott
Shell” (Code Rood, p. 9, 2021a).

Build a Movement
To reach the goal of their campaign, another important activity for Code Rood is to build a strong
movement. This entails reaching people that are interested in taking action against Shell (Code Rood,
2021a). Code Rood invites both experienced activists to join them, as well as people with no action
experience. Moreover, Code Rood aligns themselves with the climate movement in order to “build a
movement of like-minded organizations and people with whom we can work in unison – but from different
strategies – to bring down Shell” (Code Rood, p. 10, 2021a). Seeing that the movement is made up from
different social movements and political currents, Code Rood argues that in order to work together, it is
important to reflect on where they stand as a movement, and the political, economic, and social context in
which they operate, so that they can make strategic, decisive and smart choices in their actions. According
to Code Rood, they need to “work on getting the climate movement better organized”, by organizing strong
local groups and coalitions, by developing a strong political vision and shared narrative, and by learning from
the struggles that action groups in the past and in other countries have encountered (Code Rood, p. 11,
2021a).

Different Roles, Common Narrative
However, a way in which Code Rood differentiates themselves from the current climate movement, is
that they also use action tactics that go beyond nonviolent resistance. This means, that most movements
use legal demonstrations and nonviolent civil disobedient actions such as blockades, while Code Rood also
use more ‘robust’ actions such as the disabling of machinery or fossil infrastructure (Toolkit, 1, 2021).
Concrete activities that the movement undertakes are to research what it takes to dismantle Shell and what
a future without Shell looks like, organizing decentralized simultaneous action with different groups in
different places, organizing mass actions such as a blockade of Shell’s shareholder meeting or blocking the
entrance to Shell’s headquarters, sabotaging tank stations by chaining up tank hoses, creating a media plan
etcetera (Code Rood, 2021a; Code Rood, 2021b). Code Rood argues that there is generally a strong belief
that nonviolent resistance is the most effective and the correct choice for action, and that sympathy and
support from society, as well as the potential to grow into a larger movement, can be removed when using
more robust actions (Code Rood, 2021a). Nevertheless, Code Rood sees that robust resistance has existed
alongside non-violent resistance in past successful movements, and that therefore also in their movement
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“different groups can play different roles within a movement, all contributing in their own way to a common
narrative” (Code Rood, p. 11, 2021a).

Being a Counterweight
Thus, creating a common narrative is also an important activity for Code Rood. Not only to build a strong
movement, but also as a counterweight to “right-wing, anti-migrant and pro-capitalist narratives” (Code Rood,
p. 12, 2021a). This is a pressing and difficult activity, as they argue that “the climate movement is still young,
lacking in self-confidence and organization, and lacking a clear shared political vision. It sometimes seems
as if we have to reinvent the wheel all over again. Because there are many new people in the movement,
and volunteers are limited in their time, there is little sense of a shared history and shared lessons” (Code
Rood, p.11, 2021a). According to Code Rood, their narrative should: 1) make Shell’s crimes visible, 2) make
it clear to the oil sector workers that they will benefit from the transition, 3) address the problem of inequality
by critiquing the capitalist system, 4) place climate justice and social equity at the core of the narrative (Code
Rood, 2021a). To construct this shared narrative, Code Rood provides readings from political thinkers and
groups and give suggested questions to discuss within groups.

Code Rood Narrative in Perspective
‘A Capitalist Logic: Putting Profit Before People and Planet’
The narrative of Code Rood places emphasis on the fundamental problem that is the capitalist system,
of which Shell is the figurehead. Capitalism is problematic as it is based on the disruption, depletion, and
destruction of nature, and it causes inequality and exploitation of peoples and ecosystems. Social justice in
particular is a guiding principle in the narrative of Code Rood. The ecological, climate and social crises are a
result of the capitalist logic, so to solve these problems, a fundamental system change away from capitalism
is essential. Shell is seen as the main ‘villain’, as the company is a classic example of everything that is wrong
with the capitalist logic: the multinational operates and is organized in such a way that the climate, the
environment, and human rights will always lose out to profit maximalization. It is also a company that
throughout history has proven that the capitalist logic comes with negative consequences, e.g., human rights
violations, tax avoidance and environmental disasters. Seeing that the capitalist logic is deeply rooted in
Shell, the company is not capable of becoming sustainable, and therefore a just, fair, and environmentally
sustainable energy system is not possible with Shell in it. While Shell is clearly the villain in the narrative of
Code Rood, the bigger picture is the entire capitalist system that allows Shell to operate as they do. Therefore,
Code Rood believes that fundamental change towards a decentralized and socialized energy system
throughout the whole chain of supply is necessary, a system where people and planet are put before profit,
and the first step towards that system is to completely dismantle Shell. To succeed in this, Code Rood argues
that it is important to provide a counterweight narrative to the right-wing, pro-capitalist narrative, to show that
there are other ways of thinking about the energy system and Shell. This requires the growing and
strengthening of the climate movement, so that like-minded organizations can convey a common narrative
from different strategies. Then, through the actions of this movement, the imagination of people is pushed
to think about the possibilities of a future without Shell, take over that frame, shift the public and political
discourse, and dismantle Shell.
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4.2. Narrative Dynamics
The dynamics of the four narratives are presented here, as these dynamics show around which elements
(i.e., boundary objects) discursive struggles exists. This meant that the meaning of these elements is
negotiated. The elements that show tendencies of discursive struggles are ‘transition’, ‘employees’, ‘role of
Shell’, ‘role of society’, ‘essential actors’, ‘main problem’, ‘delay methods’, ‘profit’, and ‘future’. The dynamics
of the discursive struggle around these elements can unfold in different manners, as some narratives show
bridging dynamics in their meanings, whereas other narratives are demarcating their meanings from other
narratives. Insights in these dynamics helps to understand how counter-narratives are challenging, altering
of even replacing the dominant discourse, as it provides information what points of the dominant discourse
becomes contested (i.e., around which elements antagonism exist), and to which extent the counternarratives succeed in equivalence by bridging their demands.

4.1.1. The Discursive Struggles
Transition
The boundary object transition is discussed in all four narratives, and concerns what the energy
transition in the Netherland should look like. To Friends of the Earth, the energy transition entails absolute
emission reductions and not to allow room for negative emission technologies such as CCS. Moreover, the
transition should consist of a fast dismantling of the production and the use of fossil fuels. This view on the
transition shows bridging dynamics with Code Rood as both use the word dismantling when talking about
fossil fuels. However, Code Rood has a more extreme vision on what dismantling entails, as it not only
concerns the phase out of fossil fuels, but the whole fossil fuel infrastructure and Shell itself. Follow This
remains more general about the transition and does not use the word dismantling in their communications.
To Follow This, the transition means absolute emission reductions, but it is open to interpretation how
emissions are reduced. To Shell, the transition entails many aspects, but the biggest demarcation compared
to the other narratives is that Shell allows for a continued role for fossil fuels in the transition with an expected
gradual decline. The continued role for fossil fuels also entails that carbon capturing technologies will be
necessary in the transition, which is a concrete demarcating dynamic from Friends of the Earth. Shell sees
fossil fuels as a necessity to generate a stable cashflow to be able to invest in the transition, but also because
Shell argues that a just transition is not possible without fossil fuels. The interpretation of transition for Shell
thus entails that it should be just, which means that sufficient and reliable energy is available to meet
society’s energy demand. This is a completely demarcating interpretation of a just transition compared to
Code Rood, who sees a just transition as one where the capitalist system that thrives on inequality and
exploitation is abolished. Additionally, Follow This argues that the communication of Shell around a just
transition is a delay tactic to continue the use and production of fossil fuels.
➢ Bridging: absolute emission reductions (Friends of the Earth + Follow This) and dismantling of fossil
fuels (Friends of the Earth + Code Rood)
➢ Demarcating: role of fossil fuels (Shell + Follow This vs Friends of the Earth + Code Rood), the role
of carbon capturing technologies (Shell vs Friends of the Earth) and a just transition (Shell vs Code
Rood)
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Workers
The boundary object workers and their role in the fossil fuel sector have been mentioned by Follow This,
Code Rood and Shell. Follow This sees workers as a key asset of Shell and therefore, they can be considered
a pressure point for Shell in the transition. This, as Shell can lose their staff when they are no longer willing
to work for a company that contributes to climate change. Code Rood also recognizes the value of workers
and worker unions in Shell’s transition, as they can achieve more with protesting than outsiders can.
Therefore, Code Rood sees a need for direct contact between activist and industry workers, so that they can
communicate how a transition can be beneficial. This is in line with Code Rood’s transition perspective, as
social justice entails taking into account the workers in the fossil fuel industry. Shell also refers to the affected
workers in relation to their just transition perspective. Shell takes into account these workers by continuing
to provide jobs, keeping them informed, listen to any concerns, and to offer skills training to develop skills
for the future in order to strengthen their long-term employment prospects. This boundary object thus shows
bridging dynamics between Follow This and Code Rood, and Code Rood and Shell.
➢ Bridging: workers as assets (Follow This + Code Rood) and taking into consideration the workers in
a just transition (Code Rood + Shell)
➢ Demarcating: -

Role Shell
The role of Shell in the transition is an important boundary object in all four narratives. To Friends of
the Earth, the role of Shell in the energy transition can potentially be very positive, if the company decides to
use its’ influence to combat climate change, as it would encourage states as well to set more ambitious
climate goals. However, this is currently not the case according to Friends of the Earth, and instead they
argue that Shell does not show intend to align their activities and products with international climate goals,
despite having direct control over their carbon emissions rate and therewith over the pace and shape of the
energy transition. Because of this, Friends of the Earth argues that Shell is affecting fundamental human
rights with their current policy. Follow This, bridging with Friends of the Earth, sees that Shell can have a
positive role in the energy transition but is critical of the current strategy of the company as it is not aligned
with the Paris Agreement. To Follow This, Shell is an essential actor to reach the targets of the Paris
Agreement, and Shell also has the potential to become a leading renewable energy company in the energy
system as it is one of the most innovative energy companies. Shell also sees a leading role for themselves in
the transition, but particularly in hydrogen. Moreover, Shell argues that their current transition strategy is fully
consistent with the more ambitious goal of the Paris Agreement if society moves accordingly. Code Rood on
the other hand, has a completely demarcating vision on the role of Shell in the transition, as they argue that
Shell needs to be completely dismantled, seeing that the company is guided by a capitalist logic, and can
therefore never be part of a just energy system.
➢ Bridging: Shell has potential to have positive influence but currently lacks in addressing climate
change (Friends of the Earth + Follow This) and Shell can be a leading energy company in future
energy system (Follow This + Shell)
➢ Demarcating: Shell plays an important part in the transition (Friends of the Earth + Follow This +
Shell vs Code Rood) and Shell has a Paris-consistent transition strategy (Friends of the Earth + Follow
This vs Shell)
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Role Society
The role of society in the transition is a boundary object that is very distinct in the narratives of Shell and
Friends of the Earth. In Shell’s narrative, society is put at the core of the transition, as Shell can only transition
‘in step with society’. Moving together is essential in Shell’s narrative, where part of Shell’s strategy is to
stimulate customers to make low- and zero-carbon choices, which in turn makes it possible for Shell to
progress in the transition. Particularly the socio-cultural ‘elite’, or forerunners, can play a valuable role in the
transition as they can encourage others to make low- and zero-carbon choices. However, Friends of the Earth
argues that citizens are powerless against Shell as they cannot counteract Shell’s lobby and influence on
political policy processes, and citizens also feel powerless because companies like Shell refuse to commit to
climate goals. This feeling of powerlessness is perhaps related to what Breunesse had described as the
feeling of a lacking trade perspective. Both narratives thus have a very demarcating perspective when it
comes to the role of society, although they bridge in recognizing a feeling of powerlessness prevails in society.
➢ Bridging: feeling of powerlessness (Friends of the Earth + Shell)
➢ Demarcating: actual power of society (Friends of the Earth vs Shell)

Essential Actors
The boundary object essential actors refers to the actors who are considered to have an important role
in the energy transition. Shell sees the transition as a collaboration between different actors, and therefore
the company mentions a variety of actors that are essential. Most important in Shell’s narrative are
consumers/society (particularly the socio-cultural ‘elite’), governments, investors, industry groups and
forerunners within the company itself. This line of thinking is demarcating from Follow This, as they argue
that Shell is laying the burden on others and therewith Shell is delaying their own change. In the narratives
of the three other actors, namely Friends of the Earth, Follow This and Code Rood, it is spoken of actors who
can exert pressure on Shell. Friends of the Earth sees the court and actors related to climate litigations as
those who (can) put pressure on Shell. In line with that, Shell mentions that Friends of the Earth is a
counteracting actor in the transition, as it is not advantageous to stand opposite each other in a lawsuit
instead of communicating. Follow This also recognizes that actors involved in climate litigation are important
to put pressure on Shell, as this stimulates investors to demand sustainability measures to avoid the risk of
being sued. Similarly, the investors of Shell are essential actors to Follow This, as they can exert pressure
from within the company. Moreover, Follow This argues that pressure from different parts of society with
different approaches can create momentum and can reinforce the pressure on Shell. Similarly, Code Rood
argues that within the climate and social justice movements, different strategies can be effective in putting
pressure on Shell, on the condition that a shared narrative is carried out. Thus, bridging dynamics occur
between Follow This and Code Rood on the benefits of putting pressure on Shell from different approaches.
➢ Similar: actors who exert pressure on Shell are essential (Friends of the Earth + Follow This + Code
Rood), climate litigations can put pressure on Shell (Friends of the Earth + Shell + Follow This), Shell’s
shareholders play an important role in the transition (Follow This + Shell) and pressure from different
approaches are effective (Follow This + Code Rood)
➢ Difference: climate litigation can advance the transition (Friends of the Earth + Follow This vs Shell),
the transition is particularly a collaboration of actors (Shell vs Follow This)
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Main Problem
The boundary object ‘main problem’ concerns how the four actors make sense of the biggest barriers in
the energy transition in their narratives. To both Friends of the Earth and Code Rood the problem description
is an important part of their narrative, while Shell does not describe barriers in much detail and rather focuses
on the future. Friends of the Earth sees climate change as a dangerous development that could have serious
consequences for the satisfaction of people’s basic needs. According to Friends of the Earth, Shell is a
significant contributor to the global greenhouse gas emissions, but not voluntarily aligning their strategy with
the Paris Agreement as Shell’s risk appetite allows the company to continue current activities to make profits
despite all known risks. Seeing that Shell has direct control over the reduction of their emissions, but chooses
not to align with the Paris goals, Shell is negatively affecting the pace and shape of the energy transition and
therewith violating human rights. Similarly, Code Rood argues that the main problem of the energy transition
lies with the capitalist system, as it is based on exploitation and depletion, and thus to address climate
change and human rights violations, the capitalist system must be substituted.
To Follow This, the problem of the energy transition lies with the attitude and lack of imagination of the
management of Shell, as the top management cannot imagine how fossil fuels can be substituted by other
forms of energy that are sustainable. Friends of the Earth bridges by argueing that the previous decade to
mitigate climate change was lost because of the attitude of fossil fuel companies like Shell. This attitude or
lack of imagination also bridges to the description of the bubble or professional deformity that occurs within
Shell, which makes it difficult for Shell to navigate the societal field that is inherent to the energy transition.
To Shell, the main problem in the transition is the dependence on other actors because the transition requires
unprecedented collaboration. Particularly difficult in this collaboration is the thin line of moving in step with
society, as both moving ahead and staying behind poses the risk of losing customers and therewith market
share.
➢ Bridging: profit over people and planet (Friends of the Earth + Code Rood) and the attitude and
imagination of Shell (Follow This + Friends of the Earth + Shell)

➢ Demarcating: root cause of problem (dependency on collaboration with society = Shell, vs not
voluntarily aligning strategy with Paris goals = Friends of the Earth, vs lack of imagination = Follow
This, vs the capitalist system = Code Rood)

Delay Methods
The deployment of delay methods by Shell to slow down the energy transition is a frequently mentioned
boundary object in the narratives of Friends of the Earth, Follow This and Code Rood. Friends of the Earth
argues that Shell uses their political lobby and power to influence climate policy. The lobbying predominantly
takes place in Brussel where EU laws and regulations are developed. Because of this successful lobby of
Shell against regulations, a governance gap has arisen for oil- and gas multinationals. This issue is also part
of the Code Rood narrative, as they argue that Shell is undermining democratic decision making by shaping
regulations in their favor. Code Rood argues that Shell can do this because of revolving door relationships
between Shell and the highest decision-making bodies of the Netherlands, giving the company direct access
to influence policy. Both Friends of the Earth and Code Rood describe that Shell also pressures governments
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with the threat of private litigation (arbitration) so that governments deter from taking measures to combat
climate change.
Friends of the Earth also argues that Shell uses greenwashing media campaigns to maintain a
progressive and green image, and to increase their legitimacy and create trust and loyalty with a broad
audience. Another way in which Shell uses greenwashing campaigns according to Friends of the Earth, is by
steering the societal narrative around the energy transition by positioning their own solutions as the most
accurate one. The problem with these campaigns is that it might seem to the public that Shell is voluntarily
taking enough action and does not need to be regulated. This contributes to the slowdown of the energy
transition. Follow This bridges with this by recognizing that Shell is using greenwashing campaigns as delay
method, as it makes it look like the company is part of the solution. Moreover, Follow This sees that Shell is
deploying delay methods, by laying the burden of responsibility on others, such as consumers or
governments, or by using a just transition narrative to justify the continuation of fossil fuels. Code Rood has
a bridging view on greenwashing campaigns, as they argue that it shifts the responsibility of climate change
to the consumer, it suppresses the urgency of climate change, and it presents Shell and their chosen
innovations as part of the solution.

➢ Bridging: political lobby influences climate policy (Friends of the Earth + Code Rood), deployment of
greenwashing campaigns (Friends of the Earth + Follow This + Code Rood)
➢ Demarcating: Shell uses delay methods in energy transition (Friends of the Earth + Follow This +
Code Rood vs Shell

Profit
Profit is a boundary object that is addressed in all four narratives and concerns the financial aspect for
Shell in the energy transition. Friends of the Earth sees that it is this drive to make profit for Shell to make
the strategic choice to continue with fossil fuels and ignore the goals of the Paris Agreement. Shell’s policy is
aimed at stimulating the demand for oil and gas, protecting investments in fossil fuels, and protecting the
fossil fuel business model, driven by the need to make profit. Code Rood follows a bridging line of thinking,
arguing that Shell is driven by profit maximization because it operates within the capitalist logic. Moreover,
Code Rood links colonial ties to Shell, by arguing that these ties have led to unequal economic relations that
makes it possible for Shell to exploit communities for profit. Although not explored in this thesis, as part of
the narrative of Friends of the Earth, the lawsuit that Friends of the Earth filed against Shell for their actions
in Nigeria might indicate a bridging perspective on the role of colonial ties in profit maximization.
The narrative of Follow This has a demarcating dynamic towards profit, as they do not criticize the drive
for profit maximization, but rather embrace it as an argument for change. This, as Follow This describes that
fossil fuels are a financial risk because of potential stranded assets and a dependence on oil and gas prices.
Fossil fuels are a risky investment because of the large effect they have on climate change, and similarly,
sustainable energy sources on the other hand can improve the long-term value of Shell. Seeing that this view
on profit maximization is encouraging a transition from fossil fuels to sustainable sources, it is logical that
Follow This targets the shareholders of Shell as they are particularly susceptible to encourage a policy that
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yields the most profit. Shell’s view on profit entails that a stable cash flow and financial strength is essential
in making the transition possible, as oil- and gas activities are the source of funding to transform the company
into a more sustainable one. A demarcation between Follow This’ and Shell’s narrative is thus that Follow
This sees sustainable sources as particularly profitable, whereas Shell argues that fossil fuels are.
➢ Bridging: drive for profit maximization counteracts meaningful climate policy (Friends of the Earth +
Code Rood)
➢ Demarcating: drive for profit maximization counteracts meaningful climate policy (Friends of the
Earth + Code Rood vs Follow This + Shell), and fossil fuels are profitable (Follow This vs Shell)

Future
The boundary object ‘future’ is very differently approached in the narratives. Friends of the Earth and
Follow This do not describe the envisioned future in much detail. Both refer to the Paris Agreement as a
guideline, so in their future the 1,5 ̊C threshold should ideally not have been exceeded. Follow This expands
that this might entail a reduction of fossil fuel usage and a growing renewable- or diversified energy supply.
Moreover, Follow This recognizes that new decentralized business models can be part of the future, next to
companies with more traditional business models such as Shell on the condition that they transition to a
sustainable energy company in time. Code Rood has a demarcating perspective on the economy of the future,
as they envision a completely new system that moves away from capitalism and traditional business models
to a system that is completely decentralized and socialized. The narrative of Shell focuses primarily on
emerging technologies in the future, such as hydrogen, carbon capture and storage, and biofuels.
➢ Bridging: Paris Agreement as a guideline (Friends of the Earth + Follow This)
➢ Demarcating: A new economic system (Code Rood vs Follow This + Shell) and technology at the heart
of the future vision (Shell vs Friends of the Earth + Follow This + Code Rood)

4.1.2. Narrative Dynamics: An Antagonistic Frontier?
The above analysis can provide insights in the narrative dynamics, or in other words, around which topics
discursive struggles emerge, how the four narratives make sense of these struggles, and to what extent the
counter-narratives succeed in building a discourse coalition around a shared narrative.
Laclau & Mouffe argue, if the antagonistic narratives undergo a process of equivalence and othering, a
discourse coalition can develop around a shared narrative (Griggs & Howarth, 2017). The counter-narratives
were selected because of their antagonistic relationship regarding Shell, meaning that it was clear from the
start that the narratives share the same opposition, and thus that othering occurred. However, the occurrence
of equivalence was not yet known, as it was not clear if the actors strategically deployed their narratives, and
what their different demands entailed. Interestingly, the data showed that all actors do indeed strategically
deploy narratives. Friends of the Earth stated that an important part of their campaign around the Shell
lawsuit was to change the public opinion about Shell and to influence and educate journalists (HB, 2022).
For Friends of the Earth, it was important to convey that Shell is causing dangerous climate change, that Shell
is not doing what the company says they are doing, that companies also have responsibilities in the climate
crisis, and that Shell uses power to influence the transition. Follow This also makes strategic choices in their
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narrative, by balancing their tone of voice: not too activistic, because it would negatively affect their
engagement with investors, but also not too agreeable, because they want to be critical towards Shell and
not become a part of the establishment because they want to see real change (RW, 2022). Moreover, it is a
strategic choice to focus on financial argumentation, as Follow This believes that there lies the incentive for
Shell’s shareholders. Code Rood strategically deploys their narrative, as they consider narratives as a tool for
shifting the public and political discourse: “Imagination is crucial for change. Many people, and the public
and political discourse, are stuck in a vision of the future in which Shell undoubtedly exists. Hence, the
discussion often focuses on making Shell more fair or green. We are shifting the Overton window in the
discussion around Shell by going beyond Shell-bashing … People need to realise that a future without Shell
is an actual possibility. If that frame is taken over by our allies, the Overton window shifts and Shell’s fall is
closer” (Code Rood, n.d.-b).
Thus, all antagonistic narratives in this thesis are strategically constructed and deployed, but do actors
also succeed in aligning their different demands? Based on the above analysis of the narrative dynamics,
some bridging dynamics on boundary concepts can be found, but also some contestations exist. There is
some alignment between the narratives of Follow This and Friends of the Earth, as both consider the other
as a supporting actor towards their demands as they work towards the same goal: getting Shell to commit to
the Paris Agreement, and an absolute emission reduction that ensure that the 1,5-degree threshold is not
exceeded. However, they demarcate in the interpretation of the role of fossil fuels, as Friends of the Earth
argues that the production and use of fossil fuels needs to be dismantled, whereas Follow This leaves room
for fossil fuels as long as emissions are reduced. Subsequently, this also means that Follow This allows the
use of CCS technology, while Friends of the Earth disapproves of CCS. Despite this difference, they are able
to bridge on the main goal, which is promising in a discourse coalition. Demarcation especially occurs around
the role of Shell in the energy transition, as Friends of the Earth and Follow This argue that Shell remains an
important actor in the transition, whereas Code Rood demarcates from this with their view on dismantling
the company.
This poses a challenge in relating these narrative dynamics to the Dynamic Discourse Coalitions of Metze
& Dodge (2016). To some extent, the antagonistic narratives show bridging dynamics, because there is
agreement around some boundary objects, especially about the use of delay methods by Shell to slow down
the energy transition. On the other hand, there are also demarcating dynamics present, for example on the
role of Shell or fossil fuels in the future energy system. This shows that there are signs of a weak antagonistic
discourse coalition with the potential to build their strength if they succeed to further align the contestation
mentioned here. Moreover, Code Rood seems to show the most demarcating dynamics on boundary objects
from Follow This and Friends of the Earth. The antagonistic nature of the counter-narratives is an important
indication for a discourse coalition, but it can also be said based on the above analysis that Follow This is the
odd man out, because Follow This bridges their demands with both the narrative of Shell (e.g., the role of
fossil fuels, the drive for profit maximization), and with the narratives of Friends of the Earth and Code Rood
(e.g., contesting that technology will solve the climate crisis, the attitude of Shell in transition). Therefore, it
can be concluded that there are two weak discourse coalitions between these narratives: a weak antagonistic
coalition, and a weak coalition between Shell and Follow This.
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4.3. Media Representation
In this subchapter, the results of the media analysis are presented. The media analysis provides insights in
how (elements) of the four narratives have influenced each other over time and thus how the discursive
struggle unfolds. These findings are presented by first discussing which significant events sparked the media
peaks, followed with an explanation of how the barriers in the energy transition are perceived in the media.
After that, it is discussed how the role of Shell is framed in the media.

4.3.1. Media Peaks
The moments at which media coverage around the role of Shell in the energy transition peaked can
provide insight in what events are considered to be significant. Subsequently, these events can indicate
moments of influence on the course of the energy transition that might have contributed to discursive
struggles. Based on figure 4, six media peaks have been identified and analyzed.

FIGURE 4 Q UARTERLY MEDIA PEAKS BETWEEN 2015-2021

The six media peaks showed that the following events received relatively high media coverage. The first
media peak occurred in the second quarter of 2017, when Shell’s yearly AGM took place. It was also the
second time that Follow This’ climate resolution was presented at Shell’s AGM. During this media peak, the
topic of the articles often concerned Follow This or more generally shareholder pressure within Shell. The
second media peak occurred in the second quarter of 2018, again during Shell’s yearly AGM. This also
resulted in a media peak that reported on Follow This and their resolution. Moreover, some mentions about
Friends of the Earth and their imminent lawsuit against Shell were made. Another frequently mentioned event
concerned the sale of Eneco, a producer and supplier of natural gas, electricity, and heat in the Netherlands,
of which Shell was a potential buyer. The third quarter of 2018 showed a third media peak. This was due to
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a variety of events, most notably regarding the expansion of Shell’s New Energies department and the
corresponding developments of the hydrogen market, such as investments in the expansion of hydrogen
filling stations. As a result, many articles reported on the potential and barriers of hydrogen in the energy
transition. Besides the hydrogen discussion, consultations of the Climate Council took place to develop the
National Climate Agreement of the Netherlands. Shell was part of multiple consultation groups within the
Climate Council. The articles reported on the first proposals that came out in July 2018, concerning among
other investments in solar- and wind energy and carbon capture and storage. Additionally, discussions around
the abolishment of the dividend tax arose, which is often related to Shell. The fourth media peak took place
in the fourth quarter of 2020 and is related to the court case that took place at this time. Many articles report
on the developments of the court case and review the state of Shell’s transition strategy. Moreover, multiple
articles report on the resignation of several Shell executives because of disagreement on the extent and pace
of Shell’s move towards green energy. The second quarter of 2021 shows the fifth media peak, which is once
more related to Shell’s AGM and the Follow This resolution. Moreover, the ruling of the court case was issued,
which resulted in many reports about the content and consequences of the ruling for Shell. The sixth and last
media peak took place in the fourth quarter of 2021, which was due to a variety of events. One of these
events was the announcement of pension fund ABP of the expected sale of their assets in Shell. A second
event that was often mentioned concerned the pressure of another activistic shareholder, Third Point, which
requested to divide Shell up in a sustainable company with filling station, LNG, and the production of steam,
and a fossil fuel company with upstream oil- and gas exploitation, chemistry, and refining. A final event that
received much media attention concerned the announcement of Shell that the company would move its’
headquarters from the Netherlands to the United Kingdom.

4.3.2. Narrative Elements in Media
The narrative elements represented in the media can be considered as the core messages of the
narratives that were described in chapter 4.1 ‘Narratives’. Specifically, two elements of the narratives were
distilled: the problem framing and the framing of Shell. The problem framing concerns what is presented as
the main issue in the energy transition, whereas the framing of Shell presents how the role of Shell is
perceived in the energy transition. In this subchapter, it is discussed how both framings are represented in
the media during the media peaks.

Framing of Problem
From the narratives, five problem framings emerged: ‘capitalism’, ‘lack imagination’, societal
collaboration/dependency’, ‘human rights’ and ‘financial risk’. A detailed description of the frames can be
found in table 12 on page 92 in the methods section. These problem framings, or framings with a similar line
of thinking, represent the way in which the media reports about the main issues of the energy transition. In
figure 5, it is presented how often articles were written from a certain problem framing, but also when a frame
was criticized (the specific number of frames from a critical perspective can be seen in figure 7 on page 77).
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FIGURE 5. PROBLEM FRAMINGS D URING MEDIA PEAKS
From this, it appears that the human rights frame is not often represented in the media. By contrast,
the societal collaboration/dependency frame is represented the most during media peaks58. This frame was
particularly used to describe the need for more policy and political decisiveness to stimulate the energy
transition: “Parliamentarians also recognize this problem [lack of political vision in climate policy]. Henri
Bontenbal (CDA), … was employed in the energy sector for thirteen years …,, I see that companies are in the
starting blocks to take measures, with serious plans to become greener. However, the government must
provide sustainability policy on the long-term, and a business case 59”(Alonso, 2021). Moreover, the way that
this frame is used in the media shows that there appears to be a struggle about responsibility in the energy
transition. Some articles report that the consumer and/or government play an essential role in the transition:
“Citizens start to struggle when high-voltage connections are constructed or when wind farms on land
appear. The slow pace of the energy transition is not only to blame on Shell. It also happens because
governments are too slow in adjusting legislation. And because of us citizens 60” (van de Weijer, 2021b).
Others argue that fossil fuel companies need to take the lead and have a more critical point of view regarding
this frame: “Who must take responsibility for global warming? The consumers of fossil fuels? The factories?
The traders? The owners of oil sources and coal mines? The responsibility is too much being passed on to
the consumers with a muffler or a chimney … We are pinching of consumers, while producers and all kinds
of other parties are still making good money off fossil fuels61” (van Santen, 2021).

58

Note: the figure does not show when an article is written from a certain frame or if the frame is being criticized. Table X on
page X shows the total amount of frames used and how many times this concerns criticism of the frame.
59 “Kamerleden zien dit probleem ook. Henri Bontenbal (CDA), die tijdelijk Pieter Omtzigt vervangt, werkte dertien jaar in
de energiesector. ,,Tien jaar geleden bewezen bedrijven en industrie vooral lippendienst aan duurzaamheid. Nu zie ik al die
bedrijven in de startblokken staan om maatregelen te nemen, met serieuze plannen voor verduurzaming. Maar dan moet de
overheid wel zorgen voor duurzaamheidsbeleid op de lange termijn, en een businesscase."
60 “Burgers stribbelen tegen als er hoogspanningsverbindingen aangelegd moeten worden of windparken op land
verschijnen. Dat de energietransitie traag gaat, is niet alleen de schuld van Shell. Het komt ook door overheden die te traag
reageren met het aanpassen van regelgeving. En van ons burgers”
61
“Want wie moet zijn verantwoordelijkheid nemen voor de opwarming van de aarde? De consumenten van fossiele energie?
De fabrieken? De handelaren? De eigenaren van oliebronnen en kolenmijnen? De verantwoordelijkheid wordt te veel
afgewenteld op gebruikers met een uitlaat of schoorsteen … We knijpen de gebruikers af, maar producenten en allerlei
andere partijen verdienen nog steeds goed geld aan fossiel"
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Interestingly, the lack of imagination frame emerged around the fourth quarter of 2020 and is related
to the resignation of a few Shell executives because of disagreement over the energy transition strategy: “It
is clear that their [Shell executives] leave takes place in the run-up to the presentation, in February, of the
new strategy of the oil company. The strategy also concerns the greening of the company. According to FT
[Financial Times], managers have vainly called for a more sustainable course, while the top management
sticks to the current policy of the company62” (van der Walle, 2020). The capitalism frame also emerged as
time progresses, but the spike of the last quarter of 2021 can be ascribed to the announcement of Shell to
move their headquarters to the UK. This, as this decision is at times criticized when it is linked to the decision
to abolish the dividend tax: “Did the demissionary cabinet of Rutte III really thought that on Monday two leftwinged opposition parties would vote in favor of the abolishment of the dividend tax, despite their earlier
resistance, so that the headquarter of Shell would remain in the Hague and not move to London? … The oilindustry must substantiate their right to exist in the switch-over to sustainability, but it is there in particular
that shareholder capitalism is alive and well. Dividend is priority 63” (Tamminga, 2021). Moreover, the
financial

risk

frame

is

increasingly

represented

from

2021

onwards.

While

the

societal

collaboration/dependency frame is represented throughout the whole period, the other frames gain more
attention as time progresses. This might be due to the media attention that is given to the different ways in
which Shell is being pressured in 2021, and the references that are made to both the lawsuit of Friends of
the Earth and the resolution of Follow This, showing other ways of thinking about the energy transition.
Besides the frames that were distilled from the narrative analysis, a few additional problem framings
emerged. Namely, that electrification is a barrier in the energy transition, that hydrogen as alternative energy
source is not without its’ problems, and that the government is not addressing the energy transition
sufficiently and therefore the main problem in the energy transition.

Framing of Shell
Next to the problem framings, there were also different frames about the role of Shell in the energy
transition. These ‘framings of Shell’ were also distilled from the narratives, which resulted in four framings:
‘dismantling’, ‘legal enforcement’, ‘support within’ and ‘just transition’. A detailed description of the frames
can be found in table 13 on page 93 in the appendix. The representation of the frames during the media
peaks are presented in figure 6 on the next page.

“In elk geval is duidelijk dat hun vertrek plaatsvindt in aanloop naar de presentatie, in februari, van de nieuwe strategie
van het olieconcern. Daarin speelt ook de verduurzaming een rol. Volgens de FT zouden managers vergeefs hebben
aangedrongen op een groenere koers, terwijl het topmanagement vasthoudt aan het huidige beleid van het concern”
63
“Had het demissionaire kabinet Rutte III maandag werkelijk gedacht dat twee linkse oppositiepartijen na hun eerdere
tegenstand nu wél de dividendbelasting zouden willen afschaffen, zodat het Haagse hoofdkantoor van Shell niet naar Londen
zou verhuizen? … De olie- industrie moet zijn bestaansrecht bewijzen in de omschakeling naar duurzaamheid, maar juist
daar is het aandeelhouderskapitalisme springlevend. Dividend is prioriteit”
62
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FIGURE 6. S HELL FRAMING DURING MEDIA PEAKS
The framing of Shell that mostly occurs in the media is the just transition frame64. This frame is used
when reporting on the transition strategy of Shell, or when discussing parts of this strategy, such as the
developments around hydrogen. A specific example of the use of this frame regards Shell’s ‘legacy’, which
was also discussed here, to explain that Shell requires the continuation of fossil fuels to some extent in order
to finance the transition to alternative energy sources: “According to the Shell management … is the division
of Shell not an option. Cfo Jessica Uhl: ‘The energy transition needs to be financed, and we use a big part of
our upstream incomes for that’”65” (van der Schoot, 2021b). Similarly, the frame is used when actors that
pressure Shell are criticized, such as Friends of the Earth, and to emphasize the need for fossil fuels to
overcome barriers such as energy poverty: “The energy transition cannot become an expense for the many
people that cannot afford it … Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth are gratefully using the earthquakes in
Groningen in their campaigns. As a result, gas is put in a corner. Despite the Netherlands being a gas land
par excellence for decades66” (Polman, 2018). These arguments all relate in a more or lesser extent to the
way that Shell frames a just transition strategy. The dismantling frame on the other hand only occurred one
time in the media when reporting on demonstrations organized by FossilFree against the advising role of a
Shell executive on the local energy transition of The Hague. The legal enforcement frame was increasingly
used from the last quarter of 2020 and onwards, when the court case of Friends of the Earth against Shell
took place. This frame was used to explain the logic of the lawsuit, but often it was used from a critical point
of view. This, by criticizing that the lawsuit is bad for the Dutch business climate and that the judge would
take too much the position of a director, for example: “Jacques Schraven calls the verdict of the judge, which
was cause for great joy at the environmental movement on Wednesday, ‘bad’ for the business climate of
CO2-heavy industry” (van der Schoot, 2021a). The support within frame is used throughout the whole period,
but particularly spikes in 2021. This in relation to shareholder ABP’s choice to sell assets in Shell, which from
64

Note: the figure does not show when an article is written from a certain frame or if the frame is being criticized. Table X on
page X shows the total amount of frames used and how many times this concerns criticism of the frame.
65 “Maar volgens de Shell-top … is het opknippen van Shell geen optie. Cfo Jessica Uhl: ,,De energietransitie moet
gefinancierd, wij gebruiken een groot deel van onze upstream inkomsten daarvoor”
66 “De energietransitie mag geen kostenpost worden die voor velen onbetaalbaar zal zijn … Greenpeace en Milieudefensie
maken in hun campagnes inderdaad dankbaar gebruik van de aardbevingen in Groningen. En zo belandde gas in het
verdomhoekje. En dat terwijl Nederland bij uitstek decennialang een gasland is”
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the ‘support within’ frame does not make sense because it is argued that as a shareholder more influence
can be exerted on the company. Subsequently, articles report on the resolution of Follow This and the role of
shareholders follow: “The divestment of shares must be a ‘powerful signal’ that Shell must do more regarding
sustainability. However, the opposite effect is achieved … If the interests of the current and future pensioners
are best served by enforcing a decisive energy transition at big oil companies, then activism inside the
companies are more efficient than signal from outside67” (de Waard, 2021).
Other frames that emerged in the media were for example the use of delay methods by Shell in the
energy transition, varying from arguments about political lobbying to greenwashing. This frame was also
apparent in all three antagonistic narratives, but not recognized as core element. The ‘best barrel’ or ‘last
man standing’ narrative, that was criticized by Follow This for being a delay method, also occurred in the
media when reporting on Shell’s defense in the lawsuit against Friends of the Earth. For example, it is
described how Shell argues that stopping with fossil fuels, as requested by the verdict, would result in other
less reliable and transparent energy companies to fill up this gap: “Because maybe the boardrooms of
Aramco … Gazprom … and PetroChina are eager to take over the market that Shell might be forced to leave.
That could be the downside of the victory of Friends of the Earth: that oil companies from countries that are
not committed to the climate will jump into that gap68” (Van de Weijer, 2021a). Another frame that occurred
but that was not recognized as core element, was that of the power and influence Shell has in the energy
transition, and how the company can decide the pace and shape of the transition, which makes the company
an essential actor in the transition. A new frame also emerged, namely that Shell lacks effectiveness in
decision making when it comes to the energy transition, which is due to their dual company structure. This
frame emerged in the last quarter of 2021 in relation to the announcement that Shell would move their
headquarters to the UK.

“Het afstoten van de aandelen moet een 'krachtig signaal' zijn dat Shell veel meer moet gaan doen aan die verduurzaming.
Maar het omgekeerde effect wordt bereikt … Als de belangen van de huidige en toekomstige gepensioneerden het best worden
gediend met het afdwingen van een daadkrachtige energietransitie bij de grote olieconcerns, is activisme binnen die bedrijven
beter dan het geven van signalen van buiten”
68 “Want misschien staan ze in de bestuurskamers van Aramco … Gazprom … en PetroChina (1,15) wel te trappelen om
markten over te nemen, die Shell wellicht gedwongen moet verlaten. Die keerzijde kan de overwinning van Milieudefensie
hebben: dat olieconcerns uit landen die weinig ophebben met het klimaat in het gat springen.”
67
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FIGURE 7. TOTAL OF FRAMINGS IN MEDIA PEAKS

4.3.3. Moments of Dislocation?
The above analysis provides insights in the events or issues that are not compatible with the dominant
(carbon) discourse and that might threaten the contingency of discursive structures (Dellagnelo et al., 2014;
Marchart, 2014). When these events or issues cannot be integrated in the dominant discourse, opportunities
arise for the healing of new meanings in discursive struggles, therewith contributing to processes of
destabilization and discursive change (Saharov, 2021). The media peaks show that the resolutions filed by
Follow This are significant events, as the resolution is cause for three of the six media peaks. Another
important event is the lawsuit of Friends of the Earth, which also emerges in three of the six media peaks.
Subsequently, the legal enforcement frame and the support from within frame are increasingly used in the
media. Meanwhile, the just transition frame is well represented throughout time. This could indicate that the
resolution and the lawsuit are dislocative events, as other ways of thinking about the energy transition are
increasingly represented in the media alongside the just transition frame. Relating to the increasing use of
other frames, figure 7 shows that the societal collaboration/dependency frame is often criticized in the media
despite it being firmly represented. As shown in the above analysis, this frame is mostly used to discuss who
is responsible for the transition, and what the roles of citizens, the government and fossil fuel companies are
in the transition. Knowing these potential dislocative events and the criticism around the societal
collaboration/dependency frame, the discussion will explore into more detail the discursive struggles and
how this affects the role of Shell.
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5.

Integrated Discussion

The thesis explored the question how narratives as social innovations can potentially contribute to social
change in the energy system by challenging the dominant carbon discourse that is seemingly cause for the
inadequate energy transition in the Netherlands (Muttitt & Kartha, 2020; Piggot et al., 2020; Grasso, 2020;
Buschmann & Oels, 2019; Unruh, 2000; Loorbach, Frantzeskaki & Avelino, 2017). This was done by looking
at the transformative potential of narratives in their provocation of discursive struggle(s) with the dominant
carbon discourse, by researching the case study about the role of Shell in the Dutch energy transition. By
doing this, the thesis aimed to gain a better understanding on the role of discursive dynamics in influencing
socio-technical configurations (i.e., the energy transition). The key findings from this research are presented
here, followed with a discussion on the encountered limitations. Finally, the recommendation for practice and
future research are presented.

5.1. Key Findings
5.1.1. Summary of Results
The results section presented the four narratives as part of the case study: Shell’s narrative as a
representation of the carbon discourse and the three antagonistic narratives as social innovations. These
four narratives each showed different interpretations on the barriers within the energy transition and the role
of Shell therein. Hence, the main storylines of each narrative were:
1. Shell: the two main foci of Shell’s narrative considered the financial aspects of the energy transition,
as they expressed a need to move in line with society to ensure their market share, and to address
energy security within the transition. According to Shell, fossil fuels continue to be important in the
transition as they provide a continued access to energy, and they can maintain a sufficient cashflow
to Shell in the transition. This also relates to what Shell considers the barrier in the energy transition:
as the transition requires unprecedented collaboration, there is a dependence on other actors to
change accordingly.
2. Friends of the Earth: their focus lies on a human rights perspective as they argued that Shell is
violating human rights by significantly contributing to climate change through their greenhouse gas
emissions. The narratives continued to state that Shell has the power to control those emissions,
but refuses to mitigate them, and that therefore legal action is necessary to enforce Shell to comply
with their duty of care.
3. Follow This: this narrative can be seen as a bridge between the narratives of Friends of the Earth
and Code Rood that are more opposing to the narrative of Shell. This, as their narrative is focused
on the organizational culture and business level changes within Shell, and their narratives present
the energy transition as a long-term financial opportunity for the investors. The main barrier in the
transition is the lack of imagination at the management level of Shell, so engagement with
shareholders about financial opportunities is key to Follow This.
4. Code Rood: this narrative also contains human rights elements, but the main focus lies on a
fundamental critique of the capitalist system. Code Rood sees capitalism as the root cause of the
ecological, climate and social crises of this time, so a transition to a just and environmentally
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sustainable energy system requires the dismantling of capitalist-driven companies like Shell, and
the way to succeed in this is to show alternative ways of thinking about energy and the role of Shell.
To answer the third sub-question regarding narrative dynamics, nine boundary concepts were found with
both demarcating and bridging interpretations. It was found that there were two relatively weak discourse
coalitions: a coalition that included the antagonistic narratives from Friends of the Earth, Follow This and
Code Rood, and a second coalition that included Shell and Follow This. Boundary concepts were strong
equivalence occurred between the antagonistic coalition were ‘workers’, ‘delay methods’, ‘role society’ and
‘essential actors’, whereas the boundary concepts of ‘main problem’ and ‘profit’ showed strong demarcating
tensions. All antagonistic narratives shared a negative view on the current attitude of Shell in the transition,
and on fossil fuel pathways. However, there were some demarcating tensions around the use of techniques
such as CCS and the absolute reduction of fossil fuel usage. Even more, when it comes to fossil fuel usage,
bridging dynamics seem to occur between Follow This and Shell, as Follow This is the only counter-narrative
that leaves room for a continued usage of fossil fuel on the condition that emissions are reduced, which is a
good example that Follow This falls between the antagonism of Code Rood and Friends of the Earth against
Shell.
The fourth sub-question concerned the media analysis, which showed that the barriers of the energy
transition are mostly relating to the societal collaboration and dependency frame, as this frame was used the
most in the media. However, different interpretations of this issue were recognized that mostly related to
questions about responsibility in the energy transition. On the one hand, the need for more policy and political
decisiveness was expressed, as well as a responsibility for fossil fuel companies to take the lead. On the
other hand, the role of consumers was emphasized, which is more in line with Shell’s narrative. While this
frame was well represented throughout time, the other frames gained in representation with time, especially
during the lawsuit of Friends of the Earth and the persistent resolutions filed by Follow This’, pointing to them
as dislocative events that increase other ways of thinking about the energy transition. The different frames
on the role of Shell researched in the media analysis showed a dominance of the just transition frame. This
frame was mostly used to justify the continuation of fossil fuels to finance the transition (energy security and
affordability, in accordance with Shell’s narrative), as well as to criticize other actors on their
shortsightedness, and to emphasize the need to overcome energy poverty.

5.1.2. A Story About (In)justice
These key findings show that the main discursive struggle revolves around the question of what
constitutes a just transition, and who is responsible for it. Interestingly, this corresponds with Laclau &
Mouffe’s theory of injustice, as they state that revealing the injustices within a certain discourse is essential
to create social change (Metze, 2021). All three antagonistic narratives show strong bridging dynamics
around power inequality, as they all emphasize that Shell is a powerful actor that uses delay methods to
influence the pace and shape of the energy transition. Therewith, Shell is slowing the transition down, while
citizens do not have the power to counteract Shell. This line of argumentation shows that there is an inequality
of power in the energy transition between Shell and citizens, and that citizens are oppressed as they cannot
counteract Shell. This strongly relates to the struggle of responsibility: who bears the responsibility for the
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energy transition? Is it the responsibility of fossil fuel multinationals such as Shell, as they have the power
and ability to reduce absolute emissions and provide alternatives to fossil fuels? Or lies the responsibility
with citizens as they are the consumers of energy, and therefore have the most power in the transition? While
Shell emphasizes the responsibility of citizens to make alternative choices, the antagonistic narratives bridge
on the idea that Shell is one of the most powerful actors in the energy transition that not only influences the
transition, but without whom the energy transition would be impossible unless it changes, and yet the
company is seen as doing nothing and shifting responsibility onto others.
However, not only the antagonistic coalition focus on injustice, as Shell also provides an explanation of
injustice in the energy transition in their strategy, pointing to polarization as the discourse coalitions show
demarcating understandings of the concept. Whereas the antagonistic narratives through othering argue that
Shell is the main culprit of injustice, Shell positions itself as an actor that addresses injustices by securing
an available, affordable, and acceptable energy supply. Thus, there is a conflict over meaning of what a just
transition entails and Shell’s contribution therein. Relating this discursive struggle to academic literature on
just transitions, Sovacool & Dworkin (2015) have developed an energy justice framework that emphasize the
pluralist nature of energy justice, as the concept is recognized as one that consists of many dimensions.
Sovacool & Dworkin (2015) have named eight aspects of energy justice, one of them being ‘intragenerational
equity’, or more commonly known as distributive justice: justice that deals with the distribution of material
outcomes. This aspect relates strongly to the energy poverty argument in the narrative of Shell. The narrative
of Code Rood relates to the aspect of ‘due process’, also known as procedural justice, which is concerned
with how decisions are made, who is involved and who has influence in decision-making, so who decides on
the principles of energy distribution (Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015). Moreover, Code Rood’s narrative relates to
the ‘good governance’ aspect, as they warn for corruption within the current system, but this definition falls
somewhat short and it is even better captured in what Preston & Carr (2018) describe as recognitional justice:
a group of people or individuals is adequately acknowledged by respecting who they are and where they are.
This, because Code Rood puts emphasis on people and planet, by advocating for equal participation of
diverse groups in political processes, for a fair distribution of burdens and benefits, and for the recognition
of the intrinsic values of non-human species. Friends of the Earth and Follow This seem to relate more to
Sovacool & Dworkin’s (2015) aspect of sustainability, which concerns a duty to ensure sustainable use of
natural resources and to leave the world better than how you found it, but it does not fully capture the human
rights argumentation of Friends of the Earth. This is to some extent captured by the aspect of
‘intergenerational justice’, which is concerned with the rights of future generations to enjoy a good life without
disturbance of the environment (Sovacool & Dworking, 2015). However, Friends of the Earth do not solely
focus on the human rights of future generations, but rather argue that the rights of current generations are
already at the brink of violation, therewith adding to the concept of energy justice. Interestingly, Sovacool &
Dworkin (2015) also included the aspect of responsibility to their framework: “responsibility holds that
nations have a responsibility to protect the natural environment and minimize the production of negative
externalities, or energy-related social and environmental costs” (p. 440). This description of responsibility
already shows the controversy around the topic, as Sovacool and Dworkin explicitly refer to the responsibility
of nations, which is except for Shell to some extent, never mentioned by the antagonistic narratives. To add
to the controversy over responsibility, Friends of the Earth recently threatened to hold Shell executives
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personally liable if they do not comply with the verdict of the lawsuit, shifting responsibility from "the company"
to specific individuals (Milieudefensie, 2022). This once again shows the discursive struggle around the topic
of responsibility in a just transition.
The concepts of responsibility and justice are thus strongly related, and in that line Sovacool & Dworkin
(2015) state that how justice or injustice is perceived can shape who people see as responsible for energy
problems and that this can change attitudes and actions. The antagonistic narratives put the blame of
injustice on Shell, and despite the argument of power inequality between Shell and society, the actors that
construct, develop and share these narratives also provide opportunities for citizens to address this inequality
in practice and to take action (e.g., buying shares, filing lawsuit, protesting). This is also social innovation:
considering the definition of social innovation, they can be a wide variety and combination of ideas, objects
and/or activities (Wittmayer et al., 2022), so despite the thesis focus on the narratives in relation to discursive
dynamics, they exist alongside other kinds of social innovations (Wittmayer et al., 2022).

5.1.3. Conclusion: The Power of Narratives
To relate the above to the research question about how narratives as social innovations contribute to
social change regarding the role of Shell in the Dutch energy transition, the transformative potential of the
narratives becomes clear. This, as the antagonistic coalition seems to have succeeded in provoking a
discursive struggle around justice in the energy transition, and by doing so, the responsibility and thus role
of Shell is also negotiated. On the boundary concept of justice, the antagonistic coalition and dominant
discourse coalition show demarcating dynamics, as both have different interpretation about responsibility
and justice in the energy transition. Linking this to the revised DDC framework, polarization seems to occur
between the discourse coalitions, meaning that the discursive struggle is expected to continue.
There were two pathways mentioned in relation to this outcome: a dominant discourse can weaken or
disintegrate when they fail to make sense of new facts/events, on the condition that the antagonistic coalition
succeeds in mobilizing a strong coalition, which eventually results in destabilization and the possibility for a
shift in discourse and fossil fuel phase out. The other pathway was the failing of the antagonistic coalition to
build their strength, and then the dominant discourse remains unchallenged with subsequently the
continuation of a regime. These two pathways emphasize the importance of equivalence between the three
counter-narratives to build a discourse coalition, and as mentioned above, this coalition remains weak as
there are quite strong demarcating dynamics on some demands (e.g., role fossil fuels and profit). Regarding
the potential for disintegration within the dominant discourse, this would require further research within this
coalition (further elaborated upon below).
All in all, the fact that the counter-narratives provoked a discursive struggle around the responsibility of
Shell in the energy transition shows that they do have transformative potential to create social change in the
energy transition, as the first step to challenge the dominant discourse has succeeded. Now, to turn this
transformative potential in transformative power to phase out unsustainable elements of the regime, the
counter-narratives must continue to develop into a strong antagonistic coalition that is not only able to
challenge the dominant discourse, but also to alter or replace it with a new fixed meaning on the responsibility
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of Shell in the energy transition. These findings show that connecting transition theory and political discourse
theory offer a suitable approach to empirically research discursive dynamics in sustainability transitions. By
gaining these insights in the discursive mechanisms that are currently taking place, it becomes clear that
shifting focus towards pathways of discursive change can provide a potential solution to overcoming the
discursive lock-in.

5.2. Limitations
However, four limitations to this research were identified. First, there were two limits to the collection of
data: 1) the documents and interviews to construct the narratives were carefully selected, but limited time
did not allow to compare a wider variety of documents or to pursue more interviews. Eight potential
interviewees were approached by sending emails out to both specific persons, to communication
departments and in some instances via personal connections, and by reminding the potential interviewees
of this invitation, yet there was lack of response and time restrictions did not allow to pursue more
interviewees. As a result, limited interviews were conducted, and particularly for a large company such as
Shell it is important to point out that different views can exist in different parts of the company. The same
applies to the documents, as the chosen documents can result in a particular focus within the narratives,
such as the choice to analyze Shell’s transition report which puts emphasis on the future and not necessarily
on the problem. Therefore, the composed narratives in the thesis could be a starting point that can be added
with documents from a different nature and additional interviews to ensure that a wider perspective is
presented in the narratives. 2) It was not possible to find the right type of documents to analyze the
development of the four narratives over time, while this was an intended part of the analysis of discursive
dynamics. During the data collection process, it was searched for key documents at two moments in time,
ideally one document published in the beginning of the timeframe and one document towards the end. This
was not found, which made it more challenging to interpret the dynamic discourse coalitions, as it is not
possible to see how elements of narratives have influenced other narratives over time and in which direction.
This would thus be an interesting next step for future research. A solution to the lack of suitable documents
would be to interview involved key actors. The thesis addressed this problem by carrying out a media analysis.
Second, there were two limits to the analysis of data: 1) the media analysis is not representative of the
full discursive struggles and changes therein, as limited time did not allow to analyze more than three
newspapers, more than 2 framing elements, and moments outside the media peaks. A more extensive media
analysis would be necessary to make claims about the dominant discourse and changes therein, as well as
to see if discursive struggles outside the ones provoked by the selected narratives exists. Considering the
above, the thesis can be seen as a pilot study towards more extensive research around this rapidly developing
topic. 2) relating to this point, the thesis only researches the narratives of four actors, whereas the debate
around the role of Shell, or about fossil fuel pathways, extends to other actors as well. This means that there
is also a likely possibility that there exist other discourse coalitions than the ones mentioned in this thesis,
with other potential discursive struggles. Even more, the dominant discourse coalition is now only
represented by Shell, while a regime contains a range of other actors such as policymakers or other industry
leaders. To understand the discursive dynamics on the dominant discourse, further research to the narratives
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of regime actors is necessary, especially to unravel disintegration dynamics that could not be analyzed within
the scope of the thesis.
All in all, these limitations emphasize that the thesis presents a pilot case study for researching
discursive dynamics in the energy transition. It provides an in-depth understanding of the narratives and their
dynamics of the four actors, but since the energy transition comprises more than these four actors, further
research to fully comprehend the discursive mechanisms within the energy transition is necessary.

5.3. Recommendations
5.3.1. Practical Implementation
Here, the practical contributions of the thesis findings are presented. The recommendations are
threefold: the findings from the thesis can be useful for Shell, policymaker, and for the empowerment of
social innovation actors. Most importantly, the thesis identified that the main issue within the energy
transition is the different perspectives on who bears the responsibility of the transition. As Shell is identified
as one of the most powerful actors in the transition, it is recommended for Shell to engage in conversations
with counter-narratives to see if there are possibilities for integration, particularly on the topic of
responsibility. Moreover, it is recommended to Shell to address other aspects of justice besides energy
security, as here lies an opportunity for bridging with antagonistic narratives.
Policymakers can use the findings to navigate the normative orientations and directions that emerged
from the narratives. It is also useful to better understand the challenges of the energy transition, as the
problem definitions described in the narratives present a variety of concerns about the barriers of the
transition and the role of key actors such as Shell therein. Coming back to the issue of responsibility, an
absence of the government in the antagonistic narratives can be identified, whereas Shell emphasizes a
need for political decisiveness. Therefore, it is recommended for policymakers to address this gap, and a
good starting point could be to set out concrete guidelines with expectations for actors in the energy transition
to address the issue of responsibility.
On the social innovation side, the thesis can be an inspiration for action as it shows the potential of
narratives to be transformative. This could motivate different actors to strengthen their shared narrative,
similarly to what Code Rood expresses as an important activity for change. Concretely, it is recommended to
the actors to explore how they can further support each other in pushing Shell to take its’ responsibility in the
energy transition. Seeing that a stronger discourse coalition has more transformative power, it is worthwhile
to address the differences in demands as emerged in this research, and to see if more alignment can be
achieved, as this is likely to increase the pressure on the dominant discourse.

5.3.2. Future Research
Here, six recommendations for futher research are presented. The first three recommendations relate
to the limitation of data collection of this study, which provides some interesting opportunities for future
research. First, the narratives as described in the thesis can be validated and extended with documents from
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different natures, with documents throughout time, and by interviewing more key actors. While this
triangulation would further improve the validity of the narratives as written here in terms of interpretive
research, it would also be an opportunity to gain a better insight in the dynamics discourse coalitions.
Second, it would be interesting to research the discursive dynamics within the dominant discourse
coalition that guides the regime, as this would increase the understanding of discursive struggles within the
energy transition and can add to the findings of the thesis. A suggestion would be to extent the focus on
narratives within the government, as this actor remained largely absent in the thesis.
Third, the same applies for the media analysis, as a more extensive media analysis could lead to new
insights in discursive struggles, as it was already mentioned that other contested topics were found in the
analysis that fell outside the scope of this research, such as the issue of delay methods. Further researching
this could improve the understanding of the societal discourse around this topic.
A fourth suggestion is to research the visual discourse alongside the narratives, as it was notable how
important visualizations were in the campaigns of the actors that utter, share, and develop the narratives as
social innovations. Researching the role and impacts of these visuals would be an interesting addition in the
understanding of antagonism in social change. This would also increase the possibility to make claims about
discourse coalitions, as this is more difficult with the narrow focus of the thesis.
Fifth, the topic is incredibly relevant and rapidly developing, and more important events have already
taken place while writing this (e.g., a higher appeal in the lawsuit, the Russia/Ukraine war, and the
subsequent oil boycott by Shell). Therefore, a longitude study on this topic would provide for an interesting
case study around the changes of the dynamics of discourses within the energy transition.
Finally, the thesis has contributed to the operationalization of conducting empirical research of current
developments with the use of Laclau & Mouffe’s theory by combining their theory with insights from transition
studies, more specifically that of narratives as social innovations, while this was previously not possible. Using
the concept of narratives as social innovations in relation to Laclau & Mouffe opens opportunities for future
research for other case studies where social change is essential.
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Appendices
1. Methods: Additional Tables and Information
1.1.

Sub-question One: Timeline

Table 9. Type and number of documents used for the timeline
Type of Document

Total amount

Actor Website

83

Media Articles (e.g., Financieel Dagblad, NOS, Reuters, Algemeen Dagblad, NRC Handelsblad etc.)

39

Legal Documents69 (e.g., Paris Agreement, verdict of the Court, legislative documents)

5

Other Documents (e.g., other websites, definitions, reports, journals)

28

Total amount of documents used

155

Table 10. Starting points of timeline
Actor

Starting point(s)

Shell

https://www.shell.com/about-us/our-heritage/our-company-history.html
https://www.shell.com/media/news-and-media-releases.html
https://www.shell.com/sustainability/transparency-and-sustainabilityreporting/sustainability-reports.html

Follow This

https://www.follow-this.org/our-story/
https://www.follow-this.org/category/press-release/
https://www.follow-this.org/in-the-media-english/

Code Rood

https://code-rood.org/nl/nieuws/
https://code-rood.org/nl/archief/

Friends of the Earth NL

https://milieudefensie.nl/@@search?sort_on=Date&sort_order=reverse&exclude_from_
nav=False&SearchableText=Shell

Additional information: description of timeline analysis
The developments are presented in the timeline in chronological order, and each event is linked to the actor that
relates to the development. When a development did not directly relate to a specific actor, but more generally to the
energy transition, the development was labeled ‘external event’. In some instances, developments were mentioned on
the websites but not elaborated upon in a manner that provided sufficient information to understand the event, and in
these instances supporting material was gathered for example in newspaper articles or official documents that report on
the event. When an actor reported on a statement made by another actor under study, the statement was verified by
searching the document that provided the statement. As a last step, the timeline was complemented with developments
that emerged from the interviews. During the construction of the timeline, insights that emerged from the data were
noted in a separate file for later use, for example in the discussion. This illustrates the iterative approach to data collection
and analysis.

69

Official documents refer to the documents that originate from external parties, such as government bodies or legislation. When official
documents originate from the actors under study, such as legislations or press releases, they are depicted in the ‘actor website’ category.
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1.2.

Sub-question Two: Narratives

Table 11. First scoping potential interviewees and the actual interviewees
Potential
Interviewees

Organization

Role

Interviewed?

Date
interview

Length
interview

Cited
in-text
as

1

Mark van Baal

Follow This

Founder

Yes, a dual interview
with Roos Wijker

26-012022

30 min
(joined
later)

MB,
2022

2

Roos Wijker

Follow This

Communication &
Engagement
Employee

Yes, a dual interview
with Mark van Baal

26-012022

70 min

RW,
2022

3

Reach out to
general email

Code Rood

-

5

Nine de Pater

Friends of the
Earth NL

Campaign Manager

6

Hilde Brontsema

Friends of the
Earth NL

Communication
Employee

7

Ewald
Breunesse

Royal Dutch
Shell

Retired Transition
Manager

8

Martine
Hoeksema

Royal Dutch
Shell

Current Transition
Manager

1.3.

No, failed in finding
an interviewee / no
response
No, rejected because
of time constrains
Yes, a few questions
were asked during a
Q&A webinar

-

-

-

-

08-032022

60 min

HB,
2022

Yes

25-012022

82 min

EB,
2022

No, did not receive
answer to interview
request

-

-

Sub-question Four: Media

Additional information: description of coding process
At times, an article used multiple frames, in which case all codes that applied were linked to the article. Other times, the
article did not relate to any frame, in which case the article was coded as ‘unknown frame’. During the process of coding,
it was experienced that seldom the full purport of the frame was used, but that the article often related to parts of the
frames. Therefore, it was decided to code a bit more open, for example, the capitalism frame was broadly used for articles
that were critiquing profit-driven attitudes. Moreover, sometimes a particular frame was used, but from a negative point
of view, in which case the article was coded with the frame and the code ‘negative tone’. For example, the legal
enforcement frame was used because the article extensively reported on developments around the climate lawsuit, but
this development is being criticized by the author. Coding the articles in this open manner provided the opportunity to
describe the different interpretations of the frames in the analysis, therewith deepening the understanding of the
discursive struggle at hand.

Table 12. Problem frames and corresponding codes
Problem Frame

Description

Capitalism

The capitalist system is allowing companies to put profit before people and planet;
therefore, climate change cannot be solved within the (current) capitalist system.

Lack Imagination

The fossil fuel industry is essential to reach the Paris Agreement, but it seems that the top
management lacks the imagination to envision this change.

Societal Collaboration/
Dependency

The energy transition is a collaboration between different actors, such as consumers and
governments. The fossil fuel industry can only change when the other actors change.

Human Rights

Climate change is largely caused by the fossil fuel industry, and by doing so they put
human rights at risk.

Financial Risk

Continuing with the exploration and exploitation of fossil fuels is financially risky as
climate change is a financial risk.
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Table 13. Role of Shell Frames and corresponding codes
Role of Shell Frame

Description

Dismantling

The economic and energy system requires fundamental change. This also entails the
complete dismantling of Shell.

Legal Enforcement

Shell won't change voluntarily despite knowing about risks for long time, so legal
enforcement to change is necessary.

Support Within

If Shell becomes sustainable, it increases long-term value of company and could provide
a leading position in future energy system.

Just Transition

To have a just transition, Shell increases the share of alternative energy sources, in
particular hydrogen, while providing in the need for fossil fuels during the transition.

Table 14. Complete Codebook Media Analysis
Code

Relates to

Dismantling

Role of Shell Frame

Legal Enforcement

Role of Shell Frame

Support Within

Role of Shell Frame

Just Transition

Role of Shell Frame

Capitalism

Problem Frame

Lack Imagination

Problem Frame

Societal Collaboration / Dependency

Problem Frame

Human Rights

Problem Frame

Financial Risk

Problem Frame

Unknown Frame

Outside Scope Thesis

Negative Tone

Indicating Criticism on Certain Frame

93

2. Complete Timeline

Before 2015
➢

1991, Shell, action: Shell produces the educational film ‘Climate of Concern’ that warns for the serious
consequences of global warming caused by the burning of fossil fuels (Carrington & Mommers, 2021;
Mommers & Carrington, 2017).

➢

1997, October 6th, Shell, policy: Shell sets up a new branch of industry in renewable energy named
‘Shell International Renewables’ (Mommers, 2017a). Reason to establish this new branch was the
promising financial outlook on renewables. This, as the company considered that renewable energy
could potentially make up for halve of the energy supply by 2050. Shell invested 500 million dollars in
renewables in a five-year period.

➢

2005, external event: the European Union Emissions Trading System is set up (European Commission,
n.d.-a). This system is part of the EU’s policy to combat climate change, as it is a tool to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions in a cost-effective manner (European Commission, n.d.-b). The system
works according to a ‘cap and trade’ principle, where a cap is set on a total amount of greenhouse
gases that can be emitted by industrial installations within the system, and this cap is reduced over
time. Installations receive emissions allowances that can be traded with one another as needed to
cover their emissions. Heavy fines are imposed on those that exceed the allowance. Through this
system, investments in low-carbon technologies are promoted.

➢

2006, May 24th, external event: The documentary ‘An Inconvenient Truth’ is released about former
United States President Al Gore and his campaign to educate people on the issue of global warming
(Revkin, 2006; Wikipedia, n.d.). The documentary was marked by all interviewees as ‘important event’
and an ‘eye opener’, as it increased awareness on the issue of climate change, and it put climate
change on the agenda (EB, 2021; MB, 2021).

➢

2007, April 18th, Shell, action: the first offshore wind farm in the Netherlands is put into service (Royal
Dutch Shell plc, n.d.-d; Trouw, 2007). The wind farm of consortium Shell and Nuon is named
‘NoorzeeWind’ and is located off the coast at Egmond. It consists out of 36 wind turbines with a height
of 70 meters and covers 27 square meters (Trouw, 2007).

➢

2008, May 9th, Friends of the Earth, action: Friends of the Earth the Netherlands sue Shell for the first
time (Milieudefensie, n.d.-a). This time, the lawsuit concerns the damages of oil leakages in the villages
of four Nigerian farmers, that together with Friends of the Earth sue Shell for a compensation. Friends
of the Earth argue that the lawsuit is necessary and should be held in the Netherlands, because Shell
is not reachable in Nigeria for Nigerian citizens, and because Shell does not take responsibility for the
damages made in Nigeria. The lawsuit has not yet been completed as of now (Milieudefensie, 2021).
This lawsuit falls outside the scope of the thesis, but it is mentioned here as it is the first step towards
legal action that Friends of the Earth initiate against Shell.

➢

2009, March, Shell, policy: Shell announces to quit investing in solar, wind and hydro power for the
time being but continues to invest in biofuels and Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) technology
because it is closer to the core activities of the company (Royal Dutch Shell, 1998; Webb, 2009;).
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Since 1997, Shell had invested in renewable energy through their division ‘Shell International
Renewables’ but sell their investments because the alternative technologies do not offer attractive
investment opportunities at this moment in time (Webb, 2009).
➢

2012, Shell, action: Shell Nederland CEO Marjan van Loon and seven other CEOs of Dutch
multinationals (AkzoNobel, DSM, FrieslandCampina, Heineken, KLM, Philips, and Unilever) join forces
in the ‘Dutch Sustainable Growth Coalition’ (Dutch Sustainable Growth Coalition, n.d.). The coalition,
chaired by former Prime Minister of the Netherlands Jan Peter Balkenende, aims to drive sustainable
growth business models while contributing to the achievement of the UN Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs).

➢

2013, September 6th, external event: the Dutch Energy Accord for Sustainable Growth is signed by 47
participating parties on the initiative of the Social and Economic Council (SER)(Rijksoverheid, n.d.-a;
Sociaal Economische Raad, 2013; Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, 2013). The participating parties
vary from the Dutch government, environmental organizations (including Friends of the Earth
Netherland), financial institutions, employers, trade units and other societal organizations (Sociaal
Economische Raad, 2013; Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, 2013). The agreement consists of goals
until 2023 to make the energy supply of the Netherlands more sustainable, for example by having a
16% share of renewable energy.

➢

2013-2014, external event: the Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) is released in three installments over the course of 2013 and 2014, which
emphasizes the human influence on the climate system (IPCC, 2014). The report asserted that recent
anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions are the highest in history. The findings from this report would
inform the climate negotiations that resulted in the 2015 Paris Agreement.

2015
➢

March, Follow This, action: Mark van Baal establishes Follow This, and launches the website where
people can buy a share for about thirty euros in Shell (Follow This, n.d.-c; Boerop, 2018). At least 5
million euros in shares are required to submit a resolution at Shell’s shareholder meeting.

➢

April, Follow This, growth: Follow This reaches 300 green shareholders (Follow This, n.d.-c).

➢

June 24th, external event: Urgenda, an environmental action group, and 886 co-plaintiffs win the
historic climate lawsuit against the Dutch state in court (Rechtspraak, n.d.; Urgenda, n.d.). This lawsuit
is historic as it is the first time in Europe that a judge enforces a State to take measures against climate
change by developing a more stringent climate policy (Urgenda, n.d.). The judge decided that the Dutch
state should reduce the emissions of greenhouse gasses with at least 25% in 2020 compared to
1990. This verdict inspired other climate cases worldwide.

➢

July, Follow This, other: Mark van Baal begins conversations with “wealthy individuals” to buy green
shares in Shell to reach the required 5 million euros (Follow This, n.d.-c).

➢

September, Follow This, communication: Mark van Baal engages with Shell about their upcoming
resolution (Follow This, n.d.-c).
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➢

November, Follow This, growth: Follow This reaches the required 5 million euros in shares and is now
able to submit a resolution (Follow This, n.d.-c).

➢

December 12th, external event: at the twenty-first Conference of the Parties (COP21) in Paris, the Paris
Agreement is adopted by 196 Parties (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
[UNFCC], n.d.). The Paris Agreement is a legally binding international treaty on climate change with the
goal to limit global warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius compared to pre-industrial levels. The
agreement is considered a landmark in the multilateral climate change process because it is the first
binding agreement that brings all nations to take measures to combat climate change. The agreement
enters into force on November 4th, 2016.

2016
➢

January, Follow This, action: Follow This submits a resolution for the first time at the Annual General
Meeting (“AGM”) of Shell (Follow This, n.d.-c).

➢

February 4th, Shell, other: in an interview with Nieuwsuur, Ben van Beurden comments that he will
“pump up everything he can70”, a quote that becomes vilified by newspapers and opponents (de Kruiff,
2016; van Lotringen, 2016; Tielbeke, 2017)

➢

February 15th, Shell, growth: Shell acquires BG Group for 50 billion euros, an UK oil and gas production
company, by which they intend to grow in their core expertise in deep water oil production and liquefied
natural gas (LNG)(Royal Dutch Shell, n.d.-b; Bousso, 2016). With the merger, Shell acquires productive
oil and gas projects across countries.

➢

May 24th, Follow This, action: the climate resolution of Follow This is presented at Shell’s AGM (Follow
This, n.d.-c). Shell’s CEO, Ben van Beurden, appeals to his shareholders to vote against the resolution
(according to FT). 3% of the shareholders vote for the resolution, 3% withhold from voting. The climate
resolution urges Shell to become a renewable energy company by investing the profits from fossil fuels
in renewable energy and to provide a strategy for this within one year (Follow This, n.d.)

➢

April, Follow This, growth: Follow This reaches 1600 green shareholders (Follow This, n.d.-c).

➢

June 7th, Shell, policy: Shell announces a new sustainable energy department: New Energies (Shell,
2016; Royal Dutch Shell, n.d.-a). The department focuses on exploring and developing commercial
opportunities in renewable energy, by establishing a portfolio that builds on the strengths of the
company, namely low-carbon biofuels, hydrogen, and smart customer solutions, but also by exploring
opportunities in solar and wind (Shell, 2016a). The investments in this division remain relatively low
until attractive opportunities are developed, but it is expected that these businesses will become
significant growth priorities in Shell’s pathway to profitability beyond 2020.

➢

September 28th, Shell, action: Shell launches the worldwide #makethefuture campaign that highlights
how cooperation between Shell and entrepreneurs is contributing to the development of more and
cleaner energy solutions for communities (Royal Dutch Shell, 2016b).

➢

October 14th, Code Rood, other: the ‘Coalitie Klimaatactie 2017’, a climate movement founded around
the summer of 2016 inspired by the protests of Ende Gelände in Germany, calls for a national action

70

Translated from the Dutch phrase “ik pomp alles op wat ik kan oppompen”.
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conference to strategize how, when, and where large-scale civil disobedience protests can be
organized in the Netherlands for the protection of the climate (Coalitie Klimaatactie 2017, 2016). The
conference is meant to organize climate protests in the Netherlands, by building one strong, diverse,
and solidary climate movement that unites the current movements that already exists. The
announcement states that they want to “combine forces in a grassroots movement, as a horizontal
and independent collaboration between people and not organizations, that organizes protests in a
democratic and transparent manner”. This announcement was the beginning of Code Rood (Code
Rood, n.d.-a).
➢

November 4th, external event: the Paris Agreement comes into force (UNFCC, n.d.).

➢

November 11th, Code Rood, other: the national action conference organized by Coalitie Klimaatactie
2017 takes place in Utrecht (Coalitie Klimaatactie 2017, 2016).

➢

December, Follow This, action: Follow This submits their new climate resolution for the AGM in 2017
(Follow This, n.d.-c).

2017
➢

February 17th, external event: newspaper ‘De Correspondent’ publishes an article that reveals that
Shell has internally been alarmed about climate change since 1986, as was proven by a confidential
internal report, and that the company has produced a movie in 1991 about climate change for
educational purposes: Climate of Concern (Mommers, 2017b). This movie would become important
for the climate of Friend of the Earth as they argue that Shell has knowingly continued with causing
climate change (Milieudefensie, 2019).

➢

April, Follow This, growth: Follow This reaches 2500 green shareholders (Follow This, n.d.-c).

➢

May 23rd, Follow This, action: the second climate resolution of Follow This is presented at Shell’s AGM
(Follow This, n.d.-c). Shell directors call this proposal a ‘fundamental misunderstanding’ and
‘unreasonable’ (according to FT). 6% of the shareholders vote in favor of the resolution. This time, the
climate resolution urges Shell to align its emission targets with the Paris climate agreement.

➢

June 24th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes their first “massive civil disobedience action”
against fossil fuels and occupy the coaling port of Amsterdam, specifically the OBA Bulk Terminal, with
300 people (Code Rood, n.d.-b). The action is meant to fight for keeping oil, coal, and gas ‘in the
ground’.

➢

November 28th, Shell, policy: Shell sets their ambition to reduce the net carbon footprint of its energy
products that are in step with society’s drive to align with the Paris Agreement goals, as the first oil
company in the world to do so (Royal Dutch Shell, 2017). More concretely, Shell unveils its ambition
to cut the net carbon footprint of its energy product by around half by 2050, and a reduction of 20%
by 2035. Moreover, Shell will now also disclose the net carbon footprint of the use of its energy
products, next to the already disclosed footprint from its operations and energy use. Reviews will be
done every five years to ensure that Shell is progressing “in line with societal progress towards the
carbon footprint reduction required to meet the Paris goals” (Royal Dutch Shell, 2017).
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➢

December, Follow This, action: Follow This submits their climate resolution again for the AGM in 2018
(Follow This, n.d.-c).

2018
➢ March 18th, external event: the first wind farm without subsidy is built (Zuidervaart, 2018). This is the
first wind farm worldwide that is built without the financial support of a government. The project of
Nuon concerns a large offshore wind farm on the North Sea and is expected to be operational in 2022
to supply a million households with electricity.
➢ April 4th, Friends of the Earth, action: Friends of the Earth Netherlands announces to go to court if Shell
does not align its policy with the Paris Agreement (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b). Friends of the Earth give
Shell 8 weeks to provide a response. They have three demands for Shell: to align their policy with the
Paris Agreement, to phase out their oil and gas activities and to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions
to zero in 2050 (Milieudefensie, 2018).
➢ April 23rd, Code Rood, growth: Code Rood announces on their website that they will organize
information evenings in the following two to three months throughout the Netherlands, to inform
people about their planned protest in Groningen that will take place in August, and to mobilize people
to join the protest and the movement (Code Rood, 2018a).
➢ April, Follow This, growth: Follow This reaches 3600 green shareholders (Follow This, n.d.-c).
➢ May 15th, Friends of the Earth, growth: 10.000 Dutch citizens have registered as a co-plaintiff in the
lawsuit against Shell (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b).
➢ May 19th, Friends of the Earth, action: activists are taking to the streets throughout the Netherlands
in ten cities to raise awareness for the climate lawsuit of Friends of the Earth Netherlands (Kok, 2018).
The activists talk with people, and they have large inflatable globes that people passing by can smear
with fake oil as a reference to how Shell treats the earth according to Friends of the Earth.
➢ May 22nd, Follow This, action: the climate resolution of Follow This is again presented at Shell’s AGM
(Follow This, n.d.-c). Shell directors considers the resolution unnecessary, and this leads to a heated
altercation between van Baal and van Beurden (according to FT). 5.5% of the shareholders vote in
favor of the resolution, 7% abstained from voting. Van Baal says that this means that nearly 13% of
the shareholders no longer supports the Shell board.
➢ May 28th, Friends of the Earth, communication + action: Friends of the Earth receives a letter from
Shell, stating that the company will not respond in detail to the demands made by Friends of the Earth
because they do not have merit, and because Shell does not “consider that the courts provide the
right forum to advance the global energy transition” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2018; Milieudefensie, n.d.b). Next to that, in the letter it is stated that Shell welcomes and strongly supports the goals of the
Paris Agreement, and draws the attention to the efforts already made by the company to transition
towards a net-zero emission energy system: billions of dollars investments in a range of low-carbon
technologies such as Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS), biofuels, hydrogen, solar and wind power,
and their New Energies business department that was established in 2016 (Royal Dutch Shell plc,
2018). Roger Cox, lawyer of Friends of the Earth, responds that Shell does not go into the content of

98

the demands, and repeats what the company is doing instead of addressing what is lacking to combat
climate change (Milieudefensie, 2018). Therefore, Friends of the Earth announces to continue with
the lawsuit and will start preparing a subpoena.
➢ July 7th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes a training to prepare people for their upcoming
protests in Groningen (Code Rood, 2018b). During this training, the participants discuss why they are
involved and what they are willing to do to, and they practiced how to create an effective and save
blockage.
➢ August 24-31, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes an ‘action camp’ in Groningen, where people
can attend a variety of workshops, trainings for protesting and open conversations about natural gas
extraction and a fossil free society (Code Rood, n.d.-c). The camp is attended by around 800 people
(Groninger Bodem Beweging, n.d.).
➢ August 28th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes their second massive civil disobedience action
(Code Rood, n.d.-c). The sit-in takes place in Farmsum in Groningen at a tank storage facility with
natural gas condensate of the NAM (Groninger Bodem Beweging, n.d.). The protest has several causes:
a just compensation for the people in Groningen that suffered from the gas extraction, the end of gas
extraction, sustainable energy, a just transition and a just society (Code Rood, n.d.-d). The sit-in lasts
50 hours in total and is attended by 700 people (Code Rood, 2018c).
➢ October, Follow This, action: Follow This starts preparing 5 climate resolutions: one for Shell’s AGM in
2019, but now also for other oil majors, namely BP (for 2019), Equinor (for 2019), Exxonmobil (for
2020) and Chevron (for 2020) (Follow This, n.d.-c). However, the resolutions for Chevron and
Exxonmobil were blocked by the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) because of a technicality
and micromanagement exception (Tornero, 2020). The resolution for BP is withdrawn because Follow
This and BP come to a collaboration (Follow This, 2020). The resolutions for the other oil companies
are hereafter not elaborated upon because it falls outside the scope of this thesis.
➢ November 16th, Code Rood, growth: an announcement is placed on the website of Code Rood that
invokes members to organize decentral meet ups (which means that members organize small
meetings themselves) to discuss the future of Code Rood, their wishes and ideas about the future, but
also to reflect on the experiences and actions up to now (Code Rood, 2018d). Throughout the last
months of this year, meet ups are organized in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Leiden, Nijmegen, and Utrecht.
➢ November, Follow This, action: Follow This submits their climate resolution for the fourth time, now for
the AGM in 2019 (Follow This, n.d.-c).
➢ December 2nd, Shell, policy: Ben van Beurden announces to the Financial Times that Shell will
incorporate a direct link between energy transition goals and long-term executive remuneration as part
of its revised Remuneration Policy (van Velzen, 2018; Shell, 2018). The Remuneration Policy is subject
to a shareholder vote at the 2020 AGM and will start from 2020 and run to 2050 (Shell, 2018; Tornero,
2018).
➢ December 3rd, Shell, action: Shell and an alliance of institutional investors on behalf of the global
investor initiative Climate Action 100+ (CA 100+), managing assets of almost 50 trillion euros, release
a joint statement concerning the steps that Shell has decided to take in order to demonstrate industry
leadership and alignment with the goals of the Paris Agreement (Tornero, 2018; Shell, 2018). In the
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statement, Shell pledges to operationalize its long-term ambitions by setting specific targets for shortterm periods of three or five years.

2019
➢ January, Follow This, growth: Follow This reaches 4600 green shareholders (Follow This, n.d.-c).
➢ February 12th, Friends of the Earth, growth: six organizations join Friends of the Earth in their lawsuit
against Shell: ActionAid, BothEnds, Fossielvrij NL, Jongeren Milieu actief, de Waddenvereniging and
Greenpeace (Friends of the Earth, n.d.-b),
➢ February 13th, Follow This, other: Mark van Baal announces that he potentially withdraws the climate
resolution for Shell’s upcoming AGM, if there is enough confidence that Shell takes steps to in
complying with the Paris Climate Accord (Follow This, n.d.-c). Van Baal is communicating with investors
from CA 100+ and other investors and looking into the announced commitments of Shell to decide if
withdrawal of the resolution is the most effective step.
➢ March 10th, Code Rood/Friends of the Earth, communication + action: the climate march takes place
in the Netherlands as a call for action to stop with fossil fuels in order to fight climate change (Code
Rood, n.d.-e). The march is an initiative of the ‘Klimaatcrisis Coalitie’: a partnership between different
environmental organizations of which Code Rood and Friends of the Earth Netherlands, but also
Fossielvrij NL, Greenpeace, Extinction Rebellion, Oxfam Novib and others (Klimaatmars2021, n.d.).
Code Rood organized a ‘block’ for radical climate justice during the march (Code Rood, n.d.-e).
➢ March 14th, Shell, policy: Shell publishes their annual report that announces a programme as part of
their strategic ambition, the Net Carbon Footprint (NCF) to act on global climate change (Royal Dutch
Shell plc, 2019). This NCF ambition introduces the first concrete targets of Shell’s ambition to reduce
their carbon footprint (Duurzaam Ondernemen, 2019). The ambition includes targets to reduce the
carbon dioxide emissions generated by customers when they use the energy products of Shell (Royal
Dutch Shell plc, 2019). This is an industry leading step as oil- and gas companies generally consider
emissions from product use to fall outside the responsibility of the company (Bremmer, 2019). It also
includes a programme to invest in nature-based projects that allows ecosystems to capture and store
an increasing amount of carbon.
➢ March 22nd, external event, report: British think-thank ‘InfluenceMap’ publishes a report that states
that the five largest publicly traded oil majors, including Shell, have invested over 1 billion dollars on
“misleading climate-related branding and lobbying” (Influencemap, 2019). InfluenceMap argues that
through trade groups, Shell (and others) are lobbying against stricter climate policy (InfluenceMap,
2019; van Santen, 2019). Shell reacts by stating that the company firmly rejects the points made in
the report, and that the company is clear in their support of the Paris accord and the steps they take
to fulfill the social demand for an increased amount of clean energy (van Santen, 2019).
➢ March 24th, Friends of the Earth, growth: this is the last day that people can register as co-plaintiffs in
the lawsuit against Shell (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b). In total, 17.379 people registered as co-plaintiffs.

100

➢ April 2nd, Shell, action: Shell decides to quit the American Fuel & Petrochemical Manufacturers (AFPM)
trade body as of 2020, one of the more prominent lobby groups against climate regulations (Smit,
2019).
➢ April 5th, Friends of the Earth, action: the subpoena is submitted at Shell’s headquarter in the Hague
(Milieudefensie, n.d.-b). In the subpoena, lawyer Roger Cox argues that Shell is endangering the
climate goals of the Paris Agreement, and with that, that the company is violating their legal duty of
care and human rights (Milieudefensie, 2019). Therefore, Friends of the Earth and co-plaintiffs are
suing Shell on the grounds of ‘unlawful endangerment’, in reference to the Urgenda lawsuit against
the Dutch state, and they demand Shell for climate policy to limit global warming beyond 1.5 degrees.
➢ April 7th, Follow This, action: Follow This withdraws the climate resolution for Shell’s upcoming AGM
(Reijn, 2019; Bremmer, 2019). Mark van Baal presents the following reasons: to give Shell some time
to “refine their green promises”, to show support for the initiated change of direction, and to listen to
the Shell investors that supported the resolutions in the previous years. The latter had asked van Baal
to withdraw the resolution, so that the investors could formulate a joint ambition for Shell
(Kleinnijenhuis, 2019). Van Baal says that the decision to withdraw the resolution was one of the
hardest to make, because it is a choice between principles and strategy, and listening to these
investors (six of the ten biggest investor in the Netherlands) is strategically important because it can
result in more pressure for other oil majors to set strict climate targets, as investors are pushing for it,
while at the same time strengthening their collaboration with investors (Reijn, 2019; Kleinnijenhuis,
2019). However, he also says that if by next year Shell does not comply with the requirements as
proposed by Follow This, that they will file a climate resolution again. These requirements are that
Shell should at least reduce CO2 emissions with 65% by 2050, but preferably with 100%
(Kleinnijenhuis, 2019).
➢ April 7th, Shell, action: as of this day, it becomes possible for customers of Shell to pay voluntarily one
additional cent per liter gasoline, diesel, or LPG for CO2 compensation (NOS, 2019a). With this extra
amount, Shell invests in CO2 compensation projects, such as the planting of trees in Peru and
Indonesia. The one cent should be sufficient to drive CO2-neutral and is an interim solution until
electric driving becomes affordable for everyone, according to director of Shell Nederland, Marjan van
Loon. The company also collaborates with Staatsbosbeheer Nederland in order to plant over 5 million
trees in 12 years in the Netherlands. With this collaboration, Shell wants to take on a more active role
in the energy transition.
➢ April 11th, Follow This, action: six of the ten biggest shareholders of Shell in the Netherlands demand
in a joint statement that the company should phase out emissions in line with the goals of the UNclimate panel IPCC (AD.nl, 2019; Trouw, 2019; Achmea IM, 2019). This comes down to an emissions
reduction of 65% in 2050, while with current policy Shell strives for a reduction of 30% (AD.nl, 2019).
The demand of the shareholders is similar to the previous climate resolution of Follow This.
➢ April 17th, Friends of the Earth, other: Shell reports to court because of the subpoena from Friends of
the Earth and co-plaintiffs (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b).
➢ May 21st, Code Rood, action: this day, Shell’s yearly AGM takes place, and Code Rood launches their
new ‘Shell Must Fall’ campaign at this meeting (Code Rood, n.d.-e). Unexpectedly to the board, a
spokesperson of Code Rood announced that “this is the last AGM of Shell” as the movement and their
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campaign will try to disband the activities of Shell and block and disturb the AGM of Shell in 2020
(Code Rood, 2019a). The Shell Must Fall campaign is a collaboration of Code Rood with the Climate
Liberation Bloc (CLuB), Gastivist, Fossil Free Culture NL and Extinction Rebellion (Code Rood, 2020a).
➢ May 28th, external event: the Climate Act is accepted by both chambers (Rijksoverheid, n.d.-a; Eerste
Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2019). The Climate Act determines the climate targets for the Dutch
government, with the main goal being to reach a greenhouse gas reduction of 95% in the Netherlands
by 2050 compared to 1990, and the sub-goal of an emission reduction of 49% in 2030 compared to
1990. The secondary goal of the act is to strive for 100% CO2-neutral electricity production in 2050.
➢ June 28th, external event: the National Climate Agreement of the Netherlands is presented to the
House of Representatives of the Netherlands (Rijksoverheid, n.d.-a; Ministry of Economic Affairs and
Climate, 2019). The agreement is a collaboration between organizations and companies in the
Netherland to mitigate climate change. The agreement comprises the policy that is developed to reach
the targets to reduce CO2-emissions. Friends of the Earth Netherlands was part of the negotiations of
the agreement but decides not to sign it because they considered the role described for large
companies in relation to citizens and small companies unfair (Milieudefensie, n.d.-f). Shell was also
part of the negotiations and signed the agreement on the 12 th of September 2019 (Klimaatakkoord,
2019; Klimaatakkoord, 2018).
➢ September 27th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes the Dutch Climate Strike together with
Fridays for Future Nederland, Earth Strike Nederland, Teachers for Climate NL and Fossielvrij NL (Code
Rood, 2019b). The strike is part of a broader worldwide climate strike, and around 35.000 people
attended in The Hague to strike for clean, just, and sustainable climate policy.
➢ November 9th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes a memorial at Shell’s headquarter in The
Hague for the ‘Ogoni Nine’ who deceased 24 years ago (Code Rood, n.d.-e). The Ogoni Nine were a
group of nine activists from the Ogoni region in Nigeria that opposed the oil extraction of Shell in the
country because of the pollution that it caused, who were executed in a mock trial by the military
dictatorship in Nigeria because they were convicted for incitement to murder (Amnesty International,
n.d.; NOS, 2019b). A few dozen people gather in black at the Shell headquarter with nine coffins to
commemorate the Ogoni Nine, while several speakers give talks and singing a song that provokes the
dismantlement of Shell (Code Rood, 2019c).
➢ November 13th, Friends of the Earth, communication: Shell reacts on the subpoena with their
statement of defense (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b; De Brauw Blacksone Westbroek N.V., 2019). This
defense states that Shell has policy and goals in place to transition to a lower-carbon energy system,
and that fossil fuels will be necessary in the coming years as the demand for energy will rise. Moreover,
it states that it is the task of the government to regulate the fossil fuel industry, that the company is
responding to the demand for fossil fuels by consumers, and that the company cannot be held
accountable for the actions of subsidiaries.

2020
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➢ January, external events: first signals corona crisis emerge, as the House of Representatives is
informed about the outbreak of the virus in Wuhan and the first infections occur in Europe
(Rijksoverheid, n.d.-b)
➢ January 29th, Code Rood, action: this day marks the start of a campaign week for the Shell Must Fall
campaign organized by Code Rood (Code Rood, 2020a). The first action is to reveal the true costs of
Shell, where profit is structurally placed above people, animals, and the environment. This day is
chosen because tomorrow Shell releases its quarterlies.
➢ January 30th, Code Rood, action: students at the University of Amsterdam call on the university to
break ties with Shell (Code Rood, 2020a).
➢ January 31st, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes a bicycle demonstration across the gas
extraction zone in Groningen to raise awareness for the ongoing suffering of the citizens in Groningen
because of gas extraction (Code Rood, 2020a). In The Hague, activist lock the hoses of a petrol station
of Shell during the morning rush hour (Code Rood, 2020b).
➢ February 3rd, Code Rood, action: together with Extinction Rebellion Groningen, Code Rood organizes a
protest at the Groningen University to break its ties with Shell (Code Rood, 2020a).
➢ March 18th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood releases the ‘Shell Must Fall Song’ made by ‘The Sound of
Climate Justice’ (Code Rood, 2020c). The song is about the impact of Shell on people and nature,
where three communities (the Ogoni, the Mapuche and the Groningers) from different continents tell
their story of how they fight the climate crimes and human rights violations of Shell. The song also
calls on the dismantlement of the company.
➢ April 7th, Shell, policy: Shell publishes its’ 2020 Sustainability Report that announces a long-term
target to become a net-zero emissions energy business by 2050, in step with society (Royal Dutch
Shell plc, 2021c).

Explainer: Greenhouse Gas Emission Scopes
Shell has divided their greenhouse gas emissions into three scopes (Milieudefensie, 2022):
o Scope 1: ghg emissions from Shell’s own production processes
o Scope 2: ghg emissions that result from energy purchased by Shell’s
o Scope 3: ghg emissions from the use of Shell’s products

➢ April 8th, Friends of the Earth, other: announcement that the lawsuit against Shell will take place on
four days in December 2020 (Milieudefensie, 2020a). This is faster than Friends of the Earth expected,
as normally lawsuits take a long time because multiple rounds of written responses occur before going
to court.
➢ April 30th, Shell, growth: Shell reduces their quarterly dividend for the first time since the Second World
War with approximately 66% because of “the continued deterioration in the macroeconomic outlook
and the significant mid and long-term uncertainty” (Shell, 2020a).
➢ May 16th, Code Rood, action: the Shell Must Fall coalition together with Engage TV and the
Transnational Institute, organizes a livestream named ‘Future Beyond Crises’ (Code Rood, 2020d). In
the livestream, a panel discussion about how to get out of the corona crisis (concerning Shell) and
proposals are discussed how the dismantlement of Shell should look like.
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➢ May 19th, Follow This, action: The climate resolution of Follow This is this year again presented at
Shell’s AGM (Follow This, 2020). Follow This gained support of 14,4% of the shareholders in favor of
their submitted climate resolution.
➢ May 19th, Code Rood, action: during Shell’s yearly AGM, Code Rood organizes small decentral protests
in The Hague, Amsterdam, Groningen, Den Bosch, Leiden, Enschede, and other European cities as
COVID-19 keeps Code Rood from organizing a massive blockage at the AGM as was planned (Code
Rood, n.d.-e; Code Rood, 2020d; Code Rood, 2020e). The actions vary from dropping banners with
the slogan ‘Shell Must Fall’ in busy places, to chalking slogans, a theatrical performance in the canals
of Amsterdam and an online protest on the Manif.app (Code Rood, 2020g). Normally, the AGM is an
opportunity for scientists, activists, and journalist to ask critical questions as they can attend the
meeting, but due to COVID-19, Shell only invited a few stakeholders and kept the meeting private
(Code Rood, 2020d).
➢ July 16th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes another protest, this time in collaboration with
Fossielvrij Onderwijs and Extinction Rebellion Leiden at the Museum Boerhaave in Leiden against the
sponsorship and influence of Shell on the museum (Code Rood, n.d.-e).
➢ July 30th, Shell, growth: Shell releases its quarterly press release and reports a record loss of 18 billion
dollars due to COVID-19 (Shell, 2020b; Reijn, 2020). This, as the situation around COVID-19 led to
reduced air and car traffic and it slowed down industry, which resulted in a price drop of oil and gas
and subsequently a collapse of the oil price (from 70 dollar per barrel to 20 dollars per barrel) (Reijn,
2020).
➢ September 30th, Shell, action: Shell announces that the company will cut jobs worldwide, a project
internally known as ‘Project Reshape’ (Schouten, 2020; Hotse Smit, 2020; Bousso, 2020. This
concerns 7.000 to 9.000 jobs, which is approximately 10% of the workforce (Schouten, 2020; Hotse
Smit, 2020). Ben van Beurden argues that the reasons for the job cuts are the impact of the COVID19 crisis, to make the company less complex and to reduce costs with 1,7 to 2 billion euro until 2022.
Additionally, Reuters reports that sources said that Project Reshape is aimed at cutting the cost of
producing oil and gas with 40% so that Shell can overhaul its business and focus on renewable energy
and power markets (Bousso, 2020).
➢ October 11th, Code Rood, action: a protest is planned for tomorrow but forbidden de facto by the mayor
of The Hague because of the corona risk (Code Rood, 2020j). The protest is a response to the National
Climate Day of the Ministry that takes place tomorrow, as the director of Shell Netherlands (Marjan
van Loon) is invited as guest of honor on this day (Code Rood, 2020i). It was planned to walk with 30
people from Shell’s headquarters to the building of the Ministry while carrying balloon pipelines, but
this is forbidden, and a location is proposed by the mayor for a static demonstration (Code Rood,
2020j). As the protestors do not agree with this, they try to organize a different protest for tomorrow.
➢ October 12th, Code Rood, action: a protest is organized by Code Rood and Extinction Rebellion against
the collaboration of the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate with Shell (Code Rood, 2020i).
Protestors smear an oil-like substance on the building of the Ministry and protestors dressed up as
civil servants let pour the oil-like substance over themselves. According to Code Rood, this shows the
ties between the Ministry and Shell, as they find it absurd that Shell has such a prominent role on this
day. Five protestors were arrested.
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➢ November 10th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes their second memorial to commemorate the
Ogoni Nine, who deceased 25 years ago (Code Rood, n.d.-e). The actions took place throughout the
Netherlands: in Pernis seven activist were arrested because they climbed an oil tank, at Shell’s
headquarter activist from Extinction Rebellion Den Haag hang up a banner with the slogan ‘Justice for
the Ogoni nine’ (Code Rood, 2020h). Also, protests took place in the following locations to stop their
collaboration with Shell: Oyfo museum in Hengelo, the Boerhaave museum in Leiden,
Staatsbosbeheer in Amersfoort, and NRC and NEMO in Amsterdam.
➢ November 12th, external event: the House of Representatives pass a carbon tax law for industry
(Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2020). The Netherlands is the first country to adopt such a law
and its purpose is to stimulate heavy industry to reduce their emissions, as they must pay for additional
CO2 emissions above a certain threshold that increases every year (Milieudefensie, 2020b). This law
follows from a campaign by Friends of the Earth Netherlands and the exclusion of this law in the Dutch
Climate Agreement was the reason that Friends of the Earth did not sign it. The tax will enter on January
1st, 2021.
➢ December 1st, Friends of the Earth, action: the first court day of the four of the lawsuit from Friends of
the Earth and co-plaintiffs against Shell starts (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b; Milieudefensie, 2020b). The day
starts with the opening pleas of Friends of the Earth and Shell, followed with pleas concerning the
admissibility of the demands.
➢ December 3rd, Friends of the Earth, action: the second court day of the four of the lawsuit from Friends
of the Earth and co-plaintiffs against Shell starts (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b; Milieudefensie, 2020b). The
day starts with the continuation concerning the admissibility of the demands and the ‘Handlungsort’
(the location of the event that causes damage) that consequently entails if Dutch law or the rules of
law of all countries worldwide is applicable (Milieudefensie, 2020b; Jansen, 2016; Reijn & Hotse Smit,
2020). Friends of the Earth argue that the Handlungsort is the headquarter of Shell in the Hague, as
the ‘damaging’ policy is made there, while Shell argues that the Handlungsort concerns where
emissions occur and that therefore the rules of law of all countries of the world apply (Reijn & Hotse
Smit, 2020). The session if followed with the plea of Friends of the Earth regarding the assignability of
the claims (Milieudefensie, 2020b). Consequently, Shell objects the procedure of the lawsuit and state
that Friends of the Earth modified their demands and the judge takes it under advisement (Reijn &
Hotse Smit, 2020; Milieudefensie, 2020b).
➢ December 7th, Friends of the Earth, other: the judge rejects the objection of Shell on the second court
day, and the lawsuit continues according to schedule (Milieudefensie, 2020b).
➢ December 8th, Shell, other: The Financial Times publishes an article that states that Shell has been hit
by the departure of several clean energy executives amid a split over how far and fast the oil company
should shift towards greener fuels (The Financial Times, 2020; van der Walle, 2020). Not all executives
leave because of this, but the Times argue that there was a deep division over the timeframe for
reducing the company’s dependence on oil and gas revenues that caused some of the executives to
resign (The Financial Times, 2020).
➢ December 15th, Friends of the Earth, action: the third court day of the lawsuit from Friends of the Earth
and co-plaintiffs against Shell starts (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b; Milieudefensie, 2020b). The day starts
with pleas regarding the assignability of the claims.
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➢ December 17th, Friends of the Earth, action: the fourth and last court day of the lawsuit from Friends
of the Earth and co-plaintiffs against Shell starts (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b; Milieudefensie, 2020b). On
this day, the court asks some further questions, the legal bases of the claims are discussed, and the
final pleas are delivered. Friends of the Earth make a reference to Follow This in their plea
(Milieudefensie, 2020b).

2021
➢ February 11th, Shell, policy + action: Shell announces their renewed strategy to accelerate the
transition of their business to net-zero emissions, called ‘Powering Progress’ (Royal Dutch Shell plc,
2021a; Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021b). With this business strategy, new targets and commitments are
provided to integrate sustainability in their business by providing more and cleaner energy solutions
(Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021a). The four main goals of this strategy entail: to generate value for their
shareholders, to accelerate to net-zero emissions in step with society and together with their
customers and across sectors, to power lives and livelihoods through their products and activities and
by supporting an inclusive society, and to respect nature by protecting the environment, reducing
waste, and providing a positive contribution to biodiversity (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021e). A few of the
energy solutions mentioned are investments in nature-based solutions, increasing the sale of
electricity and become a leading electricity provider, building a leading position in hydrogen by
developing hydrogen hubs, and to extend leadership in liquefied natural gas (LNG) (Royal Dutch Shell
plc, 2021b). Moreover, the company announces that it will submit an Energy Transition Plan for an
advisory vote to stakeholders in the 2021 AGM (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021b). Follow This considers
this action to be a diversion for shareholders from the climate resolution that they file each year (Bijlo,
2021).
➢ March

10th,

Code

Rood,

action

+

communication:

Code

Rood

launch

a

platform

(https://futurebeyondshell.org/), together with SOMO and TNI, that presents a vision for Shell, a
research about how Shell blocks a just transition, news articles, principles and examples from all over
the world concerning a just, clean and affordable energy transition and a podcast (Code Rood, 2021a).
One of the podcasts is about the climate case of Friends of the Earth Netherlands.
➢ March 14th, Code Rood + Friends of the Earth, action: The Klimaatcrisis Coalitie organize a climate
alarm in more than 40 places in the Netherlands (Code Rood, 2021e). There is an online program and
small demonstrations take place. The goal of the protest is to raise awareness for the urgency of the
climate crisis.
➢ April 15th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood publish a ‘toolkit for action’ to help grassroot movements to
organize actions against Shell (Code Rood, 2021b). The toolkit presents a history of resistance against
Shell, informs about the Shell Must Fall campaign and provides tips and tricks for organizing actions
on your own.
➢ May 3rd, Code Rood, growth: in the run-up to Shell’s AGM, Code Rood organizes an information evening
for people who are interested in joining them on their protest (Code Rood, 2021b). This evening is
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meant to inform about the Shell Must Fall campaign and the goals of the AGM protest, and to exchange
ideas.
➢ May 17th, Follow This, growth: Follow This reaches 6000 green shareholders and according to van
Baal, this amount grows daily (BNR, 2021)
➢ May 18th, Follow This, action: the climate resolution of Follow This is again presented at Shell’s AGM
(Grol, 2021). Follow This gained support of 30% of the shareholders in favor of their submitted climate
resolution.
➢ May 18th, Code Rood, action + communication: Code Rood delivers letters to the residents that live
near Shell’s headquarter with the information that the building of Shell will be tore down and replaced
with the International Tribunal for Climate Justice (Code Rood, 2021c). Around 50 activist that pose
as construction workers stand before the headquarter with a wrecking ball and banners on
construction fences with the new design for the building, while inside the building the AGM of Shell
takes place. The message that reports this event, mentions the resolution of Follow This and the
climate case of Friends of the Earth Netherlands. Next to the protest at the headquarter, there are
also protests in Amsterdam, Utrecht and Heerlen aimed at shareholder ABP to stop investing in fossil
fuels, in Arnhem and Hengelo filling stations of Shell are targeted and in Leiden the university is asked
to stop collaborating with Shell (Code Rood, 2021d).
➢ May 26th, Friends of the Earth, other: the courts verdict rules in favor of Friends of the Earth and
demands that Shell reduces its CO2 emissions with 45% in 2030 compared to 2019 and that a new
policy is required to make this happen (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b; Milieudefensie, 2021a; Milieudefensie,
2021b). With this ruling, it is the first time that an oil company is legally demanded for a change in
policy instead of a financial compensation (Milieudefensie, 2021a).
➢ June 24th, Friends of the Earth, communication: Friends of the Earth deliver an emergency letter at
Shell that invites Ben van Beurden to join in a conversation about the execution of the verdict
(Milieudefensie, 2021c). This, to prevent that Shell appeals the court verdict. The letter emphasizes
that Shell recognized the urgency of climate change and that continuing in court slows down the action
that is urgently needed.
➢ July 20th, Friends of the Earth, other: Shell announces that it will appeal the court decision, as they
argue that it is not effective to oblige one company to become greener (Milieudefensie, n.d.-b). In the
meantime, Shell is required to oblige the verdict.
➢ September 16th, Shell, action: Shell announces their investment to build an 820,000-tonnes-a-year
biofuels facility at the former Pernis refinery, at the Shell Energy and Chemicals Park Rotterdam (Royal
Dutch Shell, 2016a). The facility is expected to be among the biggest producers of sustainable aviation
fuel and renewable diesel made from waste in Europe.
➢ October 5th, Friends of the Earth, action: Friends of the Earth Netherlands launch a short movie that
takes a look inside the boardrooms of ‘the most polluting companies of the Netherlands’ including
Shell (Milieudefensie, 2021d). In the movie, the CEOs of the companies promise, among other things,
to stop with oil effective immediately, although this proves to be impossible without a so-called climate
duty. The movie is the kick-off of a new campaign following the climate lawsuit, namely, to increase
the political pressure for a climate duty for polluting Dutch companies. This, as Roger Cox argues that
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the most important argument of Shell in the lawsuit concerned that it their company is the only one
that is legally obliged to become Paris-proof.
➢ October 26th, external event: pension fund ABP, one of the world’s largest pension funds, announces
plans to sell all assets (worth of 15 billion euro) in fossil fuel companies, including Royal Dutch Shell
(Bijlo, 2021; Boffey, 2021). ABP argues that the reason for divestment is that the company as
shareholder was unable to persuade the sector to transition quickly towards decarbonization, while
the company abstained from voting in favor of the climate resolution of Follow This.
➢ October 2nd, external event: Activist hedge fund ‘Third Point’, led by billionaire investor Daniel Loeb,
has built a large stake in Shell and calls on the oil major to split up into multiple companies: a company
that is concerned with oil and gas and a company that is focused on renewable energy (Somasekhar
& Herbst-Bayliss, 2021; Aliaj et al., 2021). Third Point argues that splitting up the company increases
its’ performance and market value. The reason why Third Point requests the split-up is because they
consider the current strategy of the company to be incoherent. Ceo Ben van Beurden and Cfo Jessica
Uhl react that the company does have a coherent financial strategy and that they do not see the added
value of splitting up the company (van Dijk, 2021).
➢ November 6th, Code Rood + Friends of the Earth, action: while the United Nations Climate Change
Conference is happening in Glasgow (COP26), the Klimaatcrisis Coalitie organizes a major climate
march to demand an ambitious and just climate policy (Klimaatmars, 2021). At the march, Code Rood
has an anti-capitalism block and Friends of the Earth have a float with personifications of prime
minister Mark Rutte and CEO of Shell Ben van Beurden who are grilling the world.
➢ November 9th, Friends of the Earth, action: at the COP26, Friends of the Earth Netherlands launch a
manual how they defeated Shell to inspire others to initiate similar lawsuits (Milieudefensie, 2021e).
➢ November 15th, Shell, policy: The Board of Royal Dutch Shell today announced a proposal to simplify
the company’s share structure by moving the company to the United Kingdom as country of
incorporation (Royal Dutch Shell, 2021b). The Board and Executive Committee meetings will be held
in the UK, and it will locate its chief executive and chief financial officer. Simplifying the share structure
increases the speed and flexibility of capital and portfolio actions, which allows Shell to accelerate the
delivery of its strategy to become a net-zero emissions business. Shareholders are asked to vote on
the simplification of company’s structure on December 10th of 2021.
➢ November 27th, Code Rood, action: Code Rood organizes the Shell Must Fall Action Conference (Code
Rood, 2021f). During this conference, the next steps of the Shell Must Fall campaign are discussed,
as well as the consequences of Shell’s move to the United Kingdom. The goal of the meeting is to
develop a strategic campaign plan for the coming year with concrete actions.
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4. Interview Guides
4.1.

Interview Guide Royal Dutch Shell plc

Interviewee: Ewald Breunesse
Interviewer: Naomi Schrandt
Date: 25-01-2022
Achtergrond:
•
Student WUR, opleiding MES, specialisatie ENP, interesse energietransitie, woon in Amsterdam
•
Thesis gaat over narratieven in de energietransitie in Nederland rondom de rol van Shell en fossiele
brandstoffen, en hoe deze narratieven bijdragen aan het vormen van die rol.
•
Hierbij kijk ik naar ontwikkelingen die plaatsvonden vanaf 2015 tot nu
•
Met dit interview wil ik graag met u terugkijken op deze periode, door belangrijke aspecten te bespreken die
hebben geleid tot eventuele institutionele veranderingen, bijvoorbeeld in beleid, frames/discoursen of rol
verwachtingen.
•
Na dit interview stuur ik u een mail met betrekking tot het verwijzen naar het interview in de thesis, dus in
hoeverre u anoniem wilt blijven of niet.
•
Het interview zou ik graag willen transcriberen, en deze zal ik naar u opsturen voor verificatie. Eventuele
quotes die ik in m’n scriptie zou willen gebruiken zal ik ook naar u opsturen zodat u kan zien in welke context
deze gebruikt zijn en of u daarmee akkoord gaat.
•
Het interview transcript zal worden opgeslagen bij de universiteit en op mijn computer, maar niet worden
bijgevoegd aan de thesis, alleen op aanvraag kan deze worden opgestuurd.
•
Zou ik dit interview mogen opnemen?
•
Ik spreek u vandaag als gepensioneerd manager energie transities van Shell, en ik begrijp dat u daarom niet
meer namens Shell kan spreken. Met dit interview hoop ik dat we kunnen terugblikken op de ontwikkelingen
in de energietransitie toen u nog wel werkzaam was bij Shell, en te reflecteren op wat u toen heeft ervaren
als belangrijke momenten.

1.

Kunt u iets vertellen over uw betrokkenheid bij Shell en de energie transitie?
a. Functie
b. Activiteiten (alleen/met anderen)
c. Doel

2.

Als u terugkijkt, wat zijn volgens u belangrijke punten, spanningen of fases in de ontwikkeling van Shell in de
energie transitie?
a. Denk bijvoorbeeld aan:
i. Wat zijn de belangrijkste schokmomenten?
ii. Wat zijn de belangrijkste maatschappelijke trends, normen en discourses?
iii. Zijn er belangrijke politieke of beleidsmatige ontwikkelingen geweest?
b. Wanneer waren deze?
c. Hoe zijn die tot stand gekomen?
d. Welke actoren waren hieraan verbonden?
e. Heeft dit geleid tot verandering in relaties tussen actoren?
f. Heeft dit het veld veranderd/verhinderd/gestimuleerd?

3.

Welke actoren hebben de ontwikkelingen van Shell in de energietransitie beïnvloed?
a. Hoe?
b. En hoe is dit veranderd over tijd?
c. Milieudefensie, FT, protesten, Den Haag (wie?), burgerinitatieven?…

4.

Wat voor soort relaties zijn ontstaan tussen actoren?
a. Allianties, netwerken, samenwerkingen, cooperatief, uitwisselend, competitie, conflicterend, …
b. Zie je competitie ontstaan?
c. Zie je conflict ontstaan?

5.

In hoeverre zijn er weerstanden/spanningen/controverses tussen actoren?
a. Waar gingen die over?
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b.
c.

Wie waren er betrokken?
En hoe zijn die overwonnen?

6.

Als u een metafoor zou moeten geven voor de energietransitie van Shell van de afgelopen 5 jaar, wat zou
dat dan zijn?
a. En hoe werd er voor de afgelopen 5 jaar over gesproken?

7.

Hoe kijkt u aan tegen het gebruik olie en gas in de energie transitie? Hoe ziet het energiesysteem van de
toekomst eruit?
a. En de rol van Shell daarin
b. Andere energiebronnen of systemen

8.

Wrap up
a. Zou u nog iets willen toevoegen aan wat er tot nu toe besproken is?
b. Miste u een thema?
c. Heeft u vragen aan mij?
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4.2.

Interview Guide Follow This

Interviewee: Roos Wijker + Mark van Baal
Interviewer: Naomi Schrandt
Date: 26-01-2022
Achtergrond:
•
Student WUR, opleiding MES, specialisatie ENP, momenteel schrijf ik master thesis en daarvoor neem ik de
interviews af
•
Thesis gaat over narratieven in de energietransitie in Nederland rondom de rol van Shell en fossiel, en hoe
deze narratieven bijdragen aan het vormen van die rol. Zowel binnen shell als campagnes gericht op shell.
•
Hierbij kijk ik naar ontwikkelingen die plaatsvonden vanaf 2015 tot nu
•
Met dit interview wil ik graag met u terugkijken op deze periode, door belangrijke aspecten te bespreken die
hebben geleid tot eventuele institutionele veranderingen, bijvoorbeeld in beleid, frames/discoursen of rol
verwachtingen.
•
Na dit interview stuur ik u een mail met betrekking tot het verwijzen naar het interview in de thesis, dus in
hoeverre u anoniem wilt blijven of niet.
•
Het interview zou ik graag willen transcriberen, en deze zal ik naar u opsturen voor verificatie. Eventuele
quotes die ik in m’n scriptie zou willen gebruiken zal ik ook naar u opsturen zodat u kan zien in welke context
deze gebruikt zijn en of u daarmee akkoord gaat.
•
Het interview transcript zal worden opgeslagen bij de universiteit en op mijn computer, maar niet worden
bijgevoegd aan de thesis, alleen op aanvraag kan deze worden opgestuurd.
•
Zou ik dit interview mogen opnemen?
•
Ik spreek je vandaag in je capaciteit als communicatiemedewerker bij Follow This, en …

1.

Kunt u iets vertellen over uw betrokkenheid bij campagnes m.b.t. Shell en de energietransitie?
a. Functie
b. Activiteiten (alleen/met anderen)
c. Doel/Waar wil je met je organisatie naar toe

2.

Als u terugkijkt, wat zijn volgens u belangrijke punten, spanningen of fases in de opkomst en ontwikkeling
van de campagnes tegen olie/Shell?
a. Denk bijvoorbeeld aan:
i. Wat zijn de belangrijkste schokmomenten?
ii. Wat zijn de belangrijkste maatschappelijke trends, normen en discourses?
iii. Zijn er belangrijke politieke of beleidsmatige ontwikkelingen geweest?
b. Wanneer waren deze?
c. Hoe zijn die tot stand gekomen?
d. Welke actoren waren hieraan verbonden?
e. Heeft dit geleid tot verandering in relaties tussen actoren?
f. Heeft dit het veld veranderd/verhinderd/gestimuleerd?

3.

Welke actoren hebben de ontwikkelingen rondom olie/Shell in de energietransitie beïnvloed?
a. Hoe?
b. En hoe is dit veranderd over tijd?
c. Milieudefensie, FT, protesten, Den Haag (wie?), burgerinitatieven?…

4.

Wat voor soort relaties zijn ontstaan tussen actoren?
a. Allianties, netwerken, samenwerkingen, cooperatief, uitwisselend, competitie, conflicterend, …
b. Zie je competitie ontstaan?
c. Zie je conflict ontstaan?

5.

In hoeverre zijn er weerstanden/spanningen/controverses tussen actoren?
a. Waar gingen die over?
b. Wie waren er betrokken?
c. En hoe zijn die overwonnen?
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6.

Hoe kijkt u aan tegen het gebruik olie en gas in de energie transitie? Hoe ziet het energiesysteem van de
toekomst eruit?
a. En de rol van Shell daarin
b. Andere energiebronnen of systemen

7.

In hoeverre wordt het narratief/het verhaal van Follow This strategisch ingezet om de rol van Shell en olie in
de transitie te beïnvloeden?
a. Brainstormsessies over hoe je campagne inricht
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5. Transcript Interview E. Breunesse
Transcript available upon request. Send an email to: naomischrandt@gmail.com for more information.
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6. Transcript Interview R. Wijker & M. van Baal
Transcript available upon request. Send an email to: naomischrandt@gmail.com for more information.
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7. Media Analysis Dataset
The media analysis dataset has been handed in as a separate file for data storage. This dataset is available upon
request. Send an email to: naomischrandt@gmail.com for more information.
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