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Abstract

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Reporting in the Canadian Oil and Gas
Industry is a relatively new way of reporting Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), with a key
focus on appealing to investors. While there is a great deal of scholarly research on CSR and
environmental and issues, there is very little qualitative data on public and industry perceptions
of ESG reporting, particularly in the Canadian Oil and Gas Industry. The purpose of this research
is to address this lack of qualitative data through interviews with industry personnel and non-
industry publics about their perceptions of ESG reporting and to understand how these actors
perceive ESG communications. Interviews took place in early 2021, during COVID-19
lockdowns and depressed market conditions for Canada’s Oil and Gas Industry. Data was
collected using grounded theory and is analyzed using my “I know something you don’t know”
(IKSYDK) framework that is based on signaling theory (Spence, 2002), dramaturgical theory
(Goffman, 1956), and reception theory (Hall, 1973). Although these interviews represent a
snapshot in time, the data revealed conflicting views on the Oil and Gas Industry’s perception of
public opinion, insights on how social media can be used to communicate ESG effectively, and
unilateral agreement that ESG reporting is incomplete for picking and choosing only the good
data and not sharing the bad. Interviewees also concurred that — due to the undeniable threat of
climate change caused by fossil fuels — the Oil and Gas Industry is in sunset, and that ESG
reporting can provide valued accountability if created more inclusively for investor and non-

investor audiences.
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Environmental, social and governance criteria are a set of standards for a company’s

operations that socially conscious investors use to screen potential investments.

Environmental criteria consider how a company performs as a steward of nature. Social

criteria examine how it manages relationships with employees, suppliers, customers, and

the communities where it operates. Governance deals with a company’s leadership,

executive pay, audits, internal controls, and shareholder rights. (Chen, 2020, para. 1)

Introduction
In this early and pressing time of transition from fossil fuels to new energy sources,
Canadian oil and gas companies are also transitioning the way they account for their activity,
moving from Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) to Environmental, Social and Governance
(ESG) reporting. In the conflux of winding up to a new reporting framework for an industry that
is diminishing and winding down in dominance, environmental investors and skeptical publics
are tightly wound by industry’s unclear accountability, while the countdown to a net-zero carbon
economy is ticking. In the meantime, Canada’s oil and gas companies want to find ways to
demonstrate their ESG performance and strengthen their reputations, while publics like
shareholders, employees and non-industry stakeholders want to see tangible examples of
progress and are demanding increased transparency about how companies operate (Husky
Energy, 2019, p. 1).
The ESG reports cited in this research (See Appendix C) are produced primarily for

portfolio managers to attract investment in Canadian oil and gas, but also contain important,
albeit complex, information for non-industry stakeholders about how the production of oil and

gas affects the environment, how corporations are acting socially responsible, and what
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governance companies use to operate both legally and ethically. In the early stages of our energy
transition away from fossil fuels, ESG reporting can be an important interim measure for
companies to account for oil and gas production activity.

Rooted in interviews with Canadian industry personnel and non-industry publics, and using
an open-ended, grounded theory approach, the focus of this qualitative research study is to
understand public and industry perceptions of ESG reporting in the Canadian Oil and Gas
Industry: what these actors think of ESG and how they feel it is best communicated. Using
components of Michael Spence’s (2002) signaling, Erving Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgy, and
Stuart Hall’s (1973) reception theory, I created the “I know something you don’t know”
(IKSYDK) analytical model to understand how participants interpret the communication of ESG
content (See Fig. 1). Following the flow of ESG communications through the IKSYDK model
from a sender’s signal to a receiver’s interpretation, this research explores how ESG content is
perceived based on what content is sent to the receiver, and how communications can be sent
optimally based on how different audiences receive the signal. Ultimately, along with
understanding the types of ESG content that resonate with publics and what content works best
on web or social media, the hope for this research is to draw attention to environment, social and
governance reporting, to understand how ESG can influence public and industry perceptions of
the Canadian Oil and Gas Industry, and to gather new insights on energy use for the benefit of

society.
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CSR and ESG: Use of the terms in this research

The CSR and ESG acronyms are often used interchangeably to refer to corporate
sustainability reporting, including within the Canadian Oil and Gas Industry, but there is a
difference between the two terms: CSR is traditionally used in reference to corporations’ socially
responsible activities, including economic contributions to the communities where they operate,
and how a company performs as a philanthropic corporate citizen, whereas ESG includes
governance explicitly and refers to “how corporations and investors integrate environmental,
social and governance concerns into their business models” (Gillan et al., 2021, p. 2) (see
Appendix G for a glossary of acronyms and terms used in this research). For the purposes of this

study, the term CSR will be used in reference to historic research and information on
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sustainability, and ESG will be used in reference to more recent research and current
sustainability reporting in the Canadian Oil and Gas Industry and in relation to findings from this
study.
A snapshot of a snapshot in time: Reflective and existential

Interviews for this study took place in January and February 2021, in the thick of
COVID-19 lockdowns in Canada. There is no doubt that history will view the COVID-19 era as
more than just a pandemic. During this time, global financial markets were volatile due to
economic uncertainty, including the highest closing level of Wall Street’s “fear gauge” (Joyner,
2021, para. 2). The Canadian Oil and Gas Industry was at the centre of thousands of layoffs and
staff reductions due to corporate mergers like Husky Energy merging with Cenovus Energy
(Seskus, 2021, para. 3) and stalled offshore mega projects by Suncor and Husky (Jaremko,
2021), all directly related to the economic downturn precipitated by the pandemic. While these
significant industry changes had a tremendous negative affect on the morale of employees,
various publics witnessed volatile gasoline prices, an increased carbon tax and impending
government legislation on net-zero emissions (Tasker, 2020), all the while experiencing extreme
weather events including periods of record cold temperatures (Sullivan, 2021). Beyond the
immediate challenges in Canada, newly elected U.S. President Joe Biden “took a series of
executive actions that put an exclamation point on his commitment to address climate change”
(Egan, 2021, para. 2) including cancelling the controversial Keystone XL pipeline, which would
have carried Canadian oil into the United States (ibid). With the oil and gas industry’s dramatic
staff reductions and stalled mega projects, and government legislation aimed at working towards

a net-zero carbon economy, it was apparent the fossil fuel industry in Canada was greatly
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diminished, perhaps even winding down. The qualitative interviews for this research on
perceptions of ESG reporting in the Canadian Oil and Gas Industry took place during this
tumultuous time. As a researcher working in the Canadian Oil and Gas Industry, I expected less-
than-enthusiastic responses to my questions due to the circumstances underpinning this turbulent
snapshot in time. In the face of so much industry change and adversity, capturing opinions about
ESG relative to controversial topics like the environment, climate change and oil and gas
production and consumption was as layered as the faces of a matryoshka doll. It is through this
lens during a reflective and existential moment that I explore perceptions of ESG reporting in the
Canadian Oil and Gas Industry. This research has materialized in the hopes that my qualitative
interviews, grounded in open-ended discussion, will not only shed light on the details of ESG
reporting and new ways to interpret ESG communications, but will also inspire hopeful research
on public perceptions of energy — including new energy alternatives — and help answer the
questions of why, how, and as participant N06 will ask about the purpose of ESG reporting, “to
what end?”
My influence on the research: A fascination with how and what

My personality type and work experience inform this qualitative research study in that
they help define my philosophical worldview as constructivist (see Methodology, Method and
Limitations chapter) and drive my interest in exploring public perceptions of ESG reporting. As
a communicator with nearly 35 years of experience in different industries, including thirteen
years in energy and oil and gas, [ have always been fascinated with the of communicating

content, and finding the right tool —the = a —to communicate most effectively. With an ENFP
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campaigner personality type!, I have a deep enthusiasm for things I am passionate about, like
communications — including being comfortable with ambiguity and not always knowing the best

or a.AsIwill explain in the Methods chapter, this is a reason why I was drawn to
qualitative research: for its flexible and reflective approach (Marshall & Rossman, 2014, pp.
361-362), and for the latitude one is afforded in not finding a decisive answer, but rather in
producing more insights from different sources to inform better questions. This summarizes my
approach to achieving the goal of this project: to analyze qualitative interviews about ESG
matters from oil and industry personnel and to juxtapose these findings with views from non-
industry participants and scholarly research on CSR; to highlight areas of concurrence or
difference; to identify the best ways to communicate ESG content; and to contribute to scholarly
research as the world navigates the transition from fossil fuels to new energy sources.

The moment that piqued my interest in public perceptions of ESG was in early 2018
when an oil and gas company I worked for first published an Environmental, Social and
Governance (ESG) Report. The company had previously published several sustainability and
community reports with similar content, and this new report with its concerted title using the
words of “environment, social and governance” was curious and far more literal terminology to
me. [ was familiar with words for CSR like stewardship, responsibility, and sustainability that
always seemed more ambiguous, and the words environmental, social and governance always

seeming more concrete. But I still wondered what drove the change to the new title, and how

I'NO"#-%B-"7(),":PQRS?"2'2$%6)$()" - '46'46)"PT4,-U), ) *E'5(48"4"U)ER) )" (7E'- (*'S,$2B) 34" (7'B) , 28 (-0'41"
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audiences — and which audiences — would respond to it. We published that first ESG report on
the company website as a .pdf document, linked from the homepage and the website’s section for
investors — an obvious key audience for the information. Other than a link from the company’s
social media channels with accompanying text that stated, ‘Read our Environmental, Social and
Governance (ESG) report here,’ there was not much public fanfare about the new report. Beyond
trying to understand the new title, I had many questions, not only about the andthe a,
but also the : Is this report just for investors? My colleagues certainly put tremendous effort
into creating the report, which I felt had equally important information for investors and publics
alike. I wondered why ESG reports that require so many resources to prepare are not actively
shared more broadly with publics? What would be the most effective way to communicate such
content? Based on my experience and background as a digital communicator, I wondered if this
was something publics would want to discuss and engage with on social media. How would a
report like this affect the reputation and the publics’ view (some would argue an already
tarnished view) of Canadian oil and gas companies? Would the company be willing to have an
online discussion about the report? Would the company allocate resources to actively attend to
ESG-related questions or directives from publics? Would these publics even care? I also
grappled with the idea that if the content was already so tailored to investors and companies (and
not to publics wishing to engage with these materials), why would the company bother posting
the report to a public website?

The content within these reports is legally vetted and goes through several levels of
internal scrutiny and approval before it is published. But what really sharpened my interest in

researching perceptions of ESG reporting, and added an important question for my research, was
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when I learned that — despite the widespread prevalence of the newly named ESG reporting
across the oil and gas industry — there was no agreed-upon universal standard for ESG reporting.
I wondered — even as a communicator in industry — how the lack of a universal standard affected
companies’ practical and philosophical approaches to creating ESG reports, and how publics
would react upon learning about this lack of standardization.
ESG reporting standards: It doesn’t fully exist these days

There are many standards for ESG reporting that companies can choose from — that is, if
they choose to follow a standard. The problem I saw, and that my colleagues also identified, is
that industry had not agreed on one. Reporting on the many standards, Jeff Jones commented
that, “ESG reporting has become an alphabet soup” (Jones, 2021, para. 7) and identified
reporting approaches that are in use now include Sustainability Accounting Standards Board
(SASB), Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), and the Task Force on Climate-related Financial
Disclosures (TCFD), among others (paras. 7, 8). The path to agreeing upon a universal reporting
standard for ESG has been long and arduous and remains unresolved at the time of writing this
thesis. Not only is there a concern for what publics might think, investment firms are also
confused and concerned about the inability to consistently compare reports. Reuters reported in
2017 that “professional investors and company executives... were frustrated by the lack of
common standards” (Flaherty & Kerber, 2017, para. 10) and reported again in 2019, quoting an
investment analyst from Moody’s who stated, “We would love to see a general standard which
makes comparisons easy. It doesn’t fully exist these days” (Bousso & Nasralla, 2019, para. 28).
In 2021, the Globe and Mail reported some progress towards standardization, noting the

Chartered Professional Accountants (CPA) of Canada called on private and public-sector leaders
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to develop a “technical readiness working group” as a global sustainability board “to have a plan
for standardization well under way by November 2021, when countries meet in Glasgow,
Scotland, for the next United Nations climate conference” (Jones, 2021, para. 5). In June 2021,
Canadian oil and gas company Cenovus stated its chosen reporting structure with more than one
standard for its 2020 ESG reports: “Our reporting structure aligns with the Sustainability
Accounting Standards Board (SASB) and IPIECA (formerly known as the International
Petroleum Industry Environmental Conservation Association) reporting frameworks,” and stated
that a second report later in 2021 would “align with the Task Force on Climate-related Financial
Disclosures (TCFD)” (Cenovus Energy, 2021, para. 2).

I wondered not only how publics would react to the oil and gas industry’s lack of a
universal ESG reporting standard, but also if it would matter to non-investors whether ESG
reports are created to meet regulatory requirements and/or to enhance the marketing for a
website? An important question for my research interviews would emerge: Did you know there
is not yet a universal standard for ESG reporting, and how does that affect your opinion about the
reports?

Research Questions

My experience with publishing ESG reports online, along with the new and evolving
circumstances surrounding ESG reporting would inspire four research questions. Questions one
and two ask what publics think of ESG reporting with a focus on awareness and importance.

RQI1 focuses on public awareness and asks to what extent publics are aware of ESG

reporting and what impact awareness might have on perception of ESG content for public
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discussion; similarly, what is the industry’s perception of publics’ awareness of ESG and what
impact does that perception have on ESG communication design?

RQ2 explores the degree to which publics think ESG content is important and asks, how
important is the content of ESG reporting to Canadian oil and gas employees and publics? This
question was formulated based on the imminent shift away from fossil fuels, as described in the
Introduction.

Questions three and four ask how publics think ESG content is best communicated with a
focus on platform delivery and online discussion.

RQ3 focuses on how Canadian oil and gas companies use websites and social media to
communicate ESG and asks, how does the choice to communicate ESG reporting — either
exclusively through a one-way website presentation, or through both a website and social media
dialogue — affect/impact the reputation of Canada’s oil and gas companies? The intent of this
question is to gauge public opinion on which platforms, websites or social media are best for oil
and gas companies seeking to communicate ESG content.

RQ4 centres on formulating and deciphering the most effective means to communicate
ESG content. Is there a discrepancy between what publics want to talk about and hear about
versus what industry wants to talk about and report? This question is designed to move beyond
the tactical level of websites and social media to begin to understand whether publics and
companies see strategic value in cultivating discussion around ESG content.

While formulating my four research questions, which are presently focused on ESG
reporting, it was impossible to disregard how many historic issues surrounding the oil and gas

industry, including economic and environmental effects, have influenced public opinion about
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the industry. To understand how this sometimes contentious and controversial influence has
affected the reputation of oil and gas companies, I reviewed scholarly and industry literature on a

variety of topics related to the oil and gas industry and communicating sustainability reporting.
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Literature Review

One of the most important reasons why a company publishes a CSR report is to
strengthen reputation (Reilly & Larya, 2018, p. 623). CSR topics that resonate with publics are
critical for developing a favourable reputation (Saxton et al., 2019, p. 360) and help reduce
reputational risks (Stohl et al., 2017, p. 418). However, a history of corporate negligence,
environmental disasters, and CSR reporting scandals with companies in controversial industries
have “captured the attention of the media and damaged the public’s trust” (Vollero et al., 2018,
p. 141). A challenge for Canadian oil and gas companies who create ESG reports is that publics
have an overflowing distrust of CSR because they perceive the messages as “often based on
corporate self-serving motives to justify their goodwill” (Cho et al., 2017, p. 63). Martha Hall
Findlay, chief sustainability officer at Suncor Energy acknowledged the challenge oil and gas
companies face with sustainability solutions and stated, “We need to be humble... We're a big
energy company, not everybody trusts us” (Suncor, 2020b, 0:32).

Using social media to engage with publics about ESG topics is also a challenge because
“companies in controversial industries are more exposed to public scrutiny, as they are socially
more visible” (Vollero et al., p. 143). The method of digital delivery — via a website, social
media or both — is an important decision with reputational implications. Corporate websites have
evolved into comprehensive information sources with consistent themes shared by companies in
controversial industries (Vollero et al., 2018, p. 144); but, while a stand-alone CSR report on a
website can positively influence peers and professional stakeholders, a web presentation by itself
does not influence a company’s reputation with non-professional publics (Axjonow et al., 2018,

p- 429). Social media platforms are an effective high visibility tool to help organizations
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communicate with publics and maintain reputation management using two-way dialogue (Sisson,
2017, p. 793); however, there is a danger in using social media incorrectly because, if the
communication is perceived as inauthentic, it can create a lasting negative impression and can
damage a company’s reputation (p. 790). Controlling a one-way message on a website and
allowing two-way messages on social media represent an ongoing set of challenges that
companies face when sharing CSR reports. While companies in controversial industries prefer a
“command and control” approach to managing the CSR information on their websites (Vollero et
al., 2018, p. 147), publics perceive a lack of transparency and consider the report to be a low
priority if a company does not use social media or incorporate two-way dialogue to discuss CSR
information (Reilly & Larya, 2018, p. 624). The decision to use one- or two- way information,
and the implication that messaging is controlled, constitutes yet another challenge for oil and gas
companies because public opinion surrounding oil and gas use is deemed contentious.

Despite current signs that the reduction of fossil fuel use is imminent — as noted in the
Introduction — ongoing debate remains regarding the oil and gas industry’s contributions to both
the economy and climate change. While journalists, environmental scholars, and CSR experts
continue to draw attention to the world’s pressing need to move away from fossil fuel use, so too
have pro-industry groups and lobbyists continued to tout economic and societal benefits.
Industry’s controversies and challenges

According to Reilly and Larya (2018, p. 623), strengthening reputation is an important
reason why the oil and gas industry publishes ESG reports. A wide array of scholarly research
and literature has raised the public profile of oil and gas industry controversies, challenges, and

reputational history, including unethical PR strategies, climate-change denial, economic self-
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interest, greenwashing practices, poor safety records, and fleeing investment. In the book 7T
S G Y ,L ,Da L a Pb R a 1 , Stauber and
Rampton (1995) reveal that the auto and oil industries were principal actors in creating phony

(13}

grassroots ‘citizen’ groups (p. 92) that used official-sounding names with words like “'councils,’

19

'coalitions,' 'alliances,' and groups with 'citizens' and 'consumers" to give “the illusion of citizen
involvement” (p. 93). In an example from 1989, Stauber and Rampton note the oil and auto
industries created a phony group called Nevadans for Fair Fuel Economy Standards as a “public
interest pretender” (ibid) for owners of gas-guzzling vehicles to advocate against a law for
greater gas efficiency, because such a law would “would make such vehicles unaffordable”
(ibid). Stauber and Rampton cite numerous examples where the oil and gas industry attempted to
influence public opinion beyond phony grassroots tactics.

Environmental sociologist Kyle Knight (2019) finds that public opinion of climate
change is influenced in countries reliant on fossil fuel revenues, noting that “economic interests
are inhibiting public recognition of climate change as a serious problem” (p. 309), and that such
countries “are likely to have lower public concern for climate change due to the influence of
organized climate denial, political polarization, and media coverage” (p. 298). Ellis Jones (2019),
whose expertise includes corporate social responsibility, asserts that the oil and gas industry’s
use of greenwashing and “the practice of deliberate obfuscation” (p. 745) have created
“widespread skepticism about green advertisements” (746) and highlighted how the fossil fuel
industry uses greenwashing at multiple levels of its business: “at the gas station (e.g., choosing

‘cleaner burning fuel’), at the petroleum company (e.g., BP’s ‘beyond petroleum’ campaign),

and at the industry level (e.g., promoting a fossil fuel dependent ‘car culture’)” (p. 745). While
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Knight (2019) argues that intentional greenwashing efforts have influenced public opinion (p.
299), other scholars have shown how the oil and gas industry has used cultural influencing
strategies to great effect.

Environmental sociology researchers Shannon Bell, Jenrose Fitzgerald, and Richard York
(2019) posit that the fossil fuel industry used ongoing PR strategies to “counter threats to their
dominance” (p. 324) and to position industry with a positive reputation through what they refer
to as “identity co-optation” (p. 323), with the ultimate goal of appropriating and reconstructing
the identities of “fossil fuel industries’ fiercest opponents — most notably women — in the
delivery of their counterclaims” (ibid). Bell et al. argue that the oil and gas industry’s creation of
high-profile women’s awards was a strategy to counter the industry’s “white-man-in-a-business-
suit image” (p. 327). Bell et al. state that showcasing women who work in the industry “to
counter the public perception that rich white men are running the show” (p. 329) is one public
relations strategy that industry has used “to maintain the primacy of fossil fuels” (p. 324) and is
consonant with Antonio Gramsci’s (1999) theory of cultural hegemony. Gramsci asserts that a
group can retain power over another by overcoming “a ‘crisis of authority,” wherein the public
stops believing that the prevailing power structure is just and worthy of its support” (Bell et al.,
2019 p. 324). Bell et al.’s analysis sought to identify strategies like women’s awards, which the
researchers claim represented a public relations strategy “to maintain cultural hegemony in the
face of increasing threats to power and profits” (ibid). Bell et al.’s research suggests that while
identity co-optation, gender, and public relations strategies constitute complex and contentious
underlying threats to cultural hegemony, safety and environmental incidents represent visible and

tangible threats imbued with significant reputational impacts for oil and gas companies.
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Safety incidents such as pipeline spills and fires create negative headlines for the oil and
gas industry and contribute to its negative reputation. In 2021, the Canadian Energy Regulator
(CER) featured an interactive real-time incident list on its website that highlighted the nearly
1,500 incidents that occurred at CER-regulated pipelines and facilities between 2008 and 2019
(Canadian Energy Regulator, 2021). And a 2021 CERES report on investor expectations for oil
and gas financial reporting states, “U.S. oil and gas companies, and their investors, are at risk of
significant stranded assets because they are not adequately reflecting the impacts of the climate
crisis and the clean energy transition” (Ceres, 2021, para. 1).

The above controversies and challenges, including claims of unethical PR strategies,
climate-change denial and greenwashing, offer representative examples of the kinds of
reputational damage oil and gas companies try to redress through their ESG reports. One aspect
of ESG reporting commonly used to counter reputational challenges — particularly to appeal to a
growing environmentally conscious investor audience — is the assertion of the economic benefits
provided by oil and gas development.

Industry’s benefits and economic contribution

A search and review of scholarly literature on the benefits of the oil and gas industry
yielded exponentially fewer results than a search for its negative effects. Arguments in favour of
oil and gas development include global economic benefits and promoting Canada’s industry as
ethical. In hisbook £ a O , Ezra Levant (2010) frames Canada’s oil sands as the ethical
choice compared to foreign oil-producing nations and issued a defence for the industry to counter
anti-oil sands and tar sands claims, asserting, “Canadian oil sands is the most ethical oil in the

world, and the people who invest there, work there and support the oil sands with their patronage
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and encouragement should be proud” (p. 234). Economists Barbara Doric and Vlado Dimovski
(2018) state that petroleum products are essential in our everyday lives (p. 119) and regard
Norway as an example of a country that has benefited economically from a well-managed
petroleum industry (p. 121). They conclude that without a transparent and sustainable plan to
manage industry, “a country is like a sleeping beauty; it will awake to its full potential once it
has implemented proper administrative design” (pp. 136-137).

Academic economists and senior research fellows Tony Addison and Alan Roe (2016)
note that while our era is “defined by accelerating climate change with the accumulation of
carbon and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere from the consumption of fossil fuels”
(para. 2), many developing countries rely on the financial benefits of fossil fuels to “maximize
poverty reduction” (para. 3). They acknowledge the challenge of managing economic resources
in poor developing countries to help end poverty “in ways that contribute to climate adaption and
mitigation, preserve the environment, and respect the rights of communities in mining localities
(and ensure they benefit)” (para. 7). John Hunnes (2019), a business ethics researcher based in
Norway, suggests ways to transition from oil and gas by using its revenue to fund sustainable
energy models. Hunnes characterizes an oil producing country’s conflict as an ethical dilemma
where economic benefits to society are contrasted with CO; emissions (p. 1), and Hunnes
conclude that more critical questions need to be raised as the effects of climate change become
apparent, and that Norwegian policy should create a “redemption path” to use its oil fund “to
promote and demand sustainable business models and practices from foreign (and global)

companies and to continue to build its brand as a global promoter of protecting the environment”

(p. 11).
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Although these examples from proponents of oil and gas development use economic
benefits as a primary argument to continue oil and gas extraction, nearly all include a
qualification on the importance of addressing climate change and moving away from fossil fuels.
Conversely, researchers acknowledge the importance of the oil and gas industry’s economic
contributions despite ongoing controversies and challenges. For example, Bell et al. (2019) state
that “most people do want a healthy environment in addition to economic opportunities” (p.
332), and Knight (2019) suggests that “the dynamic at play may be more about protecting
economic interests in fossil fuel production” rather than publics “feeling responsible for
contributing to climate change through fossil fuel consumption” (p. 309). These examples
acknowledge a call for the oil and gas industry, an industry in what are perhaps its halcyon days,
to be accountable for threats to climate and social concerns, all the while delivering responsible
economic contributions.

The above challenges underscore the oil and gas industry’s contentious history, and
highlight the struggle to balance environmental, social and economic impacts. These challenges
within the vast debates surrounding oil and gas development relate to investor demands of
industry’s environmental, social and governance accountabilities through ESG reporting. To
ground my four research questions on how publics perceive ESG reports in the Canadian Oil and
Gas Industry, I researched four related and focused themes in extant literature: a) Public and
industry awareness and perceptions of ESG; b) ESG communication methods and reputation
management; ¢) The significance of ESG content to publics and industry; and d) Best practices
for ESG dissemination. These four themes proved to be foundational to the questions I posed to

the respondents in this study.
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Public and industry awareness and perceptions of ESG

Theme one, which informs RQ1’s focus on publics’ general awareness of environmental,
social and governance matters, is a review of research on ESG reporting practices that includes
reporting standards, terminology, and cultural hegemony surrounding oil and gas development.

Along with the contentious public debate surrounding oil and gas development, there is
also evidence of continued internal struggle among investors and authors of ESG reports
regarding the framework of ESG reporting. As noted in the Introduction, investors are frustrated
that ESG reporting has no set standard because it causes confusion when comparing one report to
the next (Flaherty & Kerber, 2017, para. 2). Yet the debate within the ESG investment
community goes beyond deciding on a reporting standard. Tariq Fancy (2021), the former chief
investment officer of sustainable investing at Blackrock, the largest asset manager in the world,
went public in USA T a with accusations that “the financial services industry is duping the
American public with its pro-environment, sustainable investing practices” (para. 1). Fancy
argued that although the idea of sustainable investing was noble, “sustainable investing boils
down to little more than marketing hype, PR spin and disingenuous promises from the
investment community” (para. 2). Fancy was critical of ESG investment practices, particularly
against inclusion of profitable oil and gas companies: “ESG products contain irresponsible
companies such as petroleum majors and other large polluters like ‘fast fashion” manufacturing
to boost the fund's performance” (para. 3). Combined with contentious views of the oil and gas
industry and the indecision surrounding a standard for ESG reporting, Fancy’s accusations

against the ESG investment community — with a plea for government rules “to fix our system
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and curb a growing disaster” (para. 10) — added a measure of negativity to public awareness of
ESG matters.
ESG or CSR? Changing terminology and alphabet soup acronyms

The terms Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Environmental, Social and
Governance (ESG) add to the confusion around ESG reporting because they are often used
interchangeably for corporate sustainability reporting (which shares the CSR acronym, creating
even greater confusion). One of the challenges noted in publics’ understanding of CSR is the
changing terminology, a list of acronyms that some investors refer to as “alphabet soup” (Jones,
2021, para. 7). Over the past ten-plus years in various roles as a communi