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1. Introduction
This article involves a qualitative framing analysis of Shell’s climate 
change discourse and how Shell’s climate change-related activities are 
framed by the leading British financial newspapers. The present publi-
cation offers a novel research facet by focusing on Shell’s framing of its 
climate change discourse in the 2014 AR and on The Economist’s and The 
FT’s reporting of Shell’s climate change-related activities in 2014. 

The article is structured as follows: first, previous studies of the press 
coverages of Shell’s environmental and climate change-related activities 
will be presented. Second, the frames associated with climate-change dis-
course will be identified in Shell’s 2014 AR and subsequently juxtaposed 
with the to-be-identified frames associated with Shell’s climate change-
related activities as reported by The Economist and The FT, respectively. 

1.1. Previous research involving the framing of Shell’s climate change-relat-
ed activities reported by the British press
In general terms, framing as a concept is considered to be concerned with 
the construction of meaning (Browne et al. 2017, 11). According to Dahl 
(2017), “the notion of framing concerns how individuals and groups or-
ganize, perceive, and communicate about the world” (Dahl, 2017, 22). As 
indicated by Levin and his colleagues (1998), frames refer to those spe-
cific organising principles that are socially shared, relatively stable over 
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time, and symbolically meaningful. At both the macro and micro levels 
of discourse, framing is assumed to provide specific problem definitions, 
causes, and possible solutions in meaning construction, information pro-
cessing, and decision making (Entman 2004; Nisbet et al. 2013). Echoing 
Entman (2004), Wasike (2017, 180) posits that framing involves the em-
phasis of certain aspects of reality with the intention of promoting a par-
ticular definition, interpretation or evaluation. 

Framing as a research methodology has been successfully applied to 
a range of disciplines as an analytical framework (Kapranov 2016), in-
volving media studies and media discourse. Nisbet (2009) suggests that 
frames are storylines, which aim at communicating why an issue might 
be a problem, who or what might be responsible for it, and what should be 
done about it. In accordance with Fløttum & Gjerstad (2017, 2), framing 
“corresponds to the process which implies a strategic selection (conscious 
or not) of language features for a particular purpose.” To further specify 
the notion of frame and framing in discourse, it should be noted that

The repetitive use of a framing builds familiarity and allows for cer-
tain assumptions or theories to be left unstated, reducing the com-
plexity of the issue being reported. Through deploying frames, cer-
tain viewpoints will be emphasised while others may be sidelined. For 
example, particular words, metaphors or images may be used repeat-
edly, rendering certain ideas or viewpoints more salient or memora-
ble and others less (or in-) visible. (Naylor et al. 2017, 6)

The notion of framing is applicable to political discourse, as well as 
discourse involving environmental and climate change-related issues 
(Nisbet et al. 2013). The framing of climate-change discourse in the me-
dia refers to how mass media highlight the issue of climate change to 
make it memorable for their audiences (Nwabueze & Egbra 2016). There 
is a substantial collection of previous studies, which elucidate the fram-
ing of climate change by the media (Boykoff & Boykoff 2007; Carvalho 
2010; Crist 2007; Jensen 2003; Nwabueze & Egbra 2016). Previous re-
search indicates that the British press frames a variety of environmen-
tal and climate change-related issues as a polyphonic discursive space 
(Carvalho 2010). This space is characterised by a polyphony of voices 
including multiple actors; for example, the British government, the cor-
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porate world, the general public, and research community. The framing 
of climate change by the British press is comprised of the above-men-
tioned polyphonic voices, involving scientific research, political debates 
and ethical considerations (Dahl & Fløttum 2014). It is inferred from 
previous research findings that the British press, as an authorised voice, 
exerts important influence over the public perception of climate change 
(Boykoff & Boykoff 2007; Crist 2007).

A meta-analysis of previous scholarship suggests that the framing of 
Shell’s climate change-related activities by the British press appears to be 
well represented (Bakir 2006; Carvalho 2010; Jensen 2003; Kruse 2001; 
O’Neill 2013; Tsukas 1999). Previous research (Jensen 2003) indicates 
that one of the salient framings of Shell’s climate-change practices by the 
British press involves the concept of citizenship. This concept is predomi-
nantly associated with the Shell-owned Brent Spar platform. In response 
to the Brent Spar accident, ordinary citizens in several European coun-
tries (the UK, the Netherlands, Denmark and Germany) have succeeded, 
by means of the consumer boycott, in forcing Shell to relinquish its plans 
to sink the Brent Spar oil platform in the North Atlantic. Jensen (2003) 
suggests that the British press framed the Brent Spar accident by the con-
cept of a citizen who influences Shell’s environmental agenda. 

Another salient framing of Shell’s environmental and climate change-
related activities was construed by the British press employing the frames 
of ‘Battle’, ‘Dominance’, and ‘War’ (Jensen 2003). Specifically, Shell’s 
plans to submerge the Brent Spar platform in the Atlantic were framed 
by the British press as a ‘War’ frame. The framing centred on narra-
tives involving the threat to the environment and the consumers (Kruse 
2001). Jensen (2003, 76) indicates that the British press framed Shell as 
a perpetrator of environmental crime, who wages a war on the environ-
ment, whilst Greenpeace enjoys positive coverage as the climate-change 
problem-solver. 

Like Jensen (2003), Bakir (2006) argues that the British press frames 
Shell via the concepts of battle and war, respectively. This framing evokes 
a biblical reference to Goliath and involves “a series of ‘sight-bites’ with 
David-and-Goliath connotations, portraying the unevenness of the battle 
with the world’s then largest non-state oil company” (Bakir 2006, 684). 
Specifically, “Greenpeace’s victory over Shell was widely depicted in the 
UK and German press as a modern-day victory of David over Goliath” 
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(Tsukas 1999, 516). Previous scholarship seems to support, therefore, the 
contention that the framing of the Brent Spar incident by the British press 
was construed by the discursive means associated with battles, domi-
nance, and wars (Bakir 2006; Jensen 2003). 

It is inferred from previous research that the press seems to ascribe 
the role of villain or perpetrator to the multinational fossil-fuels corpo-
rations seen to be responsible for the negative consequences of climate 
change (Crist 2007; Swyngedouw 2010). In this regard, Crist (2007) ar-
gues that “the dominant framing of climate change —its identification 
as the most urgent problem that we face —all but bluntly declares that 
the sky is falling” (Crist 2007, 46). Echoing Crist (2007), Swyngedouw 
(2010) notes that the framing of fossil-fuels corporations in the British 
press, amongst others Shell, is embedded in the apocalyptic imaginary 
of the climate-change debate. Based upon these findings, it is possible 
to assume that the British press generally frames Shell’s environmental 
and climate change-related activities employing Biblical, war-related and 
protest imagery (Crist 2007; Jensen 2003; Kruse 2001; O’Neill 2013; 
Tsukas 1999). 

However, current literature does not appear to provide an account of 
how Shell’s climate change-related discourse is framed by the British fi-
nancial press. In particular, there are no comprehensive research data 
on the coverage of Shell’s climate change-related activities by the lead-
ing financial newspapers in the UK, such as The Economist and The FT. 
Furthermore, there are open questions regarding, for instance, the juxta-
position of Shell’s framing of climate-change discourse with the framing 
of Shell’s climate change-related activities by the British financial press. 
These and other pertinent questions are further addressed and examined 
in this article.

3. Hypothesis and specific research aims
Based upon previous research findings (Bakir 2006; Carvalho 2010; 
Crist 2007; Jensen 2003; Kruse 2001; O’Neill 2013; Swyngedouw 2010; 
Tsukas 1999), it was assumed in the hypothesis that the British financial 
press would frame Shell’s climate change-related activities employing 
Biblical, war-related and protest imagery. Also based on previous research 
(Livesey 2001; Mirvies 2000), it was assumed that Shell’s corporate dis-
cursive space would generally frame climate change by the concept of 
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care, in contrast to the imagery in the British financial press. Hence, the 
following specific research aims were formulated: i) to identify the fram-
ing of Shell’s climate change-related activities by The Economist and The 
FT; ii) to identify the framing of climate change discourse by Shell in the 
2014 Shell AR and subsequently juxtapose the framing with that of The 
Economist and The FT.

4. Materials
The present study analysed the following materials: i) Shell’s 2014 AR 
available at www.shell.com; and ii) articles about Shell’s climate change-
activities published in 2014 editions of The Economist and The FT avail-
able online at www.economist.com and www.ft.com. The choice of The 
Economist and The FT was motived by the following considerations: First, 
both The Economist and The FT position themselves as serious financial 
papers. Second, The Economist and The FT target similar readerships, 
comprised of business and financial leaders, government officials, and 
corporate executives. Third, The Economist and The FT are associated 
with the free market economy and deemed to be close to the internation-
al corporations. Fourth, the economics journalism in The Economist and 
The FT involved a register of socio-economic discourse that was suited to 
both specialist and non-specialist audiences (Boykoff & Boykoff 2007; 
O’Neill 2013).

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the corpus

# Article/AR Title Number 

of Words

Date of 

Publication

1 The 2014 Shell 
Annual Report

Chairman’s Message, 6 962 11.03.2015

2 The 2014 Shell 
Annual Report

Chief Executive Officer’s Review, 7–8 1213 11.03.2015

3 The 2014 Shell 
Annual Report

Environment and Society, 52–56 5119 11.03.2015

4 The Economist Childish arguments: Greenpeace, Lego and 
Shell

562 17.10. 2014

5 The FT Oil majors’ R&D into conventional and 
renewable energy at risk

1263 25.09.2014

6 The FT Monopoly is a bureaucrat’s friend but a 
democrat’s foe

922 12.08.2014
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7 The FT Scotland after the vote: investments 1316 12.09.2014
8 The FT Raízen to spend $1bn on ethanol boost 481 28.12.2014
9 The FT SNC-Lavalin agrees £1.16bn offer for Kentz 622 23.06.2014

5. Methods
The methodological framework employed in the study was based upon 
the guidelines proposed by Shehata and Hopmann (2012) in their re-
search involving climate-change discourse. In accordance with Shehata 
and Hopmann (2012, 183), the climate-change frame was coded as pre-
sent whenever a paragraph mentioned i) human activity as a cause of 
global warming; ii) emission reduction as a way of combating climate 
change; iii) natural variations as a cause of global warming; iv) climate 
science/knowledge regarding the extent or causes of global warming; v) 
the economic consequences of climate change-related activities and leg-
islation in general economic terms or in terms of numbers. 

In the present study, the corpus of online publications in Shell’s 2014 
AR, The Economist, and The FT was searched electronically for the key-
words climate change, Shell, Shell corporation, environment, The Kyoto 
Protocol, carbon capture, environmental pollution, fossil fuels corporation, 
and then manually coded and analysed in accordance with the above-
mentioned methodology developed by Shehata and Hopmann (2012).

6. Results and discussion
Data analysis yielded the results presented in Table 2. The table includes a 
number of frames associated with the climate-change discourse in Shell’s 
2014 AR and in the corpus of The Economist and The FT, respectively.

Table 2. The Framing of Climate-Change Discourse in the 2014 AR by Shell, and the 
Framing of Shell’s Climate Change-Related Activities by The Economist and The FT

Frame Shell The Economist The FT

Battle yes no no
Care yes no no
Immoral Corporation no yes no

Money yes no yes
Research and Development yes no yes
Responsible Citizen yes no no
Sinner no yes no



61THE FR A MING OF CLIM ATE-CHA NGE DISCOUR SE

The results of the data analysis indicate that, in 2014, The Economist and 
The FT employ different sets of frames in their discussion of Shell’s cli-
mate change-related activities. Specifically, The Economist frames the ac-
tivities using the frames ‘Immoral Corporation’ and ‘Sinner’, while The 
FT employs the frames ‘Research and Development’, and ‘Money’. As 
evident from Table 2, Shell frames its climate-change discourse in 2014 
using the following frames: ‘Battle’, ‘Care’, ‘Research and Development’, 
‘Money’, and ‘Responsible Citizen’. 

6.1. The frames ‘Immoral Corporation’ and ‘Sinner’ 
It should be mentioned that the computer search for the key words men-
tioned in the methods section yielded only one text by The Economist 
in the year of 2014 pertaining to Shell’s climate-change activities. In 
that text, The Economist frames Shell as a multinational corporation 
with no feelings and no morals in the frame ‘Immoral Corporation’ (The 
Economist 2014):

(1) If Shell comes to fear that drilling in artic waters will damage its 
brand and encourage other well-regarded companies to distance 
themselves from it, that may help dissuade it from further drilling. 
Worries about ‘stigmatisation’ belong in discussions of people with 
hiv, not in debates over corporations. Oil majors do not have feelings 
and cannot be morally injured. (The Economist 2014)

This framing is in contrast with Shell’s framing with reference to re-
sponsibility and care, as identified in the 2014 AR by Shell (Shell 2015). 
Furthermore, The Economist frames Shell as a sinner, who plans to drill 
in the Arctic. However, the frame ‘Sinner’ in The Economist appears to 
involve all users of fossil fuels, as evident in Excerpt 2: 

(2) […] we are all sinners: In our driving, flying and phone-charging, 
in the buildings we work and in the homes we heat, we are all impli-
cated in the use of fossil fuel. (The Economist 2014)

These findings support previous research (Bakir 2005; Doulton & Brown 
2009; O’Neill 2013; Tsukas 1999), which indicates that the British press 
seems to frame Shell in terms of Biblical and moral themes. Arguably, the 
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framing of Shell via the frame ‘Sinner’ has religious implications, since 
The Economist simultaneously employs the concepts of morality and sin 
in the framing illustrated by Excerpt 2. In this regard, The Economist data 
are evocative of religious and biblical imagery of climate change reported 
in previous research by Bakir (2006) and Tsukas (1999).

6.2. The frames ‘Research and Development’ and ‘Money’
In contrast to The Economist (2014), The FT frames Shell’s climate change-
related activities in 2014 using the frames ‘Research and Development’ 
and ‘Money’, respectively. It should be noted that these frames are em-
bedded into a generally positive framing of Shell by The FT. Shell’s posi-
tive, or at least neutral-positive, image is framed by The FT by referring to 
Shell as a household name; for example, “Large companies are all around 
us. We buy our mid-morning coffee from global brands such as Starbucks, 
use petrol from Exxon or Shell […]” (The FT 2014). Data analysis indicates 
that The FT frames Shell i) as a significant corporate actor, e.g. “Large en-
ergy and industrial groups such as Shell and BP […]” (The FT 2014); and 
ii) as a corporation popular with the investors, e.g. “Companies such as 
GlaxoSmithKline, Royal Dutch Shell and BP — whose shares are popular 
with retail investors […]” (The FT 2014). 

Set against this positive background, the present data suggest that The 
FT frames Shell’s climate-change discourse within the frame ‘Research and 
Development’. The FT indicates that “Shell and Total are also the two big 
oil companies that have the greatest interests in renewable energy, includ-
ing biofuels and solar power” (The FT 2014). The FT acknowledges Shell’s 
interest in renewable energy and indicates that Shell invests in research 
and development (R&D) of new technologies, which mitigate the negative 
consequences of climate change. The framing of Shell’s activities in 2014 
via the frame ‘Research and Development’ is evident in Excerpt 3: 

(3) R&D spending gives a sense of where companies are placing their 
bets. Shell and Chevron cut their spending sharply during the down-
turn, and have since been reviving it. […] The increased spending 
appears to be showing results: Shell was granted 189 US patents last 
year, up from 127 in 2011… Shell’s patents have more significance for 
the industry than its competitors. Gerald Schotman, Shell’s executive 
vice-president of R&D, says […] it [is] more important for the produc-
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tion companies to develop their own technological strength […]. (The 
FT 2014)

The frame ‘Research and Development’ has been identified in the 2014 
AR by Shell; for example, “We are also investing in research to help devel-
op and commercialise advanced biofuels” (Shell 2015, 54). Judging from 
the data, this frame is concurrent with another frame, ‘Money’, associ-
ated with the investments in new energy sources to limit carbon emis-
sions; for example:

(4) Shell plans to continue to invest in innovative technology, talented 
people and the development of new energy sources that will be vital to 
meet rising long-term demand, while limiting carbon emissions. (Shell 
2015, 6)

Like Shell, The FT appears to frame Shell’s climate change mitigation by 
the frame ‘Money’, as seen in (5): 

(5) Raizen, Royal Dutch Shell’s joint venture in Brazil, plans to spend 
close to 1bn on ‘second generation’ ethanol plants over the next dec-
ade, in one of the boldest investments yet in biofuel production from 
sugar cane waste. […] For producers such as Raizen, the result of a 
2010 tie-up between Shell and Brazil’s Cosan, it also promises to 
boost productivity, and, potentially, profits. (The FT 2014)

Both (4) and (5) reveal that Shell and The FT embed the frame ‘Money’ 
into the narrative of the costs and investments that are associated with 
climate change. The results of the data analysis indicate that Shell frames 
its climate-change discourse in relation to profits, financial losses and 
additional expenses incurred from the negative consequences of climate 
change, e.g. “We already assess potential costs associated with CO2 emis-
sions when evaluating projects. However, in future, governments may in-
creasingly impose a price on CO2 emissions that relevant companies will 
have to incorporate in their investment plans” (Shell 2015, 52). By framing 
its climate-change discourse via ‘Money’, Shell emphasises that climate 
change may involve additional costs: 
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(6) Rising climate change concerns could lead to additional regulatory 
measures that may result in project delays and higher costs. […] Over 
time, we expect that a growing share of our CO2 emissions will be 
subject to regulation and result in increasing our costs. (Shell 2015, 12)

Another aspect of the frame ‘Money’ is evident in Shell’s narrative of it-
self as a social and moral corporation, a claim which mitigates the nega-
tive consequences of climate change by creating ‘green’ profit-generating 
technologies and production facilities. This facet of the frame ‘Money’ 
is evident in Shell’s willingness to introduce environmentally friendly 
natural gas-based technologies, e.g. “Effective carbon-pricing systems 
are needed. They can drive a shift from coal- to gas-fired power genera-
tion […]” (Shell 2015, 8). This finding is evocative of the earlier contention 
that Shell’s climate-change discourse involves sustainable development, 
which refers to “a complex notion that seeks to reconcile the goals of eco-
nomic development and ecological wellbeing” (Livesey 2002, 315). 

6.3. The frames ‘Battle’, ‘Responsible Citizen’, and ‘Care’
Shell’s framing of the climate-change discourse is associated with the 
concepts of battle, citizenship and care, which have not been identified 
in the 2014 data from The Economist and The FT. In the 2014 AR, the 
frame ‘Battle’ is foregrounded by placing it in the initial position of the 
report, in the section titled Strategic Report. The Chairman’s Message. 
In this opening section, Shell presents itself as a responsible and climate 
change-aware corporation, which engages in climate-change mitigation: 

(7) All sectors of society must work together to combat climate change 
effectively […]. (Shell 2015, 6)

It should be observed that the frame ‘Battle’ feeds back into the frame 
‘Responsible Citizen’ with its discursive space of corporate citizenship 
and corporate responsibility, e.g. “All sectors of society must work to-
gether […]” (Shell 2015, 6). These findings are in concert with Livesey 
(2002), who indicates that corporate citizenship is a typical feature of 
Shell’s post-Brent Spar discourse related to the environment and climate 
change. In the 2014 AR, Shell frames its climate-change discourse via the 
frame ‘Responsible Citizen’: 
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(8) Our success in business depends on our ability to meet a range of 
environmental and social challenges. We must show we can operate 
safely and manage the effect our activities can have on neighbouring 
communities and society as a whole. (Shell 2015, 52)

Shell’s corporate responsibility is framed by foregrounding the concepts 
of society and community, as well as by the concept of inclusion, which is 
expressed in the recurring personal pronouns in the third person plural; 
for instance our success, our ability, our activities. These pronouns are 
micro-contextually related to the noun phrases neighbouring communi-
ties and society as a whole to frame Shell as an integral part of the com-
munity it operates in.

Arguably, the idea of corporate citizenship is concurrent with Shell’s 
framing of its climate-change activities via the frame ‘Care’, where ‘Care’ 
is regarded as creating, helping, and sharing; e.g. “to better share the ben-
efits of our activities, such as creating new jobs and help develop local 
economies” (Shell 2015, 56). The co-occurrence of the frames ‘Care’ and 
‘Responsible Citizen’ is evident in the context of Shell’s acknowledgement 
of the potential negative impacts associated with fossil fuels, as in the fol-
lowing quote:

(9) We also work with communities, business partners, non-govern-
mental organisations and other bodies to address potential impacts 
and share the benefits of our operations and projects. (Shell 2015, 52)

In (9), Shell addresses the issue of climate change concurrently with so-
cial and environmental topics (Shell 2015). Shell’s self-image as a good 
climate-change-concerned citizen is facilitated and reinforced by the im-
agery of care, thus resulting in the framing of Shell as both a responsible 
and a caring citizen. Arguably, the frames of care and responsibility are 
employed in Shell’s corporate discourse to frame Shell as a trustworthy, 
law-abiding citizen who is committed to sustainable development and is 
concerned about the issue of climate change.

The frame ‘Care’ is not novel in Shell’s corporate discourse. Its pres-
ence has been discussed by Livesey (2002). Thus, the present data sup-
port previous research (Livesey 2001; Livesey 2002; Livesey & Kearins 
2002), which argues that Shell presents a self-mage of a caring corpora-
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tion in the matters of environmental sustainability, social responsibility 
and climate change. Shell’s self-image as a caring corporation is part of 
the corporate strategy to maintain visibility and responsibility. Like oth-
er fossil-fuels corporations, Shell’s corporate self-image is a significant 
factor in defining the company’s identity. 

Conclusions
This article presents a framing analysis of the climate-change discourse 
in the 2014 AR by Shell, which is juxtaposed with the framing of Shell’s 
climate change-related activities in The Economist and The FT. The results 
of the framing analysis indicate that, in 2014, Shell frames its climate-
change discourse via the frames ‘Battle’, ‘Responsible Citizen’, ‘Care’, 
‘Research and Development’, and ‘Money’. In contrast, The Economist 
frames Shell’s climate-change activities in 2014 via the frames ‘Immoral 
Corporation’ and ‘Sinner’. They evoke biblical and religious imagery and 
de-emphasise the concrete climate-change mitigating measures found 
in Shell’s 2014 AR. On the other hand, this moral framing is absent 
in The FT’s representations of Shell’s climate-change activities in 2014. 
Specifically, The FT frames Shell’s climate-change agenda employing the 
frames ‘Research and Development’ and ‘Money’. Judging from these 
findings, it can be concluded that The FT’s framing of Shell’s climate-
change activities in 2014 partially coincide with the Shell’s self-image 
with regard to the issue climate change. The present findings indicate 
that, while The Economist and The FT share a similar corporate reader-
ship, their framing of Shell’s climate change-related activities in 2014 are 
qualitatively different.1
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