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Abstract 

The Narratives and Networks (N&N) Model of the Social Licence (Boutilier, 2020) is a 

new model proposed by R.G. Boutilier in 2020, which may have the potential to create more 

understanding about social licence (SL), its presence or absence, and how its complexities are 

navigated and negotiated among various discourse participants. This thesis illustrates the use of 

the N&N model by applying a qualitative Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) methodology to a 

case study (the New Brunswick hydraulic fracturing controversy occurring between 2012 and 

2017) to assess the model’s usefulness for understanding the presence or absence of a social 

licence and its practical implications for communications professionals. First, this thesis reviews 

available scholarship identifying factors that contribute to the influence and establishment of a 

SL, including: its definition, the rise of activism and engagement, influences on opinion 

formation, and associated political dimensions. Next, it provides a review of previous SL 

models, the N&N model, and the theoretical basis for using CDA as the research method. This is 

the first trial of the model using such a methodology and the hydraulic fracturing controversy in 

New Brunswick. While several areas for additional research are uncovered, the results reveal the 

N&N model accomplishes the intended purpose. It provides a deeper understanding of the 

dominant discourses, the networks and actors influencing those discourses, emerging themes and 

strategies, the presence or absence of a SL, and the obstacles or facilitators used to constrain or 

support the capacity to conduct the activity. This research reinforces the importance for 

narratives to be present in the public sphere, but concludes by encouraging more research 

investigating the capacity to achieve SL if you are not part of the public sphere. 

Keywords: critical discourse analysis, narratives and networks model of the social 

licence, hydraulic fracturing, fracking, natural gas, social licence, discourse, communication 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 5 

 

Table of Contents 

Dedication and Acknowledgements ............................................................................................. 2 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................... 4 

Table of Contents .......................................................................................................................... 5 

Abbreviations ................................................................................................................................ 10 

List of Figures and Tables............................................................................................................. 11 

Introduction and Thesis Overview  ............................................................................................... 13 

Scope of Thesis and Research Question  ................................................................................ 15 

Contribution to the Field of Communications ........................................................................ 18 

Review of Literature ..................................................................................................................... 19 

Social Licence Defined ........................................................................................................... 19 

Introduction to Scholarship ..................................................................................................... 23 

Societal Change: The Rise of Activism and Engagement ...................................................... 25 

     Social Movements and Activism ....................................................................................... 25 

     Environmental Consciousness and Protection ................................................................... 28 

     Public Engagement and Participation ................................................................................ 32 

The Influences on Opinion Formation .................................................................................... 34 

     Features of Individual and Group Opinions ....................................................................... 34 

     The Role of Media Framing, Agenda Setting, and Spokespeople ..................................... 35 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 6 

 

     The Role of Imagery .......................................................................................................... 39 

     The Role of Risk Perception .............................................................................................. 41 

     Information Sources and Science in Communication ........................................................ 43 

The Political Dimensions of Social Licence ........................................................................... 45 

     Policy Narratives and Strategy ........................................................................................... 48 

The Case Study: The Hydraulic Fracking Controversy in New Brunswick ................................. 51 

Models of Social Licence .............................................................................................................. 62 

Understanding Existing Models of Social Licence ................................................................. 62 

The Narratives and Networks Model of Social Licence ......................................................... 65 

Theoretical Basis and Framework ................................................................................................ 70 

Methodology and Research Design .............................................................................................. 74 

Limitations .................................................................................................................................... 84 

Discussion and Analysis of Research Results .............................................................................. 85 

     Discourse: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis ......................................................... 87 

          2012 – 2017 Discourse Overview ....................................................................................... 87 

 2012 Discourse Analysis ..................................................................................................... 88 

 2013 Discourse Analysis ..................................................................................................... 89 

 2014 Discourse Analysis ..................................................................................................... 89 

 2015 Discourse Analysis ..................................................................................................... 90 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 7 

 

 2016 Discourse Analysis ..................................................................................................... 90 

 2017 Discourse Analysis ..................................................................................................... 90 

 Network or Coalition / Identity: 2012 – 2017 Overview And Yearly Analysis ...................... 90 

  2012 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis ................................................................... 92 

  2013 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis ................................................................... 93 

  2014 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis ................................................................... 93 

  2015 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis ................................................................... 93 

  2016 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis ................................................................... 94 

  2017 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis ................................................................... 94 

 Discourse Positions:  2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis ......................................... 94 

  2012 Discourse Position Analysis ....................................................................................... 96 

  2013 Discourse Position Analysis ....................................................................................... 96 

  2014 Discourse Position Analysis ....................................................................................... 96 

  2015 Discourse Position Analysis ....................................................................................... 96 

  2016 Discourse Position Analysis ....................................................................................... 96 

  2017 Discourse Position Analysis ....................................................................................... 97 

 Genre – Language Use: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis .................................... 97 

  2012 Genre-Language Use Analysis ................................................................................... 98 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 8 

 

  2013 Genre-Language Use Analysis ................................................................................... 98 

  2014 Genre-Language Use Analysis ................................................................................... 99 

  2015 Genre-Language Use Analysis ................................................................................... 99 

  2016 Genre-Language Use Analysis ................................................................................... 99 

  2017 Genre-Language Use Analysis ................................................................................ 100 

 Hurdle Use: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis .................................................... 100 

  2012 Hurdle Analysis ....................................................................................................... 101 

  2013 Hurdle Analysis ....................................................................................................... 102 

  2014 Hurdle Analysis ....................................................................................................... 102 

  2015 Hurdle Analysis ....................................................................................................... 102 

  2016 Hurdle Analysis ....................................................................................................... 103 

  2017 Hurdle Analysis ....................................................................................................... 103 

 Narrative Themes and Strategies: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis .................. 103 

  2012 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis .............................................................. 105 

  2013 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis .............................................................. 106 

  2014 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis .............................................................. 107 

  2015 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis .............................................................. 107 

  2016 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis .............................................................. 107 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 9 

 

  2017 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis .............................................................. 109 

 Notes on Tone, Framing, Visuals, and Visual Body Language ............................................ 109 

Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence Trials ................................................... 111 

 2012 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence ............................. 111 

 2013 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence ............................. 112 

 2014 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence ............................. 113 

 2015 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence ............................. 114 

 2016 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence ............................. 115 

 2017 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence ............................. 116 

 2012 - 2017 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence .................. 117 

Findings...................................................................................................................................... 119 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 123 

References .................................................................................................................................. 126 

Appendix A – Media Articles Reference ................................................................................... 144 

Appendix B – Media Article Analysis Framework ................................................................... 158 

Appendix C – Intercoder Reliability Test  ................................................................................. 160 

Appendix D - MS Excel Recording Excerpts ............................................................................ 166 

  



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 10 

 

Abbreviations 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

Discourse Analysis (DA) 

Hydraulic Fracturing (HF or hydro-fracking or fracking) 

Liberal Party of New Brunswick (Liberals) 

Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence (N&N) 

New Brunswick (NB) 

New Brunswick Government - Conservative (NBG-C) 

New Brunswick Government - Liberal (NBG-L) 

New Brunswick Commission on Hydraulic Fracturing (The Commission) 

Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) 

Progressive Conservative Party of New Brunswick (PC or Conservatives) 

Social licence to Operate, Social Licence or License (SL) 

Trillion Cubic Feet (Tcf) 

United States of America (U.S.) 

 

  



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 11 

 

List of Figures and Tables 

Figure 1: Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence 

Figure 2: How Social Movements Grow: The Ripple Effect 

Figure 3: Fracturing / Fracking 

Figure 4: Lower 48 States Shale Plays 

Figure 5: Subbasins in New Brunswick 

Figure 6: Oil and Gas Production Sites in New Brunswick 

Figure 7:  Media Article Yield 2012 - 2017 

Figure 8:  Discourse Over Time 2012–2017 

Figure 9: Network or Coalition / Identity Over Time 2012 – 2017 

Figure 10: Discourse Position Over Time 2012 – 2017 

Figure 11:  Genre-Language Use Over Time 2012–2017 

Figure 12:  Hurdle Over Time 2012–2017 

Figure 13:  Narrative Themes & Strategies Over Time 2012–2017 

Figure 14: Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2012 

Figure 15. Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2013 

Figure 16. Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2014 

Figure 17: Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2015 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 12 

 

Figure 18: Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2016 

Figure 19: Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2017 

Figure 20: Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence – 2012 – 2017 

Table 1: Codification Scheme for Critical Discourse Analysis 

Table 2: Media Article Yield 

Table 3: Media Outlet Article Counts 

 

 

  



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 13 

 

By the People, For the People or Of the People: Influences Shaping the Social Licence 

Discourse of Hydraulic Fracturing in New Brunswick 

Introduction and Thesis Overview 

Social Licence (SL) is a polarizing and contested social construct. The presence or 

absence of SL can have a significant impact on industry and political projects and outcomes.  

From a communications perspective, it is important for professionals to understand how to 

communicate so that parties involved in polarizing industry-related conflicts can move forward 

beyond entrenched positions of either yes or no.  It is from this standpoint that I started this 

thesis research. 

Public consultation is often used as a means of building consensus. But in my experience, 

I believe public consultation has been unsuccessful largely because its purpose and expectations 

surrounding the public’s input and their role in deciding project outcomes are not communicated 

or managed well. This is reinforced by recent scholarship noting the importance of meeting 

participants’ expectations to ensure they value their involvement (Zang et al. (2018). From this, I 

highlight the key principles that may be instructive for future public deliberations, including: 

communicating with the public early on, providing a specific plan for how the public will be 

engaged, and being transparent about how the government will assess that process to arrive at a 

decision can improve public perception in “fairness of and trust in” (Zang et al., 2018, p. 1564) 

of the company and government involved. 

Over the course of my career, I have worked in the health, IT, mining, energy, and 

manufacturing sectors in the area of public and stakeholder communications. My interest in this 

area stems from this past experience as a communications professional, from my studies as a 
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graduate student, and more recently, my experience with the oil and gas industry during the time 

of the HF controversy in NB. Consensus remained elusive, positions entrenched, and any 

dialogue about the subject seemed impossible. In fact, if the subject is mentioned in the present 

day, it still gives rise to intense, polarized feelings both for and against and results in more media 

coverage (Urguhart, 2022). This, along with many other emerging, and increasingly divisive 

issues over the last decade and up to the present day, has left me to wonder what 

communications professionals can do to reduce the societal divide that appears to be growing. Is 

two-way communication even possible or effective when positions are entrenched, no one 

believes what is being said by others, and no one is talking anymore? 

My primary objective is a personal and professional journey to understand how this 

situation emerged, escalated, divided the citizens, and ultimately resulted in a moratorium. While 

we already know the outcome, from a communications practice standpoint, it is important to 

understand the evolution of the SL construct, the narratives and discourse employed, the 

networks and coalitions and the underlying influences of power that produced this outcome. I 

hope the learnings from this research will provide insight to fellow communications 

professionals facing complex, polarized social issues (no matter their industry, sector, 

association, or interest) and aid in developing two-way communications strategies that build 

consensus rather than walls.  

Finally, as I began this research journey, I will note that I did work with the oil and gas 

industry during the time of the case study under review. To this end, I have knowledge about the 

industry, HF technology and its process, as well as experience in communications, public 

consultation, academic and Commission reviews, and media and government relations from 

2013 through 2015. To the best of my ability, I have attempted to practice reflexivity (Dodgson, 
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2019). I have tried to remain aware of my own opinions as they emerge and the possible 

influence they may have on interpretations of the text, language and discourse involved in this 

research. In instances when I noticed its presence, I have tried to stop, reflect on why I interpret 

something in a particular way, and then reassess based on these reflections. Interestingly, doing 

so led to my observations and analysis in regard to media frames, tone, visuals, and visual body 

language analyzed within the media. This will be detailed in the discussion and analysis section 

of this thesis. While this qualitative research is based on my interpretations of the language and 

text used in the discourse about HF in New Brunswick, I would be equally interested in other 

researchers’ assessment and results of the new model using the NB case study.  

Scope of Thesis and Research Question  

While the origins and common definitions will be elaborated upon in the review of 

literature, it is important to understand from the onset of this research that the term social licence 

(SL) secured its foundations in the mining industry around 1997 (Boutilier, 2021), but it only 

gained real traction in the last decade from about 2013 on (Gehman et al., 2017). Within the 

context of the hydraulic fracturing (HF) controversy in NB, SL emerged and appeared to 

dominate discourses across many communications channels from about 2012 until about 2019, 

and again this year, as noted earlier. However, SL is a socially constructed concept which holds 

no formal licensing requirements (Ethics Centre, 2018), and as such, has generated extensive 

debate about its meaning, agency, and measurement because it is ambiguous, legally 

unenforceable, and individuals attribute their own meaning to it (Bursey & Whiting, 2015). The 

debate about SL in NB fueled my research interest in this area after the moratorium on HF was 

put in place by the Government of New Brunswick (2014) and required a “social licence be in 

place” (Government of New Brunswick, 2014, para. 5) as a condition for its removal. 
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While the public discourse on energy and the environment has advanced in the last 

decade since the HF controversy occurred, the scope and intent of this thesis and research is not 

to debate or take a position on the matters of energy or the environment. Herein I acknowledge 

the topics as part of the large public discourse and note advances in concerns raised, but focus on 

the language and discourse emerging during the time of the case study from 2012 through 2017. 

It is my hope this research will contribute to the scholarly body of knowledge and field of 

communications, as well as help advance the understanding of SL and provide a practical 

example of how a new model of the SL can be applied to a real-world case study.  

The purpose of this research is to test the new Narratives and Network (N&N) Model of 

the Social Licence (Boutilier, 2020) shown in Figure 1 that was developed by Robert G. 

Boutilier in 2020. To do this, I use the definition of social licence used in this study as public 

acceptance and the capacity to conduct the proposed activity (Gehman et al., 2017; Eaton & 

Enoch, 2018, Gunster & Neubauer, 2018; van de Biezenbos, 2018; Pollard & Rose, 2019; Fraser 

et al., 2021) and examine the case of how the presence or absence of SL was determined in NB 

during the HF controversy and the discourse surrounding the use of HF to develop natural gas 

reserves within the province.   
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Figure 1  

Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence

 

Note. The Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence created by R.G. Boutilier (2020, 

p. 4). 

 

Using the qualitative approach of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), I analyzed media 

coverage occurring between 2012 - 2017 to test the N&N model and answer my primary 

research question (RQ): Can Boutilier’s (2020) N&N model provide insights and serve as a 

useful indicator of the presence or absence of the Social Licence? 

The HF controversy in NB is an ideal case study because it was highly polarized, centred 

on the presence of a SL, and it received a great deal of media attention from 2012 through 2017 

as multiple discourses transpired among various actors involved and interested in the 

development of natural gas. However, due to the controversy’s prominence in NB, coverage was 

extensive and beyond the manageable threshold for this thesis. To this end, it is acknowledged 
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that the shale gas discourse occurred in: both the province’s official languages (French and 

English), within numerous public forums, on social media, in content generated by interest 

groups and public-and private-sector organizations, and within all forms of traditional media 

locally, nationally, and globally. 

The scope of media analysis within this research includes a sub-set of coverage from 

English, Atlantic- and National-based print and online media with readership located in New 

Brunswick. This is because it was ultimately the citizens of NB who would be impacted by the 

SL, and who could (or should) have been able to affect the decision of whether it existed 

(Gunster & Neubauer, 2018). The sub-set of media coverage was selected using nonprobability 

convenience sampling (DeCarlo, 2018). A framework for analysis based on CDA, including a 

coding scheme, was developed, and used to identify and analyze the dominant discourses, 

narratives and actors, themes, connections and patterns emerging from the text. The results from 

this analysis were then used to test the N&N model’s usefulness as an indicator of the presence 

or absence of the SL, as Boutilier (2020) proposes. The full details of the research approach are 

captured within the methodology and research design section of this thesis. 

Contribution to the Field of Communications  

This research has methodological and practical potential for the study and practice of 

communications. From a methodological perspective, Boutilier’s (2020) Narratives and 

Networks Model of the Social Licence is new, so applying it to a complex social issue like the 

HF controversy in NB will provide insights into its effectiveness in indicating the presence or 

absence of SL in the future. Practically speaking, reviewing a case study as complex as the HF 

controversy in NB through the lens of the N&N model has the potential to contribute to the 

development of more effective communications techniques and strategies as organizations and 
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groups attempt to build trust and consensus, gain acceptance, and maintain positive relationships 

with those who may support their position or activities. Finally, the proposed research has the 

potential to provide a deeper understanding of the roles, collaborations, and influences upon and 

among the diverse actors, narratives, and networks contributing to the requirement of a social 

licence as a condition of the moratorium on HF in New Brunswick. 

Review of Literature 

Social Licence Defined 

 The foundation of social licence (SL) was established when the term was coined in 1997 

(Boutilier, 2021) in the mining industry, and over the last few decades, it has become a popular 

phrase invented by business for business (Colton, J. et al., 2016; Gehman et al., 2017). Modern 

use of the term SL has been adopted by those opposed to industry activities or projects, with 

recent research showing the term’s rise in popular use through media article mentions moving 

from fewer than 10 articles annually between 1997 to 2002, to more than 1,000 from 2013 to 

2015, and 2,000 times in 2016 (Gehman et al., 2017). SL is a concept that has been constructed 

by society and holds no formal licensure requirements (Ethics Centre, 2018). As a result, it has 

generated extensive debate among businesses, stakeholders, governments, academia and the 

legal community about its meaning, agency, and measurement because it is ambiguous, legally 

unenforceable, and individuals attribute their own meaning to it (Bursey & Whiting, 2015). As 

Bursey and Whiting (2015) suggest, and the key motivation for this research proposal, there 

needs to be further examination of how SL relates to governance and decision-making because 

the term is “misleading” (p. 6) and there is “no formal process for obtaining a SLO” (p. 6). As 

van de Biezenbos (2018) notes, it can’t be measured, tracked or proven and has essentially 

become a “de facto veto” (p. 168). But while the specific conditions, requirements, and measures 
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(Gunster & Neubauer, 2018) for a SL remain vague, there seems to be general acceptance of a 

common understanding and definition of SL from numerous online sources. A social licence is: 

“the informal “license” granted to a company by various stakeholders who may be affected by 

the company’s activities” (Ethics Centre, 2018, para. 1); “the ongoing acceptance of a company 

or industry's standard business practices and operating procedures by its employees, 

stakeholders, and the general public” (Kenton, 2021, para. 1); or “the level of acceptance or 

approval by local communities and stakeholders of organizations and their operations. (Learning 

for Sustainability, 2020, para. 1).  

 In its report to the New Brunswick Government, the New Brunswick Commission on 

Hydraulic Fracturing defined social licence as “informed public consent” (Léger et al., 2016a, p. 

21) and outlined the meaning and composition of each of those three elements: informed, public, 

and consent. While the use of the word consent suggests more formality than the above-

mentioned definitions, it is described within the report as “community acceptance” (Léger et al., 

2016a, p. 21) which aligns closely with the normative public understanding of SL. Like many of 

the descriptions found in the public domain, The Commission’s report does not contain specific 

conditions or standards of measure by which SL can be achieved; but rather hosts a broader 

discussion about the necessity for trust and respect, consultation, communities, research and 

evidence, regulation, and the complexities of establishing SL in New Brunswick in relation to 

other provincial, national, and global issues (Léger et al., 2016a) all of which seem to imply a 

somewhat unachievable quality to The Commission’s findings on the condition of social licence. 

The concept of SL being defined as public acceptance is also echoed in scholarship. 

Eaton & Enoch (2018), noted that social licence “is the increasingly popular notion that a 

company or industry needs to have broad, ongoing approval and acceptance of society in order to 
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successfully conduct its activities” (p. 57). The concepts of social approval and acceptance are 

used regularly by many researchers (Gehman et al., 2017; Gunster & Neubauer, 2018; van de 

Biezenbos, 2018; Pollard & Rose, 2019; Fraser et al., 2021). Eaton & Enoch (2018) further note 

that “on the other hand, in more popular commentary, “social licence”—particularly in regards to 

oil and gas—is increasingly characterized as a futile exercise akin to extortion that can never 

appease the demands of an insatiable environmental movement” (p. 54) and that “companies 

attempt to build social licence by diminishing the negative externalities of corporate operations, 

while encouraging the positive through actions known as corporate social responsibility (CSR)” 

(p. 57). 

 Boutilier (2021) recently described SL as a “metaphor comparing the need for 

community approval for extractive projects in remote regions with the equally exigent need for 

legal licences and permits from government” (p. 1) and notes the metaphor implies a power that 

communities have over projects equal to regulatory bodies like governments or companies. The 

polarized view of SL as either a mechanism of permission or veto is echoed by van de Biezenbos 

(2018), who notes SL has become increasingly important in Canada and further suggests SL is a 

“dangerous distraction from real issues that can and should be addressed” (p. 158) and has 

become “functionally meaningless in a normative capacity” (p. 159). Within the context of SL, 

the view that the public holds equivalent power to that of regulatory bodies is particularly 

relevant for this research, which will be grounded in the theory and practice of Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA) and will explore the dynamics of power among actors and networks shaping the 

SL in the NB HF controversy. Conversely, rather than just being a practice for securing public 

approval, Eaton & Enoch (2018) noted “efforts to efforts to obtain social licence, in these 
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findings, produced an ideological view of the world that was shared by differently positioned 

community members” (p. 54). 

While SL appears to be commonly defined, there are varying opinions on who awards the 

SL (Boutilier, 2021). It remains largely ambiguous in terms of the conditions or standards for 

objective measurement (Gunster & Neubauer, 2018) or if it even can be achieved (van de 

Biezenbos, 2018). From a risk and reputation perspective, the uncertainty of SL has caught the 

attention of companies within extractive industries, their legal advisors, and the investment 

community (First Sentier Investors, 2019). Many natural resource development companies 

(Trevali Mining Corporation, 2020; Capstone Mining Corporation, 2021; Constantine Metal 

Resources Ltd, n.d.) now reference maintaining a SL in their forward-looking statements or 

cautionary notes to investors. The consideration of SL also has moved beyond these industries. 

For example, in consumer goods manufacturing, Coca-Cola includes SL in its forward-looking 

statements, noting “damage to our brand image, corporate reputation and social license to 

operate from negative publicity, whether or not warranted, concerning product safety or quality, 

workplace and human rights, obesity or other issues” (The Coca-Cola Company, n.d.). It is 

important companies are mindful of the possible threats from reputational risks and social 

licence which both play a role in creating social capital for companies (First Sentier Investors, 

2019). But similarly, First Sentier Investors point out that “clear and comparable measures, 

beyond surveying of local communities and case studies, remain elusive” (2019, para. 5).  

One current area gaining attention today that should be noted for future research because 

it can contribute to maintaining a social licence (Jamasmie, 2019; Tavistock, 2021) is the 

growing focus of the investment community on the Environmental, Social, and Corporate 

Governance (ESG) rating approach to business (Investopedia Team, 2021). While it was not part 
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of the discourse at the time of the HF controversy in NB, ESG incorporates all of the aspects of 

environmental concerns a company faces, the social relationships it has with stakeholders and 

communities, its accountability, and measures it employs to ensure good governance (Henisz et 

al., 2019). While ESG clearly has critical elements intertwined with social licence, ESG is a 

broad area for study on its own and beyond the scope of this research and testing of the N&N 

model.   

Introduction to Scholarship 

 As the term social licence (SL) has increased in frequency and normative public use, so 

has the scholarship dedicated to its study, explanation, and modelling in various industries and 

sectors. Gunster & Neubauer (2018) reviewed media framing of SL and its definers from a 

Canadian perspective in the context of oil pipelines, which saw SL transfer from being used in 

the private sector over to its use in the public sector as opposition increased. Their investigation 

is instructive for this research; however, there remains a limited amount of research on the 

establishment of the SL, its definers, and subsequent inclusion within public policy by the 

Government of New Brunswick during the HF controversy.  

In spite of the fact SL is usually understood to be public acceptance, there is still a great 

deal of uncertainty about how SL is achieved or granted. As Newton et al. (2020) note in their 

examination of SL, “the definitions used in public discourses also carry implications for power. 

Who defines a term, as well as the meanings deriving from the definition itself, are important for 

community participation in governance” (p. 3). As the discourse about SL advances, there can be 

a variety of definitions and left ambiguous, it can be used to serve “powerful interests” (Newton 

et al., 2020, p. 3). 
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Some organizations note the requirements of legitimacy, credibility, and trust as 

components of securing a SL (Ethics Centre, 2018). This is supported by existing scholarship 

establishing legitimacy, credibility, and trust as necessary preconditions for public acceptance 

and a SL (Moffat & Zang, 2014; Smith & Richards, 2015; Gehman, Lefsrud, & Fast, 2017; 

Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017; Boutilier, 2014 and 2021). Trust is particularly notable with respect to 

this research, as Eaton & Enoch (2018) point out that “academic literature portrays extractive 

companies as highly “controversial,” receiving low levels of public trust, and in dire need of 

obtaining, maintaining, and renewing their social licence in order to legitimize their operations” 

(p. 54). Smith & Richards (2015) note that SL has come under some critique by those who 

“argue that achieving a social license is unattainable based on the nature of modern society and 

the structure of governments” (p. 95) and that it devalues “legal licences” (p. 95) and “rejects the 

rule of law” (p. 95). But given the fact its use gives stakeholders the ability to impose additional 

costs or further analysis of impacts, and the fact SL is difficult to quantify, it is “a critical tool in 

evaluating the risk associated with community opposition to a project and identifying the 

appropriate measures to minimize that risk” (Smith & Richards, 2015, p. 96). As Boutilier (2021) 

suggests, it is not always clear who grants the SL and on what basis.  

Legitimacy, credibility, and trust will not be expanded upon in this literature review 

because existing scholarship has established them as the criteria for a SL. Rather, this review will 

build upon that foundation through the lens of uncertainty surrounding SL (Boutilier, 2021), 

exploring the themes within scholarship related to the rise of activism and the role of public 

engagement; how people process information, form opinions and perceive risk; the role of media 

framing and agenda setting; the political dimensions of SL; and the available models for 

understanding social licence, while noting some theoretical frameworks associated with SL.  
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In the New Brunswick HF controversy, while the New Brunswick Commission on 

Hydraulic Fracturing’s findings provide a great deal of insight regarding concerns and 

perspectives, there is uncertainty around SL which is further reinforced when they offer no 

clarity as to whether the moratorium condition requiring a SL could be met or, alternatively, who 

gives it, who receives it and who is responsible (Boutilier, 2021)? While the Commission states 

up front that the determination of SL was not its role (Léger, 2016a), it does paint a picture of the 

complexity of factors that contribute to a SL in the context of fracking in New Brunswick.  

Uncertainty is the constant that persists as organizations continue to try and secure a SL. 

Even after decades years of using the term (Boutilier, 2021), there remain no obvious or specific 

approaches, processes or tools organizations can use to achieve it. But it is clear, as in the case of 

fracking in New Brunswick, when a SL doesn’t seem to exist. Practical guidance only seems to 

come from watching the experience of others as they attempt to navigate the multi-faceted, ever-

changing configuration of actors, alliances, activities, and authorities with no guarantee of 

success. Oftentimes only seeing clear winners or losers following several years of debate and 

conflict (Shanahan et al., 2013). A better understanding of who grants SL and how it is awarded 

would potentially aid in the development of mutually beneficial strategies with the goal of 

consensus building and resolution to situations like the HF controversy in New Brunswick.  

Societal Change: The Rise of Activism and Engagement  

Social Movements and Activism. Social movements and activism have been part of 

human history for centuries; whether it takes the form of a campaign, protest, or revolution, or if 

it is peaceful or violent (Hayward, 2018), people have banded together to influence “social, 

political, economic, or environment” (Activism, 2021) change in society. According to the 

annual Trust Barometer from Edelman (2021), which monitors the trust and credibility of 
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institutions in society, 67 per cent of consumers believe they have the “power to force 

corporations to change” (p. 26). That belief in the power and ability to affect change has shaped 

society from movements such as those for civil and LGBT rights, women’s right to vote, 

apartheid, and the environment (Schwartz & Sanchez, 2016). Moreover, such movements can 

help empower people who may feel unable to create change on their own (Nardini et al., 2021). 

But as Carter & Fusco (2017) note in their study of the of the rise of mobilization against 

fracking in Newfoundland, “prior to the rise of 1960s protests, social movements were 

commonly conceptualized and explained on a micro level and were viewed as irrational 

responses to malfunctioning institutions and norms (p. 99).  

Today, there are more social movements than at any other time in history (Nardini et al., 

2021). The rise and popularity of social moments is even celebrated and expertise for success is 

now even shared at events, as Hitchings-Hales and Marchildon (2017) highlight in their article 

featuring advice for leading activities during the Global Citizen Festival. This falls counter to the 

notion such movements are impulsive and unplanned, but rather supports the fact that they are 

organized, organizing, and organizations (de Bakker et al., 2017). Nardini et al. (2021) support 

this by offering that it takes time, often years, to build to create change, and that it “happens not 

by chance occurrence, but rather by linking individuals, organizations, and their networks 

together in a common cause and shared purpose” (p. 112). The work of Carter & Fusco (2017) 

also supports this noting several coordinated activities used to oppose fracking in Newfoundland, 

including: traditional and social media, public events and ceremonies, signage, engagement with 

international organizations, and personal contact and connections that resulted in “number of 

unprecedented policy steps” (p. 108) by government. As Haluza-delay & Carter (2016) also note 

in their research relating to oil and gas production in Alberta “social movements as discursive 
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and cultural agents that challenge the legitimacy of the oil sands status quo and that therefore 

have real, material impacts on power relations” (p. 456).  

While change in society starts from a grassroots perspective (Nardini et al., 2021), 

strategies are also evolving and becoming more sophisticated, such as creating profile by fueling 

more controversy (Shanahan et al., 2013). Environmentalists have long held a great deal of 

experience gaining profile through strategic activities (Horwitz, 1994) and de Bakker et al. 

(2017) note the new use of “Statactivism” (p. 207), which is the development and use of statistics 

to support the issues of concern in social activism. In relation to fracking, an online search 

reveals toolkits (The Council of Canadians, 2013; Richardson & Garfield, n.d.) people can use to 

help them stop the practice in their community. Further, the addition of social media has 

provided access to and amplified the voices of people who may not have been able to participate 

in the past (Nardini et al., 2021). As Eaton & Enoch (2018) note “social opposition led to a ban 

on fracking in New York State and France; and more than 1,000 groups from 64 countries 

participated in anti-fracking actions coordinated by Global Frackdown in 2015” (p. 55).  

The area of health activism is also rising and Zoller (2005) notes the roles of power and 

agency within social changes. In this context, Zoller (2005) details the types of social actions 

ranging from individual to societal, noting that “transformative efforts aim for fundamental 

change in broad-based social structures” (p. 350). Transformative social actions would seek to 

change things like industrial practices and would tend to use protest or other direct actions to 

build public profile (Zoller, 2005), similar to those seen in the HF controversy in New 

Brunswick.  

Nardini et al., (2021) show how social movements grow and are successful, contending 

that people and groups join in shared purpose and act in a decentralized manner locally, but 
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always channelling their efforts in a unified and organized way to influence and affect change 

(Figure 2). Within social change, a ground-up approach where people feel their voice matters is 

often key to influencing public policy (Nardini et al., 2021). For the purposes of this research, it 

is important to note the power and influence of such grassroots movements as they cultivate 

networks through trust and establish bonds based on shared purpose, values, and identity 

(Nardini et al., 2021).  

 

Figure 2  

How Social Movements Grow: The Ripple Effect 

Note. This shows how people act in a decentralized manner locally but channel those efforts in a 

unified way to affect change. From Together We Rise: How Social Movements Succeed (Nardini 

et al., 2021, p. 115). 

 

Environmental Consciousness and Protection. Although environmental stewardship is 

centuries old, there has been heightened and increasing awareness within the public domain in 

recent decades. Schwartz & Sanchez (2016) note that the environmental movement began with 
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public concern about the safety of water and air and nuclear energy, which paved the way for the 

creation of the National Environmental Policy Act, the Environmental Protection Agency, and 

the first Earth Day in 1970. Over the last several decades, environmental consciousness and the 

movement have continued to increase as countries and groups engage in the discourse about 

global warming, climate change, the risks and impacts of human activity, and appropriate 

solutions (Maizland, 2021). As countries, communities, groups, scientists, and others debate 

science, data, approaches, and many other aspects of climate change, there have been, and 

continue to be, ongoing talks and agreements negotiated and implemented to combat global 

warming and climate change (Maizland, 2021). One such agreement, noted in the New 

Brunswick Commission on Hydraulic Fracturing’s findings, was the Paris Agreement (Léger, 

2016a). In 2015, the Paris Agreement, the world’s first climate agreement treaty, was adopted by 

196 parties that would support the goal of limiting rising temperatures to 1.5 C of pre-industrial 

levels (United Nations Climate Change, n.d.). The agreement went into effect in 2016 and, as the 

New Brunswick Commission on HF noted, “will require Canada and the rest of the world to be 

carbon-neutral sometime between 2050 and 2100” (Léger et al., 2016a, p. 8).  

Further, we have seen leaders and pioneers in the environmental movement emerge that 

have helped raise public awareness. In 2019, the world experienced the “Greta Effect” 

(Jamasmie, 2019, para. 14), which saw a teenager become a leading voice and activist seeking 

action on climate change following her speech at the 2019 United Nations Climate Action 

Summit. More recently and notably, in September 2022, Patagonia’s founder and family donated 

the $3 billion company to a non-profit that will work to fight climate change, which will see 

roughly about $100 million of the company’s profits that can be put towards climate change 
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initiatives (Gelles, 2022). These are some of the key occurrences in the evolution and change 

taking place in the environmental movement.  

There is considerable public awareness about environmental issues and humans’ impact 

on the world, and the reasons for this span a diverse range of motivations (Horwitz, 1994). Such 

concerns about issues and impacts have been outlined extensively in existing scholarship (Smith 

& Richards, 2015; Gunster & Neubauer, 2018; Lachapelle et al., 2018 ; O’Brien and Hipel, 

2016; Shanahan et al., 2013) and in recent studies of energy projects in Canada (Michael Cleland 

et al., 2016) and in New Brunswick (Léger et al., 2016a). The environmental movement and 

activism by non-government organizations have increased in the last several years largely in 

response to climate change, with groups becoming more sophisticated in their approach and 

globally organized (First Sentier Investors, 2019). In its whitepaper on SL, First Sentier Investors 

(2019) notes the Climate Action Network (CAN) includes more than “1,100 member 

organizations from 120 countries around the world” (p. 1) and with reputational and SL risks 

within several industries, like HF and oil and gas, recommends the inclusion of SL as a key 

component of company decision making. 

 In western democracies, there has been a rise in the power of and alliances among non-

governmental organizations, community groups, local associations, and environmental groups 

because of their influence (van de Biezenbos, 2018). Although companies, particularly those in 

the energy sector, began to respond by taking steps to address concerns and secure a SL, van de 

Biezenbos (2018) notes they face a great deal of opposition from environmental groups, some of 

which “fundamentally are opposed to certain energy projects” (p. 164) and for whom there will 

never be a SL. The lack of trust in public institutions and governments undermined the 

credibility of and arguably their ability to reach a resolution on such matters (van de Biezenbos, 
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2018), a trust deficit clearly consistent with the findings of Edelman (2021). It is likely a SL, or 

any type of resolution would remain elusive if those opposed were to strategically continue to 

engage on issues using narratives for the purpose of expanding the “scope of conflict” (Shanahan 

et al., 2013, p. 460).  

Contrary to First Sentier Investors, (2019) recommendation of SL as a key element of 

decision-making for companies, others find SL inefficient to adequately address the concerns of 

so many different stakeholders, and contend a need for a community-level focus and for better 

engagement with the community about concerns and agreements (van de Biezenbos, 2018). As 

Eaton & Enoch (2018) note “local communities are often the key arbiter in the process by virtue 

of their proximity” (p. 57) and that SL “derives from communities’ perception of a company and 

its operations, comprised of a company’s ongoing acceptance and approval from stakeholders” 

(p. 57). While van de Biezenbos (2018) looks at the concept of formal agreements with 

communities in further detail, that area requires further investigation and is beyond the scope of 

this research. However, the importance of community and Indigenous engagement (Léger et al., 

2016a), on the other hand, is a key component of the fracking controversy in New Brunswick 

and merits further exploration. 

Climate change has emerged as part of a significant and broad global discourse currently 

taking place. However, climate change is not a specific focus for this thesis, but it would be an 

interesting case study for further research and testing of the N&N model on a larger scale. 

Nevertheless, while not the focus of this thesis, it is important to note that land, air and water 

protection emerged as key narratives within the local discourse during the HF controversy and as 

such, these are explicitly included in this research to determine their role as narratives and within 

networks in terms of formation and influence of the SL. 
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Public Engagement and Participation. In a democratic society, the very exercise of 

democracy facilitates the creation of opinions on issues (Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.). Public 

opinion is simply the collection of beliefs or views about a particular topic (Davison, 2020). 

Throughout history, there are some who maintained public opinion as means of keeping 

government authority in check and that transparency of rules is required, while others believed 

following the mass majority could result in tyranny; however, most would likely agree public 

opinion should not be ignored and that it influences politics and governments (Encyclopedia 

Britannica, n.d.). There have been many methods used throughout history to ascertain the public 

perspective, but the last 30 years have seen an increase in the use of public participation to 

engage with people on the issues that may affect them, as well as the introduction of more formal 

practices and training by which to conduct such engagements (International Association of 

Public Participation, n.d.). It has been established that obtaining a SL from the public requires 

trust (Moffat & Zang, 2014) and acceptance (Gehman et al., 2017). However, Zhang et al. (2018) 

reveal public acceptance also implies trust in the procedural fairness (p. 1559) of the process 

involved, meaning “community members feel that their voice is heard and respected in the 

decision-making process (p. 1559). This is echoed in recent years by Smith & Richards who 

stated that the “key element that underscores the current barrier of engagement is simply this: the 

historical lack of trust between the industry and its stakeholders” (2015, p. 101). The work of van 

de Biezenbos (2018) aligns with this reasoning and notes that with the focus on a SL debate, 

there may be gaps with respect to public participation and the larger questions of community 

impacts. 

Engaging with the public plays a larger role in the decision-making process, but similar to 

the ambiguity surrounding SL determination, the actual practice can vary in implementation and 
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upon motivations for doing so, and overall, the term “does not convey a well-defined method or 

regulatory procedure” (Zhang et al., 2018, p. 1560). But scholarship has shown across several 

sectors, the principles of transparency, communication, and inclusivity are upheld when 

engaging with the public (Zhang et al., 2018). The intention for community engagement is to 

create understanding and to help build consensus with those involved in something that may 

affect them; however, as experience and scholarship have shown, the process often falls short of 

meeting public expectations and thus, success at meeting the purpose of consulting (Zhang et al., 

2018). This could be due to the fact the method comes into question, how much information is 

accessible, or the timing of consultation is perceived to be too late; but in all cases, much appears 

to be left open to interpretation by those involved in the process (Zhang et al., 2018). Lack of 

clarity regarding the public consultation process in general may contribute to greater ambiguity 

surrounding the existence of a SL. Despite this fact, the process is still largely used by 

government to explore a significant number of issues with its constituents (Government of 

Canada, 2021; Government of New Brunswick, n.d.); it is an area of professional practice and 

training (International Association of Public Participation, n.d.); and remains an area of study 

among scholars to help inform and improve the process (Zhang et al., 2018).  

In my experience, public consultation raises questions about the importance of managing 

the expectations of everyone involved in the process. What Zhang et al. (2018) revealed in their 

research validated the importance of this and can be instructive in this thesis looking at the HF 

controversy in NB: communicating with the public early on, providing a specific plan for how 

the public will be engaged, and being transparent how the government will assess that process to 

arrive at a decision can improve public perception in “fairness of and trust in” (p. 1564) of the 

company and government involved.  
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The Influences on Opinion Formation  

Features of Individual and Group Opinions. In the discourse surrounding HF, many 

claimed to want more information and that they didn’t know who or what to believe as they 

sought to inform their opinion on the practice. This would seem to align with the work of Smith 

& Richard (2015) noted early regarding the lack of trust and public perception of information 

adequacy. But while it appears that acceptance is only constrained by the lack of information 

(McNally et al., 2018), there may be other contributing factors. While trust is a precondition for 

SL (Moffat & Zang, 2014), it is also accepted that it can also be a predictor of support (Boudet et 

al., 2014). Polling can reveal the level of support or opposition (Boudet et al., 2014), but there 

are a variety of factors that contribute to how people form their supporting or opposing opinions 

beyond the variable of trust, as existing scholarship on fracking demonstrates.  

Boudet et al.’s (2014) examination of fracking using national survey data to determine 

predictors of support revealed that opinions were shaped by a complex host of factors such as 

familiarity, proximity, perception of risks and benefits, imagery, media use, political ideologies, 

socio-demographics, and world views. The work of Howell et al. (2017) is instructive because 

their research on fracking in the U.S is similar to the circumstances in New Brunswick, where 

the experiences and concerns that shaped opinions may also shape policy. Similarly, Howell et 

al. (2017) highlight the complexity of people’s opinions being “shaped by individual values, 

characteristics, and perceptions, as well as macro-level political, geographic, and industrial 

experiences” (p. 354). They also note that these are influenced by perceptions of risk or benefits 

associated with HF (Howell et al., 2017). 

Moussaïd et al. (2013) looked at the differences between individual and group-level 

opinion formation. Their research revealed that people tend to be largely biased toward their own 
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initial opinions, and display confirmation bias because they pay attention to information that 

confirms their original view and discount or ignore contradictory information (Moussaïd et al., 

2013). Further, Moussaïd et al. (2013) note that influence occurs in groups sharing the same 

views where the collective opinions can be directed and reinforced by the “presence of a highly 

confident individual” (p. 2) and the “presence of clusters of low-confidence individuals sharing a 

similar opinion” (p. 2), but social influence doesn’t occur when “opinions are too distant” (p. 6). 

This scholarship exhibits the complexity of a number of factors that contribute to opinion 

formation, but also in how they are formed and influenced at the individual and group level.  

The Role of Media Framing, Agenda Setting, and Spokespeople. The work of Jurgen 

Habermas and his concept of media shaping the public sphere (Çela, 2015) is foundational for 

understanding the importance of discourse taking place within the mainstream media. As Çela 

(2015) points out in his review of Habermas, “media have an important role in the social changes 

by powering the public sphere” (p. 195) and that this role contributes to “shaping our own ideas 

and establishing our position in society” (p. 195). Çela (2015) further notes Habermas has argued 

the media “contributed in the democratization of Europe by creating an environment suitable for 

discussion and agreements between the citizen involved politically” (p. 195). To the public, the 

media is really a “public discussion arena, informed and resonating” (Çela, 2015, p. 195) and it 

“accessible for a large amount of people and inside it should be involved different arguments and 

point of views as a part of rational discussions” (Çela, 2015, p. 195). Berardo et al. (2020) 

reinforce this notion in their recent examination of HF and discourse influence on policy in the 

United States, noting that news media coverage of “changes in public discourse” (p. 2) can 

sometimes affect policy change. This particular holds true for “attention-getting policy issues” 

(Berardo et al., 2020, p. 2) and they add, “news media reports reflect the tenor of public 
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discussions about policy topics, which are frequently characterized by high levels of conflict, 

particularly when different parties in the discussion hold deeply entrenched and opposing views” 

(p. 2). In lockstep with Habermas’ view on the media and influencing the public sphere (Çela, 

2015), Berardo et al. (2020) also note that public attention is fueled by the media coverage an 

issue receives.  

While trust remains low among many sources of information (Edelman, 2021), the media 

remains a key contributor to awareness and information, particularly in situations involving risk 

(Peak & Hove, 2017) and for conveying scientific information (McNally et al., 2018). In fact, 

McNally et al. (2018) point out that even with low levels of trust in the media’s reporting, they 

actually “contribute more to public understanding of hydraulic fracturing than the energy 

industry, regulators and environmental groups, as shown in regional newspaper analyses” (p. 

308). Gunster and Neubauer (2018) reinforce the importance of media and its consideration “as 

one of the principal societal arbiters of legitimacy” (p. 13). Even though readerships are 

declining with the introduction of other information sources, a lot of news content is repurposed 

and used on social media (Gunster & Neubauer, 2018). While social media is notably a key 

channel for public information, a critical analysis of the role and influence of social media would 

lend further insight into the achievement of SL, but is out of scope for this thesis and research 

exploration. 

The media plays an important role in influencing public perceptions about risk in several 

ways including: how they present an issue, how much coverage they give it, the tone that is used 

to report about it, and the channels used to convey the news (Peak & Hove, 2017). The media 

can frame a story by bringing attention to some aspect of a story or by making correlations “to 

promote a particular interpretation, evaluation, and/or solution” (Peak & Hove, 2017, p. 7). The 
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choice of language can be used to produce a response (McNally et al., 2018), as can visuals, to 

create impactful frames (Rebich-Hespanha & Rice, 2016). When combined in the media, they 

can be a key source for the public for information, but also contribute to establishing opinions 

(Rebich-Hespanha & Rice, 2016). Framing can influence many of the diverse and complex 

factors that shape opinions discussed herein, but the media’s capacity to influence generally 

takes place through a “complex interaction of audience characteristics, message features, and 

resonance with existing cognitions, as well as other situational and contextual factors” (Rebich-

Hespanha & Rice, 2016). Additionally, if the media frame negative risks, this could produce 

emotions like fear, which, according to the negative dominance model, causes people to focus on 

the messages that are negative (Peak & Hove, 2017). The importance of which narratives are 

selected and highlighted, may potentially influence public opinion and the outcomes for an issue.  

Instructive is the work of Gunster and Neubauer (2018), who considered how media 

framed social licence in Canada for oil pipelines over the last two decades. They revealed that 

while SL originated within the industry communications, as opposition grew, so too did the use 

of it as policy or democratic narrative by governments (Gunster & Neubauer, 2018). However, 

the amount of media coverage of the term was rare when industry used it, but it increased 

significantly when it was adopted by government officials (Gunster & Neubauer, 2018). While 

the government SL narrative seemed to prevail in the media, Gunster and Neubauer (2018) found 

it was the “columnists and editorial boards, who served as social licence definers in more than 

half of all items” (p. 18), thus framing what SL is for its audience. 

How much coverage an issue receives also signals how important an issue is to the public 

(Peak & Hove, 2017) and can help shape public opinions due to frequency, which is known as 

agenda-setting (Mazur, 2018). Mazur (2018) demonstrates through the quantity of coverage 
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theory, founded upon agenda-setting, that the quantity of coverage matters more than the actual 

information within the stories and that the amount of activism increases, or decreases based on 

the amount of coverage in the media. Mazur’s (2018) work further reinforces other themes 

discussed in this thesis, that people soak up impactful images (especially when repetitive) and 

spend less time processing content contained within a story. This could potentially trigger an 

availability heuristic (Paek and Hove (2017), which is the ability to recall information (Dale, 

2015), among the public as a topic that appears frequently may be easier to recall. HF fracturing 

garnered significant coverage over several years during the controversy, and as noted previously, 

was reported by the media as one of the top stories to watch (Poitras, 2014). It becomes 

important to watch how narratives play out and which becomes dominant, and this is why a case 

study using media as the data set is appropriate for this research.  

Public opinion may also be influenced by who is speaking on behalf of an organization or 

group. Trust is a key determinant for SL (Moffat & Zang, 2014) and some have argued that the 

lack of trust in public institutions and governments has undermined the capacity to reach a 

resolution in some circumstances (van de Biezenbos, 2018). This, coupled with the trust deficit 

among information sources Edelman (2021), points to the critical component of spokesperson 

selection. This is particularly true for situations involving risk and controversy, and according to 

the trust determination model, people’s trust of a communicator can shape perceptions of and 

reaction to risk (Paek & Hove, 2017). Selecting the right spokesperson can play a critical role in 

shaping the trajectory of an issue like HF. Lachapelle et al. (2018) discuss how public attitudes 

toward HF can be shaped by cultural bias and in particular, an “anti-American bias” (p. 636) 

which could result in low trust in U.S. corporations and from a sense of Canadian economic 

nationalism. Their research notes the prevalence of U.S.-owned companies within the oil and gas 
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sector, and reveals there was somewhat greater support for HF when a company is Canadian 

versus when it is American.  

Just as framing and cultural bias can influence the perception of a spokesperson and 

narratives, so too can the use of a hero (Shanahan et al., 2013). There are many drivers that shape 

public opinion, but the use of heroes can be “particularly powerful in shaping opinion about 

climate change” (Shanahan et al., 2013, p. 456). As will be discussed further in the next section, 

policy narratives, like those seen in the HF controversy NB, are used to advocate for a particular 

goal (Shanahan et al., 2013) such as stopping fracking. A unique feature of policy narratives is 

their attribution of the roles of “hero, villain, or victim” (Shanahan et al., 2013, p. 457). This can 

easily be seen through examples in the media celebrating heroes, like Time’s 2019 Person of the 

Year, environmental activist Greta Thunberg (Alter et al., 2019), who mobilized countless people 

globally in response to the urgent need for climate action (Jamasmie, 2019) or the more recent 

coverage of the donation of the company, Patagonia, and its profits to a non-profit to fight 

climate change (Gelles, 2022). As the N&N model is tested, it may lend an understanding of how 

the media frames an issue like that of HF in New Brunswick, what narratives prevailed and who 

delivered those narratives, as well as may it provide insight as to how the outcome of 

establishing SL as a policy mechanism transpired. 

The Role of Imagery. Another important area that influences and contributes to opinion 

formation, is the use of visual imagery. Images can be a powerful influence and are a significant 

component of communication today (Dewan, 2015) and discourse (Gee & Handford, 2013). 

From images in the media to the use of videos and documentaries, like Gasland and FrackNation, 

imagery also played a role in shaping the discourse of HF in New Brunswick.  
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 It is important to note that when processing information, images are processed faster 

because they are top of mind (Boudet et al., 2014; Rebich-Hespanha & Rice, 2016). In fact, 

when the human brain stores an image, it uses both a visual and verbal code, whereas words are 

stored only with one code, thus, the “dual-coding nature of images allows for two independent 

ways of accessing visual memories” (Dewan, 2015, p. 2). While images can aid in understanding 

and learning (Dewan, 2015), they can also influence perceptions of benefits, risks, support, or 

opposition (Boudet et al., 2014) for a topic like HF. Since they can easily be recalled, they 

influence the availability heuristic (Paek and Hove (2017) for faster decision-making, and 

affective imagery can serve to produce positive or negative responses (Boudet et al., 2014).  

Visuals are particularly useful in communicating scientific information or something that 

can’t be seen (Rebich-Hespanha & Rice, 2016), thus helping people to imagine or visualize a 

topic. This is the case with HF, where images and videos are used to demonstrate a process that 

takes place deep below the earth’s surface. The challenge with images, however, is that they can 

be interpreted and viewed in different ways, correlations can be implied, or they can be used to 

highlight a certain aspect of something (Rebich-Hespanha & Rice, 2016), which can lead to 

misunderstanding and miscommunication. Further, images can be used to frame an issue and 

suggest, directly or indirectly, a certain interpretation of the information or to evoke a particular 

emotional response (Rebich-Hespanha & Rice, 2016). In the context of environmentalism, iconic 

imagery is often used to ensure they are easily remembered and recognizable (Rebich-Hespanha 

& Rice, 2016). From a decision-making and opinion-formation perspective, it is important to 

note the effective role images may have in influencing perspectives and their use in framing any 

narratives employed over the course of the HF controversy in New Brunswick.  
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The Role of Risk Perception. In the HF controversy in New Brunswick, understanding 

the risks associated with HF was a key concern for the government of NB (Government of New 

Brunswick, 2014) and a key pillar of the public opposition to the practice. McNally et al. (2018) 

noted that public acceptance was limited by the lack of information on benefits and risks. It is 

therefore important to understand how risk plays a role in shaping public opinion, how the 

cognitive processes employed affect opinion formation, and who contributes to shaping risk 

perceptions.  

It is first important to consider the individual orientation toward risk. An objectivist 

approach considers risks from a quantifiable perspective based on probabilities and outcomes 

(Pollard & Rose, 2019). A constructivist considers more of the intangible associations based on 

values, beliefs, and world views (Pollard & Rose, 2019). Mazur (2018) demonstrated this in his 

review of the quantity of media coverage featuring industry spokespeople and those opposed use 

very different narratives. In this context, industry is more likely to take an objectivist approach, 

reviewing the probabilities of outcomes to identify the potential for any risk with HF, whereas 

opponents to HF would likely take a constructivist approach, assessing the potential for risk of 

other intangible elements such as perceived changes to the community or lifestyle.  

Risk perception, or how people interpret or judge risk, is a critical influencer of opinion 

formation because it “determines what hazards people care about and how they deal with them” 

(Paek & Hove, 2017, p. 1). According to Paek and Hove (2017), risk has cognitive and 

emotional components, involving what a person understands about risk and what they feel about 

risk. They contend that an expert relies more on research and evidence (Peak & Hove, 2017) and 

that a layperson, or person with less objective knowledge than an expert would have about 

potential risks, is more likely to rely upon “subjective perceptions” (Paek & Hove, 2017, p. 3). 
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These perceptions are related to an “affect heuristic” (Paek & Hove, 2017, p. 3), which “refers to 

people’s tendency to rely on their current emotions when they make judgments about risk” (Paek 

& Hove, 2017, p. 3). Paek and Hove (2017) also note the “availability heuristic” (p. 2) or the 

tendency for a person to believe a particular risk can happen more often than it does if they are 

more aware of the risk, also contributes to the formation of a risk perception. In an environment 

where fear and uncertainty exist, people tend to focus on negative messages according to the 

negative dominance model (Paek & Hove, 2017). Further, events with a higher degree of risk 

may also decrease the ability of people to process risk information, create more “mental noise” 

(Peak & Hove, 2017, p. 5), and increase the perception of risk.  

While media framing will be addressed later, it is important to note the media’s role in 

presenting risk information and the sources they choose. Trust in sources plays a key role in 

influencing risk perception, and the media can use sources to fuel a debate or balance a story 

(Peak & Hove, 2017). As Peak and Hove (2017) note, the media “tend to use government, 

industry, and expert sources to represent the “safe” side of risk debates, and they tend to use 

activists and laypeople to represent the “risky” side” (p. 8). Hence, the choice of risk narratives 

by media could significantly contribute to public perceptions of risk associated with HF.  

Understanding the risks associated with HF was a key component of the moratorium 

(Government of New Brunswick, 2014). Such a question by the government tasked with 

regulating the industry, could potentially influence the perceptions of risk associated with HF. 

This warrants further exploration in the context of objectivist and constructivist approaches to 

risk communication and any risk narratives that could have contributed to influencing and 

shaping opinions of HF.  
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Information Sources and Science in Communication. As scholarship has established, 

trust and credibility are preconditions for social licence (Moffat & Zang, 2014). However, 

building on the low rates of trust found in the Edelman 2021 report (Edelman, 2021), people’s 

faith in many institutions continues to diminish significantly as seen in the updated 2022 

Edelman Trust Barometer (Edelman, 2022). In 2022 a few significant indicators emerged that are 

relevant to this research proposal. First, whether it is for business, government, NGOs or media, 

trust has declined in these institutions and remains low between 52 and 55 per cent (Edelman, 

2022, p. 4). People believe government (58 per cent), business leaders (60 per cent) and 

journalists (61 per cent) “are purposely trying to mislead people by saying things they know are 

false or gross exaggerations” (Edelman, 2022, p. 9), and that media (44 per cent) and 

government (45 per cent) are in fact divisive forces (Edelman, 2022, p. 20). Further, 59 per cent 

believe Canadians are unable to “have constructive and civil debates about issues they disagree 

on” (Edelman, 2022, p. 10). Such significant trust shortages could play a significant role for 

those seeking to obtain a SL, influencing the public participation discourse.  

Edelman (2022) reveals 75 per cent of people trust scientists as one of the few groups 

trusted. Alternatively, the Pew Research Centre (2015) shows there is often a wide spread 

between how the public views an issue and how scientists view it, which is incongruent with the 

Edelman findings. But on the issue of fracking in the U.S., whether there is a high or low level of 

scientific knowledge, the public and science community are closely aligned with only 39 and 31 

per cent respectively, in favour of increasing the use of fracking (Pew Research Centre, 2015). 

McFadden (2016) notes there may be such gaps and suggests “cognitive characteristics may 

cause some within the general public to form beliefs that disagree with scientists” (p. 2). O’Brien 
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and Hipel (2016) note that many believe the opposition to fracking is constructed upon 

misinformation.  

As noted early, scientific information or data is often disputed within the discourse of 

polarized issues or controversies (Smith & Richards, 2015). Shanahan et al. (2013) note in their 

work that “the contested nature of facts” is a concept put forward by “postpositivists” arguing 

that “facts were malleable social constructions” (p. 455). Shanahan et al. (2013) point out that 

science can be used to either contradict or legitimize policy solutions, and in relation to policy 

debates that are highly technical, it seems likely groups would use science to support the policy 

positions. It is important to note that while narratives are constructed, they are subjective to the 

receiver’s perception of the narrative and lack scientific validity or reliability (Shanahan et al., 

2013). However, there was very little scientific evidence used to support policy narratives in the 

work of Shanahan et al. (2013). This raises the question of how often science-based narratives 

were employed and to what effect in the HF controversy in New Brunswick.  

Kahan et al. (2017) reviewed the area of science curiosity in relation to reasoning that is 

politically motivated. Science curiosity relates to how likely people are to search for and read 

science information (Kahan et al., 2017). As one would assume, people differ in their levels of 

knowledge and their motivations to seek information out. But in general, they found those with a 

low science curiosity often engage more with information that confirms their positions, whereas 

those with high science curiosity likely look for new or unique information (Kahan et al., 2017). 

Kahan et al. (2017) consider the effect of bounded rationality, which refers to the notion that 

people make the best decision they can given the available information, mental capabilities, and 

time available (Bounded Rationality, 2021) and found it held true particularly in the case of 

politically motivated reasoning (p. 181). Within this context, people with lower science curiosity 
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engage more with material that confirms their outlook or aligns with their political identity, and 

those with higher science curiosity “remain open to new information and respond more 

uniformly across the political spectrum to the best available evidence” (Kahan et al., 2017, p. 

197).  

Edelman 2021 also reports on people’s level of Information Hygiene (p. 37) which is a 

measure of their engagement levels with news, opposing points of view (e.g., avoiding echo 

chambers), verification of information, and whether they spread misinformation. Only 20 per 

cent of Canadians reportedly have good information hygiene, and 46 per cent have poor 

information hygiene (Edelman, 2021), which suggests more people do not engage with news or 

opposing views, validate the information they find, and spread misinformation.  

Westerman et al. (2014) recognized in their work that people will “actively engage in 

information seeking,” will “seek information from a variety of sources” and will “constantly 

update their information” (p. 172) where there is a great deal of uncertainty or danger. 

Juxtaposed with Edelman’s (2021) annual survey revealing a lack of trust in information sources 

and credibility, this raises questions regarding the type of information people seek, the sources 

used to inform their decisions, but also where and with whom they share information they gather. 

The combination of decreased trust, heightened suspicion, possible lack of science curiosity and 

increased political alignment when science curiosity is low, could all potentially contribute to 

amplifying the uncertainty associated with technical industries, like those using HF, as they 

attempt to secure a SL.  

The Political Dimensions of Social Licence 

Existing scholarship notes SL encompasses relations among private sector (business), 

civic sector (non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) and communities) and public sector 
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(government) actors (Boutilier, 2021). The notion of shared governance is emerging within the 

literature suggesting the three sectors each have a licence that can be granted or rescinded 

(Boutilier, 2021). SL is considered to be “a multi-stakeholder, multi-sectoral state of acceptance 

or rejection in the stakeholder network at any point in time” (Boutilier, 2021, p. 3) and the 

private sector would not be able to secure one on its own. The concept of political licence is 

emerging comprising two dimensions, the legitimacy society gives governments to govern, and 

the authority governments have to regulate organizations (Boutilier, 2021).  

It is within the scope of a political licence that the dynamic between public policy and 

politics appeared to play a significant role in the HF controversy. The two largest political parties 

in New Brunswick each took a side on the issue and their policies and politics fueled: further 

study of HF, the 2014 election campaigns, and the moratorium, all from the standpoint of 

opposing views, narratives, and strategies.  

While in office, the Progressive Conservatives supported the development of the natural 

gas industry and launched the NB Energy Institute in 2013 (O’Brien & Hipel, 2016) to conduct 

scientific and peer-reviewed research to help inform opinions and actions with respect to the 

energy sector (New Brunswick Energy Institute, 2013) and developed the new Rules for Industry 

(Government of New Brunswick, 2013). In equal fashion, when the Liberals, who were in 

opposition to the industry without understanding the full risks, established the moratorium 

(Government of New Brunswick, 2014) upon taking office and struck the New Brunswick 

Commission on Hydraulic Fracturing to review if the moratorium’s conditions could be met 

(Léger et al., 2016a). Both employed similar approaches, but initiated them on the basis of 

contradictory policy narratives. 
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Boutilier (2021) describes SL as a metaphor that equates the power of the community to 

that of regulating bodies. While SL is not a formal legal licence (Bursey & Whiting, 2015), in 

New Brunswick it was the first condition of the moratorium on HF (Government of New 

Brunswick, 2014), a public policy leading to the discontinuation of natural gas development in 

the province. Boutilier (2021) examines SL in relation to left- and right-wing political positions 

and further describes it as a “contest between industry and civil society” (p. 2). On the left there 

are community groups and academics using SL in their “push for wider interests and involve 

citizen participation in decision-making” (Boutilier, 2021, p. 2) and on the right, the belief there 

is “something fundamentally undemocratic about a minority of protestors being able to dictate 

policy, even to the point of vetoing projects” (Boutilier, 2021, p. 2). In Canada, left-wing groups 

have been able to derail projects and investment (Boutilier, 2021) as witnessed in New 

Brunswick. 

Boutilier (2021) also notes all organizations need a SL when they start activities and that 

it may involve competition with one another, which adds a “conflict and power struggles” (p. 2) 

dynamic to the policy debate. This also applies to governments who can influence SL in favour 

of or against an organization, which “implies a need for “political alliances” (Boutilier, 2021, p. 

2), as well as instances where they need to be involved for an organization to secure a SL 

(Boutilier, 2021).  

It is important to recognize the position of power the government holding office has in 

determining the outcomes of the SL debate (O’Brien & Hipel, 2016; Boutilier, 2021). As 

O’Brien and Hipel (2016) point out in their analysis using game theory to understand conflict 

resolution in the context of the HF controversy, the strategies of the government are the most 

significant of the game, because “their actions can most readily cause the game to evolve” (p. 
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75). However, they note that whichever government is in power it is unlikely to change the 

positions of any of the other groups involved (O’Brien & Hipel, 2016). But their research closely 

aligned with what occurred in New Brunswick where the NBG-C proceeded with the industry 

development while in office and the NBG-L halted its progression for further study when elected 

to office. This will be an important aspect to watch for in testing the N&N model. 

Policy Narratives and Strategy. Narratives and strategies are commonplace when 

controversies arise and can be used to expand or contain an issue (Shanahan et al., 2013). When 

advocating for a policy goal in relation to a particular issue, organizations and individuals 

construct policy narratives (Shanahan et al., 2013). To be considered a policy narrative, there 

must be a “policy stance or judgement exists on a policy related behaviour” and at least one actor 

involved must be considered a “hero, villain, or victim” (p. 457). Policy narratives are 

established regularly in the energy sector as new projects, regulations or policies are considered 

or debated. I anticipate this will be seen from a macro perspective of the HF controversy in New 

Brunswick as positions were established and behaviours are judged as good or bad, but also as 

the roles of villain, victim and hero are cast to the natural gas developers, environmental groups, 

and government respectively.  

This is validated by Berardo et al. (2020) in their study of discourse and how public 

attention can shape policy, noting “Both decision makers and policy stakeholders adjust their 

political strategies to accommodate new available information—some of which may be shaped 

by the shifts in public attention regarding particular issues of interest” (p. 2). They also note the 

scholarly work suggesting that conflicts can “become contagious across space and time” 

(Berardo et al., 2020, p. 2) and that if they are intense, these policy conflicts can shape and 

structure opposing coalitions. They do note that debates and deliberation regarding policy 
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conflict are normal in governance systems that are complex, but that “ excessive levels of 

conflict can act as a destabilizing force in policy systems, leading to the breakdown of the 

deliberative processes that could have produced mutually advantageous policy decisions to 

actors with dissimilar goals” (Berardo et al., 2020, p. 2). This seems to align with the impasse 

that occurred in NB with the implementation of the moratorium and required conditions. 

At a micro-level, I expect this will also play out in the context of the political campaigns 

deployed during the 2014 election, where party leaders cast themselves in the role of heroes and 

their opponents in the role of villain. The Progressive Conservatives could establish a hero 

position on the basis of the economy, regarding the potential for royalties from the new natural 

gas industry used to invest in education, health care and proceed-sharing with communities and 

landowners (O’Brien & Hipel, 2016). Conversely, the Liberals could take a position as the hero 

on the basis of protecting public health and the environment with commitments to fully 

understand the risks to health, water, and the environment before moving forward with a natural 

gas development (New Brunswick Election, 2014).  

While oil and gas company proponents and fracking opponents commonly use cost-

benefit narratives, the policy alternatives established by each party in the 2014 election may 

demonstrate the use of a cost and benefit distribution narrative strategy regarding costs that are 

diffused and the benefits amassed (Shanahan et al., 2013). In this example, the costs could be the 

risks from fracking and benefits could be the financial returns or protecting health and the 

environment. Both parties may advocate a position of understanding and mitigating the risks 

(reducing the costs), but I anticipate the Liberals would maximize the benefit of personal and 

community (environment) protection and the Progressive Conservatives the benefit of economic 

stability.  
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Narrative strategies are simply ways in which actors use a narrative to enlarge or limit 

coalitions, but they can also be used in a similar fashion for policy issues (Shanahan et al., 2013). 

It could be possible that narrative strategies could be employed by the Progressive Conservatives 

to contain the fracking controversy and by the Liberals to expand it, both in an attempt to gain 

ground in and win the election, rather than the controversy serving to determine the actions of 

the government after being elected to office as Sellnow and Seeger (2013) suggest in the face of 

crisis. 

Other narrative strategies often used in a political context are the devil shift and angel 

shift strategies found within the Advocacy Coalition Framework (Shanahan et al., 2013). 

Shanahan et al. (2013) note these strategies are used in high-conflict situations, whereby with the 

devil shift, actors amplify the “power and “evilness” of their opponents while simultaneously 

understating their own power” (p. 460) and with the angel shift the actors “emphasize their own 

side as a hero capable of fixing the problem” (p. 460). While political attacks on opponents 

during an election are seemingly common, it would be worthy to explore these strategies in 

additional research of the context of the election and the HF controversy in New Brunswick.  

Further, the risks and uncertainty associated with fracking, whether real or perceived, 

addressed or not managed, elevated over a period of years leading up to and beyond the 

moratorium. As crisis scholars note, if left unchecked, risk paves the way to crisis which can 

alter institutions, economic stability, and beliefs, but also can be a “significant force in political 

and social change and may determine actions taken by government” (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013, p. 

8). The HF controversy polarized citizens, companies, and communities, shaping their beliefs 

and the provincial economy along the way, but whether the controversy determined the actions 

of the government or it was a narrative strategy of government design remains uncertain. 
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The literature review for this research demonstrates that the scholarship supports the 

notion of SL as a complex and dynamic social construct. It is multi-faceted, comprising an array 

of actors, networks, narratives, discourses, and influences. The common elements found 

throughout the existing scholarship are related to how knowledge is gathered, how opinions are 

shaped by dominant narratives, what dominant coalitions (networks) are formed, and which 

narratives or networks have legitimacy or agency. As Boutilier (2020) points out, power and 

hierarchy play a role in influencing social networks and if his model is to have predictive value 

then it must employ a theory of power in order to detect who has the power, who is motivated to 

use it and ultimately whose SL will prevail. Boutilier’s (2021) views on dominance are inspired 

by Michel Foucault’s work on narratives and discourses but are grounded in social network 

analysis. As he states plainly in a more recent study, “a social licence grantor or grantee is 

dominant if the discourse that it prefers about its own activities is accepted by the most 

influential stakeholders. More extensive dominance would occur when the entity’s preferred 

discourse about other entities is also the one that is accepted by the most influential 

stakeholders” (Boutilier, 2021, p. 4). 

 This complexity and the role of power would suggest Boutilier’s N&N model (2020) 

may have potential as a framework for understanding SL, but its capabilities as an indicator of 

the presence or absence of SL still remains unproven. It is the primary reason for conducting this 

research and testing the model using the HF controversy in NB as a case study. 

The Case Study: The Hydraulic Fracking Controversy in New Brunswick 

In the decade leading up to the hydraulic fracturing (HF or fracking) controversy in New 

Brunswick (NB), the discovery of and access to previously untapped reserves of hydrocarbons 

deep below the earth’s surface resulted in a shale gas boom (Rapier, 2017). Natural gas (also 
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known as shale gas) contained in the geological formations of shale several kilometres below the 

surface could now be accessed through a new technological process known as hydraulic 

fracturing (Rapier, 2017).  

HF or fracking is a process in which wells are constructed and drilled vertically into the 

geological formation approximately 2,000 - 3,000 metres below the earth’s surface and then 50 - 

100 metres horizontally through the rock (Figure 3). Small perforations (holes) are created in the 

well-pipe which initially cracks some of the rock around the pipe, but then a mixture of water, 

sand, and chemicals are pumped at high pressure down the wellbore through the pipe to crack the 

shale rock further and release the hydrocarbons trapped within it (Canadian Association of 

Petroleum Producers, 2021a).  
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Figure 3 

Fracturing / Fracking 

 

Note. This shows a well, drilling, and the process of hydraulic fracturing (or fracking). From the 

Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, 2021 (https://www.capp.ca/explore/hydraulic-

fracturing/).  

 

In the ten years leading up to 2015, the United States of America (U.S.) became one of 

the largest natural gas producers in the world as it developed 27 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) of gas 

(Rapier, 2017). With the abundance of potential reserves located in plays throughout the U.S. 

(Figure 4), many states now produce natural gas (U.S. Energy Information Administration, 

2021). Natural gas is known to be a cleaner alternative to previous energy sources, with the 

https://www.capp.ca/explore/hydraulic-fracturing/
https://www.capp.ca/explore/hydraulic-fracturing/
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expectation that shale gas development would “significantly increase U.S. energy security and 

help reduce greenhouse gas pollution” (USC US-China Institute, 2009, para. 3).  

Figure 4  

Lower 48 States Shale Plays 

 

Note. This shows the abundance of potential reserves and plays located within the Lower 48 

states in the United States. From the Natural gas explained – Where our natural gas comes from 

by the  U.S. Energy Information Administration, 2021 

(https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/natural-gas/where-our-natural-gas-comes-from.php).  

 

https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/natural-gas/where-our-natural-gas-comes-from.php
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 In Canada, there has also been a long history of oil development in the province of 

Alberta, and it, along with British Columbia and Saskatchewan, were all experiencing growth in 

the development of natural gas reserves (Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, 2021b). 

In western Canada, HF has been used to produce more than 175,000 wells over the last 60 years 

(ConocoPhillips, 2021). The research of Eaton & Enoch (2018) on psychological identification 

and CSR practices in oil-producing communities, notes that “rather than conflict and discord, 

here industry has achieved a uniquely robust level of social licence” (p.54) which is 

“characterized as “psychological Identification” (p. 54). Psychological identification is a level 

found within the Pyramid Model that relates to shared ownership in projects that a high level of 

trust (Gehman et al., 2017). This is discussed further in the review of existing models of social 

licence in this thesis. 

While not as large as Canada’s western provinces, the oil and gas sector has been part of 

the New Brunswick economy since 1859 when it became host to one of North America’s first oil 

wells (St. Peter, 2000). It has since grown to 302 wells drilled in the province (Canadian 

Association of Petroleum Producers, 2021b). Oil and natural gas reserves were also found in the 

geological formations in New Brunswick (Figure 5), with the potential to recover an estimated 

70Tcf of natural gas and 2.1 million barrels of oil (Government of Canada, 2017). Traditionally, 

provinces that do not accrue resource development revenues (e.g., oil and gas), like New 

Brunswick, receive equalization payments from the provinces possessing reserves (Government 

of Canada, 2011) which can be developed and commercialized. From a resource and economic 

perspective, New Brunswick’s economy was predominantly based on fishing, forestry, and 

agriculture (Patterson, 2020). The potential for natural gas development similar to western 
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Canadian provinces held great potential for an economic boost (In Depth, 2011), as well as 

energy security potential for the province (Commisso, 2013).  

Figure 5 

Subbasins in New Brunswick 

 

Note. This shows where the potential oil and natural gas reserves are located in New Brunswick. 

From Oil shales and oil and natural gas in New Brunswick: Historical and current industry 

related activities (St. Peter, 2000, p. 3). 

 

Several companies operated in New Brunswick over the years, developing mostly oil 

reservoirs with varied success (St. Peter, 2000). With the new potential for development, there 
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was increased interest in the shale plays located in the province from several companies that held 

explorations licences (Figure 6) from the Government of New Brunswick. However, Corridor 

Resources Inc. (CRI) and Southwestern Resources Corporation (SWN) (In Depth, 2011) became 

the two primary companies engaged in the development during the HF controversy. Note, 

Corridor Resources Inc. appointed a new management team and became Headwater Exploration 

Inc. in 2020 (Corridor, 2020), but the former name Corridor Resources Inc. (CRI) is used in this 

research to ensure clarity and understanding of the specific actors engaged in the controversy and 

this thesis.  

Figure 6 

Oil and Gas Production Sites in New Brunswick 
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Note. This shows the licences that were held by oil and gas development companies in New 

Brunswick. From What is fracking and why is it so controversial? by C. Commisso, 2013 ( 

https://www.ctvnews.ca/mobile/canada/what-is-fracking-and-why-is-it-so-controversial-

1.1505246). 

 

As interest in shale gas development grew among exploration companies in NB, so did 

the public’s interest and opposition to the practice. As Smith & Richard (2015) demonstrate in 

their examination of SL and HF challenges, there are several outreach activities undertaken, but 

ultimately there is a perceived lack of transparency and openness, which leads to public mistrust 

of industry practices and whether the public believes “adequate information has been made 

available” (p. 102). The public is left to rely on their intuition and other third-party sources for 

their evaluation, which may not “result in a clearer picture of the risks and benefits associated 

with development” (Smith & Richards, 2015, pp. 102-103). This contributes to and shapes the 

polarization of the HF discourse. 

Energy became a highly controversial topic in 2011, and the Conservative Government of 

New Brunswick (NBG-C) under former Premier David Alward came under fire for the party’s 

support for "responsible expansion of the natural gas sector" (Moore, 2011, para. 11) which 

would involve HF. Similar to other gas-producing regions, opposition was building, with 

concerns being raised about the environment, water, and other risks, as well as creating shared 

value (Lachapelle et al., 2018). For many of those opposed in NB, concerns centred around the 

potential health and safety risks from HF, protecting land and water resources, and many 

believed the use of the process would not be offset by the benefits of potential royalties (O’Brien 

& Hipel, 2016; Wishart, 2012) from development of the hydrocarbon. 

https://www.ctvnews.ca/mobile/canada/what-is-fracking-and-why-is-it-so-controversial-1.1505246
https://www.ctvnews.ca/mobile/canada/what-is-fracking-and-why-is-it-so-controversial-1.1505246
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 In response to public concern, the NBG-C announced new rules to address concerns 

about potential risks (Northrup, 2011) and launched extensive rules and regulations later in 2013 

for the industry (Government of New Brunswick, 2013). Throughout the ongoing controversy, 

there was increasing opposition from several groups, including the Conservation Council of New 

Brunswick (CCNB) and the NB Anti-Shale Gas Alliance (Deveau, 2014); protests (More than 

1,000, 2011); and public unrest, arrests, and violence (Logan & Cadloff, 2013). There were also 

studies conducted by academia on royalties (Hill et al., 2016) and wastewater (Al et al., 2012); 

reviews conducted by the government (Office of the Chief Medical Officer of Health, 2012), 

independent organizations like the Council of Canadian Academies (2014) and the NB Energy 

Institute (2013) in an attempt to inform stakeholders and the public. Further, the controversy was 

also highly polarized politically as the province headed to an election in 2014, with the NBG-C 

supporting development and the opposition Liberals calling for more information and noting 

risks (New Brunswick Election, 2014). The issue received substantial and continuous media 

coverage over the next several years and was noted as one of the top stories to watch (Poitras, 

2014).  

As hydraulic fracturing became controversial globally, bans were enacted in some 

countries, and in Canada, moratoria passed in Nova Scotia, Newfoundland and Labrador, and 

Quebec (O’Brien & Hipel, 2016). Following the 2014 election in New Brunswick, former 

Premier Brian Gallant enacted a moratorium (Government of New Brunswick, 2014) shortly 

after he took office that required five conditions to be met in order to lift the moratorium. First 

among them was a “social licence be in place” (Government of New Brunswick, 2014, para. 5). 

Then, early in 2015, the Government of New Brunswick (NBG-L) appointed the New Brunswick 

Commission on Hydraulic Fracturing (The Commission) (Fracking Commission, 2015) with a 
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mandate to “study the issue of hydraulic fracturing in New Brunswick to determine whether the 

following five conditions can be met” (Léger et al., 2016a, p. 4). The Commission further 

outlined in its report that its mandate was not to decide the issue but rather inform the decision-

makers within government who were responsible for decisions about the moratorium (Léger et 

al., 2016a). 

The Commission reviewed volumes of information from government, industry, 

stakeholders, and communities, including from the public engagement sessions held by the 

government, which those opposed believed was an “empty exercise” (Léger et al., 2016a, p. 2). 

The Commission met with 228 individuals and received 135 submissions from a wide variety of 

groups, including Indigenous, health, faith-based, academics, professionals, environmental 

protection, farmers, municipal, rural communities, small businesses, energy companies and 

natural gas producers, and they visited producing sites (Léger et al., 2016a).  

 The Commission identified six emerging themes, including: 1. a disconnect between 

government and public regarding land use and economic development; 2. distrust among 

Indigenous people of the motives of government; 3. government regulatory red tape that is 

frustrating and confusing; 4. a lack of acknowledgment of problems associated with fracking; 5. 

a track record for water monitoring by government that is distrusted; and 6. that New 

Brunswickers “want access to evidence-based, objective information about a variety of human 

and environmental health issues from a credible source they can trust” (Léger et al., 2016a, p. 6). 

The Commission’s report emphasized the “forces of change” (Léger et al., 2016a, p. 7) that were 

occurring as part of the discourse during the HF controversy, including social change, climate 

change, use of resources (e.g., water, energy), our relationship with Indigenous people, balancing 

a new economic and environmental reality, risk management and the role of natural gas in New 
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Brunswick’s future (Léger et al., 2016a). Further, the report highlighted several findings it 

recommended, including the need for a new approach to solving complex problems; broad 

conversations among communities; an energy and environment strategy, research network and 

independent regulator; solutions for impacts and wastewater treatment; a royalty structure tied to 

responsible natural gas development and government priorities; and for government to work with 

Indigenous communities on consultation (Léger et al., 2016a). Ultimately the Commission noted 

it is a time of transition and provided five options that ranged from maintaining the moratorium 

to removing the moratorium (Léger et al., 2016a). 

 In 2016, the moratorium was extended indefinitely by the Government of New 

Brunswick (2016) following its release of The Commission’s report (New Brunswick Ministry of 

Energy and Mines, 2016). In a press release (Government of New Brunswick, 2016), the 

Minister of Energy stated: “It is clear that our conditions cannot be satisfied in the foreseeable 

future” (para. 1) and “industry has not met the conditions” (para. 4). The government noted a few 

of the findings from the report it must implement before considering if an HF project meets the 

five conditions of the moratorium, but provided no further clarity on the first condition of social 

licence (Government of New Brunswick, 2016).  

Those opposed to HF celebrated the moratorium as a legislative win (Conservation 

Council, n.d.). However, polls revealed the public remained largely divided and polarized over 

several years. In 2011, a CBC poll revealed 69 per cent were opposed (O’Brien & Hipel, 2016), 

that 74 per cent wanted fracking to cease, and 61 per cent wanted a ban because there was no 

social licence (Wishart, 2012). Whereas industry association polling indicated support increased 

from 41 to 52 to 61 per cent over the period 2014 to 2018 and that opposition decreased to 33 per 

cent (Atlantica Centre for Energy, 2018). 
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The moratorium that was implemented in 2014 and reinforced in 2016 remains in place 

today. The topic of natural gas and HF continues to be a polarizing and contentious issue in the 

province, as demonstrated when Premier Higgs attempted to lift the moratorium in Sussex, but 

met with criticism from opponents claiming public discussions and consultation had not taken 

place (Brown, 2019) and that decisions were being made in secret (Poitras, 2019). With opinions 

formed and groups entrenched in their positions, the question of whether consensus-building, or 

a resolution is possible remains elusive. Thus, the HF controversy in NB provides a dynamic 

case study to test Boutilier’s N&N model (2020) and gather a greater understanding of the roles, 

collaborations, and influences among the diverse actors, narratives, and networks that may have 

led to the requirement of a SL as a condition of the moratorium. 

Models of Social Licence 

While social licence has been a relatively new concept in the last few decades (Gehman 

et al., 2017), scholarship about SL is an evolving field as research attempts to understand and 

conceptualize the construct and how it plays out in real-world settings. Thus, while many 

communications theories have been applied, and models and measures have been developed to 

help gain a better understanding of the SL, it is an evolving field of study due to the extensive 

and ever-changing dynamics of the SL as a social construct. The key premise for this research is 

grounded in the notion that further examination of how SL relates to governance and decision-

making is required because there is no “formal process for obtaining a SLO” (Bursey & Whiting, 

2015, p. 6). The following section describes existing models and measures of SL, culminating 

with a description the model that is at the core of this research, Boutilier’s (2020) Narratives and 

Networks Model of Social Licence.   

Understanding Existing Models of Social Licence 
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Prior to the introduction of the N&N model, researchers have been attempting to make 

sense of the complexities surrounding SL using models based upon trust and credibility, politics 

and policy, governance, multi-faceted acceptance, organizations, and organizational activity, as 

well as the inclusion of various aspects and considerations from the perspective of those opposed 

to an organization or an activity (Boutilier, 2020). Boutilier also notes other research that shows, 

in addition to companies and direct stakeholders, there is a myriad of groups such as politicians, 

communities, the public, the media, NGOs, and special interest groups that contribute to the 

determination of the SL (2020). The research of the SL is a body of work that has continued to 

grow. By way of a short summary, the pre-existing primary models of the SL are described 

herein and include the Pyramid Model, Three-Strand Model, and the Triangle Model (Gehman et 

al., 2017). These models build upon many of the other previous models and have been largely 

used in recent scholarship.  

The Pyramid Model is a multi-level model characterized by four levels of SL for projects, 

including psychological identification, approval, acceptance, or rejection, that are based 

establishing trust, credibility, and legitimacy (Gehman et al., 2017). Citizen engagement, 

collaboration, negotiation, and identification through shared ownership and experiences play a 

role in signifying projects have been approved due to a high degree of trust, those that are 

accepted because they have achieved a level of credibility, and those that lack legitimacy and are 

rejected (Gehman et al., 2017). Colton et al. (2016) note the SL can vary with time and the 

stakeholders involved in the Pyramid Model, but that the SL is “a judgment about the legitimacy 

of your company or operations” (p. 11). 

The Three-Strand Model was founded on studies based on the question of why some 

companies seem to do better than others when it comes to environmental performance and how 
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to encourage companies to go beyond existing regulatory compliance (Gehman et al., 2017). The 

model includes the dynamic interaction between the legal licence (e.g., regulations, permits), 

social licence (e.g., environmental and community groups), economic licence (e.g., profitability, 

investors), and the actors influencing each of these areas to determine SL, and ultimately 

suggests industries which are closely watched tend to depend on these three strands for their SL 

(Gehman et al., 2017). Colton et al. (2016) note this model emerged to conceptualize the 

differences observed in environmental performance, but ultimately describes the independent 

and interactive factors that “shape corporate environmental performance” (p. 14). 

 Gehman et al. (2017) also detail The Triangle Model, which focuses on a set of three 

social “acceptance processes” (p. 299) required to achieve SL. Colton et al. (2016) outline the 

acceptances as socio-political acceptance (e.g., policies and technologies), community 

acceptance (e.g., residents), and market acceptances (e.g., technological innovations); and note 

the model was developed from the perspective of renewable energy. Gehman et al. (2017) add 

that social acceptance is understood as “building confidence, familiarity, and trust in 

environmentally friendly but unproven technologies” (p. 299). Colton et al.(2016) also note the 

notion of not-in-my-back-yard or NIMBY and the difference between public support and local 

support for renewable energy projects. They further note the potential for a “social gap” (Colton 

et al., 2016, p. 16) and that acceptance of and support for projects may vary. 

Each of these three models denotes the critical role trust, credibility, and legitimacy have 

in determining SL and account for many of the contributors noted in previous models. But as 

Colton et al. (2016) point out, “social licence is legitimacy and legitimacy is social acceptability, 

and vice versa” (p. 20) and the three are “essentially synonymous” (p. 20). Essentially, SL is “the 
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public’s acceptance or opposition of development projects or industries in their local area” 

(Colton et al., 2016, p. 27). 

Narratives and Networks Model of Social Licence 

Boutilier’s (2020) Narratives and Networks Model (N&N) of Social Licence (Figure 1) is 

the most recent model to build upon the existing body of scholarship and captures the growing 

body of knowledge established in previous models. It is a development with the potential to 

create a more comprehensive understanding of the presence or absence of the SL and how the 

complexities of SL are navigated and negotiated among the various participants or contributors. 

A few key points of differentiation between Boutilier’s (2020) model and others, are the 

allowance for an explanation of the changing aspects of interaction among those who grant the 

SL (e.g., those based on ideology), and also how narratives or discourses emerge, evolve, 

compete between one another, or dominate. Through the N&N model, Boutilier (2020) attempts 

to address two questions absent from previous models, first, to gain an understanding of the 

process by which public opinion influences the SL, legal licences, and public policy; and second, 

if, how, and why stakeholder and public opinion interact with each other.  

The N&N model (Boutilier, 2020) has the potential to help gain an understanding of the 

dominant influences on the determination of SL in the context of the New Brunswick HF 

controversy. As one of the originators of the Pyramid Model (Gehman et al., 2017), Boutilier 

(2020) advances the thinking on existing models and expands upon the interactions among the 

various actors, networks and the narratives which make up the “complicated process of socio-

political churn” (p. 5) within the N&N model. Boutilier’s (2020) approach is dynamic, non-linear 

and based on relationships that exist and the narratives used. These relationships and narratives 

appear within the socio-political churn cycle (Boutilier, 2020) he proposes, which can be 
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repetitive and evolve over an undetermined and indefinite amount of time. Further, Boutilier 

(2020) notes SL as both a cause and effect in its role as both a pre-requisite to conducting an 

activity, but also as something to be explained (2020). He captures this in N&N by removing the 

three categories traditionally used in other models as determinants of the SL (regulatory, 

economic, and socio-political) and places them in a position of resulting actions (constraining or 

supporting) that may be taken depending on whether a high or low degree of SL (Boutilier, 

2020). But he also includes feedback loops to and from these three former determinants to 

capture their role as influencers of the SL and the capacity of an organization to conduct an 

activity (Boutilier, 2020).  

The N&N model attempts to explain SL from a macro perspective to the “micro-social 

processes that explain the macroscopic phenomenon” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 2), and thus, considers 

the many interactions based on the quality of the interpersonal relationships present (the 

networks), as well as the evolving narratives created, accepted, and amplified. It also integrates 

many aspects associated with discourse analysis and narrative research, including how people 

socially construct their environment, how narratives are framed, what policy narratives and 

solutions are used, who has agency, how narratives connect various aspects of the SL (e.g., 

stakeholders, public policy, regulations, and laws) and the “power of discourses to control public 

opinion and the options that people believe are open to them” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 3).  

The N&N model of the SL (Boutilier, 2020), as shown previously in Figure 1 and again 

below for convenience, portrays a “causal chain” (p. 5) of solid arrows connecting the socio-

political churn (box A) to the influencers (both cause and effect) boxes, B, C and D (the 

regulatory/legal, economic/financial, and socio-political obstacles or facilitators of the SL) to 

box E (the capacity to conduct the activity). The socio-political churn cycle (box A) in the N&N 
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model represents where the presence or absence of SL is determined (rather than being 

established by the categories boxes B, C, and D represent as noted in previous models), by who 

and which narratives are dominant (Boutilier, 2020, p. 5). It is important to note the reason for 

including a connection to boxes B, C, and D. Even if a SL is present, these factors can influence 

the capacity to conduct the activity, such as a failure of an organization to secure a required 

permit or meet a regulatory requirement (Boutilier, 2020). The distinction of boxes B, C, and D 

in the N&N model is that these represent actions that can be used to either obstruct or facilitate 

an activity based on a low or high degree of social licence, whether it be loosening or tightening 

regulations, the participation or disconnection of investors or employees, or the use of blockades 

or expert reports (Boutilier, 2020). Further, the capacity to conduct the activity (box E) can 

influence and contribute to the narratives (box F containing n1, 2, 3, 4, 5) and networks (box G 

containing sr1, 2, 3, 4, 5) that emerge and evolve throughout the socio-political churn (box A) 

cycle that influences the SL (Boutilier, 2020). These boxes are contained by a solid line and both 

represent the networks, and are connected bold arrow 1, where policy narratives, stakeholder 

collaborations, disagreement and consensus can occur and are mediated repetitively over time 

(Boutilier, 2020). Boxes H, I and J signify the emergence of a dominant policy narrative, the 

configuration of the dominant network of/or stakeholders and the presence or absence of the SL 

in terms of the activity or actor (Boutilier, 2020). These may or may not exist and are subjective 

to the person examining a specific situation using the model as signified by the dotted line 

forming and arrows connecting each box (Boutilier, 2020).  
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Figure 1 

Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence 

 

Note. The Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence created by R.G. Boutilier (2020, 

p. 4). 

 

 

In his article, Boutilier (2020) applies the N&N model to the Cape Cod Windfarm project 

studied by Shanahan et al. (2013) and reviewed in this thesis as part of the literature review 

regarding the use of policy narratives and solutions. As a result of its application, he surmises 

that SL was absent and the project could not continue (Boutilier, 2020). This would be an area 

for further testing of the model by another researcher to see if a similar assessment of the case 

study emerges. 

Boutilier (2020) notes a few unresolved questions and limitations of the N&N model 

worthy of consideration, including how the model is used, whether it is expected to “provide 

legitimization (or delegitimization) for political decisions about the LL and regulatory issues or 
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for political activists tactics” (p. 8). Similarly, he raises the question of whether “it is enough for 

SL models to do nothing more than predict configurations of the SL among stakeholders and the 

effects they have on the continuance of the focal organization’s activities” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 8). 

I would agree and offer that the expectation or purpose behind using the N&N model is a 

question that can be answered only by the individual or organization using it. 

Boutilier (2020) notes the role, influence, and structures of power concerning the model’s 

use and suggests that accounting for power “would involve much more than characteristics of 

network structure” (p. 8). He recommends the “use of a theory of power in order to predict 

whose SL is going to carry the day” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 8) and suggests there are struggles for 

power and control of competing narratives on issues of policy, and therefore for control of SL of 

the “activity governed by policy” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 9). Interestingly, his previous work, 

Boutilier (2020) notes some findings regarding how the SL determination is legitimized when 

rivalries and power struggles occur: 

“According to Boutilier, when government dominates, it portrays the SL as superfluous to 

its LL. When business dominates, it enacts a version of the SL that puts more emphasis on 

appearances than substance. The civic sector then critiques the SL as nothing but corporate 

public relations. When the activist civic sector dominates, it claims sole legitimacy for 

deciding who has a SL. The business sector then reacts by decrying the activists’ self-

appropriated veto and denigrating the SL as either undemocratic or a complete rhetorical 

chimera. The contest to win the de facto right to decide whose legitimacy is the most 

legitimate is thoroughly political. It has neither a scientific nor a philosophical resolution. 

The most social science can hope to achieve is to develop models that predict 

characteristics of the struggle and, hopefully, winners and losers.” (p. 9) 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 70 

 

Such insights will be interesting on relation to the test of the N&N model in this thesis to see if 

Boutilier’s (2020) contention about how government, business or the civic activist sector 

position the SL holds true.  

Further, Boutilier (2020) notes the challenges associated with the ability to represent the 

conflicts and how these could be shown possibly through colour coding, as well as how a 

weighing scheme for conflicting narratives and networks may help with SL strategy 

development. He also notes the model doesn’t show the “tipping point” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 9) 

because many factors influence the policy changes that also contribute to changes in the 

alignment of networks and in the level of SL (Boutilier, 2020).  

The common threads revealed previously within the scholarship in the literature review 

(public engagement and activism, opinion formation and influences, political and policy 

perspectives, media framing, and the existing models of SL) are potential areas within the N&N 

model where discourse, coalitions and connections can occur at various levels. Shanahan et al. 

(2013) suggested that “researchers further explore and connect the micro, meso, and macro 

levels of analysis, as well as develop research methodologies that will search for causal linkages 

between policy narratives and policy outcomes” (p. 477). It appears Boutilier’s N&N model of 

the SL (2020) is an attempt to do this and hypothesizes the diversity of potential links between 

the networks of actors involved, the emerging narratives with the power to shape the dominant 

discourses, and the resulting outcomes.  

Theoretical Basis and Framework 

As Phillips & Hardy (2002) point out, “without discourse, there can be no social reality 

and without understanding discourse, we cannot understand our reality, our experiences, or 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 71 

 

ourselves (p. 3). Discourse influences perceptions and as a result, can move particular interests 

forward while diminishing others (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). This is reinforced by the recent 

discourse, agency and SL research conducted by Newton et al. (2020) who note, “A discourse is 

a way of apprehending the world in the spoken or written word. It is a social boundary defining 

what can or cannot be expressed about a matter. Those who adhere to similar discursive forms 

may thus draw shared meaning from otherwise disparate bits of information” (p. 1) and that 

“Discourse analysts assume that language choices are not accidental or random, and that 

discourse reflects existing power relationships” (p. 1) 

From a theoretical and practical approach, this thesis research is grounded in Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA), which is part of the tradition of Discourse Analysis (DA) (Phillips & 

Hardy, 2002). DA is concerned with “texts and the practices associated with their production, 

distribution and reception” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, p. 3). Whereas CDA looks at discourse 

activities and how it creates or sustains power or how power is “enacted, reproduced or 

legitimized by text and talk of dominant group” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, p. 25). Analysis using 

this approach considers how power relations are maintained based on the language selected and 

used within discourse (Newton et al., 2020). CDA is particularly useful in qualitative analysis as 

it looks in more detail at the relationship between text and society and helps make meaning of 

the ideologies that are shaped through power and the attempts to gain power (Mogashoa, 2014). 

Newton et al. (2020) bring attention to Norman Fairclough, capturing his thoughts on language 

relating to SL: “The language used to talk about SLO, then, both reflects and affects the power 

and social relations implicated in the term and its usage” (p. 1).  

It is through the lens of power and the complexity of the text and its relations within 

discourse that we can use CDA to understand how our social reality is produced and becomes 
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reality (Phillip & Hardy, 2002). Of course, CDA is a very broad area with many schools of 

thought and approaches, and it does get criticized for lack of rigour and standardization found in 

other methods, but it does allow for creativity in how a researcher approaches their work and 

analyzes discourse (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). This is particularly useful for this research, because 

of the complexity of the discourse, the array of narratives and actors involved, and how power is 

enacted throughout the HF controversy in NB, as well as the fact SL is a socially constructed 

reality. CDA will allow for flexibility in the methodology and for any unknown themes or 

motivations (Mogashoa, 2014) to emerge and provide insight, which is ultimately the primary 

purpose of the N&N model, to provide a framework for understanding the emergence of SL and 

aid in strategy development.  

Boutilier (2020) notes the need for employing a theory of power in order to determine 

“whose SL is going to carry the day” (p. 8). In the development of the N&N model and other 

work, Boutilier (2020) employs Michel Foucault’s theoretical work, which “emphasized the 

power of discourses to control public opinion and the options that people believe are open to 

them” (p. 3). However, while the crux of Foucault’s work centres on how discourse is created 

and power as a relationship that occurs in society (Prasad, 2005), this aspect of control does not 

align with this research. In fact, there is no single, unified approach to CDA, but rather, multiple 

areas of focus. Theorists such as Teun Van Dijk approach CDA with a focus on the reproduction 

of ideologies and how discourse creates social injustice, such as race and gender (Mogashoa, 

2014). In contrast, Ruth Wodak’s interest is historical in nature in the overarching structures that 

produce inequality (Mogashoa, 2014). While there are similarities across CDA and elements of 

learning from these scholars, Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional approach to CDA 

(Mogashoa, 2014), which focuses on understanding the language and how it creates relations and 
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influences society, better aligns with this research because of the dynamic occurrence and use of 

language, and the complexity of actors involved. Fairclough’s approach is also similar to the 

N&N model because of the multi-faceted elements and levels contained within the framework.  

While it contains complex elements, Fairclough’s approach is three-dimensional. It 

involves interrelated processes of describing and analyzing the text, interpreting and analyzing 

the process, and analyzing and explaining the social context (Ilyas & Afzal, 2021). Mogashoa 

(2014) notes Fairclough’s approach of analyzing text, considering how it is produced and 

consumed, and examining the relationships of text and configurations of text and actors, and 

indicates CDA can help to “understand the social problems that are mediated by mainstream 

ideology and power relationships, all perpetuated by the use of written texts in our daily and 

professional lives” (p. 106). While Fairclough’s approach is complex, it aligns with the 

complexity contained in the N&N model. For Fairclough, discourse analysis involves various 

semiotic modes, including language, visual images, and body language (Gee & Handford, 2013), 

which aligns with the existing scholarship of SL contained in my literature review. Fairclough 

makes meaning based on configurations of what he calls “orders of discourse” (Gee & Handford, 

2013, p. 11), which are the networks of social structures, semiotics, and categories of making 

meaning, including genre, discourse, and style (Gee & Handford, 2013).  

Further, and most importantly, Fairclough’s approach to CDA attempts to understand 

social problems or controversial matters and seeks to find ways past the obstacles associated with 

the problem (Gee & Handford, 2013). Finding a way past the polarizing controversy surrounding 

SL in NB and building consensus is the driving rationale for this research as we seek to gain 

insight and a means of predicting SL through the N&N model. As Amoussou & Allagbe point 

out, CDA “focuses on social problems, and especially the role of discourse in the production and 
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reproduction of power” (2018, p. 12) and helps to “analyze opaque as well as transparent 

structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in 

language” (Amoussou & Allagbe, 2018, p. 12). But Fairclough also asks the intriguing question 

within the CDA framework of whether society needs the problem to sustain itself (Wodak & 

Meyer, 2001). In light of the provincial election, which took place during the HF controversy in 

NB and centred around the issue of shale gas, this will be interesting to consider in the analysis.  

Methodology and Research Design 

This research tests the N&N model of the SL (Boutilier, 2020) using the qualitative 

approach of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Mullet, 2018) to analyze and assess the 

usefulness of the model to provide insight and serve as an indicator of the presence or absence of 

the SL. CDA is an interdisciplinary approach concerned with the relationship between language 

and power (Amoussou & Allagbe, 2018), and its flexibility offers an effective means to 

“describe, interpret and the ways in which discourses construct, maintain, and legitimize social 

inequalities” (Mullet, 2018). Further it aims to reveal the motivations and enactment of power so 

that we can understand “social problems that are mediated by ideologies and power 

relationships” (Mogashoa, 2014, p. 106). To this end, CDA is particularly well suited to test the 

N&N model by analyzing text produced during the HF controversy in NB.  

To test the N&N model, a framework for analysis was developed based on Fairclough’s 

CDA approach in conjunction with key components of the N&N model to identify dominant 

discourses, narratives, and actors, as well as the connections and patterns that emerge from the 

text. Fairclough’s CDA approach is founded upon eight principles which align with the NB case 

study selected, including: 1. addresses a social problem; 2. power relations are exercised through 

discourse; 3. discourse can transform society and culture; 4. discourse can create ideology; 5. 
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discourse is understood through a historical lens; 6. discourse is mediated via connections 

between society and text; 7. discourse can be interpreted and explained through analysis; and 8. 

discourse can create action in society (Amoussou & Allagbe, 2018). Based on these principles, 

we can look at the discourse during the HF controversy in NB to identify, interpret and explain 

how SL was used and became a social reality in relation to the N&N model. It’s important to 

note that Fairclough believes there is a reason text is selected, that it is usually fuelled by an 

underlying motivation to serve an ideological end, and as he argues "the exercise of power, in 

modern society, is increasingly achieved through ideology" (Amoussou & Allagbe, 2018, p. 14).  

Further, Fairclough views discourse through a lens of semiosis which includes all forms 

of making meaning (e.g., language, images, and body language) and sees life in society as 

“interconnected networks of social practices of diverse sorts (economic, political, cultural, and so 

on)” (Wodak & Meyer, 2001), comprising elements of semiosis. Semiosis is important in the 

context of analysis because it influences how we practice social activity and represents our and 

others’ language in discourse, as well as how our own characteristics influence semiosis (Wodak 

& Meyer, 2001). There are three ways semiosis relates to social practices and events, and that is 

through genres (ways of interacting and use of language), discourses (how language is 

positioned and represents an understanding of the world) and styles (an identity or way of being), 

which combine to create what Fairclough calls orders of discourse (networks of social practices 

and configurations of these three categories) (Wodak & Meyer, 2021). From an analysis 

standpoint, Fairclough refers to the combinations that occur in terms of interdiscursivity and to 

the relationships between text as intertextuality (Gee & Handford, 2013). The question ultimately 

becomes, which order of discourse dominates, and this is what Fairclough refers to as hegemony 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2021).  
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Using this as a frame and Fairclough’s three dimensions mentioned earlier as the frame of 

reference for this research, I designed and implemented a qualitative analysis method to identify, 

interpret and explain the interdiscursivity, intertextuality, and hegemony of the narratives and 

discourses (Medelyan, 2021) through codification (Table 1) using deductive manual coding 

(Medelyan, 2021) of the elements contained within Fairclough’s CDA approach and the N&N 

model. The coding enabled the identification and occurrence of themes and relations as I 

conducted a three-dimensional analysis of the text, discourse and configurations of text and 

actors emerging from the media coverage that occurred during the HF controversy.  

The initial terms and participants selected for use as codes for discourse analysis were 

developed based on my personal knowledge and experience with the topic, as well as from 

readings of the various studies on hydraulic fracturing and the literature review as part of this 

thesis. While this initial collection of terms and participants did align appropriately with what I 

anticipated would appear in news articles, the scope of some of the codes was adjusted to include 

unanticipated participants (e.g., CMO) and terms (e.g., moratorium, consultation).  

Table 1 

Codification Scheme for Critical Discourse Analysis 

Codification Scheme 
D1 Environment D2 Economy D3 Social Licence 

dn dn1 - Water 

dn2 - Health/safety 

dn3 - Land 

dn4 - Air 

dn5 – Climate 

change 

dn6 - More info/ 

study 

dn dn7 - Jobs 

dn8 - Rules/regs 

dn9 - Royalties 

dn10 - Econ. Stability 

dn11 – Cost v. benefit 

dn12 - Quality of life 

 

dn dn13 – Have/Support 

dn14 - Don’t 

have/Don’t Support 

dn15 - Is required 

dn16 – Moratorium 

dn17 - Consultation 

NC1 Pro-Shale Gas NC2 Anti-Shale Gas NC3 Neutral Shale Gas 

a a1 - Co./developers a a7 - NBASA  a a13 – Academia/CMO 
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a2 - Business Assoc. 

a3 - Industry Assoc. 

a4 - GNB PC 

a5 - Citizens 

a6 - Indigenous  

 

a8 - CCNB 

a9 - Interest grp/assoc.  

a10 - Citizens 

a11 - GNB L (opp.) / 

other parties (opp.) 

a12- Indigenous  

 

a14 - Energy 

Inst./Neutral Org. 

a15 - NB Commission 

on HF (NB CHF) 

a16 - GNB L (in office) 

H1 Regulatory H2 Economic/Financial H3 Socio-Political 

 

T1 Positive T2 Neutral T3 Negative 

 

G Language use 

G1- Scientific/tech. 

G2 - Lay terms 

G3 - Political 

G4 - Corporate 

G5 - Emotive 

 

P Position  

P1 - Dominant 

P2 - Inferior 

 

MF Media Framing 

MF1 - For 

MF2 - Against 

V Visual General 

V1- Pro Shale 

V2 -Anti-Shale 

VBL Vis. Body Language 

VBL1 - Positive 

VBL2 - Negative 

VBL3 - Neutral 

 

  

Legend 

 

N & N Mode Fairclough CDA 

 

Other 

D Overarching 

discourse 

 

H Hurdle (obstruction or 

facilitation/support) 

T Tone 

dn Sub-discourse or 

narrative 

G Genre (ways of 

interacting /use of 

language) 

MF Media Framing 

NC Network or Coalition P Discourse (position) 

 

V Visual 

a Audience, actor, 

group, or stakeholder 

 

NC Style (Identity) * 

 

VBL Visual - Body 

Language 

 

Note. This shows the codes developed using Fairclough’s CDA approach and Boutilier’s N&N 

model of SL (2020). Own work. 

* The Style and Network Coalition are similar ideologies; therefore, NC will represent style for 

the purposes of this research. 
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Within this analysis of media coverage, I reviewed the headlines, text and any images 

associated with the media stories. At the text level, I considered vocabulary, word choice, 

grammar, and sentence structure. At the discourse level, I examined the tone, genre, positions, 

emphasis, omissions, connotations, identity, and ideologies. Finally, I looked at the relationships 

and configurations of text, actors, and authority positions. As Phillips & Hardy (2002) note in 

their guide to conducting discourse analysis, it’s important to look for what is represented in text, 

how narratives or themes are relating, how and whose narratives are being portrayed, and how 

this all comes together to construct the social reality.  

Based on the frequency and juxtaposition of the coded elements in Table 1, I anticipated 

the orders of discourse, combinations, and relations (interdiscursivity and intertextuality) that 

emerged would illustrate the socio-political churn section of Boutilier’s N&N model (2020). 

Similarly, I expected this approach would help identify the emergence of any dominant 

narratives and actors (hegemony), the presence or absence of the SL, any hurdles that serve as 

obstacles or facilitators of the SL, and the capacity to conduct the activity as Boutilier (2020) 

suggests in the N&N model.   

The data source I used to obtain content related to the HF controversy in NB was 

newspaper articles from local and national media. As Berardo et al. (2020) note in their discourse 

research, in “multiple studies of public discourse and narratives, written news media remains one 

of the most cost-efficient, consistent, and reliable data sources for gauging policy conflicts” (p 

2). While recognizing NB residents would make the ultimate determination of the SL, a broader 

discussion about the HF controversy in NB was occurring in local and national media. Thus, 

both also had the potential to influence the public sphere in NB. I collected dated from 2012 to 
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2017 from 14 newspapers most likely to provide broad coverage on the issue. Similar to the 

method employed by Gunster & Neubauer (2018) in their analysis of media framing of social 

licence in Canada, the qualitative analysis for this research was conducted using a keyword 

search using the terms: fracking”, “hydraulic fracturing”, “shale gas”, “natural gas”, “social 

licence” and “New Brunswick” to return a sample population for review. 

First, I used media trend analysis data from Comscore for the period March – December 

2018 (the earliest data currently available) for Atlantic Canada provided to me by a research 

manager at Postmedia, which outlined the monthly average of top media outlets read within 

Atlantic Canada (Vachon, 2022) to identify the predominant media outlets read at that time. The 

media based on average monthly totals in order of predominance included: CBC-Radio Canada 

Sites, CTV News Sites, Toronto Star Group, BuzzFeed, Globe & Mail, MSN News, National 

Post Sites, HuffPost News, Brunswick News Inc., Macleans.ca, Global TV (Vachon, 2022). 

From this analysis (Vachon, 2022), I identified four to five (4-5) Atlantic English print and 

online media sources (CBC, CTV, Global TV, Brunswick News outlets) which yielded eight (8) 

media outlets during the search due to the fact Brunswick News has several local newspapers 

throughout the province. Then I identified relevant four to five (4-5)  national English 

publications read within NB (National Post, Globe and Mail, Toronto Star, MacLean’s, Huff 

Post Canada) to capture the broader national discourse (Gunster & Neubauer, 2018). Where 

present, content from Indigenous media outlets (e.g., APTN) was included in the selection of 

media. But as noted at the outset, understanding the occurrence of the various voices of those 

involved in the HF controversy in NB and which emerged is key. Thus, the Indigenous voice is 

reflected within the coding scheme to determine its presence and impact. These formed the basis 
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for media inclusion in the analysis. The data source media outlet identification yielded content 

from 14 media outlets.  

Second, using the search terms above, I conducted an online search via Google (all and 

news), and then repeated this search on the Mount Saint Vincent University Library portal using 

ProQuest’s Canadian Newsstream Database. I conducted the search via Google to secure media 

content with images that do not appear when using the ProQuest Canadian Newsstream 

Database. I conducted a search for each year during the six-year period of 2012 to 2017, 

reflecting the primary years the HF Controversy took place. This search yielded 2,319 articles 

(Table 2). This is not surprising due to the issue’s prominence in NB during those years, and as 

mentioned within the literature review, it was one of the top stories to watch (Poitras, 2014).  

From this group, I selected 10-15 articles for each year using nonprobability convenience 

sampling (DeCarlo, 2018). I attempted to obtain a range of articles occurring throughout each 

year, as well as a ratio of 5 national and 10 local media articles based on availability and timing 

(about a 30/60 per cent breakdown of national to local media). This provided a total of 83 media 

stories to analyze from 14 media outlets (Table 3) and generated a mix of primarily news story 

stories, and a few editorials and op-eds. I created an alphabetized reference list of the articles, 

sorted them by year, and numbered them A1 through A83 for ease of reference, analysis, and 

recording. The articles are available in Appendix A.  

During my selection, I noticed each year included between 1 and 4 articles written by the 

Canadian Press (CP). The outlets using the CP content were primarily national media and local 

TV outlets, which have limited staffing resources in this region. Understanding this content is 

developed for the purpose of sharing among media outlets, and because they are often used due 
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to limited staff resources, I retained them in the data set in the event I could ascertain a particular 

media frame regarding what parts of the CP content was used by an outlet.  

Table 2 

Media Article Yield 

Data Source Acquisition - Media Article Yield 

Canadian News Stream (Pro Quest Search) 

Year Search (N=Yield) 

2012 300 

2013 763 

2014 729 

2015 239 

2016 139 

2017 27 

  2197   

Google Search 122   

Total Articles 2319 

 Note: This shows how many articles were found while conducting media search. Own work. 

 

Table 3 

Media Outlet Article Counts 

Media Outlet Article Counts 
CBC News   22 

Telegraph Journal 19 

Times and Transcript 9 

CTV News 7 

Globe and Mail  7 

National Post 4 

Global TV 4 

Daily Gleaner 3 
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APTN National News 3 

Miramichi Leader 3 

MacLean's  3 

Toronto Star 3 

Bugle Observer 1 

Huddle Today  1 

14 Media Outlet Total 83 

Note: This shows the breakdown of articles selected from each media outlet. Own work. 

 

To prepare the text for the multi-level analysis, I created a three-column table in MS 

Word. Within this framework, I pasted the media article text in the centre column. I used the left-

hand column for the 1st level unit analysis, to apply the codes according to the codification 

scheme I developed. The right-hand column was used for the next level of analysis, where I 

identified language, themes, patterns, trends, positions, connections, narratives, and other 

phenomena that occurred. A sample of the analysis table is in Appendix B. 

 While using media articles as a data source and analyzing the content they contain is a 

“well-established research methodology” (Macnamara, 2005, p. 1) and efficient (Berardo et al. 

(2020), the analysis can be highly subjective to the individual researcher. Therefore, it is 

acknowledged that “intercoder reliability is essential, a necessary criterion for valid and useful 

research when human coding is employed” (Macnamara, 2005, p. 10). To record intercoder 

reliability, my thesis advisor and I independently coded an article using the codification scheme 

in Table 1. The coding was then reconciled to ensure an acceptable level of reliability was 

present (Appendix C).  

The first stage of my analysis began with an interrogation of each article at the unit level 

by identifying relevant text and coding as appropriate. I reviewed headlines, text and images and 
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applied the codes in Table 1. After reviewing of the first two articles, I included the CMO with 

academic (a13) and neutral organizations with the Energy Institute (a14) to reflect their 

participation. Also, two more codes were added to the scheme: moratorium (dn16) and 

consultation (dn17), as this language was appearing regularly in the media coverage. It also 

became apparent that some codes had a duality to their use. Codes for environment (D1), 

economy (D2), health/safety (dn2), more information or study (dn6) and consultation (dn17) 

were used interchangeably within competing narratives and discourse by NC1 (pro-shale gas), 

NC2 (anti-shale gas) and NC3 (neutral shale gas) actors. Creating additional subordinate codes 

would have increased the complexity of the coding and analysis while yielding very little 

research value regarding the presence or absence of SL and testing of the N&N model. In the 

end, I decided to capture the frequency of occurrence and note the duality of use. Thus, all 

occurrences were recorded with the original code, and the duality is noted in the discussion and 

analysis of research results. In future research, this may be an area where a weighting scheme or 

colour-coding could be applied to represent conflict or competing narratives, as Boutilier (2020) 

discusses in the limitations of the N&N model, or using the approach of Berardo et al.’s (2020) 

to understand the amount of conflict associated with topics may be appropriate. 

The second stage of my analysis continued with a second review of the text, considering 

the word choice and language used, its placement, how the discourse was positioned, if any 

policy or narrative themes emerged, trends that occurred, any apparent absences, and any other 

phenomena. Key narrative themes and strategies began to emerge early on that aligned with the 

findings in my literature review. I then added began recording instances of these themes and 

strategies within all articles: 1. trust, legitimacy, and credibility (TLC), 2. Hero, victim, and 

villain (HVV), 3. power and agency (P&A), and 4. conflict.  
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The results from both stages of analysis were recorded in an MS Excel file for the six-

year period (2012-2017) and for each year within those six years. I recorded a 1 to indicate the 

presence or a 0 to indicate the absence of each element of analysis. I also tracked any notes from 

the second level of analysis within the comment section. Below the frequency tracking, I 

analyzed the results within each element based on the CDA and N&N model elements. With this 

information, I was able to analyze the full period, each year, and perform a year-over-year 

comparison of trends and positions. Excerpts from the MS Excel file are contained in Appendix 

D.  

The final stage of my research involved testing Boutilier’s (2020) N&N model. To 

accomplish this, I recreated the model on a MS PowerPoint slide and entered the data contained 

in the MS Excel record for each year and for the six-year period (2012-2017). This provided an 

effective way to visually identify trends, the narratives and networks of actors involved, 

emerging positions of dominance, and if a SL was present or absent, as Boutilier (2020) 

suggests. It also provided insight regarding the occurrence of hurdles being used as obstacles to 

or facilitators of SL and whether the activity could or could not be conducted (Boutilier, 2020). 

These visual representations of the N&N model and analysis are found in the next section 

providing a detailed discussion and analysis of my research results.  

Limitations 

It is important to note some of the limitations of this research. First, as mentioned earlier 

there is no single unified means of conducting CDA (Mogashoa, 2014); and thus, my approach 

and method may fall victim to criticism. This is certainly a personal choice based on my 

understanding of CDA, but of course, there may be other approaches, and I encourage additional 

research using other methods to provide additional insight for professional application.  
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Second, others may not agree with my approach to selecting a data set from media 

coverage, particularly given the broad range of content potentially available from the private 

sector, public sector, and interest groups on numerous other communications channels. However, 

I believe the media is where a place where a large part of the discourse occurred and was 

mediated, as Çela (2015) suggests.  

Finally, the analysis of the data is based on my interpretation of the discourse under 

review (Mogashoa, 2014), which others may not agree with or may interpret differently. This 

research emerged because of my previous work experience in public and stakeholder 

communications in other sectors and my experience working with the industry during the HF 

controversy. While we already know the outcome was a moratorium with a condition requiring a 

SL, as a communications professional, my goal is to gain an understanding of how the discourse 

and events transpired, escalated and divided the province. I hope the learnings from this will help 

me and my communications peers (no matter their industry, sector, association, or interest) to 

develop two-way communications strategies that build consensus rather than walls. To this end, I 

will practice reflexivity during the analytical process (Mullet, 2018; Dodgson, 2019).  

Discussion and Analysis of Research Results 

The purpose of this research is to understand how the SL discourse was influenced and 

established in NB during the HF controversy by testing the new N&N model of the SL 

(Boutilier, 2020). Using the CDA theoretical approach and framework I developed for this 

research, this section presents the results of the N&N model trial for the six-year period (2012 – 

2017) and then for each year within that six-year period to assess the emergence and patterns of 

influences on the presence or absence of the SL.  
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To begin, it is interesting to note the volume of media coverage that occurred during the 

six-year period. This aligns with the scholarship presented in the literature review noting the 

volume of coverage can signal the importance of an issue to the public (Peak & Hove, 2017). 

The increase in the volume of coverage would be an example of a “media storm” (Berardo et al., 

2020, p. 4).  

Mazur (2018) also note that fluctuations in the quantity of coverage align with 

fluctuations in the amount of activism. The prevalence of media coverage, combined with the 

presence of protests and blockages (that will be discussed shortly in this analysis), suggest that 

these prior findings hold true in the case of the HF controversy in NB. It also demonstrates the 

media’s role in influencing changes in society and its ability to shape the public sphere, as Çela 

(2015) notes in his review of Jurgen Habermas’ work.  

Figure 7 

Media Article Yield 2012 - 2017 
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Note. This shows a visual representation of the volume of media coverage during 2012 – 2017. 

Own work.   

 

Discourse: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis 

2012 – 2017 Discourse Overview. The prevailing discourse throughout 2012 to 2017 

were water (dn1), more information or study (dn6), environment (D1) and moratorium (dn16) in 

equal measure, consultation (dn17) and rules and regulations (dn8). Due to the frequency of 

occurrences of “moratorium” and “consultation”, these were added to the codification scheme 

for CDA analysis in 2012 as subordinate discourses. Subsequently, articles were re-evaluated for 

the occurrence of these codes. 

While the environment (D1) was the more prominent of the overarching discourses 

compared to economy (D2) and social licence (D3), subordinate discourses were more 

predominant in the text. Water (dn1) was noted more often as the primary concern, and the need 

for more information or study following closely behind it. As competing discourses ensued, 

dialogue centred upon the moratorium (need for and lifting of it) and consultation (the need for 

it, or that it wasn't done). These were used largely as narrative strategies within competing 

discourses. Rules and regulations (dn8) also featured significantly. They were debated and used 

as possible narrative strategies by those opposed (we need better and more) and those supportive 

(we have the best and created new). The economy (D2), jobs (dn7) and health/safety (dn2) were 

secondary discourses present to a slightly lesser degree. Safety was a narrative also used within 

competing discourses to substantiate claims by proponents or opponents. These results are shown 

in Figure 8.  
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Figure 8 

Discourse Over Time 2012–2017 

 

Note. This shows the prevailing discourses by frequency of occurrence during 2012 – 2017. Own 

work.   

 

2012 Discourse Analysis. In 2012, the primary discourse of environment (D1) was 

largely present, however, the subordinate discourses prevailed as primary areas of concern and 

discussion, namely the protection or contamination of water (dn1), and the need for more 

information or study (dn6). Regarding “study”, this emerged as a point of discourse for all actors, 

with some asking for more information and more study, and the others countering that studies 

were conducted and no additional studies were required. The primary discourse of economy (D2) 
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was also present, but the subordinate discourses regarding rules/regulations (dn8) in relation to 

the government’s new rules, as well as the weighing of costs versus benefits (dn11), took 

precedence. As a primary discourse, social licence (D3) was largely absent, while the calls for a 

moratorium (dn16) and consultation (dn17) prevailed in coverage.  

2013 Discourse Analysis. The year 2013 was characterized by protests, blockades and 

the lead up to the 2014 provincial election in New Brunswick. While the Environment (D1) 

primary discourse figured prominently, it was closely followed by subordinate discourses water 

(dn1), more information and/or study (dn6), and health and safety (dn2). The Economy (D2), 

while present, is superseded by the subordinate discourse royalties (dn7). Consultation (dn17) 

figures prominently in 2013 among all actors within competing discourses and becomes a point 

of division. It, along with more information or study, is used interchangeably to substantiate 

positions that both (consultation and more information or study) are either needed or have been 

done already. Moratorium (dn16) has significantly reduced in frequency in 2013 compared to 

2012.  

2014 Discourse Analysis. The subordinate discourse of more information or study (dn6) 

and moratorium (dn16) prevailed in 2014. As in previous years, more information or study are 

used in competing discourses by those opposed to or in support of the industry to substantiate 

claims that more are needed or that they have been done already. The primary environment (D1) 

discourse and subordinate health and safety (dn2) discourse emerged slightly more than water 

(dn1) in 2014. Economy (D2), jobs (dn7) and rules and regulations (dn8) are found in equal 

measure but are secondary to the environment or subordinate discourses mentioned above. While 

consultation (dn17) was a prominent feature in 2013 in association with the protests, it falls 
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behind the calls for a moratorium (dn16) in 2014. This is largely due to the partisan policy 

narratives featured in the lead up to the provincial election in October 2014. 

2015 Discourse Analysis. In 2015, subordinate discourses of moratorium (dn16), 

consultations (dn17), more information or study (dn6) and rules/regulations (dn8) prevailed in 

equal measure as competing discourses play out in the media. As a primary discourse, social 

licence (D3) emerges prominently as a condition of the moratorium enacted near the end of 

2014. Environment (D1) and water (dn1) still appear in narratives, as do the economy (D2), 

royalties (dn4), economic stability (dn10) and cost versus benefit (dn11), albeit to slightly lesser 

degrees.  

2016 Discourse Analysis. The subordinate discourse of the moratorium (dn16) continued 

to prevail and continues to be the specific concern related to fracking noted by actors. This is 

followed closely by water (dn1), the economy (D2), environment (D1), jobs (dn7) and 

consultation (dn17). Social licence (D3) was mentioned slight less than in 2015 and generally is 

used in references the moratorium conditions.  

2017 Discourse Analysis. The prevalent discourse centres upon lifting the moratorium 

(dn16) in 2017. Other primary and subordinate are discussed but to a significantly less degree 

than in previous years.  

Network or Coalition / Identity: 2012 – 2017 Overview And Yearly Analysis 

The anti-Shale Gas (NC2) network or identity emerged most predominant throughout the 

controversy, versus those holding a pro- (NC1) or neutral-shale gas (NC3) orientation. Within 

the anti-shale gas network or identifiers, Indigenous people (a12) and citizens (a10 opposed to 

the activity were present in the coverage more often. While not predominant, it is important to 
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note that prior to being elected, the opposition government (a11 GNB L/other opposed parties) 

was aligned more with those opposed and called for a moratorium and more study often within 

the coverage between 2012-2014.  

Within the pro-shale gas (NC1) network or identifiers, the GNB PC (a4) was present 

most often during 2012-2017, followed closely by companies/developers (a1). This seems 

logical as the debate ensued between those opposed and those defending their practices and/or 

oversight of the industry and fracking. However, it is notable several other actors or audiences 

with the potential to be supportive, namely business associations (a2), industry associations (a3), 

citizens (a5) and Indigenous (a6), were largely absent from the coverage.  

With respect to those within or who identify a neutral-shale gas (NC3), the new 

government (a16 GNB L) enacted the moratorium and called for more information (and 

established the Commission (a15 CHF) to report on the conditions of the moratorium), along 

with the neutral organizations (a14 Energy Institute/neutral organizations and a15 NB CHF) that 

studied or provided reports were the prevailing voices over 2012-2017. These results are shown 

in Figure 9.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 92 

 

Figure 9 

Network or Coalition / Identity Over Time 2012 – 2017  

 

Note. This shows the prevailing network or coalition and/or identity by frequency of occurrence 

during 2012 – 2017. Own work.   

 

2012 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis. In 2012, the more prominent actors 

engaging in discourse were the government of the day (a4 GNB PC), the Chief Medical Officer 

(a13 academia/CMO) in New Brunswick, and other academia that had conducted studies or 

reports. The network or identity (NC) that figures prominently is the pro-shale gas ideology 

(NC1), which aligns with the GNB PC position.  
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2013 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis. The primary network or identity 

emerging in 2013 was the anti-shale Gas (NC2) ideology, with Indigenous (a12) and citizens 

(a10) who are opposed being the two groups of actors emerging most often in the coverage 

concerning the anti-shale gas position. While the pro shale gas (NC1) network/identity only 

featured half as much, the government of the day (a4 GNB PC) and industry (a1 

company/developers) appeared most often to support or defend moving forward with shale gas 

development. 

During my review of coverage in 2013, ‘oppose’ shale gas and fracking came up often, 

which may have been a more suitable code from the outset. However, I have put these 

occurrences in with don’t have or don’t support (dn14) or as part of the anti-shale gas (NC2) 

ideology depending on how it is said or positioned. 

2014 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis. Due largely to the election, both 

network/identity ideologies were featured in 2014, with anti-shale gas (NC2) slightly ahead of 

pro-shale gas (NC1). Within these networks, the government of the day (a4 GNB PC) featured 

prominently in support of the industry, while those opposed comprised all other participating 

actors in nearly equal measure, including the New Brunswick Anti-Shale Gas Alliance (a7), the 

Conservation Council of New Brunswick (a8), various interest groups and associations (a9), 

citizens opposed (a10), with opposed Indigenous people opposed (a12), and the opposition 

Liberal party (a11 GNB L/other parties) appearing slightly more often.  

2015 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis. With the election of a new government 

(a16 GNB L (in office)) in the fall of 2014 and its appointment of the New Brunswick 

Commission on Hydraulic Fracturing (a15 NB CHF), these seemed to be the only actors 

emerging predominantly in the coverage, along with other neutral organizations (a14 Energy 
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Inst./neutral organization) studying the process (or who have done reports or studies). Both 

network/identity ideologies, pro-shale gas (NC1) and anti-shale gas (NC2), were still present in 

2015 in equal measure. Similar to previous years, the past government (a4 GNB PC) and 

Indigenous people (a12) opposed to development were mostly present in the media in relation to 

the competing ideologies. 

2016 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis. The anti-shale gas network (NC2) 

sentiment is the most prevalent within the coverage, with the new Government (a16 GNB L) and 

the Commission (a15 NB CHF) noted or speaking the most. This is followed closely by 

Indigenous people, both for (a6 Indigenous ) or against (a12 Indigenous) who spoke or were 

largely noted as part of the conditions of the moratorium. While less prevalent, there are several 

groups in support of shale gas that emerged in 2016 compared with previous years, including 

companies/developers (a1), business associations (a2), industry associations (a3), former 

government (a4 GNB PC), and citizens (a5).  

2017 Network or Coalition / Identity Analysis. The anti-shale gas network (NC2) 

sentiment is the most prevalent within the coverage, with the new government (a16 GNB L) 

noting or speaking to the conditions of the moratorium.  

Discourse Positions: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis 

The discourse positions were largely dominant (P1) within coverage, as both opponents 

and proponents asserted their positions as the best option or course of action within competing 

discourses. Dominance was more noticeable in the years leading up to the election (2012 and 

2013) by the GNB PC (a4) and then following the election in (2015 and 2016) as the new 
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government (a16 GNB L (in office)) implemented the moratorium. These results are shown in 

Figure 10.  

It became apparent that discourse position dominance (P1) is appearing and, by nature of 

a polarized issue, this would render competing discourse to the position of inferior (P2). While it 

is somewhat reductive to assume or code one side or the other as inferior (P2). I began to let the 

evaluation focus on which discourse position is dominant rather than have both dominant (P1) 

and inferior (P2) scores yield results in equal measure.  

Figure 10 

Discourse Position Over Time 2012 – 2017 

 

Note. This shows the dominant discourse position by frequency of occurrence during 2012 – 

2017. Own work.   
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2012 Discourse Position Analysis. The government (GNB PC) and the CMO are 

establishing position dominance in their discourse, basing their positions on expertise, study, and 

being in the interest of the people of New Brunswick. GNB PC is pro-shale gas (NC1), and the 

CMO is neutral (NC3 Neutral), but messages tend towards being “concerned” about risks and 

impacts of the industry. 

2013 Discourse Position Analysis. In 2013, the dominant discourse position (P1) 

emerged in alignment with the competing discourse of either the current government (a4 GNB 

PC) or Indigenous (a12) people who are opposed.  

Note, during the analysis, it became apparent that discourse position dominance (P1) is 

appearing. However, because this issue is polarized, it automatically would render competing 

discourses as inferior (P2). While it is somewhat reductive to assume or code one side or the 

other as inferior (P2), I began to let the evaluation focus on which discourse position is dominant 

rather than have both dominant (P1) and inferior (P2) scores yield results in equal measure.   

2014 Discourse Position Analysis. Dominant discourse positions (P1) appear in equal 

measure among the competing discourses, again, largely partisan and due to the election. 

2015 Discourse Position Analysis. Dominant discourse positions (P1) and inferior (P2) 

appear in equal measure among the competing discourses relating to the moratorium in 2015 as 

each side attempts to portray dominance and cast the other’s position as inferior.   

2016 Discourse Position Analysis. Dominance (P1) and inferior (P2) discourse positions 

are more evident in 2016, largely due to the competing discourses surrounding the moratorium, 

and the government of the day (a16 GNB L) holds the position of maintaining the moratorium 

until all conditions are met. Sometimes dominance is exercised through silence in response to 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 97 

 

media inquiries about the moratorium or its conditions. Throughout 2016, there were displays of 

government’s power and agency (P&A) to decide the future of industry and development in New 

Brunswick.  

2017 Discourse Position Analysis. Discourse positions are not readily discernible in 

2017. In the few instances where dominance (P1) is present, it is largely to the moratorium and 

that it will not be lifted until conditions are met. 

Genre – Language Use: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis 

By far, the language used is significantly more often political (G3) in nature, with 

emotive (G5) language following closely after, though to a slightly lesser degree. Political 

language prevails in the early days with GNB PC (a4) defending its positions, then into the 

election with all parties vying for public favour, and then following the election with GNB L 

(a16), as they enacted the moratorium and its conditions.  

Emotive language was used mostly from 2013-2016 as protests, elections and the 

moratorium debate ensued. While it is a highly technical process, generally, any descriptions 

referring to the HF process use lay terms (G2) and, more often than not, are simple and 

straightforward rather than inflammatory or provocative. These results are shown in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11 

Genre-Language Use Over Time 2012–2017 

 
 

Note. This shows the prevailing genre of language use by frequency of occurrence during 2012 – 

2017. Own work.   

 

2012 Genre-Language Use Analysis. Language largely tends to be in lay terms (G2), 

with a political (G3) posturing emerging. There was some technical jargon, usually used by 

industry (a1 company/developers), and in some cases, media used language that may raise 

concerns or position activity as negative (e.g., chemical-laced fluid).  

2013 Genre-Language Use Analysis. The use of language in 2013 is fairly political (G3) 

and emotive (G5). This is largely due to the occurrence of protests and blockades during the 

year, and to political parties as they positioned themselves in preparation for the 2014 provincial 
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election in New Brunswick.  While some news stories were very matter of fact, language that 

could evoke a particular emotional reaction based on the process description also appeared.  

2014 Genre-Language Use Analysis. The language use is largely political (G3), but 

there is also a fair amount of emotive (G5) language and the use of lay terms (G2) when 

describing the fracking process. While the language is fairly political as candidates vie for public 

favour, it is also emotive as the narratives seek to support economic prosperity or support 

protecting the environment, water and health and safety, calling for more study and going slow. 

2015 Genre-Language Use Analysis. Again in 2015 we see a significant amount of 

political (G3) language and posturing as the moratorium and its conditions are positioned and 

debated, as well as the use of emotive (G5) language and the use of lay terms (G2) within 

articles. The process or technology associated with HF is done using lay terms. Other language 

used is straightforward. There is corporate language (G4) of commitment and interest in New 

Brunswick, and doing well. There are also continued themes of conflict using descriptive words 

suggesting battle, war, espionage, and evoking fear. Language also emerges that downplays 

environmental positions as assumptions, rhetoric, hype, unjustified similar to findings noted in 

Eaton & Enoch (2018) and refers to social licence as the ‘so-called social licence’, which creates 

uncertainty about its definition.   

2016 Genre-Language Use Analysis. The language emerging in 2016 is largely emotive 

(G5) and political (G3) within the competing narratives of those who support and opposing the 

industry and development. It is more evocative and suggestive of battle, espionage with ongoing 

police investigation, as well as the lost opportunity, jobs and economic future for New 

Brunswick.  
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2017 Genre-Language Use Analysis. The ways of using language continue to be largely 

political (G3) with a small presence of some corporate (G4) and emotive (G5). There is language 

used in relation to the federal election by a candidate that infers consequences for New 

Brunswick not taking advantage of natural gas opportunities and taking transfer payments, along 

with more conflict language in relation to opposition to new energy rules (e.g., explosive, joined 

forces) and winners in the battle relating to the moratorium and industry. 

Hurdle Use: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis 

Hurdles are present each year to varying degrees from 2012 through 2017, and much like 

Boutilier (2020) suggests, are applied as obstacles of facilitators of the SL. In fact, all of them are 

often used interchangeably within competing discourses as both an obstacle or a facilitator by 

opponents and proponents. The most prominent hurdles emerging were socio-political (H3), 

which emerged in the form of blockades and protests, expert studies, and reports, and from 

reputation damage and loss of credibility. Also prevalent were hurdles in the form of regulatory 

loosing or tightening and legal actions that took place. To a lesser extent, economic or financial 

hurdles were present in the form of 'lost investment', but this was least prevalent among the 

hurdles. Regulatory and legal (H1) hurdles were more prevalent at the outset (2012) and near the 

conclusion (2016-2017) when the moratorium was levied indefinitely. While socio-political 

hurdles (H3) dominated the content from 2013 – 2015 during the protest and provincial election. 

The results over 2012-2017 are shown in Figure 12.  
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Figure 12 

Hurdle Over Time 2012–2017 

 

 

Note. This shows the prevailing hurdle by frequency of occurrence during 2012 – 2017. Own 

work.   

 

2012 Hurdle Analysis. Although social licence (D3) is not a readily evident discourse in 

2012, we start to see Boutilier’s (2020) “Regulatory / Legal Hurdle”(H1) emerge as regulations 

are positioned as both an obstacle and facilitator of the SL in competing discourse. Regulations 

are being used to substantiate competing contentions that they either have public support or 

don’t. Based on the hurdles present, it is unclear in 2012 if there is or is not a SL; therefore, it is 

unresolved.  
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2013 Hurdle Analysis. Although the social licence (D3) discourse was not apparent, we 

continue to see Boutilier’s (2020) hurdles present, though in reverse prominence. The greatest 

was socio-political (H3) constraints positioned as obstructions in the form of protests and 

blockades. Secondary, were the government’s new regulations (H1) being positioned as a 

facilitator. Given the high degree of socio-political obstacles preventing the activity, it is 

apparent that there is a low degree of social licence.  

2014 Hurdle Analysis. Socio-political hurdles (H3) continued to be most prominent in 

2014 but in the form of competing discourse about reports and studies as obstacles (required) or 

facilitators (having been completed) of the SL, as Boutilier (2020) suggests. We see calls for 

more regulation and oversight, as well as more study, as new reports from experts are released 

and used to validate moving forward in competing discourses. This combined with the 

appearance of new economic/financial (H2) hurdles in the form of lost industry investment, 

indicates that SL is not present.  

2015 Hurdle Analysis. Following the enactment of the moratorium, all hurdles were 

present in 2015. The most prevalent are Socio-Political (H3) largely due to protest references 

that are used as obstacles, and reports or studies that are used as both obstacles and facilitators of 

the SL in competing discourses. Regulatory/legal (H1) and economic/financial (H2) hurdles also 

emerged more often in 2015 but to a lesser degree than socio-political hurdles. Regulatory needs 

and loss of investment loss were obstacles in 2015.There is see a clear indication the SL is not 

present in light of the moratorium in 2015, and the placement of hurdles (regulatory/legal, 

economic/financial, and socio-political) obstacles in the majority of stories (11 out of 15) 

evaluated. 
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2016 Hurdle Analysis. All hurdles noted by Boutilier (2020) were used significantly in 

2016 and are present in the majority of coverage as the moratorium and the Commission’s report 

are debated. As in year’s past, each hurdle continues to be used as both an obstacle or facilitator 

of the SL within competing discourses. Regulatory and legal hurdles refer to both the lack of 

oversight by government and to industry not meeting the conditions of the moratorium, but also 

the as facilitator through the appointment of an independent regulator. Private sector investment 

is noted as both a facilitator of industry with increased investment and as an obstacle due lack of 

investments and current markets. Socio-Political hurdles emerge from the Commissions’ report, 

which was positioned as both an obstacle and facilitator of the social licence on both sides of the 

debate, and the continued coverage of the prior protest is positioned as an obstacle. In light of the 

extended moratorium and increased appearance of all possible hurdles, this indicates the absence 

of the SL. 

2017 Hurdle Analysis. Regulatory and Legal (H1) hurdles emerged predominantly in 

2017 as meeting the moratorium conditions continued to be debated. As in previous years, these 

are used positioned as obstacles or facilitators of the SL within competing discourses. Socio-

political (H3) are revisited in relation to the protests that occurred in 2013 and the subsequent 

legal actions. With the continued and indefinite extension of the moratorium, and no clear 

indication of the conditions being met or a path forward, the SL is not present.  

Narrative Themes and Strategies: 2012 – 2017 Overview and Yearly Analysis 

As the evaluation of the content progressed, five narrative themes and strategies began to 

emerge and thus were monitored for and noted within the content review. The narrative themes 

were trust, legitimacy, and credibility (TCL), power and agency (P&A), conflict, and Indigenous 

reconciliation and territory. The use of hero victim villain (HVV) narrative strategies were also 
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present as noted in Shanahan et al.’s (2013) work. As a theme, it is not surprising that TLC 

emerged as the most prevalent and consistent theme occurring within the coverage. The presence 

of TLC as a theme validates the contention that they are a foundational part and critical 

prerequisites of the social licence as demonstrated by the original Pyramid Model (Gehman et 

al., 2017). TLC figures most prominently throughout 2012-2017 and can be for the actors or the 

activities or both noted in Boutilier’s N&N model (2020).  

The second most prevalent theme is the struggle for power and agency (P&A) among the 

various actors, audiences, and narratives within competing discourses. This too, validates the 

underlying notion within Boutilier’s N&N model (2020) that it is useful in determining the 

presence of power and dominance, and which narratives and/or actor/group will prevail. The 

struggle for P&A is largely political but is associated with nearly all audiences present within the 

debate (e.g., GNB PC, GNB L, CMO, Indigenous, and companies/developers) throughout the 

controversy.  

Shanahan et al.’s (2013) narrative strategies of hero victim or villain (HVV) were present 

each year, but were most notable in the lead up to the provincial election as partisan policy 

narratives were used by opposing parties, as well as during the time of the moratorium 

implementation.  

Conflict was a strong theme during the protest and blockades of 2013, and then again in 

the discussion of legal action and police arrests in 2016.  

Indigenous reconciliation and territory was an underlying theme present in media during 

the protests in 2013 and leading up to the election in 2014. It appeared in 2016 and 2017 in 

regard to legal proceeding taking place. This signals the broader discourse about the rights of 
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Indigenous people and unceded territory in Canada at the national level that was also occurring 

provincially in NB. The prevalence of narrative themes and strategies are shown in Figure 13.  

 

Figure 13 

Narrative Themes & Strategies Over Time 2012–2017 

 

Note. This shows the narratives themes and strategies that emerged by frequency of occurrence 

during 2012 – 2017. Own work.   

 

2012 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis. As suggested by the Pyramid Model 

(Gehman et al., 2017), trust, legitimacy, and credibility (TLC) emerged and factored 
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significantly in 2012. This is a key theme arising throughout the discourse and is evident in the 

language used by participating actors in 2012. In 2012, we see the first emergence of competing 

discourses, the struggle for power and agency (P&A), and, as Shanahan et al. (2013) describe, 

narrative strategies are used to position actors as either a “hero, victim or villain” (HVV). For 

example, the CMO calls for more study and positions herself as a protector of public health; and 

themes of risk, damage, concern, doubt, uncertainty, evidence, and protection arise in statements 

and language. Conversely, GNB PC positions itself as the facilitator through themes of science, 

fact, study, risk mitigation, public support, economic prosperity, and protection using the new 

rules.  

2013 Narrative Themes and Strategies Analysis. Several key narrative themes and 

strategies continued to gain momentum and be revealed in 2013. As in 2012, trust, legitimacy, 

and credibility (TLC) remain steadfast in its appearance throughout the content, but the 

emergence of Shanahan et al.’s (2013) hero, victim villain (HVV) narrative strategies prevail as 

the debate between competing discourse ensues. The struggle for power and agency (P&A) 

occurs in equal measure to the new theme of “conflict” that arises in relation to the protest and 

blockades through the use of language relating to battle, war, resistance, perseverance, and 

vandalism. Policy narratives of cautious government oversight, consultation, and management of 

expectations are present. As well as other themes and language emerging around the uncertainty 

about what SL is (e.g., so-called social licence), protection of the future for children and/or 

citizens, consultation but no negotiation, improper consultation, social and environmental 

movements, and public and Indigenous consent.  

It is important to note that an underlying theme relating to the broader rights of 

Indigenous people and unceded territory in Canada emerged in the media coverage in 2013. This 
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signals the importance of  this issue at the provincial level and specifically in relation to resource 

development and land use.   

2014 Narrative Themes & Strategies Analysis. In a continued trend, trust, legitimacy, 

and credibility (TLC) continue to figure prominently, as suggested in the Pyramid Model 

(Gehman et al., 2017). TLC is aligned with key policy narratives throughout the year of election. 

While the conflict theme diminished following the cessation of protest and blockades, many of 

the narrative themes continue much the same as in 2013. However, the hero, villain (HVV) 

narrative strategies (Shanahan et al., 2013) and the establishment of power and agency (P&A) 

prevail as political posturing occurs prior to the election. The narratives of consultation and SL 

as requirements, responsible government, environment, more study, the need for a moratorium 

and language indicating rules and royalties being “improper” feature greatly in the content. 

Again in 2014, though slightly less than in 2013, the theme of Indigenous reconciliation and 

unceded territory in Canada appears in media coverage relating to fracking in New Brunswick. 

The theme is related to environmental impacts on traditional territory and to the legal 

proceedings involving protestors.   

2015 Narrative Themes & Strategies Analysis. Trust, credibility, and legitimacy (TLC) 

remain the prominent narrative theme again in 2015, as the moratorium is enacted. Similarly, 

power and agency (P&A) resurge throughout the content as the current government (a16 GNB L 

(in office)) establishes their capacity to decide regarding the moratorium and the conditions that 

must met. 

2016 Narrative Themes & Strategies Analysis. Power and Agency (P&A) is the theme 

that predominates coverage in 2016, as the new Government (a16 GNB L) asserts and confirms 

its position on the moratorium and conditions to be met, ultimately extending the moratorium 
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indefinitely. This is shown through statements requiring the conditions to be met to the 

government’s satisfaction, ensuring public protection through the conditions, as well as through 

its silence and inaction. The NB CHF show P&A as they establish their role and purpose of the 

report. It is also shown by companies/developers (a1) as they leave the province, and by the 

public and interest groups as they celebrate community mobilization, the ability to influence the 

decision to extend the moratorium. The P&A of police and the government is also highlighted by 

media in the coverage of the Indigenous people who are subjects of an investigation.  

Trust, legitimacy, and credibility also continued to figure prominently in 2016, as in 

previous years and validated these as foundational prerequisites for the SL as suggested by the 

Pyramid Model (Gehman et al., 2017). Smith & Richards (2015) suggest that scientific 

information or data is often disputed within the discourse of polarized issues or controversies, 

and in 2016 we see significant debates about facts and science used in the competing discourses. 

As noted earlier, while narratives are constructed, they are subjective to the receiver’s perception 

of the narrative and lack scientific validity or reliability (Shanahan et al., 2013). 

The hero, victim villain (HVV) narrative strategies (Shanahan et al., 2013) are slightly 

less prevalent, with hero strategies largely attributable to the current government in office as they 

require the moratorium.  Key policy narratives that underscore the year are meeting the 

conditions, public protection, consultation with First Nations, clean energy, emissions and fossil 

fuel reduction, transition to renewable energy and jobs, and economic diversification. 

Other themes arising in 2016 include Indigenous rights and relations, participation and 

engagement, community support, consultation and exemption for communities that support the 

industry, battle, vandalism, fear and anger in relation to protests and economic future. 
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2017 Narrative Themes & Strategies Analysis. Power and agency is most prominent 

again in 2017 as the ongoing debate about the indefinite moratorium continues and the new 

Government maintains the moratorium will remain in place until the conditions are met. Other 

policy strategies and themes are significantly diminished compared to prior years, but HVV and 

TLC are still somewhat present, as both the government (a16 GNB L) and the Commission (a15 

NB CHF) cast themselves as heroes and strive for agency over the report. Ultimately the 

government has the agency to act or not on the report recommendations. Policy narratives 

continue to include government rules and oversight, social licence, moratorium conditions, and 

federal election promises and consequences via loss of transfer payments. Key themes emerging 

in 2017 include, trust, credibility, participation and engagement, empowerment, consultation, 

study and monitoring, emissions reduction, and respect for the Paris Agreement (United Nations 

Climate Change, n.d.).  

In 2017, the theme of Indigenous rights, reconciliation, and unceded territory in Canada 

appeared again in a story about the legal proceedings surrounding the protests and a story about 

an award-winning photo symbolizing the importance of human rights and reconciliation that was 

taken during the protest in NB. 

Notes on Tone, Framing, Visuals, and Visual Body Language 

The tone of the articles seemed predominantly neutral and generally offered both 

perspectives from competing discourses. However, as I attempted to code the aspects of media 

framing, visuals and visual body language, which would be considered and included in 

Fairclough’s CDA approach to reviewing a text, it became apparent that whether a media frame, 

visuals, or body language within visuals is considered positive, neutral or negative is very 

subjective and would vary among individuals.  



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 110 

 

As noted earlier in my literature review on the role of imagery, Rebich-Hespanha & 

Rice’s (2016) study aligns with my experience, when they suggest that how images are 

interpreted depends entirely on an individual’s point of view on the issue. While images may be 

used to highlight a certain aspect, frame a certain interpretation or ensure memorability (Rebich-

Hespanha & Rice, 2016), to identify these as either positive, negative or neutral in this research 

would require recording them as all being positive, negative and neutral to account for individual 

subjectivity. For this reason, contrary to my original coding schematic, I have excluded these 

aspects from testing the N&N model because none would appear dominant. From a practical and 

communications perspective, this may not be an issue if a particular organization, with a 

particular viewpoint, is using the model. However, it is something to note when using the N&N 

model.  

Regarding visuals and visual body language, a large number of articles were sourced 

through the Canada News Stream (Pro Quest) and did not contain visuals. Thus, visuals were 

only present within the online media sources (e.g., CBC, CTV, Global) and in limited quantity. 

This also limits the usefulness of these aspects of analysis and again, reinforces the decision to 

exclude them during recording and from the N&N model trial.  

We know the media play a significant role in shaping the public sphere (Çela, 2015), are 

a key contributor to public awareness and information in situations involving risk (Peak & Hove, 

2017), and can frame a story by bringing forward a particular aspect or interpretation of the 

situation (Peak & Hove, 2017). Regarding media framing, as I conducted my review, in some 

cases, it was readily apparent that an article appeared to frame a story in favour of or in 

opposition to shale gas development. This can be seen to some degree each year in my analysis, 

and more broadly, within the full results. It is not my intention to be dismissive of the fact that 



BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE OR OF THE PEOPLE 111 

 

some framing was recorded. However, similar to visuals and visual body language, whether a 

frame was pro- or anti-shale gas, in most cases, is subjective and would depend largely on the 

reader’s point of view. Therefore, this would not produce a dominant media frame and I have 

excluded this aspect from the results for testing the N&N model.  

Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence Trials 

This research was designed to test Boutilier’s (2020) N&N model of the SL. Following 

my media article analysis and coding, I entered the data into the N&N template created for 

testing for each year and for the six-year period (2012-2017). The following describes the 

outcome for each test, including the narratives and networks of actors involved, emerging 

positions of dominance, if a SL was present or absent, what hurdles were dominant and present 

as obstacles or facilitators, and the capacity to conduct the activity.  

2012 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence  

The dominant discourses are competing between the pro-shale gas (NC1) 

network/identity with the government of the day (GNB PC) and CMO (neutral organization). 

While there are hurdles present, they are positioned as both an obstacle and facilitator of the 

social licence and it is unclear if there is or is not a SL in 2012. As Boutilier (2020) suggests, in 

some cases a narrative or network may not emerge as dominant during the churn period. 

Therefore, as seen below in 2012, it is unresolved whether a SL exists or not. These results are 

shown in Figure 14. 
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Figure 14 

Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2012 

 

Note. This demonstrates the presence and dominance of narratives, networks, hurdles, social 

licence, and the capacity to conduct the activity for 2012 using the N&N model of the Social 

Licence.  

 

2013 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence  

Given the prominence of the anti-shale gas network/identity and the high degree of 

increased socio-political hurdles (H3) preventing the activity, it is apparent that there is a low 

degree of social licence. Therefore, there is no capacity to conduct the activity. These results are 

shown in Figure 15. 
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Figure 15 

Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence -2013 

 

Note. This demonstrates the presence and dominance of narratives, networks, hurdles, social 

licence, and the capacity to conduct the activity for 2013 using the N&N model of the Social 

Licence. 

  

2014 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence  

There is a dominance of the anti-shale gas network/identity, calls for more information 

and study, and calls for a moratorium. These combined with the appearance of new 

economic/financial (H2) and continued socio-political (H3) and regulatory/legal (H1) hurdles, 

indicate that a SL is not present, and leaves no capacity to conduct the activity. These results are 

shown in Figure 16.  
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Figure 16 

Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2014 

 
 

Note. This demonstrates the presence and dominance of narratives, networks, hurdles, social 

licence, and the capacity to conduct the activity for 2014 using the N&N model of the Social 

Licence. 

  

2015 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence  

There is a clear indication of a dominant narrative and leader or coalition in 2015. With 

the implementation of the moratorium in 2015 and the placement of regulatory/legal (H1), 

economic/financial (H2) and socio-political (H3) obstacles, it continues to be clear the SL is not 

present and there is no capacity to conduct the activity. These results are shown in Figure 17. 
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Figure 17 

Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2015 

 
 

Note. This demonstrates the presence and dominance of narratives, networks, hurdles, social 

licence, and the capacity to conduct the activity for 2015 using the N&N model of the Social 

Licence.  

 

2016 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence  

There is a clear dominant narrative and leader again in 2016, as the moratorium is 

debated and extended. There is a significant increase in all hurdles present, which again signifies 

there is no SL present and no capacity to conduct the activity in 2016. These results are shown in 

Figure 18. 
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Figure 18 

Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2016 

 
 

Note. This demonstrates the presence and dominance of narratives, networks, hurdles, social 

licence, and the capacity to conduct the activity for 2016 using the N&N model of the Social 

Licence.  

 

2017 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence  

There is a dominant narrative and leader again in 2017 with the indefinite extension of 

the moratorium and no clear indication of the conditions being met or a path forward. While 

there is a reduction in the presence of hurdles compared to 2016, regulatory and legal (H1) 
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remain strong. Therefore, a SL is still not present and there is no capacity to conduct the activity 

in 2017. These results are shown in Figure 19. 

Figure 19 

Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence - 2017 

 
 

Note. This demonstrates the presence and dominance of narratives, networks, hurdles, social 

licence, and the capacity to conduct the activity for 2017 using the N&N model of the Social 

Licence.  

 

2012-2017 Test of the Narratives and Networks Model of the Social Licence  

Throughout the HF controversy in New Brunswick, the anti-shale gas NC2) 

network/identity is dominant, along with Indigenous people who are opposed and the new 
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government (GNB L). Dominant policy narratives are aligned with water protection, more 

information and study, the environment, the moratorium, and consultation. Trust, legitimacy, and 

credibility factor highly, as do power and agency. It is clear that a social licence is not present, as 

we see a significant amount of hurdles emerge and remain present over time, particularly socio-

political hurdles. There is no capacity to conduct the activity. These results are shown in Figure 

20. 

Figure 20 

Test of N&N Model of the Social Licence – 2012 - 2017 

 
 

Note. This demonstrates the presence and dominance of narratives, networks, hurdles, social 

licence, and the capacity to conduct the activity for 2012 through 2017 using the N&N model of 

the Social Licence.  
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Findings 

This thesis set out to test the N&N model of the Social Licence (Boutilier, 2020) to assess 

its usefulness for creating understanding about the presence or absence of a social licence and its 

practical implications for communications professionals. Based on my analysis and test of the 

N&N model using a CDA methodology, it does accomplish Boutilier’s intended purpose. It 

provides a deeper understanding of the dominant discourses present, the networks and actors that 

influenced those discourses, the emerging themes, narrative strategies, and ultimately the 

presence or absence of a social licence. It captured both the macro perspective and the “micro-

social processes” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 2). These findings align with my experience during that 

time. It also reinforces the importance of ensuring an individual or organization’s narratives have 

a presence in the media because that is where the public conversation is taking place and being 

mediated (Çela, 2015).  

Based on my research, I had anticipated the emergence of Fairclough’s orders of 

discourse and hegemony (Wodak & Meyer, 2021). These were clearly present as numerous 

discourses (primary and subordinate) were observed, and the prevailing discourse (water, 

environment, moratorium, consultation) of those sharing the network identity position of anti-

shale gas (Indigenous, citizens) and the government of the day ultimately determined “whose SL 

is going to carry the day” (Boutilier, 2020, p. 8). In this regard, Boutilier (2020) proposed in his 

work that a theory of power is needed to make use of the model. By using Fairclough’s CDA 

approach, I also found agreement with his eight principles (Amoussou & Allagbe, 2018) while 

testing the model and using this case study. Namely it 1. addressed the social problem of natural 

gas development in NB; 2. exhibited power relations through the emerging discourse; 3. changed 

society because of the prevailing discourse about development; 4. created an ideology centred 
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upon moratoria and social licence; 5. has been observed in retrospect; 6. showed the discourse is 

facilitated by both people and text; 7. has been attempted to be explained through this analysis; 

and 8. action was created through the discourse used by people, groups, networks, and the media 

during the HF controversy in NB.  

One interesting question noted earlier concerning Fairclough’s work was about whether 

society needs a problem to sustain itself (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). In my 2013-2014 analysis, it 

would appear this was the case given the volume of coverage (Figure 7) which would note the 

importance of an issue (Peak & Hove, 2017), along with the fact that politicians campaigned on 

yes or no platforms on the issue of HF; and whether a moratorium should be implemented or if a 

SL existed. However, this observation would require further examination and research.  

As noted in the discussion and analysis, interpreting media frames, tone, visuals, and 

visual body language as positive, neutral, or negative is highly subjective and will vary among 

individuals. From a practical and communications perspective, this is something to note when 

using the N&N model. As Boutilier (2020) suggests regarding “simultaneity of conflicting 

beliefs” (p. 9) within polarized issues, the implementation of colour-coding or weighting 

algorithms may be useful, but how to do so would depend on the user and their desired strategy. 

Berardo et al.’s (2020) work using a new approach to understand the amount of conflict 

associated with topics may be instructive in this regard. While beyond the scope of this research, 

it is important to note that this was observed and is an interesting area for future research.  

Boutilier (2020) proposed that the cycle of socio-political churn can occur for an 

indefinite time. This was observed in my application of the model and analysis of the 

controversy as power relations, competing discourses struggled for dominance, and the absence 

of social license became apparent. Further, as Boutilier(2020) suggests in the N&N model, the 
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actions that can be used by stakeholders (regulatory/legal, economic/financial, socio-political) as 

a result of a low or high degree of SL were present and applied throughout the controversy. 

Interestingly, in several instances, these were used as both obstruction and/or facilitation 

strategies by opposing participants in the controversy. This also supports the concept of feedback 

loops described in the N&N model, which captures the influence of these obstacles and/or 

facilitators on the SL during the controversy. While it is important to note their occurrence for 

testing of the N&N model in this research, how these were used simultaneously may also benefit 

from using a weighting algorithm (Boutilier, 2020) and is also an area for further research.  

In his model, Boutilier (2020) also notes the capacity to conduct the activity can also 

influence and contribute to the narratives and networks that emerge and evolve over the cycle of 

the socio-political churn (box A) that influences the SL (Boutilier, 2020). While testing the N&N 

model, with the exception of  2012, for each year following I concluded there was no capacity to 

conduct the activity, but I also observed that it fuelled competing discourse and narrative 

strategies as the model depicts. To what degree this occurs and influences the narratives and 

networks within the socio-political churn would be an area for additional research. Here again,  

Berardo et al.’s (2020) approach to understanding the amount of conflict associated with topics 

may be helpful for such research. 

Earlier in the section describing the N&N model, I noted that Boutilier (2020) suggested 

how various actors, including government, business, and the activist civic sector enact the SL. 

This too, was observed in the analysis and test of the model, to the extent that government 

dominated and portrayed the SL similar to a legal licence via the moratorium, and the activist 

civic sector claimed authority for deciding no SL existed.  
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One area observed during analysis and testing, was the absence of voices (citizens or 

Indigenous people) during the socio-political churn cycle that may be part of the network or 

identity that supports HF. This could be due to several reasons, including media framing, no one 

was available to interview or willing to speak publicly, or simply no support existed within those 

groups (though public polling did indicate at least some level of support as noted earlier in the 

case study). For the purposes of this research, it is important to note the absence, but 

understanding this absence and how their voice is included in the determination of the SL would 

be another research opportunity. 

 Previous models of SL contained elements of trust, legitimacy, credibility acceptance, 

confidence, familiarity, and extending beyond existing regulatory compliance and royalty 

structures. The fact all of these aspects emerged and featured prominently within the themes and 

in discourse during my media analysis, supports Boutilier’s contention that he formulated the 

N&N model on the strengths of previous work. These elements appear to play a critical role in 

the presence or absence of the SL. 

My analysis and trials of the N&N model also align with the discoveries presented in the 

literature review relating to societal changes that are emerging, how opinions are shaped and 

influenced, and the political influences on social licence discourse and determination. In addition 

to the themes of trust, legitimacy and credibility noted as a precursor of a SL (Moffat & Zang, 

2014; Smith & Richards, 2015; Gehman, Lefsrud, & Fast, 2017; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017; 

Boutilier, 2014 and 2021), I observed the hero, victim and villain policy narratives and narratives 

strategies noted by Shanahan et al. (2013). There was also the rising presence of conflict and 

protest as a means to influence change (Activism, 2021) and the belief among those involved that 

they have the power to influence to change (Edelman, 2021). Further there was a transfer of the 
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use of SL to the public sector as opposition increased and it was used to advance specific 

interests (Gunster & Neubauer, 2018). Finally, the presence of power and agency was exhibited 

through the definition of SL and whose interests it served (Newton et al., 2020), the networks of 

alliances (van de Biezenbos, 2018), within social activity (Zoller, 2005) and as an influencer of 

the public sphere (Çela, 2015). 

In keeping with Mazur’s (2018) suggestion that fluctuations in the quantity of coverage 

align with fluctuations in the amount of activism, it would appear that this does hold true, as 

shown in Figure 7. In the case of the controversy in NB, the volume of coverage in relation to the 

protests and blockade that took place in 2013 is substantial. This also appears to align with the 

work of Peak & Hove (2017), who suggest that media can influence the public’s perception of 

risk by how much coverage there is and the tone used to report this news. While some media 

framing was detected within this research, as noted earlier it would be subjective depending on 

an individual’s point of view. Understanding the volume of coverage and risk reporting would be 

another area for future research. 

Finally, I selected news media as the basis for my analysis because of its role as a 

mediator of the public sphere (Çela, 2015). As this analysis progressed, beyond providing me 

with a greater understanding of narratives and networks shaping SL, my trial of the N&N model 

has signalled the importance of participating in the discourse that occurs within the public 

sphere. Ultimately leading to a broader question and a potential area of future inquiry: is SL 

achievable if your organization or narrative isn’t present in the public sphere?  

Conclusion 
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The last decade has witnessed increasing polarization within society on several issues, 

not the least of which was the controversy in New Brunswick over the use of hydraulic fracturing 

in natural gas development. This is a topic that continues to fuel news cycles to the present day 

when mentioned. As a communications professional working with the natural gas industry in the 

province of New Brunswick at the time of the controversy, I was left with many questions about 

how the debate and opposition to the industry advanced to its conclusion of no social licence 

(SL), no natural gas development, and an indefinite moratorium in place. These questions fuelled 

my quest for more understanding of SL, and served as the foundation for this thesis to test the 

new Narratives and Network (N&N) Model of the Social Licence (Boutilier, 2020).  

Using a qualitative Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) methodology and research design, 

I analyzed 83 news articles from local and national media during the HF controversy in NB from 

2012 to 2017 and applied these results to the N&N model. The model appears to align with 

Boutilier’s (2020) intended purpose when the case study of HF in NB is applied using the CDA 

method. The analysis and trial illuminate dominant narratives and networks within a socio-

political churn cycle, the absence of a SL as a result of dominant narratives and networks, the 

obstructions and facilitations implemented as a result of a low (or no) SL, and ultimately, the 

incapacity for the industry to conduct the activity as described in the N&N model. 

In the interest of ongoing understanding and practical use among communications 

professionals for two-way communication, I encourage further research on 1. mechanisms with 

the potential to address the simultaneous occurrence of conflicting ideologies; 2. any methods 

with the potential to reduce subjectivity; 3. a means for understanding how obstacles and 

facilitators of the SL are used in conflicting ways simultaneously; 4. the degree to which the 

capacity (or incapacity) to conduct the activity influences the socio-political churn; 5. 
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understanding the voices missing from the public sphere and how they are captured within the 

determination of SL; 6. any other case studies centred on a polarized debate about SL; 7. on the 

model using other forms of media and/content (e.g., social media, neutral organization reports); 

and finally, 8. the question of whether SL is achievable if you are not a part of the public sphere.  

Social licence is a socially constructed reality and phenomenon. It has the power to shape 

societal discourse about future projects and industries, as well as influence the trajectory of the 

Province of New Brunswick. It is my hope that research like this continues so we can build on 

the existing body of knowledge and offer practical insights for communications professionals, 

just as Boutilier (2020) has done with his proposal of the Narratives and Networks Model of the 

Social Licence.   
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Six Year Period (2012-2017) Excerpt – Analysis of Results at Bottom of Spreadsheet 
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