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Abstract: Sustainability as a concept has become increasingly prevalent in the past 

30 years when it comes to both academic research and practical applications, resulting 

in various policy documents and business strategies having been introduced on the 

subject. When there is a general will to incorporate a concept, there is also a risk of 

introducing a certain ambiguity, something that could cause a lack of mutual 

understanding between different parties involved. Furthermore, non-renewable 

energy sources continue to be an important factor, not only in economic and societal 

considerations but also from an environmental aspect. It is therefore important to 

understand how energy producers, such as oil companies, construct their meaning of 

sustainability.  

Using discourse analysis, this master’s thesis aims at reviewing how some of the largest 

oil companies in the world construct the concept of sustainability in their sustainability 

reports, and what kind of sustainability discourses and legitimation strategies they 

use. A key conclusion has been that the meanings of sustainability could not be 

extracted through definitions but through the uses of the term. It was also found that, 

contrary to the common sustainability discourse used by many academics, the 

discourses identified in the sustainability reports did not predominantly emphasize 

the environmental aspects of sustainability. Another important finding was that 

despite the prevalence of different frameworks for categorizing and analyzing 

definitions of sustainability, most of them do not offer useful analytical tools for the 

analysis of corporate sustainability discourses; they simply lack the breadth needed to 

cover the variations in how different corporations conceptualize sustainability. 
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Avhandlingens rubrik: Vad är hållbarhet? En diskursanalys om oljebolagens 
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Sammandrag: Under de senaste 30 åren har hållbarhet som koncept blivit alltmer 

allmänt förekommande i både akademisk forskning och praktiska tillämpningar, 

något som resulterat i otaliga policydokument och affärsstrategier i ämnet. När det 

finns en allmän vilja att införliva ett koncept finns det även risk för att introducera en 

viss tvetydighet, något som kan orsaka att en ömsesidig förståelse mellan involverade 

parter går förlorad. Dessutom är icke förnybara energikällor fortsättningsvis en viktig 

faktor, inte bara då det gäller ekonomiska och samhälleliga överväganden utan även 

ur en miljöaspekt. Därför är det viktigt att förstå hur energiproducenter, såsom 

oljebolag, konstruerar sin innebörd av hållbarhet.  

Genom diskursanalys ämnar den här magisteravhandlingen granska hur några av 

världens största oljebolag konstruerar hållbarhetskonceptet i sina 

hållbarhetsrapporter, och vad för sorts hållbarhetsdiskurs och legitimerande 

strategier de använder. En viktig slutsats har varit att innebörden av hållbarhet inte 

kan extraheras från själva definitionen men däremot från användningen av termen. 

Det har även framkommit att de diskurser som identifierats i hållbarhetsrapporterna, 

i motsats till den allmänna hållbarhetsdiskursen som många akademiker använder, 

inte främst betonat de miljömässiga aspekterna av hållbarhet. Ytterligare en viktig 

upptäckt har varit att det trots tillgängligheten av olika ramverk som kategoriserar och 

analyserar definitioner av hållbarhet, så erbjuder de flesta av dem inte användbara 

analytiska verktyg för analys av företags hållbarhetsdiskurser. De saknar helt enkelt 

den bredd som behövs för att kunna omfatta variationer i hur olika företag 

konceptualicerar hållbarhet. 
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Introduction  

 Background: Sustainability and companies 

 
Sustainability is a concept that has become increasingly prevalent in the past 30 years or 

so both in academic research and practical applications such as policy documents and 

business strategy. As a result, different definitions and uses of sustainability and related 

terms have mushroomed (Glavič and Lukman, 2007: p. 1875). While this popularity 

could also be seen as a positive indicator of a widely perceived importance of the concept 

and its implications for the society, ambiguity can lead to a lack of mutual understanding 

between different parties involved. Likewise, indicators, metrics and documentation 

relying on a specific understanding of sustainability might be mismatched and 

incomparable. As Bosselmann (2008, 52) points out, if “sustainable” is not defined, then 

it cannot be understood as being distinct in opposition to “unsustainable”.  

Most definitions of sustainability are based on a triumvirate which often combines 

environmental, economic and societal elements. What is also common is the fact that the 

chosen elements are usually interconnected. Another key aspect of the definitions is 

time: regardless of the specific building blocks of the concept, there is usually involved 

some form of consideration for a longer time period, often extending past the expected 

lifetime of the contemporaries.  

Another common trait is the emphasis of the physical environment, be it related to e.g. 

the use of natural resources, mitigating pollution or improving natural habitats. On the 

other hand, in sustainability discourses concerning companies and other economic 

activities, growth is something that is generally considered a desirable goal.  

While the sustainability discourses related to corporate activities often emphasize 

voluntariness, regulators have been active in the area. For instance, in the European 

context, the European Commission has for long held the view that Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) describes actions companies take to ingrate social and 

environmental factors in their business operations (2001, p.5). As Hahn (2011, p.10) 

points out, this kind of definitions create clear links between CSR and the common triple 

bottom line thinking of sustainability which incorporates social, economic and ecological 

aspects. Consequently, CSR is one of the many terms used synonymously with 

sustainability (May et al. 2007, p.8; D’Amato et al. 2009: p. 2).  

Despite these connections, both terms are used in a variety of ways necessitating a choice 

in this thesis between the terms to limit ambiguity. Since sustainability is traditionally 
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attributed with a more long-term focus on especially future generations (WCED 1987), 

this term is better suited for the purposes of this study due to the long-lasting impacts of 

an industry like oil. This definition of sustainability by the World Commission on 

Environment and Development, or the so-called Brundtland-committee (WCED 1987), 

is one of the most cited definitions (see e.g. Ameer and Othman, 2012: p. 61; Bell & 

Morse, 2008: p. 12; and Quental, Lourenço, and da Silva, 2011: p. 361) and could 

therefore be seen to have laid the groundwork for all the subsequent definitions 

(Frodeman, 2011: p. 109; Mebratu, 1998: p. 504). 

The resultant Brundtland-report considered sustainable development as something that 

can and should be pursued. The principle of not letting development spoil the future 

generations possibilities to provide for themselves is included among other things in EU 

and UN treaties (Crowther och Seifi 2015, p. 47). While more and more companies 

include the concept of sustainability or CSR in their governance (Bonini and Görner 

2011: p. 1), scholars such as Milne, Kearins and Walton (2006, p. 802) recognize that the 

concept of sustainability has become increasingly prominent globally as can be seen from 

the number of emerging business associations, award schemes, reports and business 

services such as consultancies that are related to the sustainability of companies. Still, in 

spite of this prevalence, sustainability has for long eluded a universally agreed upon 

definition in academic and business literature. (see e.g. Barbier, 1987: p. 101; Gladwin et 

al., 1995: p. 876; Milne, 1996: p. 137; Pearce et al., 1989: p. xii; Redclift, 2005: p. 213).  

Because the concept of sustainability has been given an increasingly focal role in our 

society, it is of great importance to explore the different definitions and discourses 

around the concept to better understand and utilize it. Since non-renewable energy 

sources is such an important factor not only in environmental but also economic and 

societal considerations, it is equally important to understand how energy producers, such 

as oil companies, construct the meaning of sustainability. Especially the oil industry has 

been named to have a highly controversial reputation, thus leading the companies to seek 

organizational legitimacy through CSR initiatives (Du and Vieira 2012, p. 424; 

Wilmshurst and Frost, 2000: p. 23). 

 Purpose of the study  

 
While corporate sustainability texts are steadily more analyzed by academics, (see e.g. 

Coupland, 2005 and Moreno & Capriotti, 2009), corporate sustainability reporting is a 

relatively new phenomenon whose popularity is quickly growing. According to 

Governance and Accountability Institute (2018) in 2011 only 20 % of the S&P 500 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Trevor%20D.%20Wilmshurst
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Geoffrey%20R.%20Frost
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companies published a sustainability report; in 2017 the number had reach 85 %. Bateh 

et al. (2013, p. 2) recognize that although literature on sustainability keeps expanding 

and the topic is increasingly gaining awareness in society, sustainability of corporations 

is not well-enough understood with “many gaps and inconsistencies”. 

Gatti and Seele (2014, p. 100) concur arguing that there is a clear demand for research 

on how companies interpret the concept of sustainability. Furthermore, Gatti and Seele 

(2014, p. 100) suggest that comparing these interpretations, useful insights could be 

gained into the differences in the use of sustainability concepts by academics and 

corporations. Specifically, they propose that a conceptual analysis of the content of those 

reports mentioning the sustainability concept could offer a valid approach to addressing 

the issue of corporate interpretation of the concept. 

Researchers have also awakened to the fact that while traditional sustainability topics 

(many of which are related to environment) have a long and productive publication 

history, in business studies, and especially within accounting research, researchers have 

had little interdisciplinary exposure to ecological and social concerns (Bebbington and 

Larringa, 2014: p. 401) and have called for interdisciplinary sustainability studies 

(Frodeman, 2011: p. 110; Kastenhofer, Bechtold and Wilfing, 2011: p. 842).  

At the same time, academics have demonstrated that companies’ sustainability reporting 

has little connection to ecological sustainability; instead, corporations are seen unable to 

contribute to solutions for the environmental crisis (Buhr, Gray and Milne, 2014: p. 52; 

Gray, 2006: p. 82). For instance, Milne and Gray (2013, p. 14–15) argue that the 

prevailing CSR discourse and reporting practices take away attention from ecological and 

social issues they have contributed to, and instead participate in sustaining them 

(Bebbington et al. 2014, 3–4.). 

Drawing from the literature for management, political theory and sociology, Matten et 

al. (2003, p. 117) problematize the fact that while the power and sovereignty of 

governmental institutions have gradually come under threat, corporations increasingly 

assume the role of protecting social, civil and political rights under the guise of corporate 

citizenship. At the same time, Kaplan and Levy (2007, p. 445) suggest that “CSR is an 

emergent form of governance that can redress, to some degree, the governance deficit 

that exists in the international arena.” They further argue that CSR is a powerful 

discourse that can be utilized to influence corporate norms and practice, “generate 

legitimacy for stakeholders, shift societal expectations of business, create media 

attention, directly pressure business, bring attention to win-win opportunities, and 
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even shape market environments to expand those opportunities.” (2007, p. 445). 

Considering all these notions, my work attempts to shed light on what motivates oil 

companies to engage in sustainability activities and construct sustainability discourses.  

Some academics have suggested that sustainability discourses are used to legitimize 

enterprises’ unsustainable business practices. Milne and Gray (2013, 14–15.) argue that 

companies attempt to construct such a sustainability agenda that draws attention away 

from these issues. As discourses can be understood to construct our perceived reality 

(Milne, Tregida & Walton, 2009: p. 1221), the discourses promoted by corporations 

should be better understood. This is especially important considering that many 

common approaches to discourse analysis posit that different actors have varying 

degrees of power to influence a discourse. Following Jorgensen & Philips’ (2002, 2) 

argumentation on how a larger speaker podium give more influence on mainstream 

discourses, it can be claimed that a large multinational or state-owned company is likely 

to have much more influence than a small local actor. When a large oil company engages 

in a discourse, they might be able to construct or reconstruct it to better serve their 

purposes. For this reason, it is of utmost importance to recognize and understand the 

sustainability discourse of such companies – if they claim to operate sustainably, what is 

that sustainability then? 

As is noted in "Environmental Education, Ethics, and Action in Southern Africa" (2003, 

p. 3), the terms ‘sustainability’ or ‘sustainable development’ do not indicate what is being 

sustained or developed, and the argument is that an examination of the usage within the 

context of industry would potentially be useful.   

Apart from providing an opportunity to analyze the corporations’ voice in the 

sustainability discourse, corporate reporting is an important object of study as 

"accounting histories are inseparable from social histories. Accounting histories are the 

micro-analysis of macro-level social changes." (Wickramasinghe and Alawattage, 2007: 

p. 447). This means that such research can at the same time be argued to add to the 

understanding of prevailing discourses in the society as a whole.   

This master’s thesis is an attempt to review how some of the largest oil companies in the 

world communicate the concept of sustainability in their sustainability reports. The 

hypothesis is that by analyzing the discourses in these reports, a better understanding of 

how sustainability is understood and constructed by the oil companies can be gained; 

this in turn will contribute to the overall body of knowledge of sustainability studies, 

especially in the realm of corporate sustainability.  
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This study is important for three reasons particularly. Firstly, despite the increased 

prevalence of sustainability reporting – or potentially partly due to it – there isn’t one 

single agreed-upon definition of sustainability, and my work attempts to analyze the 

usefulness of some common academic frameworks used in studies dissecting differing 

understandings of the concept of sustainability. Secondly, the examination of the 

sustainability reporting of oil companies delves into an interesting conflict, as the oil 

industry is the target of constant criticism due to the emission caused by producing and 

consuming fossil fuels.  

Thirdly, the theoretical value of this thesis stems from improving the understanding of a 

key concept among one of the key discourses of today, contributing to the debates on 

corporate sustainability and increasing the understanding of the “big disconnect” 

(Dyllick & Muff, 2016: p. 156) – meaning the observation that while corporations 

increasingly adopt sustainability, the environmental health keeps deteriorating – 

through comparing the micro (corporations)- and macro (society)-level sustainability 

discourses and thereby exploring what corporations communicate by talking about 

sustainability. Landrum (2018) argues that this disconnect “is caused by a constricted 

understanding of the meaning of corporate sustainability, lack of inclusion of 

constructs from related streams of literature, and failure to integrate micro and macro 

perspectives of sustainability.” Finally, as corporations have a hegemonic position in 

sustainable development debates (Tregidga, Milne and Kearins, 2014: p. 479), it is 

crucial to understand what kind of discourses they construct and promote. 

 Research questions and delimitation 

 
The purpose of this work can be summarized in the following research questions:  

1. Which elements of the commonly used definitions of sustainability (or related 

terms) do the oil companies incorporate in their sustainability reports and which 

concept of sustainability do they imply? 

2. What kind of sustainability discourses and legitimation strategies do the oil 

companies use in their sustainability reports?  

The first question focuses on the overall composition of the reports examining which 

definitional and thematic elements are highlighted. Answers to the second question, 

then, are sought by utilizing discourse analysis in order to identify the wider discourses 

that are used to construct and maintain the appearance of a sustainable business. In the 

process, this thesis attempts to reflect on the paradox pointed out by several scholars (see 
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(e.g. Buhr et al. 2014: p. 52; Milne & Gray 2013; Gray, 2006) arguing that the current 

discourses around CSR and corporate sustainability promote corporate interests and do 

not offer real solutions to ecological and social challenges.   

The purpose of this thesis is not to validate or to provide any new definitions of 

sustainability nor to assess the sustainability performance of corporations based on any 

kind of scoring or similar (as done e.g. by Clarkson et al. 2008).  Instead, the literature 

review section of this study explores the background and uses of and problems with the 

various terms related to sustainability that can be found in academic and business 

literature.  

Following Escobar and Vredenburg’s (2011, p. 41; citing United Nations, 1992) 

argumentation, the study was limited to multinational corporations “because they were 

amongst the organizations first called on by the United Nations (1992) to take action 

[after the Brundtland-report], and within this group, we focussed on a single industry, 

oil and gas, which appears to have been more susceptible to what we will here call 

sustainable development pressures and in which many underlying complexities 

associated with the term ‘sustainable development’ are present”. As sustainable 

development pressures vary according to the idiosyncrasies of each industry (Escobar 

and Vredenburg, 2011: p. 41), no other industries were included in the analysis. 

Geographical breadth was also sought due to Zhu, Liu, and Lai’s (2016, p.419) 

observation that differences in geographic, political, and economic situations between 

developing and developed countries lead to variations in understanding of CSR and 

promotion of CSR practices.   

 Methodology   

 
This study is a qualitative comparative case study. Qualitative methods were chosen due 

to their flexibility and suitability for explorative research (Ghauri and Gronhaug, 2005: 

p. 202; Ahrens and Chapman, 2006: p. 820). 

Further, as explained by Silverman, (2001, 29), social and cultural factors are hard if not 

impossible to quantify, rendering the use of quantitative methods suboptimal for this 

thesis as my underlying theoretical assumptions recognize the socially constructed 

nature of reality and this extends to the concept of sustainability (see e.g. Power 1991; 

Hines 1988). While a corporation is not an organism capable of thought, the people 

leading it use their subjectively constructed understanding of sustainability to create 

meaning and actions. For example, Dahlsrud (2008, p. 6) has noted that CSR is socially 
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constructed in a specific context. From this follows the logical conclusion that in order to 

study sustainability in corporations, my (also subjective) interpretations of the corporate 

discourses are best formulated against cultural meanings and social actions.  

More precisely, the analysis part of this thesis is conducted using discourse analysis. For 

already some time, language analysis has been used to study the relationships between 

businesses, the environment and the society (see e.g. Gephart, 1984; Clark and Jennings. 

1997; Joutsenvirta, 2009). In the past 20 years, a growing number of scholars have 

focused on how environment and sustainability are represented in/by corporations (e.g. 

Banerjee, 2001; Buhr and Rieter, 2006; Laine, 2009; Levy, 1997; Newton and Harte, 

1997; and Tregidga and Milne, 2006), and a not insignificant share of them have also 

utilized discourse analysis (e.g. Banerjee 2003; Dryzek 2013; Everett and Neu, 2000: 

Livesey, 2001, 2002a, 2002b; Livesey and Kearins, 2002; and Hann Onn and Woodley, 

2014).  

For example, Schaffhauser-Linzatti and Ossmann (2018, p. 234) note that while they 

prefer using Mayring’s (2015) Qualitative Content Analysis in their study of 

sustainability in higher education’s annual report, they concede that discourse analysis 

is suitable when analyzing a few categories and subcategories of sustainability such as 

defined Global Reporting initiative (GRI, 2020). This is exactly the case in this study, as 

four out of five companies report according to the GRI guidelines, and four have followed 

the guidelines developed by IPIECA, the global oil and gas industry association for 

advancing environmental and social performance. 

Language can be used both to construct and describe reality (Joutsenvirta and Vaara, 

2009: p. 88). Discourse analysis, on the other hand, is a constructive approach to data 

and specifically language use. While discourses are produced for specific purposes, they 

are also subjectively interpreted (Dobers and Springett, 2010: p. 64), which partly 

explains why discourse analysis as a research tool includes an amalgam of cross-

disciplinary approaches to the study of how language is used in the social reality. 

Although often considered a methodology, many academics consider discourse analysis 

to be a tool that combines theoretical and methodological elements. Subscribing to the 

social constructivist paradigm with the groundwork provided by Berger and Luckmann 

(1966) emphasizing the institutionalization and legitimation of society, this thesis uses 

an approach to discourse analysis that Jørgensen and Phillips (2002: 2) call 

‘multiperspectival’, meaning that elements from various approaches to discourse 

analysis are incorporated into the methodology. This approach is described more 
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extensively in the methodology chapter. Legitimation strategies were also analyzed 

because as Amini and Bienstock (2014, p. 14) point out, legitimacy theory can explain the 

motivation of corporations to communicate and report on sustainability activities.  

To answer the research questions, a discourse analysis was conducted on five global oil 

companies’ latest sustainability reports available on their websites. While the fact that all 

companies operate in the same industry might affect the results of this study due to 

industry specific reporting practices, at the same time this confining allows for drawing 

deeper conclusions on a specific industry. Also, this way the analysis becomes more 

coherent and comprehensive. The selection of companies is further elaborated in the 

data chapter.  

 Structure of the thesis  

 
The structure of this thesis is as follows. First, the literature review is presented. This was 

performed as part of the optional “sensitising, exploratory reading before the analysis” 

that Merkl-Davies, Brennan and Vourvachis (2014, p. 29) present in their overview of 

the methodological principles of interpretive text analysis, but also to establish the 

theoretical framework of the study outlining the history of the concept of sustainability, 

various uses and understandings of it, and highlighting research focusing on the 

interplay of sustainability and corporations. Next, this chapter examines sustainability 

reporting, research in corporate legitimacy and presents some common global standards 

and frameworks related to sustainability reporting. 

Second, the methodology of the thesis is presented outlining the use of discourse 

analysis. Third, the data used for the analysis is introduced, and the analysis of the 

sustainability reports for each of the five companies is presented, synthesizing an 

examination of the sustainability discourses and legitimation strategies present. Fourth 

follows a discussion of the results of the analysis, comparing the corporations with each 

other and to the larger sustainability discourses. Finally, the conclusions are drawn, 

followed by notes on the limitations of the research and suggestions for future research.  
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Theoretical framework 

2.1 Literature review 

2.1.1. History of sustainability  

 
In an early examination of the history of the concept of sustainability, Kidd (1992, p. 5–

12) lays out six approaches (or roots of sustainability as he calls them) since 1950 

prominent to the discussions about population growth, resource use and pressure on the 

environment: The Ecological/Carrying Capacity Root; The Resource/Environment 

Root; The Biosphere Root; The Critique of Technology Root; The "No Growth-Slow 

Growth" Root; and The Ecodevelopment Root. These “strains of thought” took very 

different views on how the future of the humanity will turn out. They were also 

philosophically different; where some were based on physical concepts and excluded 

normative values, for instance the ecology-carrying capacity root incorporated social 

values such as citizen participation and decentralized government.  

Further, (Kidd, 1992: p. 12) traces the first usage of the word sustainability in the context 

of the future of humanity to a British book called Blueprint for Survival published in 

1972. In the USA, the first appearance came in 1974 to advocate for a no-growth 

economy. Then, in 1978, sustainability first appeared in a United Nations document. 

Kidd, (1992, p. 12) labels the era from 1972–1980 as the emergence and evolving of 

sustainability. Here, Kuhlman and Farrington (2010, p. 3437) also highlight the 1972 

report “The Limits to Growth” (Meadows, Meadows, Randers and Behrens) by Club of 

Rome which forecasted a swift exhaustion of many critical natural resources.  

Also, the 1972 UN Conference on Human Environment in Stockholm, that resulted in the 

Stockholm Declaration (United Nations, 1973) with 26 principles highlighting 

environmental issues, proclaimed that “The protection and improvement of the human 

environment is a major issue which affects the well-being of peoples and economic 

development throughout the world” and that “To defend and improve the human 

environment for present and future generations has become an imperative goal for 

mankind”, calling for international cooperation in order to manage the environment.  

Mebratu (1998, p. 501) perceives this as a major step forward in the development of the 

concept of sustainable development. He continues pointing out that in the following 

years, the terminology became to include terms such as “environment and development,” 

“development without destruction” and “environmentally sound development” before 

‘eco-development’ was utilized in the UN Environment Program review in 1978.  
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Balbinot and Borim-De-Souza (2012, p. 159) posit that a conceptual breakthrough was 

achieved in 1980, when the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

launched internationally the World Conservation Strategy. Here, the term 

“conservation” included elements of environmental and developmental concerns; 

although the term sustainable development was not used in the text itself, the subtitle of 

the document was “Living Resource Conservation for Sustainable Development”.   

This was followed by what Kidd (1992, p. 18) titles “Sustainability becomes popular”: a 

period spanning from 1981 to 1988, when sustainability ceased to be largely confined to 

technological applications and non-governmental entities started picking up the usage 

of the concept, followed by the World Bank, and culminating in sustainability being used 

in the report of the G7 (the unofficial forum for the heads-of-state of the seven richest 

industrialized countries) summit meeting in 1989.   

What is important to note is that already in 1992, Kidd recognized that the term 

sustainability was such a patchwork of different concepts that “a search for a single 

definition seems futile”. In the summary of his findings (1992), he also made the crucial 

observation echoed by several academics reviewed in this thesis: “The existence of 

multiple meaning is tolerable if each analyst describes clearly what he means by 

sustainability”. Slightly discouraging for a researcher is Kidd’s (1992, p. 3) conclusion: 

“the literature relating to sustainability is so voluminous that full analysis is not 

practical. And if it were practical it would probably not be worth the effort”. 

In order to understand how sustainability is used today in sustainability discourses, it is 

necessary to also understand its etymology. Weisser (2017, p. 1078) suggests that 

sustainability is very closely tied to Western culture and its economic and political 

foundations. Scoones (2007, p. 590) traces the first usage of the term sustainability as 

far back in time as to a German forester, Carl von Carlowitz, who in 1712 wrote a text 

called Sylvicultura Oeconomica on how to manage forests with a long-term view. A 

second view comes from Kuhlman and Farrington (2010, p. 3437, referencing to 

Wilderer, 2007), who place the first appearance also in the Germanic world noting the 

use of the German word for sustainability, ‘Nachhaltigkeit’, in 1713. Even Weisser (2017, 

1079) notes that the term sustainability first appeared in German forestry studies, but 

date this in the 1800s. Weisser (2017, p. 1079) refers to Weirsum (1995) recounting how 

German forestry researcher Georg Hartig described sustainability in 1804 as “utilizing 

forests to the greatest possible extent, but still in a way that future generations will have 

as much benefit as the living generation”. 
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Moreover, Kuhlman and Farrington (2010, p. 2437) and Mebratu (1998, p. 498) suggest 

that sustainability has indeed been considered by economists at least since Thomas 

Malthus, who published in 1798 his theory of unrestrained population growth leading to 

mass starvation. The argument goes that because of an absolute scarcity limit on land 

available for agricultural production, larger populations would lead to lower food returns 

and therefore diminished per capita food supply. Mebratu (1998, p. 499) also notes that 

David Ricardo added to the equation varying agricultural land qualities, but both 

theorists failed to incorporate the effects of technical innovations such as fertilizers. 

Further, Kuhlman and Farrington (2010, p. 3437) refer to the economist Harold 

Hoteling’s theory from 1931 on the optimal rate of exploitation of non-renewable 

resources.   

After years of disconnected ideas used to describe a phenomenon clearly deemed 

important, coming to the 1990s, Scoones (2007, p. 590) observes that sustainability had 

become more and more defined and new versions like broad and narrow, strong and 

weak as well as big S and small s sustainability emerged. As visions of how to attain 

sustainable development proliferated, different technical meanings were constructed to 

keep up the pace.  

According to Scoones (2007, p. 591) the concepts of sustainability and sustainable 

development reached maturity in 1992 as the United Nations summoned the Rio 

Conference, which was attended by representatives of 178 governments and over 1000 

officials from NGOs and the civil society. Sustainability was to find its place on top of the 

global political agenda. Scoones (2007, p. 591) refers to Young (1999) explaining that 

several commissions and national action planning were established with the goal to 

promote sustainable development and to create a global reporting system to follow-up 

on the agreed objectives. This was also the time when the Agenda 21 was conceived: an 

action plan for multilateral organizations and governments to be executed on a local level 

(Selman, 1998: p. 533). 

Scoones (2007, p. 593) emphasizes that the topics discussed at the Rio Conference 

concentrated on the classic understanding of sustainability: complex and changing 

environmental dynamics affecting humans, and the intersection of ecological, economic, 

and socio-political dimensions. Kuhlman and Farrington (2010, p. 3436) on the other 

hand, argue that this trifecta is actually a detrimental reinterpretation of the concept of 

sustainability as it  
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“(a) obscures the real contradiction between the aims of welfare for all and 

environmental conservation; (b) risks diminishing the importance of the 

environmental dimension; and (c) separates social from economic aspects, which in 

reality are one and the same.” 

Mebratu (1998, p. 500) remarks that in the 1980s, sustainable development was still 

considered by some just a catch phrase that would fade out of use, but instead, the 

concept has become a central policy element for governments, international agencies and 

business organizations. As a consequence of this wide spread application, the discourse 

on sustainable development has equally broadened leading to various definitions and 

interpretations.  

Mebratu (1998, p. 495) further argues that ecological factors have since the dawn of our 

recorded history constituted some of the major driving forces of all social 

transformations ranging from the agricultural to the industrial revolution. As Meadows 

et al. (1992) recognize, population growth, pernicious changes in resources, restructuring 

of societies and technological developments have throughout the human history 

happened so slowly, that they have gone unnoticed by the contemporaries. In the past 

200 years or so – and even more accentuated in the past 50 years – this has nevertheless 

changed, and as Mebratu (1998, p. 496) point out, there is even increasing archeological 

evidences of environment-related causes that might have contributed even to the demise 

of e.g. the Babylonian and Roman empires. Considering these points, the importance of 

deep studies into sustainability in the energy sector becomes apparent.   

In 1987, researchers had already noticed that ‘sustainability’ was becoming popular term 

in the usage of researchers and in environmental policy discussions, also equating it with 

terms such as ‘sustainable development’, ‘sustained use of the biosphere’, and ‘ecological 

sustainability’ (Brown, Hanson, Liverman and Merideth Jr., 1987: p. 713). This is of 

course subjective and dependent of the reference point: with the advantage of hindsight, 

for example Montiel (2008, p. 246) dates the proliferation of the term in the 1990s.   

Still, as most scholars in the area of sustainability propose, the history of the current 

discourses about sustainable development truly started in 1987 with the publication of 

the World Commission on Environment and Development report “Our Common Future” 

(WCED, 1987), or as it is commonly known, the Brundtland report (after the chairwoman 

of the commission, Gro Harlem Brundtland). For example, Kirkby, O’keef and 

Timberlake (1995, p.1) write that this definition established both the content and the 

structure of debates that were to follow. The report equated grave global environmental 
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issues with the immense poverty in the global South and overconsumption in the North. 

The report’s suggested strategy, which integrated development and environment, has 

since then been known as sustainable development. The definition given was as follows: 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987: 

p. 41). 

2.1.2. Defining sustainability 
 

The larger public became first aware of the term sustainable development as the 

Brundtland Report was published in 1987. In order to achieve sustainable development, 

a balance between economic, social and environmental goals had to be found. The 

following important development in the theorizing of sustainability after the Brundtland 

Report was the coining of the Triple Bottom Line by Elkington in 1994. The three bottom 

lines consist of the well-known three Ps: profit, people and planet. Elkington argued that 

companies should in their operations take into account three different aspects of 

business (The Economist, 2009): the profits and losses, social responsibilities, and 

thirdly the environmental impacts of their actions.      

Since the publication of the Brundtland report, countless definitions and applications of 

the concept of sustainability have surfaced. Summarizing his historical review, Mebratu 

(1998) paints as a consequence “a large political battle for influence over our future by 

linking interpretation to the concept” and “a wide variety of definitions and 

interpretations that are skewed towards institutional and group prerogatives rather 

than compounding the essence of the concept”. Scoones (2007, p. 589) argues that 

sustainability is “one of the most widely used buzzwords of the past two decades. There 

is nothing, it seems, that cannot be described as ‘sustainable’: apparently everything 

can be either hyphenated or paired with it.” Such comments give insights into the 

difficulties in studying sustainability in corporate contexts. 

Holmberg (1994) notes that only seven years after the popularization of the term by the 

Brundtland report, there were already over 80 different definitions and interpretations 

fundamentally related to this earlier definition of sustainable development. Others like 

Ciegis, Ramanauskiene and Martinkus (2009, p. 29) refer to over 100 definitions in the 

context of economics, and Johnston, Everard, Santillo and Robèrt (2007, p. 60) suggest 

that as early as two years after the release of the Brundtland report around 140 varying 

definitions of sustainable development had surfaced – and estimating the current tally 

to reach around 300 definitions of sustainability and sustainable development within the 
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domain of environmental management and related fields. Marshall and Toffel (2005, p. 

673) claim that by the middle of the 90s, there were well over 100 definitions of 

sustainability. In 2012, Fibuch and Way (p. 36) suggested that the term ‘sustainability’ 

has at least 50 definitions in the literature.  

Moreover, Daly (1996, p. 1) warned that “although there is an emerging political 

consensus on the desirability of something called sustainable development, this term—

touted by many and even institutionalized in some places—is still dangerously vague”. 

Redclift’s (2005) devoting a whole paper to discussing sustainable development as an 

oxymoron adds to the picture of sustainability and sustainable development being 

elusive concepts whose use could be easily misunderstood among language users. For 

example, Weisser (2017, p. 1078) claims that groups and individuals formulate 

definitions in a way that best suits their objectives, and those definitions then serve as 

the basis for actions that follow. It is this kind of expedient constructions of sustainability 

that this thesis attempts to unearth in the oil companies’ sustainability reporting. 

It bears to point out that several researchers have either used or acknowledged the use 

of the terms sustainability and sustainable development synonymously or 

interchangeably (see e.g. Aras and Crowther, 2008; Dade and Hassenzahl, 2013; Gatti 

and Seele, 2014; Johnston et al., 2017; Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018; Lozano, 2008; 

Pope et al., 2004; Rasouli and Kumarasuriyar, 2016; Walshe, 2008). For instance, Salas‐

Zapata et al. (2017) analyzed 253 research papers published in 2013 showing that 59.9 % 

of the sampled peer-reviewed works used the terms sustainability and sustainable 

development interchangeably. The term sustainability has also been used as a synonym 

for other concepts such as sustainable development and CSR (e.g. Pope et al., 2004: p. 

597) Researchers such as Lankoski (2016), however, point out that, for instance, 

sustainable development emphasizes development while the affix ‘sustainable’ functions 

as an additional attribute.  

Lankoski (2016) moreover argues that sustainability is what Gallie (1956) calls an 

“essentially contested concept” meaning that: “it refers to a valued achievement, it is 

internally complex, its meaning may be described in different ways, its meaning is open 

and as such subject to revision with changing circumstances, and its contested 

character is acknowledged by the parties to the discussion”; and finally, “its meaning is 

anchored in an original exemplar whose authority is acknowledged” – the meaning 

derived from the definition in the Brundtland report. These perceived issues with the 

concept of sustainability have been widely addressed by several academics (see e.g. 
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Balaceanu & Apostol, 2014; Bolis, Morioka, & Sznelwar, 2014; Ciegis, et al. 2009; Glavic 

& Lukman, 2007; Mebratu, 1998; Rassafi, Poorzahedy, & Vaziri, 2006). 

Salas-Zapata and Ortis-Muñoz (2019) analyzed which meanings researchers attribute to 

the concept of sustainability, and noted that the ambiguity of the concept of sustainability 

is a problem that researchers often face. Moreover, there are non-operative and even 

contradictory definitions which makes the choosing a suitable definition challenging. 

Still, in their view, proper classification of uses and meanings could mitigate these issues. 

(p.153). As Salas‐Zapata and Ortiz‐Muñoz (2019, p. 158) reckon, academic studies are 

expected to define the terms used so that concepts are not mixed with each other. Ciegis 

et al. (2009, p. 28) and Salas‐Zapata, Rios‐Osorio and Cardona‐Arias (2017, p. 1134) 

lament the fact confirmed in their respective studies that most research using 

‘sustainability’ or ‘sustainable’ in their titles make the methodological error of not 

defining these terms. Salas-Zapata and Ortis-Muñoz (2019, p. 153) also recognize that 

equivocation when using the concept of sustainability can lead to limitations of the 

concept’s operationalization, generate contradictory discourses and actions as well as 

affect the studies’ validity.  This is a critical issue, considering that in their 2014 study, 

Kajikawa, Ohno, Takeda, Matsushima and Komiyama (p. 431), estimated that around 

12,000 papers on sustainability are published each year.  

At the same time, asserting that “Sustainability is an ambiguous and open-ended 

concept with many different meanings”, Christensen, Morsing and Thyssen (2013, p. 

135) contend referring to Jahdi and Acikdilli (2009) and Kolk (2003): “Researchers as 

well as practitioners often express frustration with this fact and frequently call for 

more consistent, measurable, and univocal definitions of sustainability to ensure 

agreement, mutual understanding, and collective action”. Studies in the business 

context support such statements (see e.g. Berns, Townend, Khayat, Balagopal, Reeves, 

Hopkins and Kruschwitz, 2009: p. 24).  

It seems justifiable to claim that the frequency of references to the definition in the 

Brundtland report has had a considerable influence on this practice (Sneddon et al. 

2006). This phenomenon is pointedly expressed by this citation from Serageldin (1996, 

p. 187), at the time of publication Vice President of Environmentally Sustainable 

development at World Bank (emphasis mine): 

“There have been many definitions of sustainable development but 

the generally accepted definition of sustainability is that given by the 

Brundtland Commission, which is: Sustainable development is 
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development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

However, even here scholars take differing views.  

For instance, Robinson (2004, p. 371) point out that sustainability and sustainable 

development clearly diverge on the understanding of how more environmentally resilient 

as well as economically and socially fair societies can be achieved. Sustainable 

development can be seen as “a more pragmatic and collective approach, oriented towards 

efficiency gains and improvements in technology”, while the sustainability emphasizes 

values and individual opinions and behavior as the crucial topics. Robinson (2004, 370) 

further elaborates explaining that the sustainable development approach is commonly 

taken by public sector and corporations, while sustainability is more frequently used by 

scholars.   

Lele and Norgaard (1996, p. 354) summarizing their findings on how natural scientists 

have tried to define and operationalize sustainability by warning that scholar should 

resist the pressure from environmental and developmental agencies to define and 

operationalize the concept of sustainability in a "scientific" manner” as “[n]atural 

scientists’ attempts to define sustainability, particularly to decide what should be 

sustained, cannot therefore be value-neutral”.  

Others see downright positive sides. Carew and Mitchell (2008, p.6) posit that the debate 

around defining the concept of sustainability is “inevitable and healthy”. Kajikawa et al. 

(2007, p. 222) claim that in the early days of research and development, the vagueness 

of the definition of sustainability is not automatically an obstacle, but there is value in its 

broadness and ability to stimulate debate.  Mebratu (1998, p. 502) concurs stating that 

the Brundtland report’s definition has become so popular because of the flexibility of its 

application. 

There are also many different frameworks for categorizing and analyzing definitions of 

sustainability due to the lack of a common, even quantifiable, definition (see e.g. 

Djordjevic & Cotton, 2011; Sekulic, 2011; Gagnon et al., 2019; Quental et al. 2011; Talbot 

and Venkataraman, 2011).  Lankoski (2016) gives as an example the dichotomy focusing 

on the scope of sustainability issues: narrow vs. broad sustainability. Some authors have, 

nevertheless, for instance also included a very weak form of sustainability (see e.g. 

Hediger, 2006). Narrow sustainability means encompassing mainly or only 

environmental concerns, while broad sustainability also includes social and economic 
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issues. Hahn et al. (2015) argue that it is broad sustainability that has been most widely 

adopted. Other dichotomies include weak vs. strong sustainability which Roome (2012, 

p. 626) explains followingly: “Weak and strong sustainability are differentiated by their 

approach to integration, the ambition of the vision of change, the complexity of the 

innovation and the extent of collaboration among social, political, and economic 

actors”. Flint (2008, 34) further specifies suggesting that in its most basic form, weak 

sustainability is concerned with the protection of total capital stock: if one form of capital 

decreases, this has to be balanced by the growth of capital in other areas (e.g. natural 

capital substituted with human capital). On the contrary, the strong version denies this 

complete substitutability, and prioritizes environment above economic concerns. A third 

definition comes from Pearce, Markandya and Barbier (1989, p. 34): 

(1) the next generation should inherit a stock of wealth, comprising man-made assets 

and environmental assets, no less than the stock inherited by the previous generation; 

(2) the next generation should inherit a stock of environmental assets no less than the 

stock inherited by the previous generation. 

Such frameworks and attempts to bring together the broad spectrum of views of 

sustainability are in the center of my study as they simultaneously reveal macro-level 

sustainability discourses and offer tools for more granular micro-level corporate 

analyses. 

Salas-Zapata and Ortis-Muñoz (2019, p. 154) claim that “[o]ne of the most commonly 

reported contradictions is the understanding of sustainability as sustainable 

development”. Referring to Daly (1993), Bolis et al. (2014), Mebratu (1998) and Redclift 

(2005), they further maintain that that the term ‘sustainable development’ “is an 

oxymoron, since sustainable development is unsustainable from the perspective of 

economic growth” (Salas-Zapata and Ortis-Muñoz, 2019: p. 154), pointing to the 

juxtaposition of weak and strong sustainability. According to Redclift (2005, p. 214), 

weak sustainability views natural capital substitutable by technological or manufactured 

capital, while strong sustainability doesn’t accept this position as limits of nature impede 

unlimited economic growth. 

A further example concerns absolute vs. relative sustainability. Faber, Jorna and van 

Engelen (2005, p.8) explain that these refer to the point of reference when determining 

whether something is sustainable. Absolute sustainability identifies an idealized end 

form of sustainability that should be pursued.  On the contrary, the relative approach 
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looks at the situation at hand identifying potential issues. These are then gradually 

addressed and solved.  

Researchers have begun to pay attention to how the definitions of sustainability are 

continuously evolving. Much of this attentiveness has been directed towards 

sustainability discourses in corporations and government organizations. (see e.g. Bateh 

et al., 2013; Aras and Crowther, 2009; Dahlsrud, 2008; Milne et al., 2006). Some 

academics like Charter (2017, p. 16)) even note that the usage of sustainability is often 

motivated by commercial intentions which has diluted the usefulness of it and raised 

accusations of green-washing. This thesis considers such claims and reviews them 

against data gathered from analyzing the oil corporations’ sustainability reporting and 

the use of legitimation strategies.  

 Sustainability and corporations 
 

 
The three dimensions of sustainability were reportedly consolidated by John Elkington 

(1994 and 2018) in 1994 to the concept Triple Bottom Line in order to operationalize 

corporate social responsibility. The concept started to gain academic interest at the latest 

in 1998 when Elkington published his book ‘Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom 

Line of 21st Century’ further outlining a heuristic based on the premise that businesses 

could act in a way that is beneficial to the corporations themselves as well as to the society 

and the environment. In brevity, Elkington (1998, p. 3–13) argued that these three 

dimensions are interrelated and affect each other in various ways, and discussing 

sustainability a corporation can’t full separate its economic sustainability from social and 

environmental sustainability. Elkington has also emphasized the need for cooperation 

between corporations, governments and NGOs in implementing the triple bottom line 

approach (Elkington, 2004: p. 10). 

While triple bottom line isn’t the only framework used – although it is likely the most 

widely used in studies of sustainability in corporations and organizations (Kiewiet and 

Vos, 2007, p.3) – most academic studies now define sustainability through a similar 

trichotomy including the economic, social and environmental dimensions.  

The emergence of the term corporate social responsibility, on the other hand, can be 

traced to the 1953 book by Howard Bowen's called "Social Responsibilities of the 

Businessman". Bowen defined that "to the obligations of businessmen to pursue those 

policies, to make those decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable 

in terms of the objectives and values of our society." (Carroll 1999, p. 269–270).  
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CSR gained prominence in the 1960s and 1970s and several authors called for expanding 

the scope outside of legal and economic obligations (Carroll 1999, 273–288). In 1979, 

Carrol presented the definition of CSR as four-category responsibilities adding even 

ethical and philanthropic responsibilities to the first two mentioned.  

Jamali (2007, 3) points out that in the 1980s, theories such as business ethics, corporate 

citizenship and a broader stakeholder perspective were introduced into management 

studies. Academics became increasingly interested in the possibility of levering CSR for 

profits (see e.g. Drucker 1984, 62). Then, around the start of the new millennium, the 

theoretical considerations had started to gain practical foothold in corporations and CSR, 

sustainability, sustainable development and similar reports began to be common 

publications for commercial actors, and corporations began to take a more strategic view 

on integrating environmental, economic and social aspects into corporate performance 

(Buhr et al. 2014, 54).  

In their account of the history of CSR, Carroll & Shabana (2010, p. 86–87) note that 

although its roots can be traced to the time before the Second World War and limited 

discourse started to emerge after the war, the proliferation of formal definitions of CSR 

started in the 1970s. In the early 2000s, business started to integrating sustainability or 

sustainable development in all CSR discussions (Carroll & Shabana, 2010: p. 88). 

Gatti and Seele (2014) conducted a content analysis on 329 CSR/sustainability reports 

from 50 leading European companies from Euro Stoxx 50 published “between the 

beginning of online CSR/sustainability reporting in 1998 and 2010”, and observed that 

the use of social and environment-related terms has been previously more frequent, but 

note that the concept of sustainability has become established in corporate nonfinancial 

reporting and a common practice for corporations. Similarly, Gatti and Seele (2014, p. 

90) note that corporation have previously preferred the term CSR over the term 

sustainability in their reports, but this has turn around recently, and that there exists 

demand for research examining the reasons for corporations to change their preferences 

regarding CSR/sustainability terminology. 

Schwartz and Carroll (2008, p. 148) hold that in the field of business and society, five 

frameworks predominate: corporate social responsibility, business ethics, stakeholder 

management, sustainability, and corporate citizenship. Despite their popularity it’s 

unclear what they denote and how they relate to each other. For this reason, Schwartz 

and Carroll (2008, p. 166) suggest a common basis for these frameworks consisting of 

value, balance, and accountability – the VBA model or framework. Value refers to 
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companies having an obligation to improve the general welfare of society. The process 

component of the model, balance, implies that striving for net societal value isn’t enough, 

but that all actors within a company must endeavor to achieve appropriate balance 

among competing stakeholder interests and/or moral standards. Finally, accountability 

refers to the requirement of companies and their agents to acknowledge responsibility 

for their actions and decisions and to mitigate failures as well as attempt to prevent them 

in the future, while attempting to fulfil their economic, legal, and ethical responsibilities. 

(Schwartz and Carroll, 2008: p. 168–175). 

Amini and Bienstock (2014, p. 15) suggest that among corporate sustainability 

perspectives, natural-resource-based view (NRBV), triple bottom line, and the zero waste 

are among the most significant and constructive. NRBV was first proposed by Hart 

(1995), as a theory of competitive advantage, building upon the original resource-based 

theory and incorporating a company’s relationship to the natural environment. NRBV 

contains three interconnected strategies: pollution prevention, product stewardship, and 

sustainable development (Hart, 1995: p. 987). Amini and Bienstock further (2014, p. 15) 

refer to McDonough and Braungart (2002) explaining that the zero waste perspective 

places importance on designing products with no waste, but that their life cycle instead 

enriches the natural and social environment throughout their lifecycle. 

My analysis also pays attention to the different emphases regarding aspects of 

sustainability that are found comparing academic research and corporate usage of the 

concept. For instance, Landrum and Ohsowski (2018, p. 139) found in their analysis of 

108 corporate sustainability reports applying the GRI-indicators and 122 non-GRI 

corporate sustainability reports that ecology-related concepts such as planetary 

boundaries or natural limits were seldom referred to. This is in line with Bjørn, Bey, 

Georg, Røpke, and Zwicky Hauschild’s (2017) findings when examining the database of 

CorporateRegister’s 40,000 corporate responsibility reports from 12,000 companies for 

references to terms related to ecological limits.  They reported (p. 1) that only 31 

companies of a pool of around 9,000 producing physical products used ecological limits 

in their arguments for changing how and what they produce. Further, applying their 

model of stages of corporate sustainability, Landrum and Ohsowski (2018, p. 139) 

reported that the GRI-reports emphasized communicating compliance and the business 

case regarding sustainability, while it was much more common in non-GRI reports to 

communicate systemic change as the understanding of sustainability. Overall, 

communicating the business case received most emphasis across all reports (p. 138).  
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Moreover, in a central role for my analysis is the model developed by Landrum (2018). 

She has examined the literature on corporate sustainability, corporate social 

responsibility, environmental management, and sustainable development, and 

integrated 22 micro- and macro-level models of stages of development into a unified 

model of stages corporate sustainability. 

For further perplexion, several terms are used interchangeably when describing 

sustainability in corporations such as CSR, corporate sustainability and responsibility, 

corporate responsibility, corporate citizenship, environmental management, sustainable 

development, corporate sustainability, stakeholder theory and the triple bottom line (see 

e.g. Carroll & Shabana, 2010; Landrum and Ohsowski, 2017; Swarnapali, 2017). 

Swarnapali (2017, p.1) goes as far as to claim that the concepts of concepts of corporate 

sustainability and corporate social responsibility are “precisely indistinguishable”. 

Lankoski (2016, 848) highlights that if researchers and corporate practitioners are 

unaware of the differences in their understanding of sustainability this could lead to the 

false perception of agreement. Regarding corporations and their external stakeholders, 

this mismatch of conceptions could result in challenges for the corporation to determine 

what the expectations for their sustainability actions and communication are. Landrum 

(2016, p. 848) refers to Banerjee (2003) and van Marrewijk (2003) noting that 

corporations could use this ambiguity to construct and interpret sustainability for their 

own purposes and interests. 

Montiel (2008, p. 246), on the other hand, points out that as definitions for CSR and 

corporate sustainability have increasingly emerged during the past decade, managers 

might struggle with defining related goals, although the problem is even more 

pronounced for researchers trying to conduct reproducible research. Bateh et al. (2013, 

p. 1) claim that the concept of sustainability is so complex that it is effectively not possible 

to reach a standardized definition. However, organizations and leaders often develop a 

narrow view of sustainability, considering only those aspects of sustainability which are 

most interconnected to their activities. For instance, in their interviews with over 50 

sustainability thought leaders and corporate CEOs around the world, Berns et al. (2009, 

p. 24) identified an extensive lack of understanding among business leaders of what 

sustainability really means to a company. Berns et al. (2009, p. 24) hypothesize that this 

is partly due to the absence of common definitions for it: some of the respondents defined 

it very narrowly, some more broadly, others lacked any corporate definition.  Still, for the 

majority of respondents the principal benefit of addressing sustainability is the impact 

on a company’s image and brand. Nevertheless, the thought-leaders in the survey instead 
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emphasized a broader range of benefits, particularly sustainability’s ability to provide 

competitive advantage. Berns et al. (2009, p. 22) also noted that the self-identified 

sustainability experts generally use one of two widely accepted definitions: the so-called 

Brundtland Commission definition or the triple bottom line definition. Further, 

Dahlsrud (2008, p.2) refers to Azer’s (2001) findings when interviewing 11 business 

representatives that while the business actors might be aware of common definitions of 

CSR, their perceptions differed from these when asked for more thorough explanations. 

Similar findings were obtained by Johnston and Beatson (2005) who studied managerial 

conceptualizations of CSR in 37 organizations. They reported (p. 3) that ”[i]t appeared 

that respondents were not really aware how they should conceptualise or define CSR”. 

Further, DesJardins (2016, p. 117) refers to “the systematic misuse, misunderstanding, 

and flawed application of the concept [of sustainability] in many business settings”. 

There is considerable variation in how the term sustainability is used in the context of 

corporations (Hartman et al., 2007: p. 373) and discrepancies appear even within 

organizations (Linnenluecke, Russel and Griffiths, 2009: p. 432) creating conceptual 

confusion. Lankoski (2016, p. 849) identifies in the literature at least four usages that 

might contribute to the ambiguity around sustainability in the context of corporations: 

equating sustainability with sustainable development; using (corporate) sustainability 

synonymously with corporate social responsibility; using sustainability in the meaning 

of (long-term) viability for the business or its operations; and referring specifically with 

system-level sustainability to some desirable state in the wider system where a business 

organization is nested, and with corporate sustainability to the contribution that the 

business organization makes to this desirable state through its performance outcomes. 

It is useful to stop and think about Dahlsrud’s (2008, p. 3) argument: “[n]ot all 

definitions are equally significant in order to understand how CSR is defined; the most 

frequently used definition is more significant than a definition rarely used.” All the 

findings outlined in this section underscore the fact that despite pronounced attention 

given to the topic of sustainability, the approaches remain disorganized. In the corporate 

context, this leaves room for seizing the discourse in a way that benefits business 

interests while maintaining an appearance of scientific foundation. My analysis focuses 

on how oil companies use this opportunity to construct their own sustainability 

discourses in their sustainability reports (cf. Landrum, 2016: p. 848, referring to 

Banerjee (2003) and van Marrewijk (2003)). 

 Sustainability reporting  
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Broadly defined, managerial accounting refers to practices that organizations follow 

inter alia in order to document institutional compliance or to seek external legitimation 

(Rahaman et al. 2004, p. 36). One of the tools companies have available for achieving 

these goals is environmental accounting – including sustainability reporting (see e.g. 

Clarkson et al. 2008). One of the reasons for why companies are so keen to include 

sustainability in their operations is the perceived resulting value increase (Bonini and 

Görner, 2011: p. 1). Not only are sustainability programs good for the company image, 

but there are concrete benefits in the form of cost cuts, increased efficiency and new 

market opportunities. Considering typical reporting structures, Michelon and Parbonetti 

(2012, p. 490) have divided sustainability disclosure into four groups: strategic, financial, 

environmental and social information. The first two groups are mainly aimed at investors 

and stakeholders, whereas the latter two at a larger public.   

As has been noted, corporations are actively participating in the sustainability discourse 

especially through the publication of various sorts of sustainability reports. Notably, the 

most operative corporations in this area come from the heavy industry. As reported by 

KPMG (2015), since the 1990s Oil and Gas, Utilities, Chemicals, Mining, and Forest, Pulp 

and Paper have been most active in publishing sustainability reports. Same holds in the 

latest 2020 report except that Utilities has been replaced by Technology, and Media & 

Communications (KPMG 2020).     

Regarding studies in the area, Clarkson et al. (2008, p. 305) categorize the existing 

environmental accounting research into three groups. The first group includes studies 

about the relevance of disclosing environmental performance information especially to 

investors. In the second group, we find research engaged in analyzing the factors 

affecting managerial decisions to disclose information. The last group contains studies 

exploring the relationship between environmental disclosures and environmental 

performance.  

Disclosures regarding corporate interactions with their natural environment first 

appeared in the 1940’s but gained in importance only in the mid-1970’s (Neu et al., 1998: 

p. 266). Early analyses of the rationale behind decisions to disclose social information 

(i.e. what is today understood as CSR-reporting) revolved around the use of agency 

theory and other economic factors putting forward hypotheses of companies aiming at 

maximizing financial utility or image-building (Belkaoui and Karpik, 1989: p. 38). These 

studies focused on social and economic performance as well as the company 

characteristics such as size, systematic risk, industry and managerial decisions in 
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association with social disclosures, with emphasis primarily on human resource, 

community involvement and environmental disclosures (Neu et al., 1998: p. 266–267).   

The next research trend was to focus on the influence of public pressure on CSR 

disclosures (Neu et al. 1998, p. 267). Patten (1992, p. 471) posited that, following the 

legitimacy theory arguments, social disclosures can be viewed as actions in response to 

the changing perceptions of the company’s stakeholders. As Patten (1992, p. 472) 

explains, dissatisfied public often has means to apply pressure to companies that do not 

meet performance expectations. Social disclosures can then be used to change the 

stakeholders’ perception of the company or influence public policy processes.   

The research in discretionary environmental disclosures can thus be seen divided into 

two main traditions applying socio-political and economic theories, respectively 

(Clarkson, Li, Richardson and Vasvari, 2008: p. 303). Within this area, research in the 

relationship between environmental disclosures and performance is very interesting, 

although mixed results have been reached. For instance, Belkaoui and Karpik’s study 

(1989, p. 46) based on 1973 data suggested that companies providing more thorough and 

wider reporting than average utilized social disclosures as a quick response to social 

improvements by these companies in order to benefit from the good publicity and to 

counter social activists. This implies that economic theories provide a strong framework 

for predicting the level of discretionary environmental disclosure. On the other hand, 

Clarkson et al. (2008, p. 325) conducted a study were 191 companies in five polluting 

industries were investigated, and found a positive association between environmental 

performance and the level of discretionary disclosures in environmental and social 

reports or related web disclosures. It is important to remember, as Clarkson et al. (2008, 

p. 308) sum up, these results are applicable to discretionary disclosures; non-

discretionary disclosures generally do not provide a positive association between 

environmental disclosures and environmental performance. 

However, the behavior of companies whose legitimacy is threatened cannot fully be 

explained using economic theories (Clarkson et al. 2008, p. 323); legitimacy theory, on 

the other hand, makes predictions consistent with the observed behavior of oil 

companies, especially regarding the contents of the disclosures. Rahaman et al. (2004, 

p. 39) note that the growth in corporate annual disclosures of social and environmental 

issues in the past years can be seen as a result of increased public awareness of the 

adverse effects companies’ growth might have. Regarding oil companies, this hypothesis 

has been quite successfully explored. For instance, Patten (1992, p. 472) interprets the 

consequent increase in environmental disclosures by petroleum companies following 
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disasters such as the Exxon Valdez oil spill as strong evidence in support of legitimacy 

theory. Neu et al. (1998, p. 266) note also that CSR disclosures support organizational 

legitimacy not only firm-specifically, but also system-wide. This is important since as 

Patten (1992, p. 472) explains, social legitimacy is a function of the public policy process. 

Social disclosures, then, can be used to influence the public policy progress reducing 

negative exposure of the companies. As legitimacy forms such an integral part of 

corporate sustainability reporting research, it is also given an important role in my 

analysis.  

 Corporate Legitimacy 

Within social and environmental accounting research, especially legitimacy theory and 

stakeholder theory have gained influence, and although they approach the area from 

different points-of-view, they can be considered overlapping together with institutional 

theory and stakeholder theory – all utilized to explain the relationship between an 

organization and the society (Chen and Roberts, 2010: p. 653).  

According to Frynas and Yamahaki’s (2016, p. 264) definition of the legitimacy theory, 

companies function based on a social contract and their whole existence is dependent on 

legitimacy. The stakeholder theory on the other hand posits that companies depend on 

stakeholders. According to stakeholder theory, corporate sustainability reporting is an 

integral part of the dialogue between a company and its stakeholders, aimed at 

legitimizing actions, providing information, and changing perceptions and expectations 

(Michelon and Parbonetti 2012, p. 478).  

Without taking a stand on which of the previous theories is the most explanatory, this 

thesis is interested in the role of legitimacy in corporate sustainability reporting. As Chen 

and Roberts (2010, p. 654) point out, researchers have for at least 30 years used 

legitimacy theory to explain why corporations publish voluntary environmental 

disclosures.  

The origins of research in organizational legitimacy have been traced back to even earlier, 

the 1960’s (Suchman 1995, 572). During this relatively long period, many different views 

emerged. Suchman (1995, p. 571) has identified two main approaches: strategic and 

institutional. The strategic tradition focuses on how organizations use evocative symbols 

for gaining societal support. The institutional tradition, then, is interested in how 

cultural pressures penetrate sectors in a manner uncontrollable for singular actors. 

Furthermore, Suchman (p. 571) identifies three primary forms of legitimacy: pragmatic, 

based on self-interest; moral, based on normative approval; and cognitive, based on 
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comprehensibility and taken-for-grantedness. This extensive analysis of literature on 

organizational legitimacy by Suchman (1995, p. 574) provides an inclusive and 

encompassing definition for legitimacy calling it “a generalized perception or 

assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within 

some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definition.” 

Suchman (1995, p. 574) notes that an organization can overcome specific adverse events 

if these are deemed unique. Legitimacy is based on perception and possessed objectively. 

Moreover, legitimacy depends on a collective audience and is independent of particular 

observers. Therefore, Suchman (1995, p. 574) explains, the loss of legitimacy is 

contingent on public disapproval. Following the strategic tradition, the legitimacy 

enhancing efforts of oil companies appear in no way futile, as they strive to distinguish 

themselves from the remainder of the industry. Taking the pragmatic view on legitimacy, 

oil companies focus on their closest audience – stakeholders. The pragmatic legitimacy 

can be further divided into exchange and influence legitimacy (Suchman 1995, p. 578). 

Exchange legitimacy originates from a belief that supporting certain policies brings value 

to the constituents. Influence legitimacy, on the other hand, results in support for the 

organization due to benefits for the constituents’ larger interests. This can materialize for 

instance through the organization adopting the constituents’ standards of performance - 

in this thesis the sustainability standards as well as macro-level sustainability discourses.  

Socio-political theories, including legitimacy theory, predict that environmental 

reporting would be negatively associated with environmental performance (Clarkson et 

al. 2008, p. 304). Clarkson et al. (2008, p. 304) explain that while voluntary disclosure 

theory holds that poorly performing companies will limit or omit environmental 

reporting because of the associated costs and uncertain gains, socio-political theories 

expect poor environmental performs to act reversed; the political and social pressures as 

well as the risk of losing legitimacy leads these companies to increase their discretionary 

reporting in an attempt to influence stakeholder perceptions. Oil industry, for example, 

is perceived as controversial leading to the oil companies having their legitimacy 

challenged, which they in turn attempt to counter through CSR communication (Du and 

Vieira 2012, pp. 414). The hypothesis is, as formulated by Hahn and Lülfs (2014, p. 404), 

that sustainability reporting can be used to generate a favorable impression of a 

company’s actions, thus preserving legitimacy. Others like Sen et al. (2006, p. 164), 

suggest that while CSR activities clearly have the potential to benefit corporations in a 

multitude of ways, even being merely associated with such activities can bring a 

corporation legitimacy.  
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Patten (1992, p. 471) writes that legitimacy theory can be viewed through the concept of 

the social contract. This view is derived from Shocker and Sethi (1974, cited in Patten) 

who hold that any social institution must constantly deliver some socially desirable ends 

to society in general, and “distribute economic, social, or political benefits to groups 

from which it derives its power” in order to maintain its relevance and legitimacy. These 

requirements were initially restricted to economic performance, but the situation 

changed in the 1960’s and 1970’s as the public confidence in business declined and social 

issues gained in prominence (Patton, 1992: p. 471–472).  

Academia has also expressed interest in legitimation strategies for sustainability and 

institutionalization (Vaara, Tienari, and Laurila, 2006; Vaara and Tienari, 2008; Van 

Leeuwen, 2007), and based on the before introduced argumentation, the connection 

between legitimacy and corporate reporting, I have also evaluated this to be an integral 

part of my study.  The importance of synthesizing the analysis of legitimation strategies 

with the analysis sustainability discourses lies in the hypothesis that through discourses 

corporations can define legitimate corporate behavior or actions. Put differently, by 

constructing and propagating a specific sustainability discourse, oil companies can 

enhance their legitimacy by legitimizing sustainability related actions. Milne and Gray 

(2013, 14–15).    

 Global standards and frameworks related to sustainability 
reporting 

Last in this section, common standards and frameworks used in or influencing corporate 

sustainability reporting practices are presented.  

Sustainable Development Goals 

Despite scholars and practitioners still debating to reach a consensus on the definition 

of sustainability, in 2015, the United Nations General Assembly set 17 interlinked goals 

aiming to be a "blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all". These 

sustainable development goals, or SDGs, were included in a UN Resolution called 2030 

Agenda, or Agenda 2030. (UN 2015). Ala-Uddin (2019, p. 214) explain that these goals 

are commonly viewed as a significant step in the field of development.  

These include: 1. No poverty; 2. Zero hunger; 3. Good health and wellbeing; 4. Quality 

education; 5. Gender equality; 6. Clean water and sanitation; 7. Affordable and clean 

energy; 8. Decent works and economic growth; 9. Industry, innovation and 

infrastructure; 10. Reduced inequalities; 11. Sustainable cities and communities; 12. 
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Responsible consumption and production; 13. Climate action; 14. Life below water; 15. 

Life on land; 16. Peace, justice and strong institutions; and 17. Partnerships for the goals. 

United Nations Global Compact  

The UN Global Compact is a voluntary initiative based on CEO commitments to 

implement universal sustainability principles and to support UN goals. It has over 

16,000 participants from almost every country on earth. The initiative presents ten 

principles that encourage companies to “upholding their basic responsibilities to people 

and planet” (UN Global Compact, 2020).   

IPIECA’s Oil and Gas Industry Guidance on Voluntary Sustainability Reporting 

IPIECA is the global oil and gas industry association for advancing environmental and 

social performance. Originally called International Petroleum Industry Environmental 

Conservation Association, IPIECA is a not-for-profit industry association, and the only 

global association involving both the upstream and downstream oil and gas industry. 

IPIECA provides guidance on typical industry reports by covering 21 sustainability issues 

and 43 indicator categories, selected based on industry consensus. (IPIECA, 2020). 

GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines 

The Global Reporting Initiative claims to be the global standard setter for impact 

reporting, maintaining the world’s most comprehensive sustainability reporting 

standard (GRI, 2020). GRI was launched in 1997 as a joint initiative of Coalition for 

Environmentally Responsible Economies, a US non-government organization and the 

United Nations Environmental Program.  

These guidelines have been formulated in cooperation with a wide range of actors from 

different sectors and are considered somewhat of the ‘golden standard’. They are used by 

small and large organizations including the United Nations and the European 

Investment Bank, and considered globally the best-known framework for reporting of 

environmental and social performance of businesses (Brown, Jong and Levy, 2009: p. 

571).  

The Global Reporting Initiative’s Sustainability Reporting Guidelines were initially 

created in order to help the ever-increasing number of companies and other 

organizations that wanted to make sure their operations are conducted sustainably 

(Global Reporting 2015).  
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Methodology 

Laurence and Margolis (1999, p.3) argue that concepts are the most fundamental 

constructs in the theories of mind. Concepts can therefore also be considered the 

building blocks of theories and scientific knowledge (Salas‐Zapata and Ortiz‐Muñoz, 

2019: p. 154). In the analysis section this thesis makes the distinction between a concept 

and a definition as explained by Salas-Zapata and Ortiz‐Muñoz (2019, p. 154): definitions 

simply refer to an object but do not reveal anything about its usage. This makes it 

important to examine how the sustainability and related terms are actually employed by 

the oil companies in order to be able to analyze the discourse of the concept of 

sustainability by examining what ideas the concept communicates. Nevertheless, the 

theoretical framework chapter broadly refers also to terms and definitions related to 

sustainability because, as Salas-Zapata and Ortiz‐Muñoz (2019, p. 155) note, researchers 

often do not define the concept of sustainability in their works.   

The concept of sustainability can be approached using something called ‘Inferential 

Model’. Laurence and Margolis (1999, p.5) explicate this by writing that “one concept is 

a structured complex of other concepts just in case it stands in a privileged relation to 

these other concepts, generally, by way of some type of inferential disposition.” For 

sustainability this would imply that while e.g. corporate sustainability, CSR or 

sustainable development can belong to the conceptual structure of sustainability, 

sustainability doesn’t necessitate their occurrence. On the contrary, corporate 

sustainability, CSR or sustainable development could be explained using ‘Containment 

Model’, which posits that “an occurrence of C would necessarily involve an occurrence of 

X, Y, and Z because X, Y, and Z are contained within C, C couldn't be tokened without X, 

Y and Z being tokened” (Laurence and Margolis 1999, p.5). In this view, the concept of 

sustainability can be said to possibly inferred from the three other terms, but their 

occurrence requires the presence of the concept of sustainability.  

As scholars have shown the ubiquity and importance of language in social science, 

interest in discourses has also burgeoned (Alvesson and Karreman, 2000: p. 1126). 

Professor Ken Hyland, the series editor of the Bloomsbury Discourse Series, claim in the 

description for the series the following (Paltridge, 2012): “Discourse is one of the most 

significant concepts of contemporary thinking in the humanities and social sciences as 

it concerns the ways language mediates and shapes our interactions with each other 

and with social, political and cultural formations of our society.” Others like Tregidga 

et al. (2012, p. 223) argue that moving away from the quantitative based content analysis 
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towards interpretive and qualitative methodologies (including discursive methods) can 

be fruitful for an improved understanding of organizational reporting and 

communication.  

The choice of discourse analysis as my analytical tool is premised on the underlining 

hypothesis that corporations can define legitimate corporate behavior or actions through 

sustainability discourses. This places my thesis within a long tradition of research using 

discourse analysis to investigate how environment and sustainability are represented in 

or by corporations (see e.g. Banerjee 2003; Dryzek 2013; Everett and Neu, 2000: 

Livesey, 2001, 2002a, 2002b; Livesey and Kearins, 2002; and Hann Onn and Woodley, 

2014). 

 Discourse analysis 

Discussing definitions of discourse analysis, Potter and Wetherell (1987, p. 6) point out 

that “[i]t is a field in which it is perfectly possible to have two books with no overlap in 

content at all”. Jørgensen and Phillips (2002, p. 1) follow in the same tracks, writing that 

discourse analysis is not a singular approach, but various approaches used 

interdisciplinarily. This means that there is consensus neither on what exactly discourses 

are nor how to analyze them. The authors offer also a preliminary definition of discourse: 

“a particular way of talking about and understanding the world (or an aspect of the 

world)”. Focusing on social constructionist analysis, Jørgensen and Phillips (2002, p. 1) 

argue that three approaches are more common than others: Laclau and Mouffe’s 

discourse theory; critical discourse analysis; and discursive psychology. Jørgensen and 

Phillips (2002, p. 2), argue that among many other approaches, these represent 

“particularly fruitful theories and methods” and that they can be applied in analysis of 

for instance organizations and institutions. Further, while all three represent packages 

containing both a theoretical and methodological whole it is not only acceptable but even 

valued in most forms of discourse analysis to combine elements from different discourse 

analytical perspectives (2002, p. 4).  

This thesis draws inspiration from Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis where much 

focus is placed on change (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002: p. 7). This means that concrete 

language use utilizes earlier discursive structures as language users make use of already 

established meanings. This is an important element for this thesis as the study builds on 

first painting a historical frame for the concept of sustainability, then laying out its 

evolution and the divergence of definitions and uses, to finally lead to the analysis of 

which of the definitional strains potentially is the most prevalent in the sustainability 
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reports of the selected oil companies. I argue that such an analysis can be understood to 

be related to Fairclough use of intertextuality, illustrated by the following citation: 

“[d]iscourses are always connected to other discourses which were produced earlier, as 

well as those which are produced synchronically and subsequently” (Fairclough and 

Wodak (1997, p. 277). As Fairclough further explains: “[i]ntertextuality is the source of 

much of the ambivalence of texts” and “elements of that textual surface may not be 

clearly or unambiguously placed in relation to the text’s intertextual network, and their 

meaning may be ambivalent-different meanings may coexist, and it may not be 

possible to determine “the” meaning.” (Fairclough 1992, p. 272)  

Fairclough’s delimitation of the concept of discourse to text, talk and other semi logical 

systems such as gesture and fashion, is also important for this thesis in order to clearly 

confine the purpose of the study. As relatively much attention has lately been given to 

the sustainability performance of corporations – and how this can be inferred from their 

reporting – my work starts from the premise that although important, such performance 

evaluations require a solid conceptual foundation and understanding of sustainability, 

which my analysis is intended to contribute to.  

Jørgensen and Phillips (2002, p. 21) propose that a discourse analyst is not supposed to 

find any kinds of truths in a discourse; instead, the primary goal is to identify what is 

being said, explore patterns and to recognize social consequences of different discursive 

representations of reality. Using a slightly simplified definition borrowed from Putnam 

and Fairhurst (2001, p. 3, citing Fairhurst and Putman, 1998), this study approaches 

discourse analysis as the study of words, the use of language in context, and the meanings 

or interpretation of discursive practices; and as defined by Hajer (1993, p. 45): “an 

ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categories through which meaning is given to 

phenomena.” 

It is important to note that this multiperspectival thesis does not as such subscribe to one 

single approach to discourse analysis, e.g. Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, but 

audaciously synthesizes elements from those approaches deemed fitting. Therefore, 

attention is paid to clearly express the ontological premises of the analysis. For instance, 

Fairclough’s strong emphasis of analyzing power structures is absent from my analysis. 

Phillips and Hardy (2002, p. 5) describe discourse analysis not only as a method, but a 

methodology that incorporates both tools for analysis and a social constructivist 

epistemology. This makes it useful for studying how text, discourse and context are 

related. Differing from other forms of qualitative research used for studying texts, such 

as narrative analysis or content analysis, discourse analysis stands out with its emphasis 
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of the examined discourses being inseparable from the broader context (including the 

discursive context) which they form part of. For this thesis, this implies that in order to 

study the meanings oil companies give sustainability, it is necessary to both understand 

the broader discourses around sustainability in the society and in a corporate context, 

and to reflect the discourses discerned through the analysis against this. Further, Demers 

et al. (2003, p. 227) state that this approach can be used to understand the use of 

corporate narratives for legitimation, among other things.  

Grounded on the foundations provided by Balbinot and Borim-De-Souza (2012, p. 156) 

in their review of styles of reasoning in sustainable development and sustainability 

research, my epistemological and ontological foundation is as follows. Drawing from a 

subjectivist ontology, the underlying premise of this study is that reality, or at least how 

we understand it, can be shaped by people and organizations (p. 162). Informed by 

Fairclough’s (2005) work on critical realism, this thesis acknowledges the separation of 

an observable world and our socially constructed understanding of it. Then, if the 

argument of organizational sustainability, sustainable development and discourse on 

sustainability being part of social reality are accepted, discourse analysis can be used to 

gain insights into this reality. In this study, this means making the assumption that 

corporate sustainability is constructed by the discourses and social interactions around 

it (cf. p. 172), and by extension corporations contribute to – if not downright shape – the 

reality of what we consider sustainable. This is in line with Livesey and Kearins (2002c, 

p. 235) reporting that already from the mid-1980s, various scholars have applied a social 

constructive perspective on the study of corporate reporting. It also means admitting that 

“observers are not capable of being completely objective, since individuals live in a 

social world and are affected by social constructions of reality” (Balbinot and Borim-

De-Souza, 2012: p. 170). As a consequence, any evaluation of this study should take into 

account the subjective nature of even my analysis and conclusions.  

This also reveals my epistemological stance. Epistemologically, this study follows the 

subjective/interpretivist tradition focusing on identifying the meaning of behaviors, 

while holding that the world is socially constructed (Balbinot and Borim-De-Souza, 2012: 

p. 171). Consequently, according to Merkl-Davies et al. (2014, p. 5), researchers 

incorporating an interpretive/social constructivist paradigm often use a text analysis 

approach (such as discourse analysis) “to understand how organisational actors 

intersubjectively experience the organisation and its environment”, and to understand 

and describe their definitions of reality (here, sustainability). 
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It deserves to be further clarified that I have decided not to apply a Foucauldian lens on 

the topic of sustainability – which is also widely utilized and arguably a well-developed 

approach to discourse analyses – due to its emphasis of power relations. Not denying 

that power relations are important in understanding how oil companies’ affect the 

discourse of sustainability, my interest are nevertheless biased more towards socio-

cultural practices, which I understand for instance Fairclough to highlight. This applies 

also to my choice of research paradigm. As Milne et al. (2009) clarify, social 

constructivist approaches see corporate narrative documents construct reality through 

their application by organizational actors (p. 1221), whereas critical approaches treat 

them as tools of power.  

Although Merkl-Davies et al. (2014, p. 5) describe the approach predominantly 

inductive, I would characterize my application as having even deductive elements. While 

I intend to utilize inductive reasoning in the manner of identifying potential new 

discourses that could be generalized more broadly into the research of corporate 

sustainability discourses (such as legitimation strategies), I also aim at applying 

deductive reasoning to compare how descriptions of existing sustainability discourse are 

to be found in the sustainability reports of the selected oil companies.  

Finally, Merkl-Davies et al. (2014, p. 16) suggest (critical) rhetorical analysis, (critical) 

discourse analysis, and (critical) narrative analysis to be the most commonly used social 

constructivist and critical text analysis approaches. While my approach emphasizes the 

use of discourse analysis, I see added value in the occasional use of rhetorical analysis 

would these be readily identifiable in the data. For example, Laine (2009, p. 1034) 

describes rhetorical approaches as focusing on “conscious choices of expressions, 

metaphors, symbols, and language” that can for instance be aimed at accentuating 

legitimacy.  

 Research process 

 
My research process applies the steps suggested by Vaara and Tienari (2004, 342) for 

conducting critical discourse analysis:  

1. Defining research questions that reflect what has been identified by several 

scholars to be an area in need for more research 

2. Overall analysis of the textual data including understanding the wider discursive 

context 
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3. Close reading of the selected texts, including paying attention also to what is not 

said 

4. Elaboration of findings and placing them in their wider context 

The central difference between my approach and what Vaara and Tienari (2004) outline, 

is their emphasis of an abductive process, intrinsic to critical discourse analysis. All of 

the above steps are supported by the literature review, and the last three steps are 

conducted constantly reflecting against my findings from the literature review.   

The literature review was carried out following the recommendations by Creswell (2009, 

p. 29). First, keywords were identified. Starting with ‘sustainability’, new terms, such as 

‘sustainable development, CSR and corporate sustainability, were identified during the 

review process and included in the search process. The search was first conducted using 

Google Scholar, and as several studies had been skimmed (significantly more than the 

50 recommended by Creswell) – some of them carefully more examined – new relevant 

pieces were gradually discerned and scrutinized. Second, a literature map as suggested 

by Creswell (2009, p. 30) was created by grouping the examined studies first thematically 

and then by their potential to be utilized in different sections of this thesis, and 

summaries of these were saved in a Word document including precise references to the 

literature. Finally, the literature review was structured into sections key to this study. 

This process allowed for forming an understanding of how sustainability is generally 

used in research, and especially business studies. 

In the analysis, terms that fit within the sustainability discourse (e.g. sustainability, 

sustainable, sustainable development, corporate (social) responsibility etc.) were located 

in the data. Then the paragraphs around them were extracted and analyzed. Next, the 

extracted paragraphs were compared against each other and the overall discourse in the 

reports. Finally, the identified discourses in each report were reflected against each other 

and previous research findings. 

Further, my analysis adapts Nielson and Nørreklit’s (2009; p. 205) application of 

Fairclough’s model of critical discourse analysis involving three levels:  

1. Investigation of the qualities of a textual product -level: focus on formal textual 

and rhetorical elements such as vocabulary, including metaphorical features and 

rhetorical forms, grammar and meaning relations between sentences, and 

argument types and narrative elements, which together construct the discourse.   
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2. The discourse practice -level: examination on macro-level how the sustainability 

reports change or copy existing practice within the sustainability discourse.  

3. The wider social practice of which the communicative event forms part -level: the 

results of the analysis are mirrored against the context of discourses around 

sustainability and corporations. This will be covered in the ‘Discussion’ chapter.    

For extracting signs of legitimation strategies used by the corporations in this study, I 

combine Vaara, Tienari and Laurila’s (2006, p. 797) five legitimation strategies for 

organizational legitimation (derived and developed from the work of Van Leeuwen and 

Wodak, 1999) and Hahn and Lülfs’ (2014, p. 409) six legitimation strategies. These were 

utilized to analyze how the corporations legitimize their activities and focus areas in 

relationship to sustainability. The below table summarizes the main characteristics of the 

legitimation strategies identified by Vaara et al. and Hand and Lülfs:  

Vaara et 

al. 

(2006) 

Legitimation 

strategy 

Description  

 
Normalization  This legitimation strategy is used by corporations to 

legitimize actions by making them normal or 

commonplace. This could refer to something that has 

been done or happened already earlier or that is expected 

to happen.  

 
Authorization  Through authorization explicit or implicit reference is 

made to an authority. This could be the author or a 

person or entity that can be considered to either have 

relevant knowledge or the ability to establish guidelines 

rules. The authority can be for instance a scholar or an 

intergovernmental organization such as the United 

Nations.  

 
Rationalization  Rationalization means evoking a utility or benefit of a 

specific action, either theoretically or instrumentally. 

Theoretical rationalization happens when reference is 

made to “generally known facts”. Instrumental 

rationalization, on the other hand, refers e.g. to the 

benefits or necessity of actions or practises.  
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Moralization  Moralization relates to legitimation drawn from specific 

values that are visible in the statements.  

 
Narrativization  Narrativization involves creating some kind of narrative, 

that could for example involve predictions of the future 

or draw from the corporation’s history.  

Hahn 

and 

Lülfs 

(2014) 

Marginalization This allows companies to try to seek to legitimize a 

negative incident by making it non-relevant, 

unimportant, or negligible.  

 
Abstraction The abstraction strategy generalizes a negative aspect as 

being prevalent throughout a whole industry and thus 

distancing the actor from the negativity.  

 
Indicating Facts This strategy means simply mentioning the existence of a 

negative element as a fact without explaining its 

significance or trying to justify it.  

 
Rationalization As with Vaara et al. (2006), but with emphasis on the 

economic rational.   

 
Authorization As with Vaara et al. (2006). 

 
Corrective Action Corrective action is used to present ways to tackle or 

avoid the negative aspects of some action.  

Table 1. Legitimation strategies. 

Based on the legitimation strategies, I formulated five themes that I will use to categorize 

and compare the different discourses in the reports. The aim was to create a framework 

that facilitates comparison through common terms that can be used across the data, 

while individual legitimation strategies also appear in my analysis (such as 

marginalization). The themes draw from the legitimation strategies in order to establish 

a theoretical foundation. Below the themes are connected with the legitimation strategy 

or strategies I have used as the basis, and the descriptions of each theme.  

Discursive 

theme 

Legitimation strategies Context 
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Commercial Normalization and 

rationalization 

Business advantages, economic or 

financial benefits, sustainable innovations 

Collaborative Normalization and 

authorization 

Stakeholder considerations, collaborative 

activities 

External  Authorization, moralization 

and corrective action 

External validation for instance in the 

form of awards, certifications or 

international treaties; required actions 

Impact  Authorization and 

marginalization 

Activities’ positive or negative impact on 

the surrounding environment/society 

Moral  Moralization and 

rationalization 

Emotions, moral rules or values, 

regulation 

Table 2. Legitimation discourses. 

Finally, in the discussion section, the sustainability discourses are placed in the larger 

context. This is performed by utilizing the classification by Landrum (2018, p. 304), 

formulated through the integration of 22 micro- and macro-level models of stages of 

development found in literature in corporate sustainability, corporate social 

responsibility, environmental management, and sustainable development. 

Using the five stages identified by Laundrum, the sustainability ‘worldviews’, as she calls 

them, extracted from the sustainability reports can be compared against the larger 

sustainability discourses and understandings of sustainability in research. Secondly, by 

positioning the corporations in question based on the stage of development apparent in 

their reporting, the sustainability discourses they engage in can be compared to the 

macro-level sustainability discourses.  

The five stages identified by Laundrum are as follows: 

Stages Description  

 Stage 1: Compliance Sustainability as following legal and regulatory limitations 

and external enforcement 

Stage 2: Business- Centered  This understanding of sustainability focuses on the financial 

value to the business, and internal enforcement 
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Stage 3: Systemic Sustainability is seen as a collaborative effort to influence a 

large-scale change; usually incorporating environmental, 

economic and social elements 

Stage 4: Regenerative  Sustainability is considered to be more than just growth and 

consuption and pays attention to repair damages done 

through economic activities especially to the environment.  

Stage 5: Coevolutionary The humanity is understood to need to life in balance with 

the nature to create the best possible prerequisites for mutual 

proliferation through balance, harmony and synergy  

Table 3. Five stages of sustainability.  

In closing, taking into account the criticism by Leitch and Palmer (2010, p. 1210) of 

qualitative text analysis approaches, an attempt is made to address this in the 

conclusions chapter of this study utilizing the guidance from Merkl-Davies et al. (2014, 

p. 30). Merkl-Davies et al. (2014, p. 31–33) offer a list of key issues with 14 points that I 

utilized to argue for the quality of this thesis in the conclusions. Lastly, the limitations of 

the study and suggestions for future research based on my results are presented.  
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Analysis and Results  

 

 Data 

 
My collection procedure was informed by Creswell (2009, p. 178–183). First, the 

boundaries of the data set were established. Starting with a data set from 10 large oil 

companies, this was soon reduced to five companies to allow for more thorough analysis, 

as discourse analysis is quite a labor-intensive way to work with. The data collection type 

was selected and documents were assessed to be of a suitable type: as Creswell (2009, p. 

180) notes, documents enable “a researcher to obtain the language and words of 

participants”, language being of key interest for this study. As Creswell further explains 

(2009, p. 180), documents can be accessed at a time convenient to researcher, they 

represent data which is thoughtful in that participants have given attention to compiling 

them, and as written evidence, save a researcher the time and expense of transcribing. 

The latest sustainability report from these companies were downloaded from the 

respective company web pages. The limitations related to this are problematized in the 

“Evaluation, limitations and future research” section of this thesis. For the analysis, 

relevant parts of the texts were extracted and inserted into a word document for 

processing. Table 4 presents a summary of the study objects and the data set obtained 

from the corporate web pages (ExxonMobil 2018, 2020; Gazprom, 2018, 2020; 

Petrobras, 2019, 2020; PetroChina, 2017, 2020; and Shell, 2019, 2020).  

The sampling method was conducted in a form of convenience sampling. The main 

criteria used in selecting the objects of study leaned on Jorgensen & Philips’ (2002, 2) 

notion of how influence on main stream discourses and the size of the figurative speaker 

podium are related. This led to establishing the criteria, that the studied corporations the 

objects of study should be representative of the broader group of large, internationally 

operating oil companies. Two additional features were considered: geography and 

ownership structure.  

Firstly, an attempt was made to choose corporations from different geographical areas 

because of Glavič and Lukman’s (2007, p.1875) finding that sustainability terms exhibit 

differences in their usage that are based even upon geographical area, and Zhu et al.’s 

(2016, p. 419) observation that differences in geographic, political, and economic 

situations between developing and developed countries lead to variations in 

understanding of CSR and promotion of CSR practices. Secondly, the implications of the 

ownership structure were considered. Many of the largest companies in the world are 

state-owned. In the oil industry, according to the U.S. Energy Information 

Administration (EIA 2016), in 2014 the national oil companies produced 58% of the oil 
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globally, and controlled 75% of proved oil reserves. Although national oil companies 

would be a valuable even as a singular focus of research because of their global 

importance, their characteristics pose serious challenges for including them in this study. 

Most importantly, many of the largest state-owned oil companies do not publish a 

sustainability report or similar. This causes limitations on the geographical coverage of 

this study. For instance, while bringing around 20–50% of economic value added in the 

in Middle East (World Bank, 2014), none of the largest oil companies in the area had 

sustainability reports available online; neither did the African companies. Because of 

this, for example the following considered, large corporations were not included in the 

data set: Saudi Aramco, ADNOC, National Iranian Oil Company, Kuwait Petroleum 

Corporation, Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation, Sonangol, and Sonatrach.  

Finally, in order to avoid only subjectively choosing “interesting” or in some other way 

favorable objects, the sampling was done using an existing, reputable corporate ranking 

system, namely the Forbes’ Global 2000 (Forbes, 2020) listing. This annual list is 

compiled using data from FactSet Research systems to screen for the biggest public 

companies in four metrics: sales, profits, assets and market value. From this list, five 

largest oil companies from different geographical areas were chosen or the analysis. In 

the order of the Forbes listing, they are the following (ranking on the list): ExxonMobil 

(13), Royal Dutch Shell (21), Gazprom (31), PetroChina (32), and Petrobras (70). Saudi 

Aramco (5), Total (29), Rosneft (53), and Sinopec (60) were not included in the data set 

since they either had not a sustainability report available online (Saudi Aramco), or a 

large oil company from the same geographical area was already included in the study 

(Total, Rosneft and Sinopec).  

Despite the small sample, the chosen companies represent a significant portion of the 

whole oil sector, and therefore the results can be widely utilized within the sector. 

Perhaps more importantly, the geographical width of the study helps to overcome the 

restrictions similar previous studies have faced in respect to generalizability. Based on 

newspaper articles, some of the “home” societies also exhibit characteristics interesting 

in relation to sustainability. For instance, in Brazil, surveys have shown that up to 90% 

of the population consider air pollution, climate change, biodiversity loss or water 

availability as very serious problems, making the Brazilians some of the most concerned 

citizens in the world in relation to environmental issues (Echegaray 2013). In China, as 

the quality of life and prosperity increases steadily, pollution is a big problem, but what 

worries the people more is how to sustain a balance between stable growth, society and 

environment (Brubaker 2012). Even the Russian national oil companies’ emphasis on 

charity and social sustainability is easy to understand in the light that some reports 

suggest Russia having the largest wealth gap in the whole world (Wheeland 2015).  
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ExxonMobil Gazprom  Petrobras  PetroChina  Shell 

Basic company 

information  

Formed in 1999 by the merger of 

Exxon and Mobil.  Among the 

industry leaders in the energy and 

chemical manufacturing businesses, 

operating facilities or marketing 

products in most of the world’s 

countries and explore for oil and 

natural gas on six continents. It is 

the largest direct descendant of 

John D. Rockefeller's Standard Oil. 

ExxonMobil is incorporated in New 

Jersey, USA. 

Founded in 1989 in the Soviet Union. 

The company is mostly owned by the 

Russian government, while remaining 

shares are traded publicly.  

Gazprom holds the world’s largest 

natural gas reserves and is among the 

top four oil producers in the Russian 

Federation. Headquartered in Saint 

Petersburg, Russia.   

Founded in 1953 by the Brazilian 

government. Operates in refining, 

transportation, distribution and 

marketing of oil products; gas and 

power; and biofuels. Headquartered in 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.  

A large petroleum and petrochemical 

corporate group, and the largest oil and 

gas producer and distributor in China. 

China National Petroleum Corporation 

(CNPC) is the sole sponsor and 

controlling shareholder of PetroChina. 

Established in 1999 and headquartered in 

Beijing, China 

Formed in 1907. With a history going 

back to the 19th century, Shell is an 

international energy company with 

expertise in the exploration, 

production, refining and marketing of 

oil and natural gas, and the 

manufacturing and marketing of 

chemicals. Headquartered in Haag, the 

Netherlands, while the parent company 

of the Shell group is Royal Dutch Shell 

plc, which is incorporated in England 

and Wales. 

Basic 

information on 

the report 

Name: 2018 Sustainability report 

highlights 

Number of pages: 40 

Content structure:  

1. Foreword 

2. Environment 

3. Social 

4. Governance 

5. Case study 

6. About the Sustainability Report 

Highlights 

7. Performance data 

Note: the report is published in 

online format on ExxonMobil's web 

pages. Highlights are presented in a 

document-format. 

 

Name: Gazprom Group's Sustainability 

Report 2018 

Number of pages: 208 

Content structure:  

1. About the Report 

2. About Gazprom Group 

3. Energy for People 

4. Focus on the Person. People at 

Gazprom 

5. Focus on the Person. People Next to 

Us 

6. Life in a Favourable Environment 

7. Appendices 

Name: 2019 Sustainability report 

Number of pages: 274 

Content structure:  

1. Message from the CEO 

2. About the report  

3. Subsequent events: socioeconomic 

context and impacts of covid-19   

4. Materiality  

5. Petrobras by the numbers  

6. Highlights  

7. Who we are  

8. Where we are  

9. How we generate value  

10. Governance  

11. Environmental  

12. Social  

13. Appendices 

Name: 2017 Sustainability Report 

Number of pages: 88 

Content structure:  

1. Material topics  

2. About us  

3. Message from the chairman 

4. Interview with the president 

5. Integrity and compliance-based 

corporate governance 

6. Sustained energy supply 

7. Safe and clean production and 

operation 

8. Customer-first market service 

9. People-oriented employee development 

10. Giving back to society 

11. Appendices 

Note: in 2018, PetroChina renamed the 

report as Environmental, Social and 

Governance Report. The 2017 report is 

used as no indication for the reason of the 

change was found. 

Name: Sustainability Report 2019 

Number of pages: 92 

Content structure:  

1. Introduction 

2. Responsible business 

3. Sustainable energy future 

4. Contribution to society 

5. Special reports 

6. Our performance data 

 

 Table 4. Description of data. 
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 Analysis: Legitimizing business 

 
 
The analysis begun with an examination of discursive themes and legitimation strategies 

present in the companies’ sustainability reports. Utilizing Vaara et al.’s (2006) five 

legitimation strategies for organizational legitimation and Hahn and Lülfs’ (2014) six 

legitimation strategies, I first created a synthesized framework for comparing discursive 

themes used to legitimize corporate activities. The combinations of different legitimation 

strategies were integrated into the following five discursive themes: Commercial, 

Collaborative, External, Impact, and Moral. After this comparison, sustainability 

discourses were extracted. For each company, more examples were given in the analysis 

for those discursive themes most emphasized in their respective reports. 

This was done in response to the notion by some academics that sustainability discourse 

is used to legitimize enterprises’ unsustainable business practices. For instance, Milne 

and Gray (2013, 14–15) argue that companies attempt to construct such a sustainability 

agenda that draws attention away from these issues. Further, Amini and Bienstock (2014, 

p. 14) point out that legitimacy theory can explain the motivation of corporations to 

communicate and report on sustainability activities. For example, Patten (1992, p. 472) 

holds that social disclosures can be utilized to change the stakeholders’ perception of the 

company or influence public policy processes. 

 
Discursive theme ‘external’ 

Overall, the ‘external’ theme was found very extensively in the studied oil corporations’ 

reporting; through these discourses the companies both underline the external 

validation for the claimed need for sustainability, and seek legitimation by referring to 

authorities in the form of frameworks, organizations as well as international 

commitments and treaties. 

ExxonMobil for example “supports the Paris Agreement as a global framework to 

coordinate government policies” (2018, p.3). Its “practices reflect the spirit and intent 

of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights” and “[e]lements of the 

United Nations’ Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights also guide” (2018, 

p. 21) its approach to managing human rights. 

In addition, certifications and awards are highlighted, and the appearance of various 

different entities seemingly eager to collaborate with the company, including 
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governments and more than 80 universities, civil society groups and other industry 

partners, is created (2018, p. 3). ExxonMobil also emphasizes its efforts within 

international initiatives working to advance key policy issues (2018, p. 6).  

Petrobras engages in the external theme in order to gain legitimacy e.g. by noting higher 

than average scores on Corporate Human Rights Benchmark, being evaluated by the 

main Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) risk rating institutions, as well as its 

adherence to the UN Global Compact and seven UN Women Empowerment Principles, 

national recognitions, signing declarations and pacts, and joining NGO-led initiatives. 

Petrobras, nevertheless, only claims to be “inspired” by the Sustainable Development 

Goals (2019, p. 5). 

For Gazprom, the external theme is present in references to regulations and key 

international treaties and initiatives through for example expressing support for the 10 

Principles of the United Nations Global Compact, the 2030 Sustainable Development 

Agenda and the SDGs, sharing “the key provisions of the precautionary principle 

(Principle 15 of the UN Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, 1992)” 

(2018, p. 114),  as well as placing emphasis on the adherence to international and national 

legislation as related to climate change. Moreover, much emphasis is placed on various 

environmental awards, top rankings and examples of initiative-taking in the area of 

sustainability. 

PetroChina emphatically claims to strictly comply with regulations on environmental 

protection, including national and regional directives, can be understood against Zhu, 

Liu, and Lai’s (2016, p. 419) position that the Chinese government actively promotes the 

importance of CSR to enterprises, especially state-owned, urging them to implement 

CSR practices. PetroChina also underlines its support for the Paris Climate Agreement 

and its membership in the UN Global Compact and states that the company is 

“committed to observing and supporting the Ten Principles advocated by the Global 

Compact in the fields of human rights, labor rights, environment protection and anti-

corruption” (2017, p. 71) which it uses to guide the company’s practices in fulfilling social 

responsibilities. Even here awards and being the founding member of initiatives are 

highlighted.  

Shell claims to set itself stringent environmental standards, which meet regulatory 

requirements and often exceed them. To legitimize its approach, the company also refers 

to using external standards and guidelines, such as those developed by the World Bank 
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and the International Finance Corporation (2019, p. 12). It supports the Paris 

Agreement, and is a member of several initiatives (including by the World Economic 

Forum and the UN, such as being a founding member of UN Global Compact), councils, 

commissions and industry associations related to environmental protection.  

Further, Gazprom utilizes the authorization strategy dexterously by first referring to an 

authority and then highlighting its own benefits. The company for instance notes that as 

a result of The Paris Climate Accord, “several European countries declared their 

intention to ultimately abandon coal altogether” (2018, p. 139). This necessity to act 

implied by the theme is then utilized both as an impact and commercial theme as the 

company argues that this will boost gas consumption presenting Gazprom with an 

additional opportunity to increase natural gas supplies and to improve low-carbon 

development of the EU countries with a renewable energy source that will help find 

economically and environmentally efficient solutions for sustainable development. 

Even attempts of self-elevation and taking the role of a trailblazer is visible when the 

company notes having signed ‘the Guiding Principles on Reducing Methane Emissions 

Across the Natural Gas Value Chain’ and then stating that “[w]e will continue working 

in this direction and promoting these ideas among other market participants” 

(Gazprom, 2018: p. 7). Similar self-laudatory tone has been found in previous studies 

(see e.g. Holder-Webb, Cohen, Nath and Wood, 2009: p. 497). The contrast is visible to 

PetroChina which states that the company “shares” the practice of greenhouse gas 

control with industry peers and all segments of society (2017, p. 39).  

Furthermore, Gazprom frames itself as a champion of sustainable development by 

statements such as: “[o]ver the past seven years, PJSC Gazprom has been the unfailing 

leader in the Energy sector of the Russian rating of the СDP investment partnership” 

(2018, p. 113). This is also strengthened by claims evoking authority like Gazprom “being 

among the leaders of the global energy market” and that “Gazprom is also paving the way 

for converting motor vehicles to natural gas as the most efficient and environmentally 

friendly type of fuel (2018, p. 7). An interesting attempt to create an appearance of social 

acceptance is also created through mentioning that, in 2018, there were 7,327 positive 

media and internet publications covering environmental aspects of Gazprom Group 

operations (2018, p. 113). Nevertheless, elsewhere the report states that the Group 

publishes 54 corporate newspapers and 7 magazines, broadcasts 4 TV programs in the 

regional media, and owns 5 TV channels (2018, p. 79). No specification on whether any 
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or how many of these positive media publications came from the corporation’s own 

media sources, making the reader question the validity of Gazprom’s claims. 

Discursive theme ‘collaboration’ 

Especially in the reports from ExxonMobil and PetroChina, collaboration is clearly 

present. While collaboration is not frequent in Petrobras’ report, it is seamlessly 

integrated into the commercial theme. Petrobras for example asserts that “[o]ur 

strategies are geared toward the creation of value for our stakeholders in all businesses 

and scenarios” (2019, p. 23). 

Gazprom proudly discloses having established partner relations with the regional 

authorities, businesses and non-governmental organizations in more than 80 regions of 

Russia. Also, Gazprom maintains that the report takes into account the opinions of the 

stakeholders and their areas of emphasis of the company’s operations (2018, p. 10). 

Again, this also underlines the stakeholders, at least alleged, role in constructing the 

sustainability discourse in sustainability reporting. Gazprom reportedly reviews the 

stakeholder opinions regarding its environmental activities and takes them into account 

in course of long-term planning and operational management decision-making (2018, p. 

113). 

The significance of the people, the employees, is emphasized across the reports, but 

PetroChina elevates them to be the most valuable asset of the company asserting all-

round development of employees to be one of the important development targets (2017, 

p. 48). Noteworthy is that whilst Gazprom focuses on its home market Russia, 

PetroChina underlines its international activities, devotion to deepen international 

cooperation, and the benefits of its operations to countries apart from China. Despite 

both being state-owned companies, they take almost opposing directions in their 

activities here. Petrochina also strives to establish a global framework for sustainable 

development and enhancement of social benefits (2017, p. 72). For PetroChina, 

“[g]aining our stakeholders’ trust and support is fundamental to the building of a 

sustainable business” (2017, p. 14). Shell also highlights the importance of its people and 

declares its resolution to understand specific concerns the company’s stakeholders might 

have about the business and its impact worldwide, particularly relating to the 

environment and society (2019, p. 6). Shell maintains to consider the views of e.g. non-

governmental organizations, customers, the media, academics, investors, employees, 

local and global non-governmental and humanitarian organizations, industry bodies, 
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national oil and gas companies and many other businesses. By such framing, Shell both 

implicitly and explicitly emphasizes its collaboration with partners with the goal to 

responsibly deliver energy by keeping safety, communities and the environment at the 

heart of its projects (2019, p. 83). Collaboration is overall intensively combined with 

commercial discursive theme. Shell for instance explains that its R&D projects often 

involve collaborations with public or private entities, including universities, government 

laboratories, technology start-ups and incubators (2019, p. 54).  

ExxonMobil notes that a materiality process has been used to identify sustainability 

topics that are relevant both to the company and its key stakeholders (2018, p. 35). This 

is explained to be done annually to ensure that the topics stakeholders are most 

interested in are covered. This underlines how focal role stakeholders have in the process 

where a sustainability discourse is constructed. Stakeholders are also referred to as an 

expression of a broad societal interest in its environmental, social and governance 

performance (ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 6) making their significance for ExxonMobil even 

more pronounced. This can also be seen as an attempt to validate the company’s view on 

sustainability, and several assurances are also made of ExxonMobil’s commitment to 

responsibly manage its environmental, social and governance performance (2018, p. 3). 

Further, the company implicitly admits public pressure, and affirms that it prioritizes 

minimizing potential impacts to the environment (ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 14); but this has 

the second objective of increasing efficiency in addition to showing how the company is 

well aware of its stakeholders’ conflicting interests. 

While Gazprom engages in self-elevation, one pervasive discourse in ExxonMobil’s 

report pertains to sharing the responsibility for overcoming environmental challenges. 

Since none of the researchers – whom I am aware of – using discursive methods to study 

sustainability in corporations offer apt descriptive tools for this, I suggest borrowing the 

psychological term ‘Diffusion of Responsibility. In social psychology, the term refers to 

individuals withing a group feeling less responsible for actions that occur than if they had 

done the same action outside the group by themselves (see e.g. Guerin, 2011, p. 1S). In 

my usage, the term is used to describe language use that a company uses to subdue the 

focus on their role in environmental challenges. However, for example Robinson (2004, 

p. 371) account such sharing of responsibility to the different understandings of 

sustainability and sustainable development, where characteristic for understandings of 

sustainable development is taking “a more pragmatic and collective approach, oriented 
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towards efficiency gains and improvements in technology”. Even if this were the case, 

especially ExxonMobil uses this cleverly as a tool for legitimation.      

In the context of this study, I allude to ExxonMobil both underlining customers role in 

increased emissions and pointing out to a collective responsibility. Examples include the 

company calling attention to products developed by it that “help customers reduce their 

emissions” (2018, p. 3) and to “reduce plastic waste” (2018, p. 14), and it makes efforts 

to advance “public policy solutions” (2018, p. 3). ExxonMobil performs this framing 

visibly for instance in statements claiming that not only the company, but the whole 

sector plays a critical role providing the energy that supports economic growth and 

improves the quality of life for billions of people around the world (2018, p. 3). This 

statement evokes at the same time the commercial theme while obscuring the diffusive 

implications. For similar effect, Shell evades responsibility by stating that “the task of 

tackling climate change is bigger than any single company” (p. 5), while ExxonMobil 

holds that the society’s solutions to the challenges “require collective support, 

innovation and collaboration on a global basis” – everyone on the planet must play their 

part (p. 14). Overall, ExxonMobil, and to a lesser extent Shell, seem to shift focus from 

the fact that oil companies are the producers of these high-emission products, on 

consumers who needs to be guided through education and advocacy campaigns.  

Shell uses similar rhetoric by stating that “[w]e are taking action to tackle our own 

emissions and to help customers to reduce theirs” (2019, p. 38) or to “offset their 

emissions” (2019, p. 79), and while asserting that more renewable energy is critical for a 

cleaner energy future, Shell notes that “we expect that consumers will continue to use oil 

and gas for some time to come” (2019, p. 38). Shell also refers to societal expectations 

by observing that in 2019, demands for urgent action on climate change grew ever louder 

and “all of society” recognized the need to accelerate global efforts to reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions (2019, p. 4). The company’s approach to sustainability is said to help it to 

be “ultimately trusted, valued and supported by society” (Shell, 2019: p. 4). 

Evoking the external and commercial themes, ExxonMobil claims that in order to take 

advantage of progressive technologies, a supportive policy environment is a requirement 

for the solutions to be commercially viable (2018, p. 14). What is more, ExxonMobil 

argues that market-based policies should be employed to influence consumer behavior 

that contributes to higher emission levels (2018, p. 3). Correspondingly, Shell claims that 

addressing climate change “requires a collaborative, society-wide approach” and that 

the best ways to reach solutions and drive progress necessitates “smart policies from 
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governments”. (2019: p. 38). All in all, such language use functions as 

recontextualization where sustainability-related matters are made common 

responsibility shifting attention away from ExxonMobil’s role in causing them. 

 This could also be considered an act of normalization where the fact that the company 

actively advances certain policies, such as market-based approaches to reduce emissions 

and having a uniform, predictable cost on greenhouse gas emissions, is implied to be not 

simply lobbying, but a normal business procedure to ensure that common goals can be 

reached.  Likewise, the company advocates for a cost-effective, federal regulatory 

standard in the United States (ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 11), and exercises its right to support 

policies that promote stable investment for long-term business viability and minimize 

economic cost (ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 30). Such narratives even function as a 

oppositional discourse where instead of regulators protecting the environment and 

society, their ineptitude obstructs development and cleaner energy solutions. 

Considering business needs, or responsible economic, energy and environmental 

policies, the whole society is argued to benefit. For example, the right regulatory policies 

could attract private investments in oil and gas infrastructure in excess of $1.3 trillion by 

2035, adding 1 million U.S. jobs and increasing gross domestic product by almost $2 

trillion (ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 30). 

Like Gazprom, PetroChina also frame itself as a champion of sustainable development 

by statements such as that the company contributes “its wisdom to address common 

human challenges such as climate change” (2017, p. 4). Such an implicature tries to 

paint a picture of a corporate actor having knowledge and skills other actors lack, and 

therefore its participation in the discourse is required. This is demonstrated with 

examples like starting the construction of a process liquefied natural gas gasification 

station in Tibet in 2010, where industries and local people were using fuel that wasn’t 

environmentally friendly in the ecologically sensitive areas (PetroChina, 2017: p. 22). 

Similar example is given from the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region where air pollution is a 

major problem, but “PetroChina makes great efforts to promote the construction of 

natural gas pipeline networks” which has already led to improved air quality 

(PetroChina, 2017: p. 23). Finally, PetroChina attests that “[e]nergy conservation is the 

most effective method to protect the environment” (2017, p. 38). In general, PetroChina 

uses various similar intensifying strategies to amplify propositions. 

Discursive theme ‘commercial’ 
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Unsurprisingly, commercial is the most prevalent discursive theme across most of the 

reports. Among others, Buhr et al. (2014: p. 52), Milne and Gray (2013, p. 14–15) and 

Gray (2006, p. 82) have highlighted the paradox that current discourses around CSR and 

corporate sustainability promote corporate interests and do not offer real solutions to 

ecological and social challenges. For instance, Aras and Crowther (2008, p. 436) write 

that financial performance is often not considered an integral part of sustainability, but 

scholars instead see it in conflict with social and environmental performance. 

Using rationalization, ExxonMobile asserts that the company is committed to producing 

the energy and chemical products that are essential to modern life, economic 

development and improved standards of living. Stating as a matter of fact, the company 

further points out that “[o]ver the next several decades, populations are projected to 

grow and the middle class will continue to expand” (ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 3) leading to 

an increased demand for energy. This in turn allows for making entailments like 

“significant investment and new production in the energy sector” being a necessity 

(ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 3). Although this affects emission levels and the risks of climate 

change, it can be mitigated pursuing emission reduction efforts. This discourse uses a 

common perception of future societal development to put a positive spin into 

ExxonMobil’s increased activities, dimming the focus on the negative effects of these 

activities. This in turn allows for rationalized arguments and continued implication of 

entailment, such as that in order to keep producing energy, ExxonMobil’s diverse 

portfolio of projects requires it to “work in remote and sensitive environments including 

deepwater and biodiverse locations” (2018, p. 8).  

To the same effect, the company reassures that its environmental management approach 

is guided by an understanding of the potential environmental impacts of its operations 

and a commitment to sustainably develop, maintain and operate projects using 

appropriate standards. For further emphasis, ExxonMobil’s goal in the form of a slogan 

is introduced: “Protect Tomorrow. Today”. (2018, p. 8). This conviction is, however, 

offset by a desire to grow. The company admits that while ExxonMobil develops new 

ways to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions from its operations, emissions may increase 

or decrease over time as a result of the changing nature of its business (2018, p. 9). It is 

also revealed, although occulted by marginalization, that a slight increase in emissions 

“was due to growth in our operations” (ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 9). Similarly, ExxonMobil 

simply indicates a fact in stating that the increases of flaring in its operations increased 

from the previous year since new growth projects were started (2018, p. 11).  
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One common strategy employed by ExxonMobil is to underscore customers’ gains from 

many of its consumer applications: e.g. lightweight plastics produced by ExxonMobil 

“reduce vehicle weight and deliver greater fuel efficiency”, and that the company’s resin 

significantly extends the shelf life of fresh food improving food safety and reducing waste 

(2018, p. 13). This is further capitalized on to legitimize ExxonMobil’s operation by 

arguing for the importance to protect consumers’ access “to affordable, reliable and safe 

energy for homes and businesses” (2018, p. 31). 

Although the discursive theme ‘impact’ is the most prevalent in Gazprom’s report, even 

commercial features prominently. Gazprom is said to develop steadily and show strong 

financial performance (2018, p. 7). The focus is then turned around, and spotlight shined 

on the fact that even total taxes and fees of similar kind paid by Gazprom increased by 

28 % from the previous year, and also the shareholders benefitted receiving a 

“unprecedentedly high dividend payout in the history of Gazprom” (2018, p. 7). In 

addition, environmental benefits resulted as the company was able expend RUB 68.96 

billion in environmental protection (2018, p. 116). This is a skillful use of the 

rationalization strategy to show gains for a broad group of stakeholders and to divert 

attention from the fact that its environmental protection expenditures declined. This 

juxtaposition of income and protecting the environment is further strengthened by 

statements like “Gazprom supports use of alternative energy sources in cases when that 

is justified from economic and technical points of view.” (2018, p. 136).  

The commercial theme is further evoked by noting that while trying to enhance 

production, the Group also “makes efforts to reduce negative environmental footprint 

[legitimation through corrective action], ensure rational use of the natural resources, 

preserve climate and support biodiversity.” (Gazprom, 2018: p. 110). Overall, the 

environment receives strong importance through statements like “we focus a lot on 

environmental matters: improvement of the energy efficiency of our operations, 

sustainable use of natural resources, and minimization of environmental footprint” 

(Gazprom, 2018: p. 6) as well as “[b]est available technologies that reduce the waste 

volumes or zero waste best available technologies are implemented” (2018, p. 126). 

Moreover, the society is given plenty of attention also withing the commercial. Gazprom 

strives to “ensure the balance between the interests of the region and Gazprom Group 

companies” (2018, p. 96). 

As an intensifying strategy, Petrobras claims that environmental responsibility is an 

ethical imperative in its business (2019, p. 38), but the discursive themes clearly speak 



 
 

 

54 

against this. Although pervasive even in the other companies’ reports, the commercial 

theme is exuberantly present in Petrobras’ report with normalization seemingly the key 

legitimation strategy. The financial priorities are underlined even by statements that 

assure that Petrobras respects the people, the environment and safety: this is preceded 

by commitments to high productivity and low costs, and followed by the often-utilized 

commitment to generate value over the long term. (Petrobras, 2019: p. 5). Other 

considerations are included sort of out external necessity and without real importance: 

“[t]he opening chapters, in addition to the aforementioned topic, show how the report 

is organized and presents our strategy for generating business value, as well as our key 

indicators. After that, due to the nature of this report, governance, environmental, and 

social aspects deserve their own chapters.” (Petrobras, 2019: p. 6). 

The key drivers of Petrobras can be identified from its five strategic pillars. First is 

mentioned maximizing return on capital which is showcased by highlighting “the record 

profit of BRL 40 billion” (2019: p.4). An attempt to legitimize this rationalization is 

underlining that this has allowed Petrobras to be the largest taxpayer in Brazil, returning 

to society also a record amount in royalties, taxes, and subscription bonuses (2019, p. 4). 

Instead of highlighting the environmental benefits of natural gas, Petrobras simply 

frames using most of their planned USD 76 billion investments between 2020 and 2024 

to open up the natural gas and refining markets as efficient capital allocation (2019, p. 

23). Same goes on for other investment disclosures. When references are made to some 

sort of traditionally sustainable investments, they come in the form of noting that 0.34% 

of Petrobras’ total investments go in the biofuels segment and developing research in 

renewable energy businesses (2019, p. 39), or that the socio-environmental investments 

have “the aim of prioritizing investment in human capital for children ages 0 to 6, 

bearing in mind that when investing in this phase of life, there is a higher social rate of 

return.” (Petrobras, 2019: p. 140–141).  

A consequential absence in Petrobras’ discourse is the absence of environmentally 

rationalized investments in new technology or energy sources. While other oil companies 

at least attempt to emphasize in the sustainability reports their investments that promote 

sustainability, Petrobras notes that investments are made identifying the needs of our 

business areas and the deployment of the company's business strategy, following the 

principles of operational efficiency and resource optimization (2019, p. 32). 

Furthermore, resources are not treated sustainable in any sense of the term. Petrobras’ 
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goal is stated to be “to obtain the technical capacity that makes it the company with the 

greatest capability to extract the maximum from these assets.” (2019, p. 23).  

Moreover, where mentioned, climate change is seen as a business risk, not something to 

be countered. Under the heading ‘Climate change’, Petrobras explains that they prepare 

for various corporate scenarios based on the most critical factors for its business (2019, 

p. 100). The following ones are highlighted: prices for Brent oil and natural gas; 

composition of the global energy matrix; penetration of hybrid and electric cars; 

international carbon prices; inflation; exchange rates and; interest rates in Brazil.  

Image is also core: “[b]eing perceived by public opinion as an ethical company -- favors 

our reputation index score, an upgrade of our investment grade, and the reduction of 

the cost of capital via financial deleveraging, and also provides greater competitiveness 

and expands the possibility of forming partnerships.” (Petrobras, 2019: p. 42). Every 

opportunity is used to gain legitimacy through communication efforts: “[w]e publicize 

relevant governance and compliance related issues through our relationship channels 

that reinforce the importance of this commitment.” (Petrobras, 2019: p. 42). 

Petrobras’ references to the environment are also geared towards economic benefits for 

the company. Petrobras states that “[w]e continue to invest in research in the 

development of more sustainable fuels and in the acquisition of skills so that, in the 

future, we can enter the renewable business in a position to win” (2019, p. 5). Phrases 

like “competitive advantages for our sustainability” (2019, p. 16), “sustainable growth 

for our businesses” (2019, p. 139), and “support the sustainability of our business” 

(2019, p. 240) solidify the perception that sustainability for Petrobras is actually not 

related to social or environmental aspects of the concept, but a synonym for a profitable 

enterprise.  

Environmental responsibility is portrayed as a tool to be “the best energy company when 

it comes to generating shareholder value” (Petrobras, 2019: p. 151). Considering the best 

environmental, social and economic practices, social practices are only said to be 

mitigate social risks and the return of the social investment measured in order to 

“generate sustainable value for our business, preserving the value of our assets and 

products” (Petrobras, 2019: p. 38). Key environmental issues are only seen as a 

competitive challenge, and sustainability issues are approached merely as “risks, threats 

and opportunities that can affect our long-term performance are water scarcity and 

climate change.” (Petrobras, 2019: p. 98).  
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As a further legitimation strategy could be seen moralization: the responsibility to protect 

and increase shareholder value, and requests from investors have led to Petrobras 

making “the strategic option to focus on oil and gas until 2024, accelerating the 

execution of our projects and anticipating production.” (2019, p. 100). 

Although claiming that Petrobras’ business purpose is “to provide energy that ensures 

prosperity in an ethical, safe, and competitive manner” (2019, p. 21), and that the 

company strives to make a positive contribution to society and to Brazil (2019, p. 5), the 

results and actions emphasize financial benefits. The company e.g. utilizes a 

methodology that “converts the environmental, social, and economic transformation 

that occurred due to the implementation of the project into monetary values” 

(Petrobras, 2019: p. 241). Finally, Petrobras also considers CSR as a liability: “we act 

preventively to avoid social liabilities in a long-term process” and [w]e also work with 

community relations teams in the areas of environmental liability recovery” (2019, p. 

99). Overall, the results show similarities with the findings of Berns et al. (2009, p. 23) 

who showed that CEO’s often see as the principal benefit of addressing sustainability the 

impact on a company’s image and brand, and its ability to provide competitive 

advantage. The Petrobras discourse highly is also consistent with one of Lankoski’s 

(2016, p. 849) observations of the usage of sustainability in corporate contexts causing 

ambiguity, namely “using sustainability in the meaning of (long-term) viability for the 

business or its operations”. 

Despite corporate social responsibility gaining ground among Brazilian business already 

in the 1960s (Griesse, 2007: p. 31), there are varying strategies for approaching social 

responsibility and as there is no independent monitoring of business practices or criteria 

for the publication of corporate reporting, Brazilian companies have been found to use 

these activities pervasively for improving their corporate image only (Cappellin and 

Guiliani, 2004: p. 13). The analysis of the Petrobras report is coherent with Griesse’s 

(2007, p. 32) finding that some Brazilian firms pursue environmentally friendly practices 

by focusing on more efficient uses of resources and energy and by recycling, aimed 

reducing waste and risks and improving the company’s efficiency. As Cappellin and 

Guiliani (2004, vii) recognize, environmental concern is relatively recent in Brazil and 

there are few signs of a “really new culture characterized by a critical and self-critical 

dialogue between the economy and society on environmental issues.” 

According to Shell, sustainability at the company comes down to three things: running 

responsible and profitable operations; helping shape a more sustainable energy future; 
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and third –a critical one– is to make a positive contribution to society (2019, p. 4–5). 

These claims pose some contradictions. For instance, although Shell aims to enhance its 

operations’ average energy intensity it underlines having no immediate plans to move to 

a net-zero emissions portfolio over our investment horizon of 10-20 years (2019, p. 40), 

Still, cleaner energy solutions, safety and responsibility are said to be fundamental to 

Shell’s business approach (p. 9). Shell has e.g. recognized the business potential of 

lowercarbon electricity and aims to make power a significant business for the company 

(2019, p. 9). 

PetroChina’s engagement in probably the most salient sustainability discourse of the five 

corporations becomes apparent especially in its usage of the commercial discursive 

theme. The company claims to “develop and implement an innovative, harmonized, 

green, open and mutual development concept, adhering to the policy of steady and 

sound development.” (2017, p. 9). This means maintaining stable operating results, 

keeping various risks under control, steadily improving its corporate image, and 

reinforcing a stable and harmonious environment for development (PetroChina, 2017: 

p. 9). Through “healthy and sustainable development”, the company asserts that its 

efforts “help to build a much better world.” (2017, p. 4). PetroChina’s aim is to through 

“clear control objectives, effective integration of resources and optimal efficiency and 

effectiveness, to improve corporate social responsibility performance and achieve 

sustainable growth”. (2017, p. 12). The key formulation is mutual sustainable 

development which encompasses the company, the environment and the society. On 

balance, PetroChina’s sustainability discourse mixes entailment (economy must grow 

which requires PetroChina to produce more clean energy), implicature (PetroChina is 

best positioned through its capabilities to develop and implement this “innovative, 

harmonized, green, open and mutual development concept” (2017, p. 9) – and not just 

in China but globally – thus promoting an overarching sustainability discourse aimed at 

subsuming others.  

Common to the other sampled oil corporations, PetroChina pursues clean energy 

solutions and considers especially natural gas as a strategic and growing business (2017, 

p. 20).  Through normalization and the rationalization of the importance of increasing 

the consumption of natural gas, PetroChina then announces that it continues to intensify 

its efforts in natural gas exploration and development (2017, p. 21). This pronounced 

focus on financial value in the reports should also be reflected among Elkington’s (1994) 

three bottom lines emphasizing profit, people and planet. Elkington’s (1998, p. 3–13) 
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argument was that these dimensions are interrelated, and discussing sustainability a 

corporation can’t full separate its economic sustainability from social and environmental 

sustainability. As some scholars (see Kiewiet and Vos, 2007: p. 3) consider this to be 

likely the most widely used framework in studies of sustainability in corporations and 

organizations, it is neither no wonder that corporations actively include their financial 

pursuits as part of their sustainability discourses. At the same time, the matter is not so 

straightforward: for example, Lo (2010, p. 311) has defined corporate sustainability as 

“the integration of financial benefit, environmental protection, and social 

responsibility into business operations and management.” Such incongruities among 

scholars might be a byproduct of what Lovins (2010, p. 773–777) claims to be a well-

coordinated campaign by the fossil fuel industries insisting that implementing climate 

protection, energy efficiency, renewable energy and any form of environmental 

protection is costly to corporations. 

Discursive theme ‘impact’ 

 

Moving to ‘impact’, this discursive theme in the sustainability reports can in general be 

seen as permeated by presuppositions. The main idea promoted is that the oil 

corporations can negate the detrimental effects of their activities and are actually 

participating in promoting economic and social prosperity while also driving the 

development of new cleaner energy sources required by growing societal needs.  

ExxonMobil, for example, quantifies its responsible activities by accounting for its 

impact by highlighting multibillion-dollar investments in lower-emission energy 

solutions (p. 9), and underlining its commitment to advancing science and innovation, 

which is demonstrated e.g. by the company employing more than 20,000 scientists and 

engineers, including more than 2,200 Ph.Ds. (ExxonMobil, 2018: p .13). This has the 

dual goal of both implying strategic advances and expertise, but also to highlight societal 

benefits.  

In addition, noting that the company has exceeded its emission reduction goal ahead of 

schedule, ExxonMobil is quick to point out that this has been achieved by implementing 

cost-effective methods (2018, p. 10). ExxonMobil also promotes new business potential. 

Before pointing out that the company is one of the largest natural gas producers in the 

world and a leader in liquefied natural gas technology, ExxonMobil makes the case for 



 
 

 

59 

natural gas calling it “a versatile, abundant and lower-emission fuel” that plays an 

important role in reducing global emissions (2018, p. 12). 

The corporation also highlights benefits for the society. For instance, “the company’s 

development of Permian Basin resources in New Mexico will generate approximately 

$64 billion in net economic benefits for the state and local communities over the next 

40 years, creating thousands of new jobs and providing increased funding for 

education, health and human services, and infrastructure improvements.” 

(ExxonMobil, 2018: p. 23). This isn’t enough, though. ExxonMobil wants to be 

considered an integral part of the global communities it is present in, aiming to be “a 

preferred business partner, neighbor, employer and supplier” (2018, p. 16), and the 

company emphasizes it working closely with local communities in its areas of operation 

through investments and supporting needs (2018, p. 23). ExxonMobil enumerates its 

social investments amounting to hundreds of millions of dollars, supposedly made to 

promote local economic growth and improve social conditions, adding economic value 

and establishing long-term economic growth, progress and benefits (2018, p. 24). 

In Gazprom’s sustainability report the most prevailing discursive theme is impact. The 

company argues that its activities revolve around social responsibility and social 

partnership. The company resorts to the legitimation strategy of moralization by stating 

that Gazprom is doing “everything possible” to preserve (or sustain) “favourable 

environment for the current and future generations” as well as facilitating social and 

economic development of the Russian regions (2018, p. 110). This is mainly supported 

by economic arguments. Simply put: “Gazprom takes care of people around it” (2018, 

p. 96). This statement is nevertheless followed by an addendum: “in the areas of the 

Group’s operations”. Gazprom directs plenty of attention to emphasizing its role as a 

“socially responsible Company” (2018, p. 7). Overall, a very strong declination for 

promoting the social element of sustainability is present in the discourses in the report. 

This is also explicitly stated: “[s]upport of the socially vulnerable categories of people, 

including children, is an important objective for the company adhering to 

sustainability principles“ (Gazprom, 2018: p. 102).  

These findings are in line with Zhao (2012, p. 457) positing that current or former state-

owned companies in the extractive industry state support or protection by making 

investments e.g. in philanthropy activities to help the state address social–

environmental problems. Zhao also notes that Russian companies have a unique way of 
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doing this: investing in long term social programs which are included in business 

agreements with local governments; this is clearly in evidence in Gazprom’s report.  

Rationalization is also used when discussing Gazprom’s core business, natural gas. 

Noting that consumer access to natural gas is a prerequisite for a high quality of life, and 

being the key supplier of natural gas to the Russian market and its largest exporter 

globally, Gazprom further highlights it societal impact (2018, p. 6). At the same time, this 

emphasis of a sustainable energy source allows for simply stating that exploration had 

added 1.6 times more gas in Russia as the previous year. The statement of having 

maintained gas reserves growth rate above production rates for 14 years running can also 

now be seen interpreted as “sustainable” business (Gazprom, 2018: p. 6). It also 

highlights the idea of sustainment: building production facilities so that they would not 

interfere with the traditional lifestyle of the local population. Still, instead of protection, 

the company has developed and implemented a system for compensating the indigenous 

people for environmental damages (Gazprom, 2018: p. 101). 

Clearly evoking modality, Shell states that the company “must continue to make a real 

contribution to people’s lives” (2019, p. 5) and the only way to do this is to keep “our 

approach to sustainability at the heart of the way we do business” (2019, p. 5), thus 

connecting this imperative with their corporate value system. Evaluating long-term 

sustainability, Shell seeks to avoid impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem services, and 

when not possible, it seeks to help restore impacted habitats (2019, p. 30). The company 

also strives to make a positive contribution to conservation, achieving a net-positive 

impact (Shell, 2019: p. 30). At the same time, Shell uses the legitimation strategy of 

indicating facts for instance by stating that while the company’s direct greenhouse gas 

emissions decreased slightly in the previous year, this gain was partly offset by the start-

up of a new natural gas facility (2019, p. 43). 

In the social dimension of sustainability – described as critical for the company (p. 5) – 

Shell supports local communities to power their economic growth and improve their 

quality of life. For Shell, meeting society’s expectations involves playing a positive role 

not only in communities where it operates but also in wider society. The positive impacts 

are achieved e.g. through creating jobs, developing talent, using local suppliers and 

providing electricity into areas lacking access to it. Shell also considers contributions to 

society to include gaining and maintaining people’s trust by being transparent about the 

company’s activities and the reasoning behind them. (Shell, 2019: p. 5). 
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Similar to the other companies, PetroChina frames providing sustainable energy as 

support for global economic development while the demand for energy, especially for oil 

and gas, will continue to grow steadily (2017, p. 5). This view is used to legitimize 

maintaining peak growth in oil and gas reserves and scoring a new high in oil and gas 

equivalent production. Energy is argued to be “essential to socio-economic development” 

(PetroChina, 2017: p. 18), and the company’s mission then being “to develop a safe, 

stable, diversified and clean energy supply system, thereby promoting sustainable 

economic growth and social progress.” (2017, p. 18). 

Like Shell in elevating society as the critical element of sustainability, PetroChina claims 

that the motivation and ultimate goal of the company’s efforts to improve quality has 

always been improving people’s livelihood and meeting customer demand (2017, p. 43). 

At the same time, it is stated that socioeconomic development has increased customer 

demand for quality. Also similar to Shell, PetroChina underlines its communicative, 

honest and cooperative manner in doing business (2017, p. 47). 

PetroChina also focuses on ecological conservation, guided by the principle of green 

development, which are seen as activities separate from those that support China’s 

economic development (2017, p. 44). The company claims to actively fulfill its social 

responsibilities by promoting employment and industrial development, participating in 

public welfare, driving economic development programs, improving people’s livelihood 

and strengthening environmental protection to foster the bond with local communities 

(PetroChina, 2017: p. 6–7). For instance, over 10% of its investment go into 

environmental efforts (2017, p. 36). This is seen as a way to fulfil the company’s duty 

“give back to society” (PetroChina, 2017: p. 25) as it is “rooted in society” (2017, p. 58) 

and, once again similar to Shell, strives to become an excellent corporate citizen (2017, 

p. 67). As Zhu, Liu, and Lai (2016, p. 419) have found, CSR practices are defined and 

implemented to reflect stakeholder expectations of being a socially responsibility 

corporate citizen. Many others, like Matten et al. (2003, p. 117), then proceed to 

problematize the fact that corporations increasingly assume the role of protecting social, 

civil and political rights under the guise of corporate citizenship. 

Miscellaneous legitimation strategies   

Gazprom employed widely the marginalization strategy. This is apparent is statements 

like: “[t]he ecosystems’ diversity is high enough” (Gazprom, 2018: p. 112); “[t]he overall 

marine biota condition remained satisfactory” (2018, p. 112); “[t]he impact upon land 
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resources is not a significant environmental aspect for the Group” (2018, p. 114); 

“[i]nsignificant pollutant emissions growth is driven by increase of natural gas 

extraction, transportation and injection / withdrawal volumes” (2018, p. 128) and “[i]n 

2018, no significant direct or indirect impact of the Group companies’ operations on 

vulnerable ecosystems and biodiversity was registered.“ (Gazprom, 2018: p. 124). 

Moralization was identified as another common strategy used to underline Gazprom’s 

values.  Gazprom’s top priorities are said include providing reliable gas supply to 

consumer in order to make life comfortable. Sustainable development is in the center of 

these statements and it’s said to be “an invariable guiding principle for Gazprom, that it 

“will continue pursuing it in our work for the sake of the present and future 

generations.” (2018, p. 7). Furthermore, the environmental elements are emphasized 

also here: “Gazprom is fully aware of its responsibility for preserving ecological 

balance” (2018, p. 124); “Gazprom Group companies apply modern technological 

solutions allowing to mitigate environmental impact of the operations, carry out 

continuous environmental monitoring, implement biodiversity preservation 

programs” and “Gazprom Energoholding companies continue active work aimed at 

mitigation of environmental impact”. (2018, p. 124).  

PetroChina also utilizes moralization actively. Its operations are guided by principles like 

“we should never seek development at the expense of safety” (PetroChina, 2017: p. 5) 

and it strives to make a “positive contribution to the building of a beautiful China” (2017, 

p. 5) while growing in harmony with the environment.  For Shell, the keyword is 

responsible, which is continuously used to describe how the company operates in respect 

to the environment (2019, p. 35). 

In the usage of ExxonMobil, Gazprom, Shell and PetroChina, even corrective action was 

identified as a legitimation strategy. This is especially visible in ExxonMobil’s statements 

that indicate how much greenhouse gas emissions the company has avoided from its 

actions (2018, p. 9), and claims having since 1970 “cumulatively captured more CO2 

than any other company” (2018, p. 13). Gazprom reveals that while using lands, the 

company preserves and restores their fertility (2018, p. 123). Correspondingly, 

PetroChina attempts to avoid environmental impact and works “hard to restore the 

environment to its original state in case of any adverse impact” (2017, p. 37), and Shell 

seeks to “understand, avoid and respond to any potential impacts our activities may 

have on biodiversity and ecosystem services” (2019, p. 30).  
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 Results: Concepts of sustainability 

 
Analyzing the legitimation strategies of the oil companies allowed for extracting their 

uses and understandings of the concept of sustainability, albeit predominantly implicitly. 

Similar result was presented by “Salas‐Zapata and Ortiz‐Muñoz (2019, p. 158) who 

suggested that “the meanings of sustainability presented in this paper were not revealed 

through the description of definitions, but through the uses of the term”. This 

information could then be reanalyzed against Landrum’s (2018) five stages of corporate 

sustainability in order to contrive an interpretation of what sustainability means for the 

corporations in question.  

ExxonMobil, for instance, presents early in the report a graphical illustration of what 

sustainability means for it in the form of a circle with two interlaying levels (2018, p. 4). 

The most inner circle contains the word ‘sustainability’, while the outer edge of includes 

the common three aspects of environment, social and governance.  

The economic, environmental and social dimensions are clearly visible in Shell’s strategic 

ambitions: to thrive in the energy transition by responding to society’s desire for more 

and cleaner, convenient and competitive energy; to provide a world-class investment 

case; and to sustain a strong societal license to operate and make a positive contribution 

to society through its activities. (Shell, 2019: p. 9). Shell also clearly states what 

sustainability means for the corporation: “Sustainability at Shell means providing more 

and cleaner energy solutions in a responsible manner – in a way that balances short- 

and long-term interests, and that integrates economic, environmental and social 

considerations into decision-making.” (2019, p. 11). 

PetroChina simply states that “[w]e will better fulfill our economic, environmental and 

social responsibilities, keep delivering green, low-carbon energy, and make greater 

contributions to the promotion of social and economic development. This was 

elaborated by explaining that the company pursues “harmonious relationships 

between energy, the environment and the society”. (PetroChina, 2017: p. 4). 

For Gazprom, ”[s]ustainability management is integrated in the Company corporate 

governance system” (2018, p. 31). Gazprom also uses an illustration of a two-level circle 

with the outer edge representing Gazprom’s business operations, and the inner circle 

common sustainability topics, explaining these to constitute the company’s sustainable 

development goals (2018, p. 23). The report further clarifies that Gazprom’s goal as 

related to sustainable development is to make positive contribution to the social and 
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economic development of the country and adhere to environmental and industrial safety, 

corporate governance and social responsibility standards (2018, p. 31). While using the 

GRI categorization of performance indicators (called blocks by Gazprom) the company 

even includes financial in its listing to form a financial and economic block (2018, p. 32).  

Finally, Petrobras doesn’t offer a clear definition but refers to its adoption of the GRI 

sustainability reporting guidelines and using the IPIECA Oil and Gas Industry Guide for 

Voluntary Reporting as a supplementary reporting methodology (2019, p. 6). Instead of 

emphasizing the economic category from GRI, governance is highlighted together with 

environmental and social in the report structure.  

Comparable with Gray and Bebbington’s (2005, p. 7) finding that even companies 

reporting according to the GRI guideline barely disclose the extent of the organization’s 

sustainability in their sustainability reports, my data shows that finding a clear definition 

of what the company means by sustainability is rare, although it can be shrouded within 

graphical presentations or be derivable from the contents of the reports. A simple 

explanation for this deficit could be the usage of common reporting frameworks, 

including by the objects of my study, which offer primed structures for focus areas 

deemed important from a sustainability perspective. Similar suggestion has been made 

e.g. by Landrum and Ohsowski (2018, p. 141) noting that reporting standards define 

sustainability indicators and thus influence what companies report. In addition to the 

widely used GRI guidelines, for example the IPIECA’s Oil and Gas Industry Guidance on 

Voluntary Sustainability Reporting – used by all companies in my analysis save for 

Gazprom – further sets out industry-specific considerations. 

The SDG are also to a varying extent. Some authors, such as Donoher (2017, p. 56) have 

already hypothesized that by incorporating SDGs, multinational corporations could in 

addition to reputational gains “provide a basis for the justification of a multinational’s 

sustainability agenda that can be understood and accepted by a broad range of 

stakeholders.” This is supported by Shell’s sustainability report. Shell uses a Report 

Review Panel which in 2019 comprised of five sustainability and corporate reporting 

experts; one of their five recommendations for the 2018 sustainability report was indeed 

to “[i]ntegrate the SDGs more in Shell’s reporting” (Shell, 2019: p. 7). 

Donoher (2017, p. 53–56) further points out that by working towards reaching the SDGs, 

multinational corporations have two key incentives: gaining organizational legitimacy 

and financial benefits. The financial benefits could include for instance creating new 
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markets (Goal 1, Ending Poverty), increasing access to qualified workforce (Goal 4, 

Education), supporting local economies and getting access to cheap labor (Goal 8, 

Economic Growth and Employment), achieving supply chain efficiencies and reducing 

waste (Goal 9, Sustainable Industrialization and Innovation, and Goal 12 Sustainable 

Consumption and Production), and especially in the case of oil companies, resource 

acquisition considering particularly first mover advantages related to new energy 

sources, as well as resource efficiency gains when moving to technologies with lower 

costs for resource acquisition or use (Goal 13, Combat Climate Change). 

Overall, my results are aligned with the definition of a sustainable development-oriented 

corporation used by Escobar and Vredenburg in their analysis of oil companies (an 

organization that “contributes to sustainable development by delivering simultaneously 

economic, social and environmental benefits’ (2011, p.39; citing Hart and Milstein, 2003, 

p. 56). 

While any commonly used concept of sustainability was distinctly absent from Petrobras 

report, PetroChina also stood out with is markedly different sustainability discourse. As 

a Chinese state-owned corporation, PetroChina makes plenty of references to official 

Chinese policies and initiatives incorporating them into the company’s activities. This 

also shapes a divergent sustainability discourse in comparison to the other four oil 

corporations. The most striking feature relates to the idea of ecological civilization that 

PetroChina is committed to (2017, p. 35). The term is found in the Chinese Communist 

Party Constitution from 2012, and the Chinese president Xi has used ecological 

civilization when claiming that China is leading climate change cooperation, pushing 

for energy transformation, and cultivating China’s renewable energy sector (Wang-

Kaeding, 2018). 

According to Ross Saxer and Rosenbloom (2018, p. 308), ecological civilization can be 

defined as “a resource efficient and environmental-friendly society, based on the 

carrying capacity of the environment, observing the law of nature and aimed at 

realizing sustainable development”. Hanson (2019, p. vi) notes that it differs from 

sustainable development through its emphasis of political and cultural factors and 

defining new relationships between people and the nature leading to a good life within 

the eco-environmental boundaries of Earth. Consequently, PetroChina recognizes that 

“the destiny of humankind and nature is intertwined, and harm done to nature by 

humankind will ultimately harm humankind itself, thus only by observing the law of 

nature can we avoid pitfalls in the exploitation of nature.” (2017, p. 30). This approach 

http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/china-moves-towards-ecological-civilisation/
http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/china-moves-towards-ecological-civilisation/
https://www.chinausfocus.com/energy-environment/chinas-climate-leadership-choice
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is summarized in the following statement: “we endeavor to grow in harmony with the 

environment” (PetroChina 2017, p. 35). As Li (2006, p. 583) relates: ‘He’ (harmony, 

harmonization) is probably the most cherished ideal in Chinese culture. Unfortunately, 

given its significance, it is arguably also the most understudied. It is therefore high time 

for some serious study of this ideal.” 

Some researchers have also argued for considering culture together with sustainable 

development. Where Throsby (1995, p. 202) links economics and culture through the 

concept of "culturally sustainable development” and Hawkes (2001, p. 11) talks about 

culture as the fourth pillar of sustainability, Nurse (2006, p. 45) argues that “culture 

should be viewed not just as the fourth pillar but as the central pillar of sustainable 

development”. Other actors have also become interested. In 2010, United Cities and 

Local Governments, an international organization for cities, local and regional 

governments, and municipal associations representing and defending the interests of 

local governments globally, approved a policy statement called Culture: Fourth Pillar of 

Sustainable Development (UCLG, 2010). The statement is described on Culture 21’s 

website as “an advocacy document that promotes culture to become a specific pillar or 

dimension of sustainable development, fully interconnected with, and as important as, 

the other three” (Culture 21, 2010). Observing that until recently the understanding of 

culture within the framework of sustainable development has remained vague, Soini and 

Birkeland (2014) have reviewed meanings applied to the concept of cultural 

sustainability in scientific discourse. However, despite identifying a similar-sounding 

term, ‘eco-cultural civilization’, as one of the extracted storylines, Soini and Birkeland 

make no reference to the Chinese ecological civilization (2014, p. 216).  

Considering the global political and economic importance of China, my analysis suggests 

that sustainability studies in Chinese context (especially in the energy sector as China is 

by far world’s largest investor in renewable energy (United Nations Environment 

Programme, Frankfurt School of Finance and Management, and BloombergNEF, 2020)) 

would benefit greatly from taking into consideration this uncommon sustainability 

discourse identified in PetroChina’s sustainability report, and paying further attention to 

the cultural elements of sustainability. As Liu, Chen, Vanderbeck, Valentine, Zhang, 

Diprose, and McQuaid (2018, p. 741) point out, in order to fully understand the 

internationalized idea of sustainability, the approach to it must also be more 

international, “drawing upon the sustainability‐related discourses constructed from 

different national contexts using local languages and rhetoric.”  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_organisation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Local_government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Local_government
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Discussion and conclusions 

 Summary of results 

 
The analysis was inspired by Fairclough’s views on critical discourse analysis in the way 

that the oil corporations’ language use was reflected against pre-established meanings of 

sustainability. In short, this means that this study built on first painting a historical frame 

for the concept of sustainability, then laying out its evolution and the divergence of 

definitions and uses, to finally lead to the analysis of which of the definitional strains 

potentially is the most prevalent in the sustainability reports of the selected oil 

companies. By analyzing various legitimation strategies and sustainability discourses, 

my study advances our understanding of how the concept of sustainability is understood 

and constructed in some of the largest oil companies in the world.  

The analysis was motivated by the following two research questions:  

1. Which elements of the commonly used definitions of sustainability (or related 

terms) do the oil companies incorporate in their sustainability reports and which 

concept of sustainability do they imply? 

2. What kind of sustainability discourses and legitimation strategies do the oil 

companies use in their sustainability reports?  

The first question was approached through studying the overall composition of the 

reports while examining which definitional and thematic elements are highlighted. 

Answers to the second question were sought by utilizing discourse analysis in order to 

identify the wider discourses that are used to construct, legitimize and maintain the 

appearance of a sustainable business. In line with Kaplan and Levy’s findings (2007, p. 

445), the oil companies use sustainability discourse to influence corporate norms and 

practice, generating legitimacy for stakeholders, shift societal expectations of business, 

bring attention to win-win opportunities, and even shape market environments to 

expand those opportunities. 

Structure-wise, the reports don’t give much for extracting meanings of sustainability as 

the reporting follows various guidelines and frameworks (or established practices as 

seems to be the case with many Chinese state-owned enterprises when comparing 

PetroChina with Zhu, Liu, and Lai’s results (2016, p. 420)) that specify what the contents 
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should be. A significant exception, though, comes in focus areas that for most 

corporations have been determined in consultation with stakeholders. 

Although environment featured prominently in ExxonMobil’s reporting, the major 

discourse revolved around commercial aspects. The discourse was constructed mainly 

using rationalization as a legitimation strategy to argue for an interconnectedness 

between customers and the prosperity and growth of the company. This was 

demonstrated for instance by showing that the profits of the company were diverted back 

to societies where they were designated to promote growth and economic wellbeing. 

Growth was overall considered a fact and a necessity, and the company’s role to support 

that. And in order to succeed at that, financial success is a prerequisite. Another theme 

underscored by ExxonMobil was its contributions to technological development.   

For Gazprom, the core sustainability discourse consisted of promoting economic and 

social prosperity. The company positions itself as a socially responsible partner that 

follows regulations and supports prolific international agreements such as the Paris 

Accord. The financial performance was also of central importance, but more considered 

as a tool for enabling a positive social impact while balancing between the company’s 

interest and societal growth. Markedly, Gazprom utilized marginalization noticeably 

often while emphasizing its technical and financial leadership role.   

Petrobras differed from the other corporation through an extreme focus on the 

promotion of business objectives and generating profits for the shareholders. Common 

sustainability discourses, such as those derived from the Brundtland definition or those 

typically used in corporate sustainability studies like triple bottom line or CSR, were 

almost absent, except for occasional references which were strongly countered by the 

general discourse in the report. Although the case Petrobras supports those research 

findings recognizing small or inexistent connections between corporate sustainability 

reporting, ExxonMobil and Gazprom both exhibited concrete actions that could indeed 

be aligned with the most common sustainability discourses emphasizing long-term, 

intergenerational well-being, and balanced prosperity in the natural, social and 

economic spheres.  

PetroChina’s sustainability discourse revolves around ecological conservation as well as 

green, sustainable economic/financial development. Much emphasis is also placed on 

following rules and regulations, and importantly, making sure that the company fulfils 

its social responsibilities. This approach can be summarized as conducting business in a 



 
 

 

69 

way that ensures harmonious coexistence with the nature and giving back to the society. 

As a result, operating results are expected to be stable, risks will be avoided and 

development proceeds harmoniously and stably.  

Shell’s sustainability discourse is similar in that its key objective is framed as making a 

real contribution to people’s lives keeping its approach to sustainability at the center of 

the way it does business. The goal of this is to become ultimately trusted, valued and 

supported by society. For Shell, the social dimension of sustainability is the most 

important, and supported by helping to shape a more sustainable energy future while 

running responsible and profitable operations. 

Considering typical corporations, they will usually resist attempts by governments to 

legislate their behavior (Roper and Schoenberger-Orgad, 2011: p. 705). In the global oil 

industry this postulation and its implications for corporate sustainability, however, need 

to be re-examined, as many of the largest corporations are state-owned. According to the 

U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA 2016), in 2014 the NOCs produced 58% of 

the oil globally, and controlled 75% of proven oil reserves.  As Zhao (2012, p. 439) 

observes, both in developed and developing countries the state is often a key driver of 

corporate social responsibility. In a content analysis of 1,007 business–state interaction 

cases covered in 398 Chinese and Russia CSR reports, Zhao (2012, p. 452) hypothesizes 

that in the extractive industry, companies often being current or former state-owned 

companies and well-connected with governments, these corporations would need to 

actively signal their social-environmental efforts to meet the state’s higher expectations 

on CSR.  

Indeed, citing Pasquero (2004), Zhao (2012, p. 441) observe that local socio-political 

institutions yield distinctive features to CSR across national contexts drawing from the 

cultural and institutional differences. As also observed by Zhu, Liu, and Lai (2016, p. 

419), variations in understanding of CSR and promotion of CSR practices in developing 

and developed countries were found also in my analysis.  

The first finding was that despite the usage of common reporting frameworks, such as 

GRI, which incorporates environment, society and governance in the concept of 

sustainability they promote, there was broad variation in the emphasis of these areas. In 

addition, all corporations included other, different aspects in their sustainability 

discourses. A key conclusion was that the meanings of sustainability could not be 

extracted through definitions but through the uses of the term. Secondly, contrary to the 
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common sustainability discourse used for instance by many academics (e.g. Kastenhofer 

et al. contend that “sustainability research has been accused of focusing too narrowly 

on environmental issues, ignoring societal, political and cultural aspects” (2011, p. 

842), the discourses identified in the sustainability reporting did not predominantly 

emphasize the environmental aspects of sustainability. This underlines the need for 

broadening and deepening the academic conception of sustainability to allow for 

comparing with corporate interpretations – not only in business studies – which, as 

noted by Gatti and Seele (2014, p. 100), indeed differ from the academic.  

Another important finding was that despite the prevalence of different frameworks for 

categorizing and analyzing definitions of sustainability, most of them do not offer useful 

analytical tools for the analysis of corporate sustainability discourses as they simply lack 

in breadth needed to cover the variations in how different corporations conceptualize 

sustainability, and definitely do not account for socio-political effects present in broad 

geographical samples. E.g. comparing the narrow vs. broad sustainability dichotomy, 

Hahn et al. (2015) argue that broad sustainability has been most widely adopted; if, 

however, as in my study, most companies are located somewhere between the narrow 

and broad sustainability, this doesn’t help in discerning the differences.    

A clear analytical finding was related to the use of sustainability discourse to attempt to 

legitimize unsustainable business practices. This was mainly done through 

rationalization and by focusing on what I call the commercial discursive theme; this 

means that the corporations argue for corporate profitability and growth being required 

so that they can promote activities that allow for the society to grow economically while 

developing new, more effective ways to protect the natural environment, and to 

distribute wellbeing to such parts of the society that are lacking.  

Moreover, placing the sustainability discourses present in the reports into the five-stage-

classification by Landrum (2017, p. 304), the results could be further analyzed. 

ExxonMobil exhibited characteristics from stage 2 through 4. This means that 

considering the common sustainability discourses, ExxonMobil promotes a discourse 

that is Business-Centered (weak sustainability), but actively collaborates with other 

actors to integrate the full realm of sustainability (environmental, economic and social) 

into its activities (stage 3, i.e. systemic, intermediate sustainability), and also shows some 

signs of the regenerative, stage 4 (strong) sustainability, i.e. understands the science 

behind sustainability and engages in activities to repair damages done. Gazprom, then, 

is solidly positioned in the stage 3 sustainability, but also engages in behavior typical to 
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stages 2 and 1 (Stage 2: Business-Centered, weak sustainability; and Stage 1, compliance, 

very weak sustainability), stage one signifying firms engaging only in activities that are 

externally enforced (this might have some theoretical underpinnings in the corporate 

structure of the company, it being a state-owned enterprise). Third, Petrobras, could be 

identified belonging only to stage 2 due to its accentuated discourse around profit 

generation and competitiveness while lacking even the appearance of a stage 3 

sustainability worldview.  PetroChina on the contrary demonstrates in its discourse 

elements all stages from 1 to 5. As the only corporation in the sample, PetroChina actively 

considers the intertwined needs of humans and the nature, and aspires to find a balance 

between corporate goals and the flourishment of the environment as expected in stage 5 

(coevolutionary, very strong sustainability).  Interestingly, due to its specific context the 

company emphasized in its communication even the pursuit of following all applicable 

regulations consistent with Stage 1, (Compliance, very weak sustainability) in addition to 

exhibiting characteristics from stages 2 to 4 to a smaller degree as well. Finally, Shell can 

be placed within the sustainability stages from 2 to 4, actively merging a systemic 

understanding of sustainability with discourse focused on economic growth. 

Nevertheless, as with ExxonMobil, Gazprom and PetroChina, Shell’s references to stage 

4 sustainability (regenerative) can actually be considered to be legitimation strategies 

rather than actual commitments to actively repairing and managing the natural 

environment.  

As found by Landrum and Ohsowski (2018, p. 137) as well, all of the analyzed companies 

emphasized across the reports the importance of growth and business results, and 

financial value of working towards sustainable energy solutions (Stage 2, Business- 

Centered). Collaboration was also a very common legitimation strategy reflecting a stage 

3 (Systemic) worldview of sustainability.     

Overall, the five companies were shown to engage in a very broad spectrum of 

sustainability discourses and maturity. Some could be clearly positioned within one stage 

(Petrobras, stage 2), while others cover the full range of the framework (PetroChina). A 

slight transition was found when comparing with Landrum and Ohsowski’s (2017a, p. 

139) results that showed GRI-reports emphasizing the communicating of compliance 

and the business case regarding sustainability, and non-GRI reports to communicating 

systemic change. In my data, the only company not utilizing the GRI guidelines was 

ExxonMobil, but despite this and the use of an expanse of legitimation strategies in their 

reporting, the common sustainability discourse across the sample was found to be 
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located between business-centered (2) and systemic (stage 3). This is in contrast to e.g. 

Zimek and Baumgartner (2017, p. 647) contending that companies usually focus either 

on environmental or social impacts of their activities but don’t consider a systemic 

sustainability perspective. Regarding Bebbington et al.’s (2014, 3–4) assertion that 

companies participate in sustaining ecological and social issues, differing views can be 

taken and no definite conclusions drawn. My analysis shows that the oil companies 

actively promote social wellbeing and economic prosperity in societies, and are also in a 

key position to promote development and transition to a more eco-friendly energy use; 

at the same time, they are major culprits in causing environmental hazards, and perform 

social activities either by being obliged to do so or because they hope to draw various 

benefits from them (e.g. cheap, educated labor)– similar to Donoher’s (2017, p. 53–56) 

suggestion regarding companies pursuing the SDGs in the hope of gaining organizational 

legitimacy and financial benefits.   

Although my results show a clear proclivity for a weak sustainability 

worldview/paradigm in corporate sustainability reporting as earlier discerned by various 

academics, for instance Landrum’s (2017, p. 304) classification has a critical deficit in 

that the sustainability spectrum doesn’t truly incorporate the social element. For 

instance, Schwartz and Carroll (2008, p. 176) suggest that research questions could 

center on companies’ strategies and how much importance is placed on generating 

sustainable societal value, appropriately balancing stakeholder interests, and/or 

demonstrating sufficient accountability. The social dimension is also strongly present in 

many definitions of sustainability that build on the Brundtland report’s definition, and 

therefore its absence doesn’t alleviate the confusion surrounding the concept. As 

Lankoski (2016, 848) comments, if researchers and corporate practitioners are unaware 

of the differences in their understanding of sustainability this could lead to a false 

perception of agreement, or result in challenges for the corporation to determine what 

the expectations for their sustainability actions and communication are. In fact, 

consistent with Lankoski’s (2016, 848) suggestion that companies could use this 

ambiguity to construct and interpret sustainability for their own purposes and interests, 

several of the oil companies in my study described stakeholder influence on the contents 

of their reporting, and the companies purposefully emphasize constituents most 

interconnected to their activities – as observed also by Bateh et al. (2013, p. 397). 

While for instance Kuhlman and Farrington (2010, p. 3436) posit that social and 

economic aspects are in reality one and the same, in my analysis a strong presence of the 
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social element can be distinguished in the oil companies’ sustainability discourses 

separate from purely economic considerations (e.g. state-owned oil companies being 

obligated by their state owner to run social programs), and merging this with the 

worldviews would allow for a much more granular comparison. Based on this analysis, 

the main take-away is that sustainability in oil corporations generally can’t be 

compartmentalized within one category of any of the available frameworks; neither 

would this be useful. More so, the broader a framework is, the more analytical tools it 

gives a researcher to capture various idiosyncrasies.   

Further, my analysis offers some evidence to support Amini and Bienstock’s (2014, p. 15) 

suggestion that among corporate sustainability perspectives, natural-resource-based 

view, triple bottom line, and the zero waste are among the most significant and 

constructive. Consisting of three interconnected strategies (Hart, 1995: p: 987) – 

pollution prevention, product stewardship, and sustainable development – the natural-

resource-based view certainly covers some of the areas key for the oil companies’ 

sustainability discourses. Secondly, triple bottom line, has purposefully been formulated 

for corporate usage and also provides elements that could be used to analyze oil 

corporations’ sustainability reporting. Finally, even the zero waste concept is present in 

the reports, although almost exclusively used to highlight financial and operational 

gains. Even so, I consider none of these perspectives sufficient to be used as a standalone 

tool in conducting an analysis similar to mine.  

What also becomes apparent from the analysis is the lack of unison in the understanding 

of what sustainability is, and even within areas of concurrence the methodology and goals 

differ. Analyses like this are important because as Milne and Gray (2013, p. 17) affirm, 

business reporting gives insights into how the organization understands and wishes to 

understand sustainability. Recognizing how corporations understand sustainability, 

then, is important both for concocting appropriate research designs, and to analyze the 

results.   

Moreover, like Landrum and Ohsowski (2018, p. 137) observe regarding their own study, 

my analysis provides empirical data to confirm what an abundance of previous research 

has implied: corporate sustainability is a tool for companies to gain business benefits. 

My results also provide evidence for use in the debate on the paradox of sustainability 

reporting becoming more prevalent while the environmental issues persist (Hahn, Figge, 

Pinkse and Preuss, 2017: p. 235) by suggesting that the ambiguity around the concept of 

sustainability provides corporations with a free pass to report select concerns and 
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construct a favorable understanding of sustainability issues, while – on purpose or 

unwittingly due to a lack of better comprehension of the topic – constructing a 

sustainability discourse deeply rooted in Landrum’s (2017) weak sustainability 

worldview.     

To conclude with a reflection against analogous prior studies, and bearing in mind 

Petrobras differing reporting characteristics, at least somewhat contradictory to the 

finding of Du and Vieira (2012, p. 423) in their research of the five largest US-based oil 

companies and BP from the UK that oil companies lack in communication efforts 

towards their stakeholders, my analysis shows that some oil corporations in fact engage 

actively with their stakeholders – at least based on the self-reported activities. Further, 

Du and Vieira (2012, p. 419) observed that “employees as a key stakeholder group 

received inadequate attention” and that “companies should adopt more progressive 

initiatives, such as initiatives that promote diversity and inclusion, and those that 

provide continuous employee training and leadership development”. Such initiatives in 

fact indeed found in my sample and a few of the companies even foregrounded the 

employees’ importance.  

Thirdly, Du and Vieira (2012, p. 419) found that the examined oil companies utilize 

reactive rather than proactive environmental CSR strategies, and that in their study 

systematic, industry-wide efforts to minimize the adverse environmental impact caused 

by the oil industry and to develop green capabilities through renewable, energy solutions 

were to great extent devoid. My conclusion, on the other hand, is that the corporations 

indeed proactively employ various strategies to minimize their environmental impact – 

duly underlining that an added benefit is reduced costs – and eagerly develop and 

promote new, cleaner energy solutions in search of competitive advantage.  

Finally, Du and Vieira (2012, p. 419) noticed that despite large-sum donations to 

nonprofits, the companies didn’t show signs of further involvement in cross-sector 

partnerships beyond simple financial donations (ExxonMobil and Marathon Oil being 

partial exceptions). Similarly, Escobar and Vredenburg (2011, p.59) found that out of the 

four multinational oil companies in their sample, only Royal Dutch/Shell responded to 

local stakeholders’ needs by increasing social investment in less developed countries and 

focusing its endeavors for instance on projects in capacity building instead of 

philanthropy (e.g. scholarships). Again, my findings contradict these previous results.  
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Escobar and Vredenburg (2011) studied four of the biggest multinational oil and gas 

corporations – BP, Royal Dutch/Shell, ExxonMobil and Chevron – by conducting a 

structured content analysis of the sustainable development, social and/or environmental 

reports published by the corporations between 2000 and 2005. Noting that sustainable 

development pressures are not likely to force multinational corporations towards 

coercive, normative or mimetic isomorphism, they concluded that although the model 

represented by BP and Royal Dutch/Shell and their combinations of business-level 

strategies such as reduced cost, green consumerism, reduced liability and reduced risk 

exposure is better suited for addressing the sustainable development pressures of climate 

change, renewable energy, biodiversity and social investment than what ExxonMobil and 

Chevron did at the time of the study, strong evidence for financial advantages is lacking 

(p. 60). Consequently, Escobar and Vredenburg argue that multinational oil and gas 

corporations wouldn’t be inclined to copy the model due to process-innovation capability 

limitations.  

Escobar and Vredenburg (2011, p. 40) explain that for an multinational corporation to 

embrace sustainable development and become a sustainable development-oriented 

corporation (an organization that “contributes to sustainable development by delivering 

simultaneously economic, social and environmental benefits”), they must be compelled 

to it by regulators (coercive isomorphism) or the industry itself (normative 

isomorphism), or alternatively the integration of sustainable development pressures 

with business practices must have been shown to be competitively attractively (mimetic 

isomorphism). Escobar and Vredenburg posit that coercive and normative isomorphism 

are improbable to occur in the oil industry, suggesting that mimetic isomorphism is the 

only way more sustainable development-oriented multinational corporations would 

appear, although mimetic processes are slow, rare and discretionary (2011, p. 39–40).  

On the contrary, my analysis shows clear signs of coercive isomorphism - Escobar and 

Vredenburg’s sample didn’t include any state-owned oil companies, in spite of their 

importance within the industry – as well as mimetic isomorphism: in my sample energy 

sources producing less or even minimal emissions were overarchingly identified as a 

potential competitive advantage. The last finding is likely strongly related to the late 

rapid advances in green energy technology.  

Overall, my findings bear extended significance due to the broader geographical 

sampling (as observed by Golob and Bartlett (2007, p. 2), previous studies have shown 

differences in sustainability reporting between countries) and more contemporary data 
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than in the research by Du and Vieira (2012) and Escobar and Vredenburg (2011), whilst 

our sample sizes are comparable. 

 Evaluation, limitations and future research  

 

I have evaluated this work considering the fulfilment of four aspects of the research 

process as suggested by Merkl-Davies et al. (2014, p. 31–33): 1) meta-theoretical 

considerations, 2) sample and data selection, 3) methodological considerations, and 4) 

interpretation of findings.  

Regarding meta-theoretical considerations and authenticity as a quality criterion, my 

research approach was located in a specific research paradigm, my ontological and 

epistemological stance was clarified, and my approach to discourse analysis was 

explained. Concerning sample and data selection and the trustworthiness of the study, 

my rational for choosing the particular texts, driven by specific research questions, have 

been presented in the thesis. On methodological considerations, the dependability and 

reproducibility of my research were clarified through defining the analytical concepts in 

use; the analytical framework was presented and connected to my approach to the 

analysis as well as the overarching research paradigm; also, the methodology was 

described transparently and in sufficient depth. Finally, relating to the interpretation of 

findings and its confirmability and dependability, the text analysis was synthesized with 

my findings; references to and comparisons with similar studies were also made. 

The main methodological limitation of this study is that due to the case study method 

with a sample of only five corporations, my results may suffer from limited 

generalizability. Despite some similar, prior research using a equivalent sample size such 

as by Escobar and Vredenburg (2011) and Du and Viera’s (2012), future research would 

still benefit from a higher number of study objects. Yet, this study has responded to Du 

and Viera’s (2012) invitation to have a greater variation in countries of origin when 

researching CSR as a means for oil companies to obtain legitimacy. Further, as my 

findings seem to add on or even contradict some of key the results by Du and Vieira 

(2012) and Escobar and Vredenburg (2011), it becomes apparent that sustainability in 

the oil sector must be further studied.  

Moreover, my analysis was limited to a single industry; in addition to increasing 

generalizability, including other controversial, extractive industries (e.g. mining) could 

lead to relevant findings especially related to legitimation strategies but also 
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sustainability discourses. Third, the analysis only considered sustainability reports. 

More extensive and illustrative results might be obtained if other corporate 

communication (such as websites) were included. Fourth, only one year of reporting was 

used for each corporation, and longitudinal research might yield material differences in 

sustainability discourses pertaining for instance to global events (such as the COVID-19 

pandemic) or improved maturity along the stages of sustainability. The latest available 

reporting using the name sustainability report was examined for each company. Gray 

(2006, p. 72) has commented on the changing naming practices in sustainability-related 

reporting, and a choice was made to only rely on similarly named reports as Gray 

suggests that dismissing nomenclature in this context could be considered somewhat 

heroic (in academic sense). The latest sustainability report was used for the analysis of 

each company. This meant discarding PetroChina’s newer publications as no explanation 

for the change was found (since 2018 “Environmental Social and Governance Report”). 

For ExxonMobil no report from later than 2018 was found, and Gazprom’s 2019 

sustainability report was discovered too late after the analysis process had begun to be 

included – for some reason the company doesn’t list the 2019 report on their website 

under the sustainability reports section.  

Fifth, although sustainability performance was intentionally left out of the scope, it’s an 

area that has gained some attention and could be valuable to investigate in order to better 

understand the connections between sustainability, sustainability discourses and 

corporate actions. Sixth, as shown in my analysis, in addition to the incoherence of the 

usage and understandings of the concept of sustainability, existing sustainability 

frameworks, though useful, are incomplete tools for analyzing corporate sustainability 

discourses; future research would benefit from more broadly combining different 

analytical approaches in order to reach more coherence. Seventh, due to the prevalence 

of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) within the oil industry, and considering that Frynas 

and Yamahaki (2016) have shown that especially SOEs seem to take sustainability 

seriously, and researchers such as Ortiz-de-Mandojana et al (2016) have been able to 

show that the national institutional context can either discourage or encourage 

independent directors and separate board directors to promote environmental 

sustainability, it would be potentially valuable to combine the study of  sustainability and 

SOEs. Finally, the analysis strongly relies on subjective interpretations, but efforts were 

made to clearly outline how specific conclusions were reached and references made to 

relevant literature for increased reliability and replicability.  
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