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 Beginning in the mid-twentieth century, scientific research and major ecological 
events highlighted the necessity for innovative environmental policy to protect human 
health and the environment. Growing research in this field established the process known 
as the greenhouse effect, which leads to marked climatic change. More frequent 
observations indicating the anthropogenic nature of climate change led to considerations 
of policies and regulations that address fossil fuel combustion due to its relationship to 
atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations. Since the identification of this relationship, 
the fossil fuel industry has led efforts to spread doubt and uncertainty in climate science. 
Among these efforts are widespread “greenwashing” campaigns. More recently, these 
disinformation campaigns have shifted to those of “climate delay,” or efforts that aim to 
downplay the urgency to address anthropogenic climate change. Such campaigns have a 
known impact on consumers and may be subject to regulation by the Federal Trade 
Commission for their unfair and deceptive nature. The breadth of these efforts reveals the 
extensive influence of the fossil fuel industry on political institutions, the economy, and 
most importantly, the public.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

The Origins of Environmental Policy 
 
 If there is one thing that human history consistently demonstrates, it is the distinct 

ability of societies to innovate. From the invention of the wheel to space travel, the 

bounds of human technological development seem ever shrinking. However, this 

development comes with a cost, as can be evidenced by humanity’s impact on the natural 

world. Before the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970, poor 

air and water quality, as well as general environmental degradation, was widespread. For 

example, events like the Los Angeles smog attack of 19431 or the Cuyahoga River fire of 

19692 were emblematic of the environmental concerns that were present throughout the 

nation at the time. The environmental quality issues were so severe in some places that 

they had lethal consequences:  

 In 1963, smog had killed 400 New Yorkers, and Lake Erie’s oxygen content had 
 become so depleted that the center of the lake sustained precious little life. An oil 
 spill off the California coast in 1969 coated 400 square miles with slime and 
  killed hundreds of birds.3 
 

 
 1 “50 Years of Progress.” 
 
 2 “The Burning River That Sparked a Revolution.” 
 
 3 “Here’s Why the Environmental Protection Agency Was Created.” 
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The public outcry resulting from these events necessitated government action. In 

response, Republican President Richard Nixon established the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) in 1970.4  

 At its genesis, environmental policy garnered bipartisan support. In his 1970 State 

of the Union Address, President Nixon expressed this sentiment when he stated, 

“[r]estoring nature to its natural state is a cause beyond party and beyond factions. It has 

become a common cause of all the people of this country.”5 Soon after his State of the 

Union Address, President Nixon established the EPA to have a single agency under 

which all environmental concerns could be consolidated and addressed after finding that 

the government’s current approach to environmental policy was “piecemeal.”6  

 Shortly after the establishment of the agency, the Clean Air Act pushed the EPA 

into the policy realm. At its origin, the intention of the Clean Air Act was to regulate air 

pollution through the development of National Ambient Air Quality Standards 

(NAAQS). The six regulated “criteria pollutants” under this iteration of the act included 

“sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, particulate matter, carbon monoxide, ozone, and lead.”7 

It should be noted that excluded from this original list of regulated pollutants were 

greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide or methane. Due to this reality, this is an 

 
 4 Ibid. 
 
 5 “Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union. | The American Presidency Project.” 
 
 6 “Special Message to the Congress About Reorganization Plans To Establish the Environmental 
Protection Agency and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | The American Presidency 
Project.” 
 
 7 US EPA, “Evolution of the Clean Air Act.” 
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example of an environmental policy that, at its origin, did not compromise industry 

interests.  

 However, regulations that threaten industry interests are not beyond the scope of 

the U.S. government. In fact, the United States’ involvement in international 

environmental policy efforts found success in regulating major lucrative industries the 

1970s. Both domestically and internationally, enhanced research of degradative 

compounds in the environment provided a scientific basis upon which policies could be 

implemented. For example, chlorofluorocarbons, or CFCs, are a group of compounds that 

are widely used in refrigerants, air conditioning, and aerosolized products. In 1972, after 

hearing a lecture discussing the findings of British scientist James Lovelock that “all of 

the CFC-11 ever manufactured was still present in the atmosphere,” chemistry professor 

at the University of California, Irvine, F. Sherwood Rowland decided to research the 

effects of CFCs on the atmosphere.8 Rowland and his colleagues discovered that CFCs 

are extremely destructive to the ozone layer, and found that “If CFC production 

continued…ozone loss would be even greater,” than what was already being observed. 

This posed a major public health risk because the ozone layer filters out UV radiation, 

which is a major cause of skin cancer. Additionally, exposure to UV radiation has been 

linked to cataracts, plant development, phytoplankton productivity, the inhibition of 

biogeochemical cycles, and more.9  

 After the reports of these scientists were confirmed by the National Academies of 

Science and a series of Congressional Hearings, it became clear that international action 

 
 8 “Chlorofluorocarbons and Ozone Depletion.” 
 
 9 US EPA, “Health and Environmental Effects of Ozone Layer Depletion.” 
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was required to address this mounting issue.10 However, evidence of industry influencing 

environmental policy was indeed present during these conversations because major 

chemical companies felt “that the data on CFCs and stratospheric ozone were 

inconclusive and didn’t warrant drastic action.”11 While there was relative pushback from 

the chemical industries about the science suggesting their products were destructive, there 

was not a notable, concerted effort at spreading mistrust in the scientists coming forward. 

After more indisputable evidence about the destructive nature of CFCs in the atmosphere 

surfaced, in addition to the clear and present danger posed by the ever-growing Antarctic 

Ozone Hole, in 1987, fifty-six nations came together under the Montreal Protocol and 

ratified a treaty that initiated the regulation and eventual global phaseout of CFC 

products.12  

 The success of the Montreal Protocol was groundbreaking not just for the field of 

environmental policy, but also for international cooperation in general as it “is the first 

treaty to achieve universal ratification by all countries in the world.”13 The Protocol 

represents a unique international collaboration because it was unanimously ratified by the 

U.S. Senate, received and continues to receive bipartisan support, and eventually 

“received support from the vast majority of U.S. industry as well as environmental 

advocates.”14 In the context of U.S. environmental policy, the Montreal Protocol 

 
 10 “Chlorofluorocarbons and Ozone Depletion.” 
 
 11 “Chlorofluorocarbons and Ozone Depletion.” 
 
 12 “Chlorofluorocarbons and Ozone Depletion.” 
 
 13 “The Montreal Protocol on Substances That Deplete the Ozone Layer.” 
 
 14 Ibid.  
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represents an interesting development because of this widespread support. It reflects the 

fact that when the U.S. identifies an industry, such as CFC production, it can unite behind 

its phase-out for the sake of environmental repair. The cost of a depleted ozone layer 

outweighed the cost of the loss of the CFC industry. However, the Protocol is unique 

because it was the first and last of its kind. Since its ratification, environmental policy has 

yet to see another international effort quite as successful and has yet to see another with 

the same level of bipartisan congressional support on a domestic level. This effort 

represents an interesting interaction between industry, global politics, and the 

environmental movement for its ability to prioritize global and environmental health over 

industry and profit.  

 Moreover, the Montreal Protocol demonstrates that it is possible for nations to 

take action to protect the earth against long-term issues. Environmental issues like the 

Cuyahoga River fire or the Los Angeles smog attack were dire events that called for 

immediate action. However, due to the unseen nature of phenomena such as the 

greenhouse effect, it is more difficult to develop and implement policies that address 

concerns relating to climate change. One effort to do so is the 2015 Paris Agreement.  

 In contrast to the Montreal Protocol, the Paris Agreement is an example of an 

international environmental policy effort that faced political issues at a domestic level. 

Where the Montreal Protocol found bipartisan support, the Paris Agreement found strife 

and political division during the election cycle as well as under the Trump 

Administration. Each year, member nations from all over the globe come together at the 

Conference of the Parties (COP) to review global measures to mitigate the impacts of the 

climate crisis. The COP is hosted by the United Nations Framework Convention on 
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Climate Change (UNFCCC) and as it stands right now, it represents one of the only 

international governing bodies that aims to address global climate change. 15 

 During COP 21 in 2015, UNFCCC nations met and collaborated to develop the 

Paris Agreement. The Accord was originally ratified by 196 nations and garnered 

domestic support in the United States under the Obama Administration. The Agreement 

operates as a legally binding international treaty that hopes to mitigate the negative 

effects of climate change by holding nations accountable for their carbon emissions. If 

successful, the collective actions of the various countries involved will “limit global 

warming to well below 2, preferably to 1.5 degrees Celsius, compared to pre-industrial 

levels.”16  The Accord operates through the submission of Nationally Determined 

Contributions, or NDCs, by all participating nations every five years. In accordance with 

the technology available to each country, nations must disclose in the NDCs how they 

plan to adapt their current infrastructure or the specific actions they will take “to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions…[and] to build resilience to adapt to the impacts of rising 

temperatures.”17  

 Countries are also asked to submit non-mandatory long-term low greenhouse gas 

emission development strategies (LT-LEDS).18 While the actions outlined in these 

reports are not required as is the case with NDCs, the LT-LEDS offer the nations the 

valuable opportunity to consider their country’s future trajectory in addressing the 

 
 15 Denchak, “Paris Climate Agreement.” 
 
 16 “The Paris Agreement | UNFCCC.” 
 
 17 Ibid.  
 
 18 Ibid. 
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climate crisis. It is important to note that part of the Paris Agreement requires that 

developed nations makes contributions to the Green Climate Fund, a fund that “allocates 

its resources to low-emission and climate-resilient projects and programmes in 

developing countries.”19 This fund was established by the UNFCCC in 2010, and is one 

example of an international financial effort to address climate change.  

 While the Paris Agreement’s stipulation that countries like the United States 

should contribute to the Green Climate Fund is in recognition of the disproportionate 

impact of climate change on developing countries, this aspect of the Accord was a major 

source of the political resistance against the Paris Agreement in the United States. During 

his election campaign, President Donald Trump repeatedly vocalized his intention to pull 

out of the Paris Agreement if elected President.20 During his campaign, Trump 

emphasized that he felt the Paris Agreement was “bad for U.S. business” and criticized 

how he felt it gave “foreign bureaucrats control over how much energy we use.”21 As a 

result, the energy sector and its interests were officially brought into the conversation, as 

were the concerns of an energy-dependent public. When elected President, Trump 

removed the United States from the Paris Agreement. It should be noted that the United 

States’ exit did not ever go into effect because President Biden quickly rejoined when 

elected. With that said, the Paris Agreement is only effective if participating nations 

implement actionable policies that reflect the goals of the Accord, which did not occur 

throughout the duration of the Trump Administration.  

 
 19 Environment, “Green Climate Fund.” 
 
 20 “Donald Trump Would ‘cancel’ Paris Climate Deal.” 
 
 21 Ibid.  
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 In his official statement about the United States’ withdrawal from the Paris 

Accords on June 1st, 2017, President Trump said that he felt the Agreement imposed 

“draconian financial and economic burdens…on our country.”22 One such burden was the 

United States’ expected continued contribution to the Green Climate Fund. Another fear 

that President Trump felt about the requirements of the Paris Agreement was that 

compliance with the nation’s NDCs and subsequent energy restrictions “could cost 

America as much as 2.7 million lost jobs by 2025 according to the National Economic 

Research Associates.”23 President Trump is known for his prioritization of American 

jobs, so any threat to this aspect of his platform was discouraged during his Presidency.  

 Something to be noted about the Paris Agreement is that some CEOs of major 

fossil fuels industries urged Trump to remain in the Paris Agreement.24 Whether this was 

simply in the interest of public image, or if they had a genuine interest in staying in the 

Agreement is unclear. However, one logistical reason the fossil fuel companies are 

highlighting is that they would prefer that governments are consistent with policy. Given 

the international nature of the fossil fuel industry, it complicates business practices for the 

U.S. to have distinct policy. As the former CEO of Shell, Ben van Beurden states, “If we 

have a very clear understanding that governments, successive governments, will continue 

to act consistently with a certain policy set that we believe in, I have no issue with it.”25  

 
 22 “Donald Trump Would ‘cancel’ Paris Climate Deal.” 
 
 23 “Statement by President Trump on the Paris Climate Accord – The White House.” 
 
 24 Raphelson, “Energy Companies Urge Trump To Remain In Paris Climate Agreement.” 
 
 25 Raphelson. 
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 The tension between financial motivations and environmental policy was 

particularly apparent under the Trump Administration, as is exemplified by the Paris 

Agreement. However, this interesting stance on behalf of the fossil fuel industry presents 

an important consideration. While these major corporations will likely experience 

significant financial loss from environmental policies, some have expressed that they 

would rather have consistency in the standards they are held to internationally. This 

sentiment is not particularly novel to the fossil fuel industry. For example, a recent 

episode on The New York Times podcast, The Daily, about social media noted,  

 From a tech industry standpoint, they don’t want a patchwork of laws where in 
 some states, it’s one thing, and in other states, it’s something else. Industries often 
 want a national law to standardize everything.26  
 
It should be noted that the fossil fuel industry’s desire to be included in the Paris 

Agreement is not necessarily evidence of their environmental consciousness as much as it 

is of their desire for financial consistency. Nonetheless, many companies have used this 

stance as an endorsement of their sustainability. Accordingly, there is evidence that 

suggests fossil fuel industries are prone to “greenwashing,” or presenting themselves as 

environmentally conscious when in fact they are major polluters. 

 Overall, environmental policy in the United States has undergone an evolution 

from being defined by policies enacted under a consolidated agency in response to clear 

and obvious environmental degradation to international interactions as an effort to 

address global climate change. The American government’s support for CFC regulation 

under the Montreal Protocol was an example of officials choosing to regulate a once-

lucrative industry for the sake of public health even though the problems associated with 

 
 26 Barbaro et al., “A Sweeping Plan to Protect Kids From Social Media.” 
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CFC were not as blatantly visible as events like the Cuyahoga River fire. However, 

modern-day initiatives to fight against the often-invisible phenomenon associated with 

anthropogenic climate change have not proven to be quite as successful on an 

international scale. The Paris Agreement offers evidence that one boundary preventing 

durable climate policy is the partisan nature of the issue. Part of this partisan divide 

comes from the perceived threat to the fossil fuel industry and the potential job loss 

associated with regulation.  

 Throughout this evolution, the common thread connecting environmental policy 

events at each stage is the public. Environmental policy has progressed when the public 

demanded it to do so. It was public outcry that first necessitated the government action to 

establish the Environmental Protection Agency. It was the evident threat to public health 

being communicated by the scientific community that pushed governments to 

compromise the chemical industry’s interests for the sake of public well-being. If the 

continued reliance on fossil fuels similarly poses a threat to public health, it begs the 

question: why is there so much reluctance in regulating the fossil fuel industry? One 

answer to this question lies in the past and present efforts of the fossil fuel industry to 

influence the public.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Sources of Influence: Marketing and Campaign Financing 
 
 

Misleading Advertising and Greenwashing 
 

 A major determinant of the success of environmental policy initiatives is public 

support. After all, it is the public who votes on representatives in the government who 

will have the power to enact change. Therefore, it is valuable to look to major 

corporations in the fossil fuel industry to consider the influence they have on the public’s 

belief in climate science and subsequent support for climate policy. There is significant 

evidence of strategic efforts on behalf of fossil fuel industries to establish and encourage 

public mistrust in climate science. 

 Currently, a series of court cases are being argued throughout the States that hope 

to hold major fossil fuel corporations accountable for misinformation campaigns and 

greenwashing, which is “the act or practice of making a product, policy, activity, etc. 

appear to be more environmentally friendly or less environmentally damaging than it 

really is.”27 In a move that is indicative of the correlation between environmental policy 

and New Federalism, or the granting of expanded responsibilities to state governments, 

these state and city governments are advocating for compensation and accountability 

from the fossil fuel industry. Whether it is for better or for worse is not decided, but the 

realm of environmental policy historically shifts responsibility away from the Federal 

 
 27 “Greenwashing Definition & Meaning - Merriam-Webster.” 
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government and towards state governments.28 Accordingly, nearly two dozen states, 

cities, and counties are using this responsibility to try and enact change that addresses the 

mounting climate crisis.  

 
Climate Litigation 
 
 One major pending court case that highlights misleading advertising on behalf of 

ExxonMobil is the State of Connecticut v. Exxon Mobil Corporation.29 The Complaint of 

this case expresses concern for the risks posed by climate change and argues that based 

on their knowledge of global warming and the fossil fuel industry’s contribution to it, 

“ExxonMobil had the opportunity to responsibly contribute to public understanding of 

climate change and its potentially catastrophic consequences.”30 31 However, instead of 

using their platform to raise awareness of the issue, nearly every Thursday from 1972-

2001, ExxonMobil published advertorials in The New York Times that encouraged doubt 

in climate science. Examples of these advertorials can be seen in Figures 1 through 4 

below. As is demonstrated by these advertorial titles alone, the corporations worked to 

publish advertisements that associated climate science with lies, fear-mongering, and 

general scientific uncertainty.  

 

  

 
 28 Lester, “New Federalism and Environmental Policy.” 
 
 29 Tong, State of Connecticut v. Exxon Mobil Corporation; Complaint. 
 
 30 Tong. p.1 
 
 31 Tong. p.5 
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Figure 1- New York Times, 198432 

 
 32 Supran and Oreskes, “The Forgotten Oil Ads That Told Us Climate Change Was Nothing.” 
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Figure 2- New York Times, 199333  

 
 33 Supran and Oreskes. 

More 
on 

Fred 
Singer 
later… 
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Figure 3- New York Times, 1997 
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Figure 4- New York Times, 2000 
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 As is evident in these advertorials, the Mobil corporation, and eventually the 

ExxonMobil corporation, publicly approached climate science with a tone of doubt and 

denial. This tactic continued over a span of twenty-nine years. When these advertorials 

first started to be printed in 1972, the New York Times was a highly respected entity as it 

had just won a Pulitzer Prize due to its groundbreaking release of the “Pentagon Papers.” 

The Times continued to gain widespread respect, and their exceptional journalism 

culminated in over one hundred and twenty Pulitzer Prizes by the early 2000s. In the late 

1970s, the paper went national, and began to be transmitted by satellite to local 

newspapers around the United States. The Times went on to further its reach and broaden 

its audience once again when it moved online in 1995.34 Throughout this entire time 

period, these advertorials held a weekly residence among the Times’ widely circulated 

pages. Coming from a Pulitzer Prize-winning and nationally respected entity, it is fair to 

assert that the placement of these advertorials in the Times gave them a certain degree of 

ethos that was no doubt influential.  

 It is hard to say definitively how many individuals these advertorials reached. 

However, one major turning point in the public’s understanding and awareness of the 

mounting climate crisis was the testimony of NASA scientist Dr. James Hansen before 

Congress in 1988. News of this testimony traveled throughout the nation, and its impact 

was far-reaching. In his landmark testimony, Hansen informed Congress—and the 

public—that he “was 99 percent certain that the warming trend was not a natural 

variation but was caused by a buildup of carbon dioxide and other artificial gases in the 

 
 34 “The New York Times | History & Facts | Britannica.” 
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atmosphere.”35 36 Shockingly, less than six weeks after Dr. Hansen testified in front of 

Congress, an Exxon spokesperson named Joseph M. Carlson sent out “an internal draft 

memorandum acknowledging the scientific consensus that atmospheric CO2 

concentrations were increasing…and that the ‘principal greenhouse gases are by-products 

of fossil fuel combustion.’”37 Despite this acknowledgement, the memorandum 

maintained that Exxon’s public position would be to “emphasize the uncertainty in 

scientific conclusions regarding the enhanced Greenhouse effect.”38 These statements can 

be seen in the following portions of the memorandum.  

 

 
 35 “Hansen Senate Testimony, June 23, 1988.” 
 
 36 Shabecoff and Times, “Global Warming Has Begun, Expert Tells Senate.” 
 
 37 Tong, State of Connecticut v. Exxon Mobil Corporation; Complaint. p.18 
 
 38 Tong. p.19 
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Figure 5- The Carlson Memorandum, 198839 

 
 39 Climate Files, “1988 Exxon Memo on the Greenhouse Effect.” 
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Figure 6- The Carlson Memorandum, 198840 

 
 40 Climate Files.  
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 These advertorials and the Carlson Memorandum are just a few examples of the 

abundance of comprehensive evidence brought up in the State of Connecticut v. Exxon 

Mobil Corporation.41 The evidence highlights the clear efforts on behalf of Exxon Mobil 

to emphasize the sentiment that there is deep uncertainty in the otherwise reputable 

findings of climate scientists regarding the correlation between fossil fuel combustion 

and climate change. It is important to note that these cases are not just addressing 

misinformation campaigns and efforts to deceive the public about the realities of the 

climate crisis. Rather, these climate cases are also occupied with chronic greenwashing, 

or the practice of portraying a company’s initiatives or practices as more environmentally 

friendly than they are in reality.  

 The State of Connecticut v. Exxon Mobil Corporation offers up examples of the 

greenwashing practices of ExxonMobil such as their marketing campaigns entitled 

“Protect Tomorrow. Today,” “Energy Solutions,” and “The Future of Energy” suggesting 

that they are investing in alternative energy.42 ExxonMobil’s current overall stance on 

sustainability is explicitly communicated on their website, which emphasizes their 

commitment to environmental protection (Figure 7). It should be noted, however, that 

ExxonMobil spends less than 1% of its annual revenue on alternative energy research and 

continues to devote resources to “expanding exploration of potential new oil and gas 

reserves.”43 Contrary to what is known about fossil fuel combustion, they also purport 

that some of its fuel-based products can help reduce greenhouse gas emissions “and 

 
 41 Tong, State of Connecticut v. Exxon Mobil Corporation; Complaint. 
 
 42 Tong. p.32 
 
 43 Tong. 
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improve fuel economy.”44 When compared to the idyllic image of sunbeams shining 

through a green tree that ExxonMobil currently presents on its sustainability page 

emphasizing environmental protection, the realities of their business practices seem 

decidedly contradictory.  

 

Figure 7- Exxon Mobil's Sustainability Statement, 202245 

 

 However, two cases that offer the most comprehensive depiction of greenwashing 

on behalf of fossil fuel corporations are City of Annapolis v. B.P. et.al. as well as District 

of Columbia v. ExxonMobil Corporation et.al.46 These cases highlight the greenwashing 

practices of many corporations including, but not limited to, Exxon, Shell, B.P., Chevron, 

Marathon, ConocoPhillips, and the American Petroleum Institute (API). Out of the nearly 

two dozen climate cases being fought throughout the States, nearly all address the fossil 

 
 44 Tong. p.33 
 
 45 “Environmental Protection.” 
 
 46 Lyes, City of Annapolis v. BP et.al.; Complaint; Zavareei, District of Columbia v. Exxon Mobil 
Corporation et.al.; Complaint. 
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fuel industry’s involvement in the creation, funding, and facilitation of the Global 

Climate Coalition. The self-declared purpose of this organization made up of business 

trade associations and private companies was “to coordinate business participation in the 

scientific and policy debate on the global climate change issue.”47 The coalition, backed 

by funds provided by the fossil fuel industry, “implemented public advertising and 

outreach campaigns to discredit climate science and cast doubt on the dangerous 

consequences of climate change.”48 One could argue that the name alone of the Global 

Climate Coalition (GCC) is an example of greenwashing, because a climate coalition that 

fights the general consensus about climate science seems antithetical.  

 However, these cases offer other tangible examples of these companies’ 

greenwashing practices as facilitated via the GCC. For example, during the U.N. 

Framework Convention on Climate Change at the Rio “Earth Summit” in 1992, the 

Global Climate Coalition “spent millions on misleading marketing,” one of which was a 

video entitled “The Greening of Planet Earth.” Not only did this video proport that 

climate change would be a non-issue in the future, but it even went so far as to say, “that 

more atmospheric carbon dioxide would actually be beneficial for the world.”49 

According to District of Columbia v. ExxonMobil Corp.et.al., “Defendants knew and 

approved of the dissemination of this false and misleading video.”50 This is just one of 

 
 47 Tong, State of Connecticut v. Exxon Mobil Corporation; Complaint. p. 22 
 
 48 Zavareei, District of Columbia v. Exxon Mobil Corporation et.al.; Complaint. p.33 
 
 49 Zavareei. 
 
 50 Zavareei. p.33 
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many examples of the types of marketing campaigns that were being published by the 

Global Climate Coalition.  

 In addition to the fossil fuel industry’s funding of the misleading efforts of the 

GCC, District of Columbia v. ExxonMobil Corp. et.al. also explores ExxonMobil and the 

American Petroleum Institute’s (API) involvement with Fred Seitz and Fred Singer. 

Interestingly, Fred Singer was mentioned in the “Apocalypse No” advertorial cited in 

Figure 2. In the 1990s, ExxonMobil and the API “funded and promoted the work of Fred 

Seitz, Fred Singer, and Signer’s Science and Environmental Policy Project (SEPP).”51 

Neither individual was a climate scientist, and both had been hired by tobacco companies 

in the past to “create doubt in the public mind by questioning mainstream scientific 

conclusions.”52 The pair helped to organize and distribute a petition that claimed to find 

“no convincing scientific evidence that human release of…greenhouse gases is causing or 

will, in the foreseeable future, cause catastrophic heating of the Earth’s atmosphere.” 53 It 

was allegedly signed by 17,000 scientists but was in reality filled with the names of 

celebrities, fake people, and even the deceased.54 This is a notable example of how these 

companies were using their resources to support scientists who were willing to discredit 

and question the work of other scientists to spread doubt.  

 Successful as these efforts may have been at the time, as more alarms were 

sounded around the world about the irrefutable evidence of climate change, these fossil 

 
 51 Zavareei. 
 
 52 Zavareei. 
 
 53 Zavareei. p.36-37 
 
 54 Zavareei. p.36-37 
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fuel companies realized that as public concern was raised, they needed to portray 

themselves as ‘eco-friendly’ in order to garner support for their products. By 

greenwashing themselves, these companies can appeal to the moral inclinations of the 

public as environmental stewardship became a more prominent priority. 

 Both City of Annapolis v. B.P. et.al. as well as District of Columbia v. 

ExxonMobil et.al. offer a slew of examples of greenwashing and direct misrepresentation 

across many different corporations. For example, Shell Oil’s “Make the Future” 

campaign has published advertisements such as “The Making of Sustainable Mobility” or 

“The Mobility Quandary” in the Washington Post and New York Times that emphasize 

Shell’s investments in alternative energy sources like “liquefied natural gas, natural gas, 

hydrogen fuel cells, and biofuel.”55 In reality, the company’s investments in alternative 

energy research are “substantially smaller than its advertisements lead consumers to 

believe,” with only 1.2% of Shell’s capital spending from 2010-2018 in low-carbon 

energy sources.56 Furthermore, Shell’s “In for the Long Haul” advertisement states that 

expanding liquefied natural gas (LNG) would “help prevent climate change from 

advancing,” but LNG is a fossil fuel that produces significant GHG emissions. 57 Shell 

also characterizes LNG as a renewable source when it is in fact not.58 Shell’s efforts to 

portray themselves as a leader in alternative energy, and in addressing environmental 

issues, can certainly appeal to the moral concerns of the environmentally conscious and 

 
 55 Zavareei. p.36-37 
 
 56 Zavareei. p.53 
 
 57 Zavareei. p.55 
 
 58 “Liquefied Natural Gas 101.” 
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can therefore attract their business. In reality, Shell is a company that relies on the 

continued expansion of fossil fuels and their combustion.  

 City of Annapolis v. B.P. et. al. chronicles the over a decade-long history of B.P.’s 

greenwashing practices. In 2006, B.P. placed ads in the New York Times and the New 

Yorker that promoted the company’s “$25 million investment in a BP Solar plant in 

Frederick, Maryland.”59 This was used to demonstrate BP’s commitment to 

sustainability, but in reality, the plant found little success and closed four years later. 

B.P.’s “Beyond Petroleum” campaign ran from 2000-2008, and it portrayed the company 

as “heavily engaged in low-carbon energy sources…moving ‘beyond’ petroleum and 

other fossil fuels.”60 During this time under this campaign, the company even changed its 

logo to a sunburst, “evoking the renewable resources of the sun.” 61 In reality, “BP 

invested a small percentage of its total capital expenditure during this period on 

alternative energy research.”62  

 More recently in 2019, the “Possibilities Everywhere” advertisements were on 

billboards in DC airports, on Twitter, CNN, in Politico, and in The Economist. The 

advertisements portrayed B.P. as environmentally friendly. In one case, the advertisement 

states, “at BP we’re working to make energy that’s cleaner and better.”63 The campaign 

portrays B.P. as heavily involved in wind energy, solar energy, electric vehicles, and 

 
 59 Lyes, City of Annapolis v. BP et.al.; Complaint. 
 
 60 Lyes. 
 
 61 Lyes. 
 
 62 Lyes. 
 
 63 Zavareei, District of Columbia v. Exxon Mobil Corporation et.al.; Complaint. 
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other non-fossil energies. In reality, B.P.’s involvement in alternative energy, like wind, 

is dwarfed by other companies. “BP owns only approximately 1 gigawatt of wind 

capacity,” and companies like GE own 39 gigawatts.64 Despite this reality, BP’s “Blade 

runners” advertisement claims that BP is “one of the major wind energy businesses in the 

US.”65  

 City of Annapolis v. B.P. et.al. also details Chevron’s long history of 

greenwashing beginning in 2007. The company’s “Will You Join Us” and 2008 “I Will” 

campaigns that were posted online and in District of Columbia Metro stations and buses, 

“portrayed minor changes in consumer choices (e.g., changing light bulbs) as sufficient to 

address environmental problems such as climate change.”66 Another example of this is an 

advertisement of a woman pledging, “I will leave the car at home more” (Figure 8). Not 

only did this advertisement campaign fall flat for its arguably ‘drop in the bucket’ 

commitments that will do little to combat the massive emissions being contributed by 

Chevron’s business practices, but it also was met with major criticism and instigated a 

counter campaign from a grassroots activist group called InHumane Energy (Figures 9 & 

10).  

 
 64 Lyes, City of Annapolis v. BP et.al.; Complaint. 
 
 65 Lyes. p.122-124 
 
 66 Lyes. 
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Figure 8- Chevron's "Will You Join Us" campaign67 

 
 67 “Chevron | Mark Robert Wills.” 
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Figure 9- Chevron Counter Campaign68 

 
 68 “Chevron’s Greenwashing Ad Campaign.” 
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Figure 10- Chevron Counter Campaign69 

 
These counter campaigns highlight the contrast between the pledges Chevron is making 

to become a more sustainable entity and the impact they have had and continue to have 

on the environment. These ads call out Chevron’s impact on communities and the health 

effects of the company’s practices as well as its causing widespread environmental 

degradation.  

 Furthermore, Chevron’s “We Agree” campaign launched in 2010 features (in one 

iteration) a young girl standing next to the statement “It’s time oil companies get behind 

 
 69 “Chevron’s Greenwashing Ad Campaign.” 
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the development of renewable energy. We agree.”70 In this campaign, Chevron portrayed 

itself as a leader in renewable energy development when in reality, “only 0.2% of 

Chevron’s capital spending from 2010 to 2018 was in low-carbon energy sources.”71 In 

2019, Chevron ran an advertisement on Facebook targeted towards Maryland consumers 

that highlighted the company’s exploration into renewable energy sources and about how 

the company is “innovating its operations in the Permian basin.”72 Again, both campaigns 

‘greenwash’ Chevron as an entity into seeming like it is a national, if not global, leader in 

addressing the climate crisis. In reality, they remain committed to continued fossil fuel 

exploration, extraction, and combustion.  

 As a whole, these campaign examples are par for the course when it comes to the 

fossil fuel industry’s recent advertorial habits. For example, contrary to what is suggested 

by their advertisements,  

 Exxon is projected to increase oil production by more than 35% between 2018 
 and 2030—a sharper rise than over the previous 12 years. Shell is forecast to 
  increase output by 38% by 2030, by increasing its crude oil production by more  
 than half and its gas production by over a quarter. BP is projected to increase 
  production of oil and gas by 20% by 2030.73  
 
These plans do not reflect each company’s alleged commitment to the environment and 

green energy. The misalignment between the corporations’ claims and funding efforts is 

also illustrated in Figure 11. These court cases are highlighting how the chronic 

greenwashing occurring on behalf of these companies is compromising the honesty and 

 
 70 Lyes, City of Annapolis v. BP et.al.; Complaint. 
 
 71 Lyes. 
 
 72 Lyes. p.125-127 
 
 73 Lyes. p.113 
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transparency of their business practices. Furthermore, it is misleading the public. By 

exaggerating their commitment to the environment, these greenwashing campaigns are 

encouraging consumers to give these companies their business. The cases argue that these 

practices violate consumer protection laws by deceiving the public.  

 

 

Figure 1174 

 
 

Campaign Financing 
 

 It has been established that companies like ExxonMobil not only knew about the 

correlation between fossil fuel combustion and climate change in the 1970s, but that they 

 
 74 InfluenceMap, “Big Oil’s Real Agenda on Climate Change 2022.” 
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also worked to encourage uncertainty surrounding climate science. These efforts continue 

through their active greenwashing campaigns. All of this is playing out on a public 

platform. In addition to these efforts, it is valuable to consider the private actions of the 

fossil fuel industry that influence environmental policy, such as campaign financing. 

 
ExxonMobil 
 
 The figures below demonstrate some interesting trends in ExxonMobil’s 

campaign financing efforts. For example, in the 2022 financial cycle, ExxonMobil’s top 

campaign financing recipient was the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. 

This data is intriguing because it suggests that regardless of political affiliation, 

ExxonMobil offers financial support to whichever party holds the most power at that 

point in time. This is a calculated policy move because the company offers contributions 

to the party that can most successfully influence policy. However, it should be noted that 

100% of this financing came from individuals within ExxonMobil, and none directly 

from the corporation itself. The top contribution from ExxonMobil as an organization 

went towards the National Republican Senatorial Committee (Figure 12).  

 There is also an interesting Congressional split when it comes to campaign 

financing. In the House of Representatives, as of 2022, more contributions were given to 

Democrats by ExxonMobil on average over Republicans. It should be noted that 2022 is 

the first year that this holds to be true; every year prior between 1990-2022 demonstrated 

higher average contributions to Republicans in the House. Staying consistent with this 

trend, contributions from ExxonMobil have been decidedly higher to Republican 

Senators than Democratic Senators (Figure 13).  
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Figure 1275 

 
 75 “Oil & Gas | OpenSecrets.” 
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Figure 1376 

 

  

 
 76 “Oil & Gas | OpenSecrets.” 
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Chevron 
 
 Contrasting the recent contribution habits of ExxonMobil, Chevron has been 

consistent in giving more to Republican entities than Democratic institutions. However, 

as can be observed in Figure 5, there is a similar Congressional split with Chevron 

contributions. In the 2022 financial cycle, the average contributions to members of the 

House of Representatives was nearly equal. In contrast once again, contributions in the 

Senate have been markedly higher to Republican Senators than to Democratic Senators 

(with the exception of a Democratic contribution spike in 2008, likely due to the 

election).  



 

 37 

 

Figure 1477 

 
 77 “Oil & Gas | OpenSecrets.” 
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Figure 1578 

 
 The consistency of Chevron’s Republican support tells an interesting story about 

the partisan nature of the fossil fuel industry. It is possible that Chevron would prioritize 

Republican entities in their campaign financing because historically speaking, Republican 

candidates are more likely to support initiatives that are beneficial to the fossil fuel 

industry. These funding efforts may speak to the relative success of some environmental 

policies, and perhaps the continued ability of the fossil fuel industry to put forth 

 
 78 “Oil & Gas | OpenSecrets.” 
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deceptive marketing campaigns without repercussions. Whatever the case, these fossil 

fuel giants carry major influencing capabilities as expressed through their advertisement 

campaigns and financial support of political institutions.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Current Efforts and Their Impacts on the Consumer 
 
 

Climate Delay 
 

 In author John Green’s The Anthropocene Reviewed, a collection of essays that 

review and analyze aspects of the human experience, it is noted that “broad systems and 

historical forces drive shifts in human understanding.”79 Whether it is religious 

authorities, the social elite, the government, or perhaps more contemporarily, large 

corporations, societies tend to look to the current societal giants for guidance. It can be 

argued that oil corporations represent a broad system that is dictating human 

understanding about the climate crisis. However, perhaps it is prudent to recognize the 

ramifications of the advertising efforts of these fossil fuel companies beyond science 

denial. Today, these companies “have pivoted to messages that acknowledge the problem 

but downplay its severity and the urgency for solutions. Instead, companies are 

overstating the industry’s progress toward addressing climate change.”80 A group of 

climate and social science experts recently addressed this phenomenon in the Open 

Access journal, Global Sustainability, in an analysis they refer to as “climate delay.” This 

practice enables the fossil fuel industry to remain prosperous while posturing themselves 

as entities concerned about the climate crisis and in effect, appealing to those who are 

equally concerned.  

 
 79 Green, The Anthropocene Reviewed. p.24 
 
 80 Westervelt, “Big Oil’s ‘Wokewashing’ Is the New Climate Science Denialism.” 
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 As is shown in the figure below, the analysis breaks climate delay discourse into 

four subgroups: 1) redirect responsibility; 2) push non-transformative solutions; 3) 

emphasize the downsides; and 4) surrender. Each tactic represents the industry’s more 

nuanced approach to driving shifts in social understandings about the climate crisis. 

Rather than emphasizing uncertainty in the science, their advertisements and actions take 

a multi-faceted sociological approach to influencing the masses. Each strategy delays any 

real action on climate policy taking place in its own way.   

 

 

Figure 16: Typology of Climate Delay81 

 

 
 81 Lamb et al., “Discourses of Climate Delay.” 



 

 42 

 Examples of these modes of climate delay can be found in the previous examples 

of advertisements from fossil fuel industries. Recall the following image from Chevron’s 

“Will You Join Us” campaign:  

 

 
 

Figure 17: Chevron's "Will You Join Us" campaign82 

 
This advertisement is a perfect example of climate delay method number one, redirect 

responsibility. In this campaign, Chevron is taking the “individualism” stance and 

suggesting that ultimately, responsibility lies on the consumer to make changes in their 

own lifestyle to tackle the climate crisis. This campaign encourages consumers to 

carpool, elect to walk or ride a bike to work, or switch out their lightbulbs for more 

efficient options. Instead of acknowledging their company’s sale of fossil fuel and how 

 
 82 “Chevron | Mark Robert Wills.” 
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their combustion is directly related to global climate change, Chevron’s “Will You Join 

Us” campaign portrays their company as climate-conscious but shirks responsibility and 

redirects it to the consumers.  

 In the realm of climate delay method number two, pushing non-transformative 

solutions, ExxonMobil’s webpage, “Advancing climate solutions” offers countless 

examples of “technological optimism,” “all talk little action,” and “fossil fuel 

solutionism.”83 To offer a few examples, ExxonMobil’s discussion of hydrogen fuels and 

carbon capture are definitively emblematic of the climate delay tactic of pushing non-

transformative solutions.  

 

 

Figure 18: ExxonMobil's "Advancing climate solutions"84 

 

 
 83 Lamb et al., “Discourses of Climate Delay.” 
 
 84 “Advancing Climate Solutions.” 
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 This advertisement is an example of both fossil fuel solutionism as well as technological 

optimism because it portrays blue hydrogen as a fuel of the future that will be crucial in 

facilitating an energy transition. Its description reads,  

 Hydrogen is a versatile fuel that doesn’t produce CO2 emissions at its points of 
  use, and it may be the lowest cost option to significantly reduce emissions in 
  some sectors, such as industrial and residential heating and heavy-duty vehicles. 
  Blue hydrogen is readily available at scale and has the potential to reduce  
 greenhouse gas emissions in the highest-emitting sectors, such as industrial 
 manufacturing and heavy industry, by 60-80%.85 
 
From this short description, consumers are likely influenced to believe that blue hydrogen 

fuel is a fantastic, sustainable fuel alternative. ExxonMobil prides themselves on being a 

global leader in blue hydrogen fuel research, and as environmentally conscious because 

the application of blue hydrogen fuel has the capability to “reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions in high-emitting sectors…by 60-80%.”  

 Meanwhile, “Cornell and Stanford University researchers believe [blue hydrogen] 

may harm the climate more than burning fossil fuel.”86 While the process to make blue 

hydrogen does sequester and store any byproduct carbon dioxide, it uses methane from 

natural gas, which is “100 times stronger as an atmospheric warming agent than carbon 

dioxide when first emitted.” 87 Furthermore, carbon capturing as a concept is only 

sustainable as long as its storage is ensured to be indefinite, and as long as it is never re-

emitted into the atmosphere.88 Therefore, it would be quite a stretch to suggest that blue 

hydrogen fuel is really emission free, and it can be argued that perhaps ExxonMobil is 

 
 85 “Advancing Climate Solutions.” 
 
 86 “Touted as Clean, ‘Blue’ Hydrogen May Be Worse than Gas or Coal.” 
 
 87 Ibid.  
 
 88 Ibid.  
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being far too technologically optimistic in its praise of blue hydrogen as the fuel of the 

future. As a result of their advertisement of this fuel, ExxonMobil appears to be a 

company that is investing in the fuel of the future, but once again is not taking direct 

responsibility, nor are they relying on truly transformative solutions.  

 The following graphics from ExxonMobil’s “Advancing climate solutions” 

website further demonstrate the climate delay tactic of pushing non-transformative 

solutions.  

 

Figure 19 89 

 

These graphics emphasize how the company aims to be a leader in emission-cutting 

technologies and climate strategies but are not acknowledging their role in climate 

change as a fossil fuel company. It should be noted that as a company in the fossil fuel 

 
 89 “Advancing Climate Solutions.” 
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industry, ExxonMobil and its competitors will never be capable of accurately claiming 

that their practices are sustainable. The purpose of this thesis is not to suggest that they 

should. Rather, it is to identify ways that these companies may be inaccurately depicting 

their practices for the sake of appealing to the environmentally conscious.  

 It can be argued that the first two climate delay tactics of redirecting 

responsibility and pushing non-transformative solutions are more prominent in 

contemporary advertising methods. The next method, emphasizing the downsides, is 

more reflective of fossil fuel industry advertising techniques of the past. For example, 

ExxonMobil’s New York Times advertorials (Figures 1-4) are reflective of the “appeal to 

well-being” aspects of climate delay. With titles like, “Apocalypse no,” “Lies they tell 

our children,” and “Unsettled science,” these advertorials worked to delay climate action 

by suggesting that taking action on climate change would be imprudent. These 

advertorials argue that making policy decisions in light of unsettled science could 

“drastically affect the economy,” and that the continued conversations surrounding 

climate policy are compromising the ability of children to enjoy the prospect of their 

futures.90 The aim of these marketing practices were to sow concern over 

environmentally-focused policies, and were therefore early examples of the climate delay 

movement that has since become more widespread.  

 
Greenwashing’s Impact on Consumers 

 
 All that said, the deceptive or misleading marketing techniques on behalf of fossil 

fuel industries would be a moot point if they were not actually influencing consumer 

 
 90 Supran and Oreskes, “The Forgotten Oil Ads That Told Us Climate Change Was Nothing.” 
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practices. In a recent study conducted by a global consulting firm based out of Australia, 

The Behavioural Insight Team, participants were put in a variety of situations to gauge 

their vulnerability to greenwashing practices. In the study, participants were first shown 

advertisements from fake energy companies that were using classic greenwashing tactics. 

For example, one advertisement shows a powerful businesswoman walking out of a large 

office building that says, “Our offices are green.” Another advertisement offers up a 

carbon footprint calculator and shows a woman with three lightbulbs questioning: “How 

can you save energy?” The final advertisement is a non-greenwashed example that 

advertises the company’s creation of thousands of jobs.91  

 

 

Figure 20 92 

 

 
 91 The Behavioural Insights Team, “Bi-Annual Review 2022 / Sustainability.” 
 
 92 The Behavioural Insights Team. 
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 The first two ads are examples of greenwashing because while they provide green 

imagery, the first ad shares nothing about the company’s fossil fuel productions practices, 

and the second ad is a mere deflection against sharing information about the company’s 

practices. According to the findings of this study, “the imagery alone was enough to 

increase perceptions of green credentials” when displayed to consumers.93 One of the 

most alarming findings of the study was that greenwashing “works especially well on 

those who say they are concerned about the environment.”94 This means that consumers 

who are conscious of their impact on the environment and who hope to make greener 

choices with their buying practices are more likely to buy products that suggest they are 

green, regardless of the validity of this claim and therefore may be making 

environmentally harmful purchases.  

 However, this study also gave select participants a literacy intervention as well as 

a “pre-bunking” intervention. The literacy intervention offered participants information 

about greenwashing and how to identify it, and the pre-bunking intervention asked 

participants to imagine “they were an energy company and were asked to plan a 

marketing campaign with a greenwashing goal.” Participants who were given this 

education were “more s[k]eptical about greenwashing companies…[and] rated the green 

credentials of the fictional companies significantly lower compared to the control 

group.”95 What this suggests is that education about greenwashing strategies and how to 

 
 93 The Behavioural Insights Team. 
 
 94 Sengupta, “How Greenwashing Fools Us.” 
 
 95 The Behavioural Insights Team, “Bi-Annual Review 2022 / Sustainability.” 
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recognize them is one of the most valuable defenses against the negative impacts of 

greenwashed advertisements.  

 
Policy-Based Recourse Against Greenwashing 

 
 Currently, according to researcher of Environmental Politics Matto Mildenberger 

in his book Carbon Captured: How Business and Labor Control Climate Politics, climate 

policy inaction in the United States can be ascribed to “double representation,” or the 

idea that “carbon polluters [are given] exceptional access to the policymaking process.”96 

Due to stakeholder involvement in policy development, conflicting interests are 

seemingly chronically entrenched in climate action. With that said, stakeholders with 

conflicting interests are involved in political institutions all over the world; so why is it 

that the United States remains unsuccessful in addressing environmental concerns while 

other nations have implemented thriving environmental policies?  

 Perhaps one deficit in our own nation in addressing greenwashing practices is the 

lack of enforcement the nation has against the advertisements. Governments elsewhere 

are beginning to implement policies that protect consumers against greenwashing. For 

example, France requires companies with “carbon neutral” claims to “provide verifiable 

information to back it up, starting in January 2023.” Additionally, a British government 

agency is actively investigating “three fashion brands to scrutinize their green claims.”97  

 In the United States, one of the only entities that has the power to implement 

punishments or sanctions for greenwashing practices is the Federal Trade Commission 

 
 96 Mildenberger, Carbon Captured. 
 
 97 Sengupta, “How Greenwashing Fools Us.” 
 



 

 50 

(FTC). Under Section Five of the Federal Trade Commission Act, which regulates unfair 

or deceptive acts or practices, the deceptive marketing of fossil fuels can be regulated. 

Specifically, this regulation can occur via an anti-greenwashing regulatory mechanism 

known as the Green Guides which were created in the 1990s through a collaboration 

between the FTC and the EPA.98 Broadly speaking, section five of the Federal Trade 

Commission Act regulates acts or practices as unfair where they 1) cause or are likely to 

cause substantial injury to consumers; 2) cannot be reasonably avoided by consumers; 

and 3) are not outweighed by countervailing benefits to consumers or to competition. 

More specifically, the act regulates acts or practices as deception where: 

1) A representation, omission, or practice misleads or is likely to mislead the 
consumer. 

2) A consumer’s interpretation of the representation, omission, or practice is  
considered reasonable under the circumstances. 

 3)  The misleading representation, omission, or practice is material.99  
 
Further, according to the FTC Green Guides, or the Guides for the Use of Environmental 

Marketing Claims, section XI specifically advises marketing against “making unqualified 

renewable energy claims based on energy derived from fossil fuels.”100 

 With that said, the only fossil fuel-related case to be successfully fought under the 

statutes of the Green Guides is FTC v. Volkswagen Group of America, Inc. for their 

emissions scandal. In response to the EPA’s regulation of Nitrogen oxides (NOx), 

Volkswagen began to install “defeat devices” in their vehicles, which would alter the 

 
 98 Lorance, “An Assessment of U.S. Responses to Greenwashing and Proposals to Improve 
Enforcement.” 
 
 99 “Federal Trade Commission Act- Section 5: Unfair or Deceptive Acts or Practices.” 
  
 100 “Federal Trade Commission- Guides for the Use of Environmental Marketing Claims.” 
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registerable levels of NOx being emitted from the cars. Volkswagen USA then proceeded 

to sell more than half a million defeat device vehicles through one thousand various 

dealerships. All the while, the company was promoting these vehicles as “Clean 

Diesel.”101 In what is arguably a prime example of the climate delay marketing practice 

of pushing non-transformative technological solutions, such promotion offered genuine 

justification for many consumers to purchase these vehicles. Therefore, the FTC was able 

to demonstrate that these marketing techniques are in direct violation of the Green Guides 

and section five of the Federal Trade Commission Act because these marketing practices 

caused measurable harm.102 

 In a first-of-its-kind complaint, a coalition of NGOs including Greenpeace filed a 

complaint against Chevron with the FTC on March 16th, 2021 for a commercial that they 

claim was misleading consumers about Chevron’s commitments in curbing climate 

change. This complaint marked the very first petition for the FTC to use its Green Guides 

against the marketing practices of fossil fuel industries.103 It has now been over two years 

since this complaint was filed, and there still has not been a formal decision, or even a 

formal statement, from the FTC on how they plan to approach this complaint or more 

broadly, the mounting problems associated with deceptive marketing on behalf of the 

fossil fuel industries.  

 
 101 Federal Trade Commission v. Volkswagen Group of America, Inc.; Complaint for Permanent 
Injunction and Other Equitable Relief. 
 
 102 Federal Trade Commission v. Volkswagen Group of America, Inc.; Complaint for Permanent 
Injunction and Other Equitable Relief. 
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 The key question this poses is whether the marketing practices of other fossil fuel 

industries and the aforementioned greenwashing practices are likewise enforceable under 

section five of the Federal Trade Commission Act and its Green Guides. Arguably, the 

marketing practices of major corporations like BP, Exxon, or Chevron encourage 

customers to purchase more fossil fuels. The purchase and subsequent use of these fossil 

fuels have a direct correlation to climate change, as has now been demonstrated 

definitively by science for decades. One can argue that these marketing practices do 

indeed lead to consumer practices that lead to material harm. While this harm may be 

atmospheric, and may become material in the future, the combustion of fossil fuels 

promises harm, nonetheless. This reality calls to attention some serious ethical 

considerations.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Shifting Marketing Techniques and their Ethical Implications 
 
 

A New Marketing Frontier 
 

 Historically speaking, Big Oil in the United States has been dominated by the “big 

five” oil companies: “ExxonMobil, ChevronTexaco, ConocoPhillips, BP, and Royal 

Dutch Shell.”104 Each of these companies have engaged in extensive advertisement 

efforts throughout the years to both promote their products as well as to mitigate negative 

corporate image. For example, following the infamous BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 

2010, the company spent “$93.4 million on advertising over four months.”105 This 

amount is more than three times the amount spent on advertising during the same period 

in 2009, and was spent with the dual intention of keeping “Gulf Coast residents informed 

of issues relating to the oil spill and recovery and to ensure transparency during the 

recovery process.”106 It is perfectly understandable that BP would need to increase 

marketing spending during this time period in the interest of rebuilding public rapport. 

They are, after all, a business dependent on consumer spending. In the wake of 

widespread BP boycotts and worldwide protests in response to the spill, BP needed to 

increase spending to repair its image.107  

 
 104 Aaronson and Deese, “The Big Five International Oil Companies as Responsible Stakeholders 
in the Global Economy.” 
 
 105 Allen, “BP Spent $94M on Ads during Spill.” 
 
 106 Allen. 
 
 107 “Just How Angry Are People at BP?” 
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 While these advertising efforts are significant in the reflection of fossil fuel 

marketing efforts broadly, it is the more subtle advertising efforts that are of primary 

concern to this analysis. Smaller scale, consistent imagery being offered to the general 

public from fossil fuel industries are arguably fostering undercurrents of climate delay 

and in some cases, denial. With that said, among the big five big oil companies, not all 

are operating the same. Some companies are far more aggressive in their marketing than 

others, and some are more at fault for greenwashing practices than others. One 

commonality that unites them all, however, is consistent efforts at delaying climate 

action.  

 According to data collected by AdImpact, a media tracking firm, and analyzed by 

Morning Consult, between June 1st, 2020, and August 31st, 2021, “Chevron, BP, Exxon 

and Shell aired television ads in the U.S. market a total of 44,495 times.”108 Interestingly, 

Chevron reigned supreme in their volume of television advertisements. Every month of 

the year, with the exception of August and September of 2020, Chevron commercials out 

aired its competitors by a long shot.  

 
 108 Jenkins, “Exclusive Analysis.” 
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Figure 21: Morning Consult, 2021 
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 Moreover, as can be seen in the figure below, of Chevron’s 29,591 commercial 

airings in the time period, eighty percent of the advertisements have included 

sustainability-focused words such as “renewable, environment, clean,” and more.109 This 

leads to a consideration of Chevron’s marketing practices, and their chronic 

greenwashing. At first glance, it looks as though Chevron, when compared to its 

competitors, is the chief offender when it comes to misleading marketing. Using 

sustainability-focused language and imagery most certainly gives rise to perceptions that 

associate the company as a whole with sustainable initiatives and environmental 

consciousness.  

 

 
 109 Jenkins. 
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Figure 22: Morning Consult, 2021 

 

 Admittedly, these statistical realities and their suggestion that Chevron is the chief 

offender of greenwashing is surprising. After all, it is ExxonMobil that has been faced 

with the most consistent criticism through the decades regarding their deceptive and 

misleading marketing practices. However, the narrative changes dramatically when 

focused is shifted to marketing carried out on social media platforms. According to 

research collected by InfluenceMap, the oil and gas sector “spent $9.6 million on 25,174 

ads in the United States.” Collectively, these advertisements were “viewed at least 431 

million times” in 2020.110 The transition from reliance on television commercials to 

 
 110 InfluenceMap, “Climate Change and Digital Advertising - The Oil & Gas Industry’s Digital 
Advertising Strategy.” 
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social media was a genius move on behalf of these industries. Not only does this mode 

reach a larger audience, but it also targets a younger demographic, as is demonstrated by 

the figure below.  

 

 

Figure 23: InfluenceMap 

 
 This demonstrates the fossil fuel industry’s dedication to future growth. 

Realistically speaking, the age groups that spend more time watching television than on 

social media are aging out of positions of power. Future policy decisions, investments, 

and economic vitality lies in the hands of younger generations. The gender difference in 

the reach of these social media advertisements is also intriguing. The largest reached 

demographic, with over forty-five million viewers, was males ages twenty-five to thirty-

four. This is significant because while women have made considerable progress in 

addressing the gender gap in the workforce, as of 2023, women made up roughly 10% of 
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Fortune 500 CEOs.111 Further, according to the Pew Research Center, women make up 

only about a quarter of the 118th Congress— “the highest percentage in US history.”112 

Accordingly, the largest demographic group reached by social media marketing on behalf 

of fossil fuel industries was those who statistically will be most likely to be in positions 

of power in the coming years.  

 While these Facebook ads were funded by a collection of many fossil fuel 

companies or entities including the American Petroleum Institute, BP, Chevron, and 

ConocoPhillips, ExxonMobil out funded all of these companies—by a long shot. Of the 

$9.6 million spent on Facebook ads by the fossil fuel industries, $5,040,642 of that sum 

came from ExxonMobil. That means that over 50% of funding by fossil fuel industry 

towards Facebook advertisements came from ExxonMobil.113 This tells an interesting 

story about the marketing efforts of ExxonMobil. As has been demonstrated throughout 

the contents of this thesis, the advertising efforts of ExxonMobil have consistently 

targeted the largest, most influential audiences. From the intellectual readership of The 

New York Times in the late 1990s, to the statistically socially powerful on social media 

platforms contemporarily, Exxon’s efforts have been ingeniously calculated to reach 

those who can perpetuate climate delay.  

 In reflecting on the Facebook advertisements funded by the oil and gas sector, 

ClimateVoice Founder and the former Director of Sustainability at Facebook Bill Weihl 

states,  

 
 111 Hinchliffe, “Women Run More Than 10% of Fortune 500 Companies For the First Time.” 
 
 112 Leppert and Desilver, “118th Congress Has a Record Number of Women.” 
 
 113 InfluenceMap, “Climate Change and Digital Advertising - The Oil & Gas Industry’s Digital 
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 Despite Facebook's public support for climate action, it continues to allow its 
  platform to be used to spread fossil fuel propaganda. Not only is Facebook  
 inadequately enforcing its existing advertising policies, it's clear that these  
 policies are not keeping pace with the critical need for urgent climate action. If  
 Facebook is serious about its climate commitments, it needs to rethink whether it's  
 willing to keep taking the money of fossil fuel companies.114 
 
 

Fossil Fuel Marketing Practices: A Question of Ethics 
 

 Indeed, the marketing practices of the fossil fuel industry not only call into 

question the priorities of the platforms they are utilizing, but their practices raise ethical 

questions about their marketing as a whole. For example, Weihl’s statement alone brings 

the following into question: Is greenwashing propaganda? If so, what does this imply 

about platforms that enable such misinformation to be spread? Do community guidelines 

expected of Facebook and social media users extend to corporate entities using the 

platforms for advertisement? Such questions are far too broad to tackle with brevity, but 

must be acknowledged, nonetheless.  

 Beyond deception and its associated ethical dilemmas, the advertisement 

strategies that the oil and gas sector employ give rise to their own ethical questions. It 

should be recognized that the oil and gas sector in the United States must understandably 

operate in a way that maximizes profit. Therefore, frequent advertisement is necessary in 

order to gain visibility and public participation in their companies. One way that 

companies in the oil and gas sector have chosen to achieve this is through outsourcing 

their advertisement efforts through hiring Public Relations (PR) firms. Research 

published in Climactic Change, an “Interdisciplinary, International Journal Devoted to 

the Description, Causes and Implications of Climatic Change,” observed the role of PR 
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firms in climate change politics.115 One major finding was that when determining how 

many observed companies across several sectors did not choose to employ a PR firm, the 

percentages “ranged from 0% for the Gas & Oil Sector to a high of 33% for Renewable 

Energy Sector.” In other words, out of the seventy-five companies in the oil and gas 

sector analyzed, one hundred percent employed a PR firm.116 As previously discussed, it 

is not the use of advertisements that is ethically questionable, but rather their content.  

 According to the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), its members are 

guided by a code of ethics. Within this code are the core values of “advocacy, honesty, 

expertise, independence, loyalty, and fairness.”117 When put into practice, this code of 

ethics compels members to remain loyal to their employers while adhering “to the highest 

standards of accuracy and truth in advancing the interests of those [they] represent and in 

communicating with the public.”118 This begs the question: what happens when loyalty 

and honesty are at odds with one another? While these firms must appease their 

employers and remain loyal to their interests, these efforts could violate other aspects of 

the PRSA code of ethics in the process. It has been established that many of the 

statements, advertisements, advertorials, and websites from fossil fuel industries are 

misrepresentations of reality. From greenwashing to climate delay tactics, it can be 

argued that what these companies are conveying to the public is not necessarily honest, 

nor is it fully reflective of the expertise of scientists.  

 
 115 Brulle and Werthman, “The Role of Public Relations Firms in Climate Change Politics.” 
 
 116 Brulle and Werthman. 
 
 117 “PRSA Code of Ethics.” 
 
 118 Ibid.  
 



 

 62 

 In response to this apparent incongruity, in January of 2022, over four hundred 

and fifty scientists drafted a letter to PR and advertising agencies. The letter, which is 

inspired in part by research demonstrating that “public relations firms are clearly major 

organizational actors in climate politics,” hopes to compel PR and advertising firms to 

drop their affiliations with the fossil fuel sector.119 The letter accuses misinformation 

campaigns of being “one of the biggest barriers to the government action science shows 

is necessary” and encourages the agencies to instead prioritize “uplifting the true climate 

solutions that are already available and must be rapidly implemented at scale.”120 The 

letter points to scientific evidence as justification for PR and advertising firms to cease 

campaigning for fossil fuels. However, it should be noted that scientists have been 

working to use research and scientific evidence to stop fossil fuel companies and their 

advertising practices for decades to no avail.  

 Perhaps taking an ethical appeal would be more successful. It has been 

established that there is a lack of regulatory power in place to enforce violations made on 

behalf of the oil and gas sector in advertisements. It has also been established that at the 

heart of advertising and its relative efficacy lies the response and opinions of the public. 

If the unethical behavior of these fossil fuel companies as well as their PR and 

advertising firms are exposed, perhaps the public would feel motivated to put pressure on 

these entities to follow their own code of ethics.  

 Beyond the PRSA, companies like ExxonMobil publicly announce their intended 

adherence to an ethics policy. In addition to complying “with all governmental laws, 
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rules, and regulation applicable to its business,” ExxonMobil is committed to choosing 

“the course of highest integrity.”121 They go on to assert that “shades of dishonesty 

simply invite demoralizing and reprehensible judgments.” Lastly, ExxonMobil states, “It 

is the Corporation’s policy to make full, fair, accurate, timely and understandable 

disclosure…with the United States Securities Exchange Commission, and in other public 

communications.”122 Like the PRSA, ExxonMobil is explicit in its intention to pursue 

integrity and honesty in its public communications. Meanwhile, ExxonMobil’s 

campaigns have pursued climate delay through failing to fully represent the impacts of 

their practices and has a known history of pushing an “Exxon Position” that is in direct 

opposition to known scientific consensus. Once again, the contradiction between this 

code of ethics and the established misleading advertising and marketing from this 

company is stark to say the least.  

 Difficult as they may be to enforce or regulate, ethical concerns are not to be 

trifled with in the realm of business. Not only is unethical business behavior damaging to 

company morale, it can also influence consumer habits. Research from Western 

Governors University suggests that “43% of consumers have stopped buying from brands 

they find unethical and 71% say they carefully consider corporate values when making a 

purchase.”123 If any Big Oil company is familiar with this reality, it is BP. Following 

their infamous Deepwater Horizon oil spill, they were subject to mass public criticism 

and protests. Perhaps what made the event so incendiary was the fact that “since 2000, 

 
 121 “Code of Ethics.” 
 
 122 Ibid. 
 
 123 “Ethical Dilemmas.” 
 



 

 64 

the company ha[d] spent $200 million on a TV and ad campaign…to promote BP as 

environmentally protective.”124 The 2010 oil spill was in direct contradiction to these 

claims. This left the company with a major blemish on their public image, and their 

unethical behavior cost them customer support. In fact, a Facebook campaign called 

“Boycott BP” urging followers to swear off BP products quickly gained 95,000 followers 

following the spill.125 While it is difficult to quantify the extent of this impact given the 

often-privately-owned status of gas stations and the lack of data on buying practices, BP 

will likely continue to be referenced in the same breath as “oil spill” for quite some time.  

 Beyond consumer actions, unethical business practices can compromise the 

quality of its staff. Following the Deepwater Horizon spill, the branding consultant for 

BP expressed that one of her major concerns was in “dealing with regulators and 

attracting good talent to the company.”126 This is reflective of research conducted by 

LRN, an ethics education company, in which 82% of surveyed Americans “said they 

would prefer to be paid less and work for a company with ethical business practices than 

receive higher pay at a company with questionable ethics.” Even when American workers 

do end up working at a company with questionable ethics, “one in three employed 

Americans have left a job for ethical reasons.”127 Evidently, ethical issues in a company 

can not only significantly compromise its public image, but also its operational abilities 

as it can change the quality of workers it attracts.  
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 Unenforceable as they may be, ethics matter. They are a guiding force behind 

consumer buying behaviors, employee motivations, and a company’s general reputation. 

Publicly acknowledged ethical dilemmas can certainly initiate systemic change. From the 

civil rights movement, to the regulation of the tobacco industry’s advertising practices, 

the American public has had past success in causing major change after recognizing 

unethical realities in the United States. Perhaps this is the avenue that will finally bring 

about change in the marketing practices of the fossil fuel industry. Questioning the 

industry’s ethical behavior by pointing to its dishonesty in not offering a full and accurate 

depiction of their practices can at least raise social awareness. An informed and 

concerned society is a powerful force to reckon with.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

 Most individuals who have completed a high-school education in the United 

States can likely recall being exposed to the iconic political cartoon from 1904 that 

depicts the Standard Oil Octopus. The intimidating sea creature is shown wrapping its 

tentacles around emblems of American life such as the Capital building or the White 

House. The cartoon’s original intent was to criticize the monopoly that was J.D. 

Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Inc that necessitated President Taft’s use of the Sherman Anti-

Trust Act against the company in 1911.128  

 

 

Figure 24: Library of Congress129 
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Viewing the cartoon from a contemporary lens speaks to the reality that since its genesis, 

the fossil fuel industry has wielded significant power over political institutions and the 

public alike. It can be argued that while the circumstances of the oil industry have 

changed radically since its first rise to prominence, its strong influence remains. Now, its 

power has been consolidated into the “Big Five” companies. Accordingly, the old 

Standard Oil Octopus can be re-imagined into the Big Five Octopus, with its tentacles 

remaining wrapped around the general public and the government.  

 

 

Figure 25: The Modern Standard Oil Octopus 

 
 However, two new entities can be added to the depiction: The Federal Trade 

Commission (FTC) and social media. As has been argued in this thesis, the marketing 

practices of the fossil fuel industry have been deceptive and therefore could be placed 

under the regulation of the FTC’s Green Guides or unfair and deceptive marketing 

policies. Curiously, despite their greenwashing and misleading practices, the FTC has 
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refrained from regulating the industry for decades. Further, the new Big Five Octopus can 

be seen reaching for social media because this is the newest target of the industry’s 

influence. The marketing opportunities available over social media is an undeniably 

opportune frontier.  

 Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring is not only a formative aspect of the environmental 

movement, but also offers applicable wisdom to the contents of this thesis. The second 

chapter of the book, “The Obligation to Endure,” ends with the following passage:  

 [This] is also an era dominated by industry, in which the right to make a dollar at 
 whatever cost is seldom challenged. When the public protests, confronted with  
 some obvious evidence of damaging results…it is fed little tranquilizing pills of  
 half-truth. We urgently need an end to these false assurances, to the sugar coating  
 of unpalatable facts. It is the public that is being asked to assume the risks…The  
 public must decide whether it wishes to continue on the present road, and it can  
 do so only when in full possession of the facts. In the words of Jean Rostand,  
 “The obligation to endure gives us the right to know.”130 
 
Under the present reality in which the combustion of fossil fuels poses a risk to the health 

of the atmosphere and therefore the general public, the fossil fuel industries have 

responded in the exact way Rachel Carson predicted. Their advertisements and marketing 

strategies have proliferated sugar-coated half-truths and assurances that their practices do 

not warrant concern. Meanwhile, the public has been asked to assume the risks posed by 

the continued reliance on these industries.  

 Silent Spring is often mentioned in the same breath as Upton Sinclair’s The 

Jungle. Both texts chronicle times when industry interests have reigned supreme and 

been allowed to operate with reckless abandon while sacrificing public health. These 

texts offer just two examples of an endemic problem; one that can arguably be seen 
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actively playing out with the fossil fuel industry. However, as Rachel Carson argues, 

because it is the public that assumes such risk, it is also the public that bears the burden 

of advocacy. If there is anything this thesis demonstrates it is that governmental and legal 

avenues in addressing the implications posed by deceptive marketing from the fossil fuel 

industry are convoluted to say the least. Therefore, the general public is tasked with 

bringing about change through pressuring these industries. However, the public can do so 

only “when in full possession of the facts.” Accordingly, it deserves the right to education 

about deceptive marketing practices, methods to identify greenwashing, and climate 

change in general.  

 It should be emphasized that such education should not aim to abolish the fossil 

fuel industry. Rather, it should acknowledge the world’s dependence on fossil fuel 

products as well as the economic stimulation the industry provides. With this in mind, 

consumers can use their education to be mindful of their own consumptive practices. 

Additionally, education about the problems associated with misleading and greenwashed 

marketing should be extended to fossil fuel industries in order to encourage 

accountability. In essence, the summation of this thesis lies in the call for accountability.  

 At the National Environmental Justice Conference on March 7th, 2023, the current 

CEO of Shell Oil, Gretchen Watkins, noted, “when it comes to the energy transition, I 

can humbly say that Shell does not have all the answers.” This perspective is refreshing 

in that it simultaneously acknowledges both that the fossil fuel industry should share a 

role in the energy transition while highlighting it does not internally contain all the 

information about how to do so. The fossil fuel industry should be held accountable for 
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their role in greenhouse gas emissions, and one way to for the industry to hold itself 

accountable is through the use of their influence for progress. 

 The hope of this thesis is not necessarily to criticize the extent of the fossil fuel 

industry’s influence, but rather its nature. If the industry’s influence over government, 

society, and the economy is used to play an active, productive role in the energy 

transition while pursuing transparency and accountability, the state of the mounting issue 

that is climate change would be radically transformed. Idealistic as this shift may seem, 

there are already glimmers of hope that the influence of the fossil fuel industry can be 

used to make change. On March 6th, 2023, COP28 President and oil executive Sultan al-

Jaber spoke to other oil executives during the CERAWeek 2023 energy conference in 

Houston, Texas. Jaber urged the executives to join the fight against climate change and 

noted that “energy leaders in this room have the knowledge, experience, expertise and the 

resources needed to address the dual challenge of driving sustainable progress while 

holding back emissions.”131 Jaber went on to say that “the industry must take 

responsibility and lead the way…progress is made through partnership not 

polari[z]ation.”132 This sort of dialogue marks an encouraging shift towards positive 

influence, if actually acted upon.  

 Environmental policy as a field is built on partnerships between the public, the 

government, and industry. For too long these partnerships have been diminished for the 

sake of industry interests. In the past few decades, the American public has slowly but 

surely become aware of the mounting crisis that is climate change. According to the Pew 
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Research Center, as of 2020, 65% of adults in the United States feel the federal 

government is doing too little to reduce the effects of climate change, and 79% of U.S. 

adults think the nation should prioritize developing alternative energy sources.133 Instead 

of deemphasizing their role in climate change and delaying productive climate action, the 

fossil fuel industry should reflect on these statistical realities and act accordingly. As 

Sultan al-Jaber highlighted, the oil and gas industries have the power to enact real change 

if they choose to do so.  

 The voice of the public is sounding. It is time to start listening. It is time to rely on 

the valuable partnerships that founded environmental policy. Most of all, it is time that 

fossil fuel industry uses its vast influence for good.  
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