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Abstract 

Corporate sustainability reports from oil and gas companies feature their respective 

companies’ environmental performances in a positive light. With growing concerns over climate 

change caused by greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, voluntary sustainability reports serve to 

address concerns of the public and stakeholders. The current royal assent of Bill C-59, which 

includes the prospect of government regulated sustainability reporting, has prompted a diverse 

reaction among oil and gas companies, with some removing any mention of sustainability in 

protest and others modifying their reports as a response. This situation has caused several oil and 

gas companies to call themselves “communicators”, inviting an analysis of their sustainability 

reports as communicating texts. This thesis conducts a textual framing analysis based on Robert 

Entman’s theoretical definition of framing, supported by his functions of framing and Buehner’s 

sequence for visual gatekeeping as a methodology to understand what is being framed textually 

and visually within the most recently available sustainability reports of three Canadian oil and 

gas companies. The reports analyzed are Suncor Energy’s Report on Sustainability, Gibson 

Energy’s 2023 Sustainability Report, Enbridge Inc.’s Tomorrow is on: 2023 Sustainability 

Report. Cenovus Energy’s 2023 Corporate Social Responsibility Report is discussed as well, but 

only in relation to Bill C-59. The research question that guides this thesis is: how do Canadian oil 

and gas energy companies headquartered in Calgary, Alberta, frame climate change within their 

sustainability reports? I found that Canadian oil and gas companies frame climate change as a 

problem to which they hold the solution through generating lower or no emissions in the future, 

this in turn legitimizes a spot for them presently and in a lower and net-zero emission future.  

Keywords: Framing Analysis, Sustainability Reports, Greenhushing, Oil and Gas, Net-Zero, Bill 

C-59, Climate Change, Enbridge Inc, Gibson Energy, Suncor Energy, Cenovus Energy 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

This thesis looks at how three Canadian oil and gas companies headquartered in Calgary, 

Alberta, Canada frame climate change through the medium of sustainability reports. Through 

analyzing the sample set, I found that Canadian oil and gas companies employ frames within 

their sustainability reports. Sustainability reports enable businesses to identify and address 

sustainability challenges such as climate change, playing an important role in how businesses 

understand sustainability (Higgens & Coffey, 2016, p. 18). This is important because 

sustainability reports themselves give voice to the firms’ understanding of sustainability and to 

demonstrate both their social and environmental performance as well as how they address 

sustainability challenges (Higgens & Coffey, 2016, p. 19). Climate change is a sustainability 

problem everyone faces, and businesses particularly in environmentally impactful areas such as 

oil and gas are no exception. The sustainability reports that I analyzed are Suncor Energy’s 

(hereafter referred to as Suncor) Report on Sustainability published in 2023, Gibson Energy’s 

(hereafter referred to as Gibson) 2023 Sustainability Report published in 2024, and Enbridge 

Inc’s (hereafter referred to as Enbridge) Tomorrow is on 2023 sustainability report published in 

2024. Cenovus Energy’s (hereafter referred to as Cenovus) 2023 Corporate Social Responsibility 

Report published in 2024 and in response to Bill C-59 opted to not include information regarding 

environmental performance and plans. (Cenovus Energy, 2024, p.2). Because of this, there is not 

enough content pertaining to climate change or the environment to analyze, therefore I removed 

the report from the sample set. However, the report’s post Bill C-59 publishing is significant as 

an indicator of companies’ response to the new regulation, and so I discuss this in relation to 

regulatory compliance. Each report is published voluntarily, giving significant power to the firms 

over what is represented within them. 
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Suncor is Canada’s leading integrated energy company, acting as one of the largest in 

North America and even the world (Our history, n.d.). Additionally, they are a player in the 

Canadian oil sands where their oil is produced, furthermore Suncor operates four refineries in 

Canada and the U.S. to process oil sands crude oil into a refined product (What we do, n.d.).  

Enbridge is primarily a pipeline and energy company dealing mostly with oil and gas pipelines, 

moving 30% of crude oil produce in North America and transporting nearly 20% of the natural 

gas consumed in the U.S., operating North America’s largest natural gas utility by volume (About 

us, n.d.). Gibson is a liquids infrastructure company that operates heavy crude oil processing 

facilities and a crude oil network pipeline (Our operations, n.d.). Furthermore, they have 25.2 

million barrels of storage and over 500km of crude oil pipelines across North America (About us, 

n.d.). Cenovus is Canada’s second largest oil and natural gas producer that also refines oil (Our 

history, n.d.). Cenovus’s operations include oil sand projects and conventional crude oil and 

natural gas production (Our company, n.d.). While these companies’ operations vary, Suncor and 

Cenovus are more on the production side while Gibson and Enbridge are more on the 

infrastructure side, each company is headquartered in Calgary and plays a role within Canada’s 

oil and gas industry.  

Being headquartered within Canada is significant as these companies are subject to 

Canadian regulations and one new bill, Bill C-59 which reached royal assent on June 20, 2024 

(Bill C-59, 2024). This Bill has the potential to create an entirely new sustainability problem for 

the industry, regulation on reporting. Bill C-59 seeks to increase governance on greenwashing, 

ensuring that companies cannot make vague environmental claims/promises without proper 

substantiation (Trottier, 2024). This creates significant ramifications for the oil and gas 

sustainability reporting industry with the pathways alliance, Canada’s largest fossil fuel 
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producer’s consortium removing all content from their publication communications (Trottier, 

2024). Suncor, a member of the Pathways Alliance has pulled all public communications relating 

to sustainability from their website including their sustainability reports.  

The royal assent of Bill C-59 came in effect during a time where climate change is a 

significant sustainability topic forms the backdrop of this thesis, which asks: How do Canadian 

Oil and Gas energy companies headquartered in Calgary, Alberta, frame climate change within 

their sustainability reports? I answer this question by using Robert Entman’s definition of 

framing, in terms of selection and salience. The theory is supported methodologically through a 

qualitative framing analysis both textually through Entman’s functions of frames and visually 

through Buehner’s sequence of visual gatekeeping. In the analysis, I identify both single function 

and multi-function frames found in the sustainability reports, which demonstrate how the reports 

mobilize particular frames for the purpose of legitimizing their operations in light of emissions-

based climate change. The thesis’s main contribution to the literature is in combining both visual 

and textual framing analysis. Within communication studies, little work has been done to 

examine textual framing in sustainability reports, and this is even more the case with visual 

framing analysis. The significance of this combination lies in its utility for demonstrating how 

energy companies use images and text to frame climate concerns from their perspective.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

 Corporate sustainability reports are not an uncommon object of study, yet the 

communications literature on such reports, particularly from a framing perspective, is limited, 

with no studies identified in the literature review specifically focusing on Albertan companies. In 

this literature review I provide background on Corporate Social Responsibility/Environment, 

Social, Governance (CSR/ESG) and sustainability reporting to situate my topic in this space. I 

consider sustainability reports as communication texts, because they are publicly available 

publications that reflect and communicate companies’ CSR/ESG efforts through images and text. 

There are no governmental regulations in Canada for sustainability reporting; reports are all 

voluntary and as such are written to present their authors (in this case, oil and gas companies) in 

the best light.  

 The literature review is divided into four sections: the first provides background on the 

space of CSR/ESG as well as its reporting. The second discusses literature that directly relates to 

the method of analysis of this study, through using framing as a form of data analysis, a similar 

object of study, among others. The third section discusses literature that explores the factors that 

go into CSR communications, including literature from other disciplines such as business. 

Because there is currently no known literature that analyzes the sustainability reports of 

Canadian oil and gas energy companies let alone Albertan ones, the third section is important for 

addressing the specific local context. Additionally, the third section will serve to demonstrate that 

there is significant discussion and analysis of CSR/sustainability reports just not from a 

communications perspective, showing the need for more communication research into the 



10 
 

subject. The fourth analyzes how sustainability-based communications legitimize corporate 

activity. 

Introduction to CSR/ESG 

 Sustainability reports are products of firms’ corporate social responsibility or 

environmental, social, governance efforts. There have been many definitions of CSR, with a 

popular one being “actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the 

firm and that which is required by law” (McWilliams et al., 2006, p.1). This is applicable to 

sustainability reports for oil and gas companies as in Canada they are published voluntarily with 

their content featuring the environmental and social good the company does. It is worth noting 

that this interpretation is just one interpretation of CSR/corporate sustainability, with numerous 

others proposed, and no universal definition agreed upon (McWilliams et al., 2006, p.1; Roca & 

Searcy, 2012, p. 104). Just like the greater concept of CSR that sustainability reports find 

themselves in, they too have no universally accepted definition (Roca & Searcy, 2012, p. 104). 

To further add complexity, “business norms and standards, regulatory frameworks, and 

stakeholder demand for CSR can vary substantially across nations, regions, and lines of 

business” (McWilliams et al., 2006, p. 2). This means that generalizations are difficult to draw 

between sample sets of different countries or even industries.  

Companies aligning themselves in CSR are also aware that their divisional managers are 

under constant pressure from employees, suppliers, community groups, NGOs, and government 

to increase their involvement in CSR (McWilliams et al, 2006, p. 2). These pressures affect how 

CSR is conducted; notably, Vuong and Suzuki (2021) define CSR as “a self-regulating business 

practice that integrates sustainable development into a company’s business model” (p. 126). 

Because the practice is self-regulating, CSR can be used to address such pressures, notably 
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pressure to address climate change. Furthermore, this definition of CSR integrates the use of the 

word “sustainable”, reflecting the growing prominence of the ESG framework.  

In the case of Canada, not having government regulations on sustainability reporting 

delegates governance duties to industry which means that the Canadian government places the 

regulating of sustainability reporting into the hands of multinational CSR departments (Wanvik, 

2016, p. 517). At the time of writing, however, federal Bill C-59 has reached royal assent, 

suggesting that such reports may soon face federal regulation. When not facing government 

regulation in producing sustainability reports, companies exert a significant amount of power in 

determining what is salient within their reports. No set regulation on reporting means there is no 

accepted terms on what the reports can be titled. While I use and will continue to use the general 

term “sustainability reports”, companies in Canada often can call them ESG reports or 

sustainability reports. Other names include Corporate Citizenship Reports, Corporate (Social) 

Responsibility Reports, Sustainable Development Reports, Sustainable Value Reports, and 

Sustainability Reports (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p. 7). For the purpose of the following literature 

review, all the terms will be employed under the broad term, ‘sustainability report’ as that is the 

common term used by Canadian oil and gas companies.  

Additionally, corporate social responsibility (CSR) is related to sustainability terms such 

as corporate sustainability and responsibility, sustainable development, environmental 

management, and corporate sustainability (Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018, p. 127). These two 

examples are to show the interchangeable terms used in the sustainability reporting world and for 

the purpose of this paper, the terms CSR and ESG will be used interchangeably as well. While 

CSR is a precursor to ESG, due to its remaining use in reports, the term is still relevant. 
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The Fluctuating Framing in Communications within CSR/ESG 

Given that CSR is part of corporations’ public relations activities, several studies have 

analyzed how CSR communications is framed by firms. In this approach, scholars explore how 

frames, omitted frames, and reframes are all employed to construct an image of CSR. 

Furthermore, scholars are considered with audience perception of CSR and its reports. Megura 

and Gunderson (2022) assert that analyzing sustainability reports within a context of 

sustainability, for instance climate change, “opens up a window into how the fossil fuel industry 

is managing the pressure from stockholders, investors, and the public to become more 

sustainable” (Megura & Gunderson, 2022, p. 1). This opened window adds further relevance to 

sustainability reports as communicating texts through establishing the various groups that 

sustainability reporting can communicate to.  

Megura and Gunderson (2022) apply Entman’s concept of a frame as conditioned by the 

selection and salience of information to understand an organization’s framing strategies (p. 2). 

Employing a qualitative frame analysis and critical discourse analysis as a methodology to 

analyze eight fossil fuel companies’ sustainability reports, Megura and Gunderson (2022) 

identify four prescriptive frames: techno-optimism, necessitarianism, compliance, and 

countermeasures (p. 4). A strength of their paper is the identification of two frames absent in the 

sustainability reports: risk minimization and possibility blindness (Megura & Gunderson, 2022, 

p. 8). The identification of visible and non-visible frames demonstrates the complexity of 

sustainability reports as communication texts where information can be made salient or omitted 

in order to show the companies behind them in the best light. The significance of the identified 

frames both visible and nonvisible, is their subtle contribution to climate change denialism 

(Megura & Gunderson, 2022. p. 8).  
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While Megura and Gunderson (2022) note that the companies in their sample set 

acknowledged climate change, the visible frames obscure its root causes, and the recommended 

solutions preserve rather than challenge the system driving climate change (p. 8). Furthermore, 

the absent frames act as forms of reification, promulgating the idea that the social order 

established by the fossil fuel industry is both necessary and unchangeable (Megura & 

Gunderson, 2022. p. 8) The significance of these findings is the climate change denialism that 

occurred in the selected companies, aided by absent and non-absent frames.  

Similar to Megura and Gunderson (2022), Gunderson et al. (2020) use Entman’s concept 

of a frame in salience but also follow Entman’s prerogative to define a frame according to what it 

omits (p. 2). Gunderson et al. (2020) conduct a qualitative analysis of fossil fuel companies’ and 

trade organizations’ framing of carbon capture and storage (p. 1). Through their qualitative 

analysis, Gunderson et al. (2020) identified three frames: faith in innovation, value 

instrumentalization, status quo maintenance (p. 1). Gunderson et al. (2020) diverge from Megura 

and Gunderson (2022) as they identify frames that omit issues instead of frames that are absent. 

The frames that omit key issues are risk minimization, value restriction, and possibility blindness 

(Gunderson et al., 2020, p. 1). The omission of frames is important because framing can be 

meaningful and affect public opinion (Nelson et al., 1997, p. 224). Since the public puts pressure 

on companies for sustainability reporting, the omission of information within frames can be used 

to shape public opinion in favour of the companies behind the reports. Furthermore, possibility 

blindness appearing in both studies is significant as it suggests this is a dominant omitted issue 

by frames within the fossil fuel industry’s CSR initiatives. The omission of issues in frames or 

omitted frames themselves is an important finding   
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Du and Vieira (2012) take a different approach with their study coming from business 

literature. They identified a number of framing mechanisms to enhance the effectiveness of CSR 

communications (Du & Vieira, 2012, p. 414). The framing mechanisms uncovered were 

accessibility of CSR related information on corporate website; use of multimedia technologies to 

enhance media richness; and use of social media to promote stakeholder involvement (Du & 

Vieira, 2012, p. 419). This analysis can be contrasted to the communications-based ones above, 

while those focused on the specific framings within corporate communications, Du and Vieira 

(2012) go broader, focusing on the placement of CSR information as a framing mechanism itself. 

Together the two approaches demonstrate how CSR publications such as sustainability reports 

present frames and how the locations of these reports can be a framing mechanism in itself.   

A limitation of the above works is their restriction to a textual rather than textual and 

visual framing analysis. Corporate annual reports, sustainability reports, brochures, and news 

releases set companies’ CSR image through both text and images (Garcia & Greenwood, 2015, p. 

170). Accordingly, Garcia and Greenwood (2015) conduct a visual framing analysis of CSR 

concepts in marketing materials (annual and sustainability reports) from ten US multinational 

companies recognized for their social responsibility efforts (Garcia & Greenwood, 2015, pp. 

172-3). Garcia and Greenwood (2015) found that the use of visuals is an important aspect of 

corporate communications as it promotes the company and its activities (p. 18). Furthermore, the 

use of photographs in CSR reports allows corporate communicators to frame perceptions (Sontag 

1977; Adatto 1993; Messaris & Abraham 2001, as cited in Garcia & Greenwood, 2015, p. 180). 

This echoes the above discussion of the omission of frames as potentially framing audience 

perceptions demonstrating that the visual photographs within CSR reports also play a role. 

Although their sample set is limited, their focus on visual elements examined an underexplored 
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area of framing of corporate social responsibility within corporate publications (Garcia & 

Greenwood, 2015, p. 181). Their analysis is the only study within this literature review that 

analyzes the visual components of CSR reports, reflecting this underexplored nature.  

When focusing on communications within the fossil fuel industry, Katz-Rosene (2016) 

takes a different approach by employing a discursive genealogy of the oil sands narrative in 

Alberta, arguing that by 2015 its core is a largely reactive rhetoric of sustainability that aims to 

convince critics that contrary to their claims on about synthetic crude production, it is produced 

in an environmentally responsible manner (pp. 401-2). The author locates this rhetoric in how the 

images chosen by the Government of Alberta framed synthetic crude oil production as promoting 

sustainability (Katz-Rosene, 2016, p. 401). Furthermore, Katz-Rosene (2016) discovered that the 

concept of sustainability was reframed to include a space for a responsibly managed oil sands 

within it, in contrast to the joint declaration by Canadian environmental organizations which 

called for moving beyond oil sands (p. 409). This discovery is significant as it demonstrates the 

use of framing by the oil and gas industry in Alberta to reframe a position for themselves within 

the concept of sustainability, thus legitimizing continued operations.  

Megura and Gunderson (2022) and Katz-Rosene (2016) suggest the oil and gas industry 

is responding to pressures by framing and reframing issues in the hopes to influence the 

public/critics that the oil and gas industry is sustainable and not contributing to climate change. 

Although the methodology differs, Katz-Rosene’s (2016) case study of the Alberta oilsands 

industry enhances Garcia and Greenwood’s (2015) discussion of visuals as an important aspect 

of corporate communications within CSR, especially given how the Alberta government 

deliberately used images to reframe sustainability. In other research on the Albertan context, 

Takach (2013) considers three sites of meaning-making in a government slideshow that 
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attempted to reframe the oil sands more positively: its creators, the image itself, and audience 

(Rose, 2012, as cited in Takach, 2013, p. 216). This is important when conducting a 

communications-based analysis as there are three identified elements that go into the visual 

framing, who is making the image, who the image is intended for, and the image itself. Through 

a visual analysis, Takach’s (2013) case study found that pristine images of nature invited a 

romantic gaze of Alberta’s Bituminous sands (p. 224). This study is another example of visual 

imagery used to brand an entity in a positive and salient way. 

The Influences in Sustainability Reporting 

While sustainability reports are created voluntarily, that is not to say they are not 

influenced by external factors. Many studies have been done employing different methodologies 

to analyze the various forms of influences on CSR reports in the energy/corporate sector. Dahl 

and Fløttum (2019) conducted a discourse analysis with a focus on lexical-semantic perspectives 

of the text and context of three energy companies (p. 503): Statoil Asa who is Norwegian 

controlled, Total S.A from France, and Suncor Energy from Calgary, Alberta (pp. 500, 501). 

However, it is worth mentioning that the climate report analyzed from Suncor is not their annual 

or CSR report (Dahl & Fløttum, 2019, p. 501). An important strength of the study is the 

discussion of the pressures that inform reports. Notably Suncor and the other two companies 

experienced pressure from investors to pay more attention to climate issues and the transition to 

a low-carbon future (Dahl & Fløttum, 2019, p. 501). Since CSR reports such as Suncor’s 

sustainability report are sustainability driven, they still face the same pressures that Dahl & 

Fløttum (2019) discuss.  

In a study of Dutch companies between 2009-2011 and corporate environmental 

responsibility (CER), Braam et al. (2016) found that “greenhouse gas emissions and water 
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consumption, and external assurance play a significant, incremental role in explaining the 

variation in the level and nature of CER” (p. 724). Braam et al. (2016) also discuss how 

stakeholders put pressure on companies to accept greater responsibility for sustainable 

development, and that they face criticisms such as contributing to climate change and lagging 

corporate environmental responsibility (p. 724). This starts to make clearer that the chief 

rationale for producing sustainability reports is to address criticisms and quell 

investor/stakeholder nerves in industries that face growing public criticism.  

Berkowitz and Dumez (2017) further elaborate on the industries that face criticism, 

arguing that “few industries have been pressured to develop corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) standards and policies like oil and gas” (p. 753). Through conducting 18 semi-structured 

interviews with executives in senior positions at oil and gas organizations, Berkowitz and Dumez 

(2017) find that the main issue that brings the firms together is the definition of a set of 

principles that members have to comply with, as well as their self-regulating mechanisms 

(Berkowitz & Dumez, 2017, p. 763). As discussed, CSR is a self-regulatory endeavour, yet as 

Berkowitz and Dumez (2017) explain, the “Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has become the 

main international cross sectoral reference in terms of sustainability reporting” (p. 764). This 

means that the GRI is another example of an external influence on sustainability reporting. 

However more importantly, the GRI is a self-regulating mechanism that brings companies 

together. This is significant as although companies self-regulate themselves in sustainability 

reporting, they are not truly individualistic and similarities in their self-regulation such as 

following the GRI framework reflect this. 

Du and Vieira (2012) elaborate on the criticism faced by oil and gas companies, arguing 

that as a controversial industry, oil companies turn to social responsibility as a means to obtain 
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legitimacy (p. 413). Being in a controversial industry is important as companies in a 

controversial industry with high social and environmental impacts may prompt companies to 

perform sustainability reporting to respond to the pressures (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p. 13). In a 

case study methodology of the CSR practices and communications of six oil companies, Du and 

Vieira (2012) find that “oil companies are embracing corporate social responsibility (CSR) as a 

strategic means to counter negative public sentiments, build reputational capital, and ultimately 

attain legitimacy essential for their long-term prosperity” (p. 414). As such, sustainability reports 

might be considered a public relations strategy according to the CSR literature.  

Corporate Communications and Sustainability Reports as Building up Legitimacy and 

Maintaining Corporate Reputation  

Building the legitimacy of the actions of a corporation and maintaining its positive 

reputation are the typical functions of CSR initiatives such as sustainability reports. It is 

important to maintain a good reputation with the public especially if a company is part of an 

industry that makes social or environmental impacts. The disclosures included in sustainability 

reports are used as a tool for addressing social or environmental pressures (Cho et al, 2012, p. 

26). As a tool, sustainability reports also serve to legitimize corporate activities with many 

scholars arguing that building legitimacy is the main purpose of CSR communications (Allen & 

Craig, 2016, p.1; Katz-Rosene, 2017, p. 402; Odriozola & Baraibar‐Diez, 2017, p. 129). CSR as 

building legitimacy is particularly important for sustainability reports as they detail the social 

and environmental impacts of companies, especially those in the oil and gas sector. However, it 

has also been argued that CSR reporting has failed to legitimize corporate behaviour (Miras-

Rodríguez et al., 2020, p. 1953). Others argue that corporations practice sustainability 

communications to protect their reputation (Signitizer & Prexl, 2008, p. 11), or use sustainability 
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reporting to mitigate reputational risks (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p. 12; Arora & Lodhia, 2017, p. 

1295).  

Herzig & Schaltegger (2006) combine both arguments for sustainability reporting, 

arguing that an improvement in corporate reputation/brand value and legitimation of corporate 

activities, products and services that create environmental and social impacts are among the most 

important benefits and goals for sustainability reporting (p. 2). The significance of this argument 

is that sustainability-related reporting is not just about mitigating negative activities and issues 

that affect the company (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p. 12), sustainability reporting is also used to 

promote the environmental and social good a company does, improving their reputation. Since 

sustainability reporting is voluntary, this allows companies to use this stream of communications 

to improve their reputation through promotion (Odriozola, & Baraibar‐Diez, 2017, p. 129; 

Castelló & Lozano, 2011, p. 17). Sustainability reporting is thus a significant tool of corporate 

communications both in its potential to mitigate a company’s negative impacts to their reputation 

and even improve their reputation. This recognition of sustainability reporting as a stream of 

communication is particularly important as much of the literature about these reports comes from 

a business or science rather than communications disciplinary perspective. This means there is a 

interdisciplinary recognition of sustainability reports being a form of communications. 

Conclusion 

Studies that are from a communications perspective mainly conduct qualitative analysis 

of sustainability reports themselves or other CSR related publications. The studies are either 

visual or textual but never both, yet provide key insights into the specifics of publications within 

CSR either from the frames that are salient or omitted. Studies from non-communications 

literature on the other hand are more quantitative in nature. They tend to focus more broadly on 
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CSR as a concept, the factors that influence it and sustainability reporting, or the purposes of 

CSR. This disparity makes sense, since there is far more literature from a business or science 

perspective on CSR and as such looks at it more broadly as there is more literature to access 

when conducting such analysis. The limited existing communications-based studies each have 

chosen niche and specific smaller samples focusing on their textual or visual framing. With the 

limited literature, the communications-based sources are more theory informed, notably drawing 

on Entman.  

My work is thus situated among the communications-based studies approaches as my 

study is informed by a communication’s specific theory (Entman’s definition of framing). 

Studies from a communication perspective are focused on what is being communicated to the 

public either visually or textually, while studies from the business literature are concerned with 

the reports themselves, what influences them and how they build legitimacy for the company. 

Accordingly, my interest lies in exploring sustainability reports as visual and textual articulations 

of particular frames and what they are communicating to the audience. This is an important 

approach because frames shape the perception of the information made salient (Megura & 

Gunderson, 2022, p. 2). Utilizing a communications-based approach goes beyond the content of 

the document itself, analyzing what is being carefully constructed and presented to the audience. 

When collectively analyzing the literature that comes from business, environmental 

science, and communication studies, communications-based literature is the sparsest. Even 

within the communications-based literature, these studies, namely Du and Vieira (2012) Garcia 

and Greenwood (2015), Katz-Rosene (2016), and Gunderson et al. (2020) are from business 

ethics, marketing communications, environmental communications, and environmental science 

journals respectively. This reflects the interdisciplinary nature of CSR in which business, 
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communications, and environmental science approaches can be used together as the reports 

themselves are comprised of components from these respective fields. Megura and Gunderson’s 

(2022) study is an exception, coming from a journal of energy research and social science which 

situates my research as closest to their study, given the similar communications-based approach 

to using Entman’s definition of framing. Given the interdisciplinary nature of sustainability 

reports, further studies from a communications-perspective is warranted due to the 

underrepresentation reflected within the literature review.  

Within the communications-based literature, visual analysis of CSR reports is the 

sparsest, with none in the literature review analyzing oil and gas companies’ visual components 

of CSR reports. McCurdy (2018; 2023) has done substantial research on the visual 

communication strategies of Canadian oil and gas companies but has looked at advertisements 

and websites rather than sustainability reports (see also, Aronczyk at el., 2024). Conclusively, 

there is a gap in analyzing the CSR reports of oil and gas companies from a communications 

perspective, with only Megura and Gunderson (2022) focusing directly on the reports; however, 

their analysis does not address visuals nor has a country-specific sample set. An even larger gap 

is evident for analyzing the visual components, Garcia & Greenwood (2015) analyze visuals but 

not from oil and gas sustainability reports. Thus, I situate this research between Megura and 

Gunderson (2022) and Garcia and Greenwood (2015) by filling the gaps between the two studies 

through a country-specific sample set and both a textual and visual framing analysis. 
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Chapter 3: Theory/Methodology 

Introduction to Theory 

I apply Entman’s (1993) expansion on framing theory featured in his foundational work 

Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm as the theoretical framework to analyze 

my sample of Canadian oil and gas companies’ sustainability reports headquartered in Calgary. 

Entman’s expansion on framing theory enables me to highlight the frames that Suncor, Enbridge, 

and Gibson (and to a significantly lesser extent, Cenovus) make salient within their reports. 

Because sustainability reports are voluntary, there is great power given to the authors to 

determine what and what not to include within the reports. While the debates on the various 

forms of framing will be discussed later, it is important to note that Entman’s expansion on 

framing transposes the definition of framing from psychology to communication studies. 

Notably, Entman argues that “the concept of framing consistently offers a way to describe the 

power of a communicating text” (Entman, 1993, p. 52). Entman’s broad use of ‘communicating 

text’ encompasses sustainability reports, which are recognized in scholarship and application to 

be corporate communicating texts.  

Origins of Framing and Connection to Entman 

Framing theory first appeared in Goffman’s Frame analysis: An essay on the 

organization of experience (1974), where he defined framing as the organization of messages 

affecting subsequent thoughts and actions of individuals (Simon & Xenos, 2000, p. 366). 

Goffman’s (1974) work is social psychology oriented, concerned with the life experience of the 

western individual, particularly their response to a message (Goffman, 1973, p. 21). When the 

individual responds, they imply one or more primary frameworks in a schemata of interpretation 

(Goffman, 1973, p. 21). These primary frameworks vary in degrees of organization, where each 
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schemata of interpretation enables people to “locate, perceive, identify, and label” their life 

experiences (Goffman. 1973, p. 21). Goffman’s schemata of interpretation focus on the 

experience of the individual and how they interpret messages in the context of their life 

experience. 

Goffman’s idea of framing was later expanded upon by Entman within communication 

studies. Entman transposes the schemata of interpretation onto the category of “communicators”: 

“Communicators: make conscious or unconscious framing in deciding what to say, guided by 

frames (often called schemata) that organize their belief systems” (Entman, 1993, p. 52, 

emphasis in original). Entman’s application of the schemata of interpretation to the role of a 

communicator expands the primary framework from being an individual’s own experience to 

shaping what they frame to others. Within the medium of communications, such as voice, it is 

not just confined to the individual, their belief systems can be framed to others. In a literature 

review of prior work on framing, Entman argued that framing was defined too casually, which 

left much to an assumed understanding by the reader and researcher (Entman, 1993, p. 52). This 

led to his narrowing of framing to his definition of selection and salience (Entman, 1993, p. 52): 

To frame is to select some aspects of perceived reality and make them more salient in a 

communicating text, in such a way to promote a particular problem definition, casual 

interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the item described 

(Entman, 1993, p. 52, emphasis in original).  

Rather than focusing on the actual effects of frames, Entman thus shifts the emphasis onto 

intended effects of frames, as imposed by those communicators who package and organize 

information into a communicating text.  
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 Entman’s discussion of salience is a significant concept within his definition of framing. 

In an earlier analysis, Entman provides further insight into what salience is, arguing “By 

providing, repeating, and thereby reinforcing words and visual images that reference some ideas 

but not others, frames work to make some ideas more salient in the text, others less so-and others 

entirely invisible” (Entman, 1991, p. 7). In this quote, Entman describes salience as repetition in 

which the more words or visual images are repeated, the more salience is given to them in a 

communication text, however lack of repetition creates invisibility. Both salience and invisibility 

are important within a framing definition as attention is given to some words/images and 

neglected for others. In a later study, Entman argues, “frames introduce or raise the salience or 

apparent importance of certain ideas, activating schemas that encourage target audiences to 

think, feel, and decide in a particular way” (Entman, 2007, p. 164). With these descriptions in 

mind, it is clear the relationship between salience and framing is frames serve to make textual or 

visual elements more prominent to an audience, namely in the case of textual, through the 

repetition of words.  

Use of Framing in Recent Decades 

Entman’s development of framing theory in communication studies focuses on the way 

that news texts exhibit various frames based on the level of analysis (Entman, 1993, p. 52). 

Entman’s Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm (1993) has sparked debate on 

framing’s application as a theory, with the bulk of analysis pertaining to news media. This is 

notable when looking at recent decades where the study of frames and framing has been rapidly 

expanding (e.g., D’Angelo, 2002; McCombs, Lopez-Escobar, & Llamas, 2000; Reese, 

2007; Scheufele, 1999; Weaver, 2007, as cited in Matthes & Kohring, 2008, p. 258). McCombs 

et al. (2002) advance agenda setting theory using Entman’s definition of selection and salience as 
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a broad definition speaking of the agenda of attributes which highlight various aspects of a 

message’s object of attention (p. 79). Scheufele (1999) develops a typology to expand upon 

framing research as a response to Entman’s call for a development of a concept of framing that 

might help constitute framing as a research paradigm (p. 104). Authors such as D’Angelo (2002) 

directly respond to Entman’s (1993) work, arguing against a single paradigm of news framing 

research, instead advocating for framing to represent a research program with multiple 

paradigmatic outlooks (p. 870). Others support this critique of Entman and agree that framing 

acts as more of a research program with theoretical diversity (e.g., Reese, 2007, p. 148). 

What draws all these sources together is their use of Entman’s definition of selection and 

salience. The widespread use of Entman’s work on framing is because Entman’s definition of 

framing in terms of selection and salience offers a more precise version of the theory (Matthes & 

Kohring, 2008, p. 264). Furthermore, the theoretical debate on framing that uses Entman’s ideas 

of selection and salience reflects the expansion of Entman’s definition either through direct 

application and response (McCombs et al., 2002; Scheufele, 1999), or through critique 

(D’Angelo, 2002; Reese, 2007) demonstrating the fluidity and complexity of the theory. 

Regardless of whether Entman’s model is being supported or critiqued, within the theoretical 

debate of framing, his definition of selection and salience remains relevant and accepted as a 

standard definition of framing.  

Methodology  

As this thesis asks how Canadian oil and gas companies located in Calgary, Alberta frame 

climate change, the salience of what is being communicated is crucial to my work. Within my 

sample of communicative texts, I apply Entman’s concepts of selection and salience to identify 

which frames have been emphasized as well as those that have been minimized or excluded. The 
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sampling method of this study is purposive sampling consisting of three chosen sustainability 

reports written by energy companies within the Canadian oil and gas industry headquartered in 

Calgary, Alberta, who have published their report either in 2023 or 2024. This sample set ensures 

the companies under analysis are Canadian and the most recent published sustainability reports 

are analyzed.  

The reason for a Canadian sample set is because of the existing gap in the literature; there 

is no communications-based scholarship that has conducted a framing analysis of a sample set 

featuring Canadian oil and gas companies. Canada continually has been recognized as a leader in 

environmental, social, and governance practices, ranking first among the world’s largest oil and 

gas reserve holders and third among the world’s largest oil producing regions behind Norway 

and the U.K. (BMO Capital Markets, 2021). Canadian oil and gas companies have some of the 

world’s best ESG practices, as evidenced by their reporting; highlighting the need to analyze 

how these leaders in ESG are framing climate change within their sustainability reports. Finally, 

the reason for Calgary specifically is that CSR not only varies from country to country, but it also 

can vary from region to region (McWilliams et al., 2006, p. 2).  

The reports initially chosen were Suncor Energy’s Report on Sustainability published in 

2023, Cenovus Energy Inc’s 2023 Environmental, Social & Governance Report initially 

published in 2024 and in response to Bill C-59 opted to not include information regarding 

environmental performance and plans. (Cenovus Energy, 2024, p.2), and Gibson Energy’s 2023 

Sustainability Report published in 2024. However given Cenovus’s lack of content regarding 

sustainability, Enbridge’s Tomorrow is on 2023 Sustainability Report published in 2024 was 

added to the sample set, replacing Cenovus. This means that Cenovus is not considered as part of 

my sample set, however the company’s relationship with Bill C-59 is relevant and will be 
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discussed in the analysis chapter. While the titles of the reports differ, all reports are their 

respective company’s sustainability reports and will be called as such for the rest of the thesis. 

These companies’ sustainability reports are detailed both visually and textually, making 

them quite lengthy, with Gibson’s report containing 62 pages (Gibson Energy, 2024), Cenovus’s 

containing 70 pages (Cenovus Energy, 2024), Enbridge’s containing 89 pages (Enbridge Inc, 

2024) and Suncor’s containing 97 pages (Suncor Energy, 2023). Additionally, each company has 

a history of publishing sustainability reports. These chosen companies’ consistency in reports and 

their history of publishing means the reports are well structured and reputable, which will allow 

for the identification of frames. 

Bill C-59 (amendments to the Competition Act) has played an unanticipated but important 

role in my sampling, and each company’s response to the Bill will be further detailed in the 

analysis section. Importantly, when Bill C-59 reached royal assent in parliament on June 20, 

2024, it added provisions to the Competition Act to prevent the practice of “greenwashing” by 

requiring companies to substantiate any claims about environmental benefits (Trottier, 2024). In 

response, there were various reactions from oil and gas companies within Calgary. Many chose 

to remove sustainability reports from their public websites only to return with revised editions 

referencing Bill C-59, while others removed them completely, and others still left their reports 

as-is, either choosing to reference the Competition Act on their website or not at all. Purposive 

sampling was used to select companies to include varying reactions to Bill C-59 that diversifies 

the sample set and reflects the fluctuating responses to the Competition Act. Suncor pulled down 

their report in response to the Bill, arguing that it creates “significant uncertainty for Canadian 

companies that want to communicate publicly about the work they are doing to improve their 

environmental performance, including actions and plans to address climate change” (Suncor’s 
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Response to Recent Changes to the Competition Act, 2024). Suncor’s sustainability report 

remains pulled from their website but was sourced for this thesis through the Wayback Machine. 

Cenovus pulled down their report then republished it, referencing the Competition Act within 

their report with new phrasing about potential legislative changes:   

This 2023 report differs from Cenovus’s 2022 Environmental, Social and Governance 

(ESG) Report and other recent annual ESG reports in that it does not include information 

regarding Cenovus’s environmental performance and plans. This is a result of the June 

20, 2024, amendments to Canada’s Competition Act concerning public statements on 

environmental topics, which establish a new and ambiguous standard for compliance 

(Cenovus Energy, 2024, p.2).  

Gibson does not refer to the Competition Act in their sustainability report but has discussed this 

on their website:  

Recent amendments to the Competition Act create significant uncertainty for Canadian 

companies that want to communicate publicly about the work they are doing to improve 

their environmental performance, including actions and plans to address climate change. 

Due to ambiguity in the new law and uncertainty on how it will be interpreted, it could 

restrict how companies share information regarding their response to the energy transition 

and other environmental matters (Competition Act Statement, n.d.). 

In a move similar to Suncor, Gibson recognizes their role as communicators to the public 

regarding environmental performance. Indeed, one early impact of Bill C-59 is the declaration by 

oil and gas companies that Bill C-59 inhibits proper communication, cementing the reports as 

prime examples of communicating texts. Finally, Enbridge was selected during the data analysis 
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as Cenovus’s reuploaded sustainability report removed all content discussing climate change and 

environmental performance, Enbridge was substituted in place for Cenovus as the company is 

similar in size. Like the others, Enbridge also responded to the Competition Act, arguing that the 

act “includes new environmental communication requirements for Canadian businesses” and 

“creates significant uncertainty for businesses in communicating their environmental 

performance and aspirations” (Enbridge’s response to Competition Act amendments, n.d.). 

Textual Framing Analysis  

 The method of data analysis is a textual and visual framing analysis justified by 

sustainability reports recognized as communications texts. The bulk of the analysis will be a 

textual framing analysis. Framing analysis based on Entman’s version of framing examines the 

selection and salience of particular aspects of an object of study (Matthes, 2009, p. 349). When 

applying Entman’s framing definition as a methodology, a researcher must attend to several 

elements: “a problem definition, a causal interpretation, a moral evaluation, and a treatment 

recommendation. If these elements are understood as variables, each of them can have several 

categories in a content analysis” (Matthes & Kohring, 2008, p. 264). Megura and Gunderson 

(2022) likewise use these four elements which they describe as ‘dimensions’ in their framing 

analysis of the largest oil and gas companies’ sustainability reports without assigning extra 

categories. Using this methodology for constructing a frame as described by Megura and 

Gunderson (2022) and Matthes and Kohring (2008) distinguishes this method from other forms 

of framing analysis, grounded by Entman’s definition of framing.  

There are many ways to derive a set of frames, including through qualitative textual 

analysis (David et al., 2011, p. 331), the chosen method for this paper. While some studies use 

quantitative methods such as content analysis to identify frames (e.g., Adiprasetio & Larasati, 
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2021; Bigl, 2017; Carver & Breivik, 2013; Pröll & Magin, 2022; Sznitman & Lewis, 2015), a 

qualitative textual analysis is interpretive, allowing for frames to be identified which might 

otherwise be missed from more quantitative and automated framing analysis (David et al., 2011, 

p. 331). This is important to consider as I have work experience within the sustainability 

reporting industry, making the interpretation conducted informed based on relevant experience. 

The limitation, however, is that findings cannot be generalized. Choosing a more quantitative, 

computer-assisted approach ensures the ability for generalization but can miss crucial frames, 

while a qualitative approach can pick up on these frames yet cannot be generalized.  

Following Entman’s selection and salience as the theoretical foundation, I used his four 

functions of frames as the basis for data analysis to identify and analyze the frames in the 

sustainability reports. As discussed, Entman defines the four functions that successfully 

employed frames can develop as: define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and 

suggest treatments or remedies (Entman, 1993, p. 52). While Matthes and Kohring (2008) refer 

to the terminology as ‘elements’ and Megura and Gunderson (2022) refer to the same as 

‘dimensions’, Entman himself describes them as framing functions, evident in the later excerpt 

of the same page: “A single sentence may perform more than one of these four framing 

functions, although many sentences in a text may perform none of them. And a frame in any 

particular text may not necessarily include all four functions” (Entman, 1993, p. 52).  

With this in mind, the remainder of the thesis will address the makeup of frames as 

‘frame functions’. Subsequently my research question (how do Canadian oil and gas energy 

companies headquartered in Calgary, Alberta, frame climate change within their sustainability 

reports?) was broken down according to Entman’s four framing functions. This resulted in four 

subsequent questions: (1) How do Canadian oil and gas energy companies define the problem of 
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climate change? (2) How do Canadian oil and gas energy companies diagnose the problem of 

climate change (who is responsible for contributing to it)? (3) What moral evaluations do 

Canadian oil and gas energy companies make about the problem of climate change? And, (4) 

What are the solutions proposed by Canadian oil and gas energy companies for combating 

climate change?  

This method of data analysis based on the four functions is inspired by Megura and 

Gunderson (2022) who performed the same method. There are some similarities to their analysis, 

but this analysis differs through a Canadian sample set and using only a framing analysis, while 

Megura and Gunderson (2022) use a discourse analysis as well. Three frames from Megura and 

Gunderson (2022) are similar to the ones identified, their frames are: techno-optimism, 

necessitarianism, and compliance. Because Megura and Gunderson (2022) use a discourse 

analysis they can identify omitted frames, since a discourse analysis is not used (visual framing 

was chosen instead), the lack of identifying omitted frames is a limitation. 

Visual Framing Analysis 

The available literature on textual framing of sustainability reports is itself scarce, and to 

my knowledge there is no existing literature that uses a visual framing analysis to examine the 

photos and visuals included in sustainability reports for oil and gas companies in Canada. 

Furthermore there is literature that analyzes the visuals of oil and gas companies’ sustainability 

reports (e.g, Garcia & Greenwood, 2015; Vazhappully, 2020) or just the textual elements 

(Megura & Gunderson 2022), but again to my present knowledge, there is not a study that 

focuses on both within the analysis. For the visual framing analysis based on Entman’s definition 

of framing, Buehner’s (2012) sequence for visual gatekeeping provides a series of guiding 

questions to ask about the relationship between image and text: 
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Which perspective is taken when covering an event? Which scene or subject is 

foregrounded, backgrounded or omitted? Does the photo get cropped or digitally 

manipulated? Which, and how many, pictures are selected for publication? Which textual 

elements (for example, title, caption, main text) are they presented with? Various 

interacting variables, processes and participants (for example, photographer, photo editor, 

editor-in-chief, management and audience) may affect these (un)conscious choices (as 

cited in Moernaut et al. 2020, p. 486). 

Buehner’s sequence for visual gatekeeping thus corresponds with Entman’s theory in its basis in 

the analysis of news reporting. This methodology is also concerned with what is selected and 

being presented for publication (Moernaut et al. 2020, p. 486), connecting to Entman’s selection 

and salience.  

Conducting the visual framing analysis portion was completed following the 

identification of the multi-function frames. The visual images within the sustainability reports 

compliment their corresponding text, this is why the textual frames were identified first as they 

were applied to the images. With the multi-function frames identified, each image was analyzed 

through the lens of the frames alongside Buehner’s sequence for visual gatekeeping. Because of 

space constraints, only the images that made their corresponding frames the most salient were 

chosen. The images alone within sustainability reports offer a rich opportunity for analysis, their 

limited inclusion seeks to fill the gap in visual analysis literature and demonstrate this depth. 

Conclusion 

 Utilizing Entman’s expansion on framing theory provides a framework to analyze what is 

visually and textually being made salient in these Canadian oil and gas companies’ sustainability 
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reports regarding their environmental impact to the public. Entman’s expansion on framing is 

widely used for his definition of selection and salience. I interpret Entman’s broad 

characterization of a “communicating text” as applicable to both the textual and visual aspects of 

sustainability reports. In this way, rather than using an alternative method for analyzing images 

such as semiotics or visual discourse analysis, applying framing to images through the sequence 

for visual gatekeeping offers an approach consistent with Entman’s framing theory, The 

combination of textual and visual framing analysis enables me to address the project’s main 

research question, how do Canadian oil and gas energy companies headquartered in Calgary, 

Alberta, frame climate change within their sustainability reports?  
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I analyze the framing of three sustainability reports published by 

Enbridge, Gibson, and Suncor. The main answer to my research question is that these Canadian 

oil and gas companies frame themselves as contributing to the solutions of emissions-based 

climate change, not as the problem. This main finding is supported by sub-findings, categorized 

in the single-function sections: problem definition, problem cause, moral evaluation, treatment 

recommendation. The analysis will discuss each function individually as some are more salient 

than others; this is important as it connects to Entman’s concepts of selection and salience.  

The main finding is further supported by the second part of this analysis which includes 

frames constructed based on more than one function. As Entman argues, framing what is made 

salient can be done to promote a problem definition, casual interpretation, moral evaluation, 

and/or treatment recommendation (Entman, 1993, p. 52). Entman’s use of “and/or” allows for the 

promotion of a single one of these frame functions or multiple of them to be considered as 

framing, all four do not need to be present to construct a frame (Entman, 1993, p. 52). This is 

significant for my analysis as the frames identified will employ one or more of the functions. The 

identified multi-function frames are technological optimism, necessitarianism, future thinking, 

and compliance through regulation. Each multi-function frame has its own dedicated section, 

and a discussion of Cenovus is included within the compliance through regulation frame. This is 

because Cenovus’s report is only applicable to that specific frame and offers significant insight 

into the impact of Bill C-59 on the Canadian oil and gas reporting industry. 
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Problem Definition 

 This frame function was the second most prevalent; the three companies recognize that 

climate change is a problem and define it as emissions caused, with Enbridge listing “Climate 

change and energy transition” as a priority topic within their sustainability topics (Enbridge Inc, 

2024, p.13), Gibson describing the problem as the global need to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions, “The world continues to navigate the ongoing energy transition and the need to reduce 

global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions” (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 17). Suncor offers an 

ambiguous problematization of climate change as something that needs to be addressed, “the 

Pathways Alliance, a consortium of Canada’s six largest oil sands producers working together 

with federal and provincial governments to address climate change” (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 5). 

The largest oil sands companies, which include Suncor and Cenovus, formed the Pathways 

Alliance to change the narrative around the oil sands and climate change, to promote the oil 

sands industry as climate leaders (Aronczyk et al., 2024, p. 2). Yet in this messaging, the 

Pathways Alliance is framed as collaborators helping the governments address climate change. 

Within this function, climate change and GHG emissions are treated as beyond just the scope of 

the company either needing to be addressed through collaboration or being a global problem.  

Both Gibson and Enbridge reflect this global problem definition in relation to warming, 

describing either the global surface temperature increase by 1.2C (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 17) or 

acknowledging that the global temperature increase needs to be limited (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 

19). Increased carbon is recognized as a catalyst for contributing to climate change through the 

described examples of increased global temperature. This framing as a global problem is 

continued by both companies describing the problem as the global need to reduce greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 17; Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 10) or advancing carbon 
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capture and storage technology to reduce emissions to combat climate change (Suncor Energy, 

2023, p. 5). The problem definitions featured are not specifically defined, these companies 

recognize that emissions-based climate change is a problem yet do not provide substantial detail. 

 Within the oil and gas industry, each company reports on their own scope 1, 2, and 3 

emissions (Gibson Energy, 2024, Enbridge Inc, 2024, Suncor Energy, 2023). Scope 1 emissions 

are emissions that are produced directly by the company or from entities they own. Scope 2 

emissions are more indirect coming from energy the company uses, while scope 3 are even more 

indirect often coming from suppliers utilized. Emissions as part of the problem definition is 

important as it enables companies to build legitimacy to their stakeholders. Notably, companies 

publish sustainability reports with environmental topics such as GHG emissions to signal to 

shareholders they have good environmental performance and take sustainable actions seriously, 

distinguishing themselves from poorer performers (Braam et al, 2016, p. 725). It is important to 

recognize that the problem definition is to communicate to the audience (namely 

shareholder/stakeholders) that these companies are defining the problem of climate change as 

emissions-caused; for example, Suncor states that achieving net-zero scope 1 and 2 emissions by 

2050 answers how “We will focus on objectives that build on our strategy and create long-term 

shareholder value” (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 11). The wording of the Suncor quote situates the 

problem of net-zero emissions as affecting shareholder value, offering a business case rather than 

simply an environmental one for addressing the problem defined.  

Problem Cause 

 The framing function of problem cause was the sparsest throughout the sample set. While 

the companies were quick to recognize that climate change caused by emissions is a problem, 

little detail was provided as to who is causing the problem. It is worth mentioning that each 
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company uses quantitative data tables to report on their scope 1 emissions (Gibson Energy, 2024; 

Enbridge Inc, 2024; Suncor Energy, 2023). Yet there is little textual representation that their 

emissions are contributing to climate change. Gibson is the only company that is close to directly 

acknowledging their role in the problem. In Gibson’s sustainability report, “Gibson 

acknowledges our responsibility to address climate change by committing to net-zero scope 1 

and 2 emissions by 2050” (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 19). While Gibson acknowledges that they 

play a role in addressing climate change, they do not directly state they are responsible for 

contributing to global emissions. Instead, as evident in the above quote, they focus on the future, 

promising net-zero scope 1 and 2 emissions. By taking this future-oriented approach, Gibson 

places emphasis on solving the problem not presently but by a future date.  

Enbridge takes a more indirect approach in diagnosing the problem, recognizing “As an 

energy infrastructure company, our activities are linked to emissions generated by others, such as 

consumers burning the fuel we supply” (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 33). This approach ascribes 

responsibility for emissions to the consumer, emphasizing reduction efforts and the cause of 

emissions go beyond just the company. Suncor does not provide a diagnosis of the problem 

outside the data for their scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions. While only Enbridge shifts responsibility to 

others, this is an important finding because the company shifts even their scope 1 emissions not 

just on themselves but to the consumers as well. This frames Enbridge as not directly responsible 

to contributing climate change, yes, their services contribute to emissions, but users play a role 

by consuming the fuel. Through this problem cause, it is consumers contributing to emissions by 

using Enbridge.    

 The scarcity of frames that diagnose the problem of climate change was similarly found 

by Megura and Gunderson (2022), who state that “One notable finding is that the sustainability 
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reports did not diagnose or evaluate the problem of climate change” (p. 4). With Megura and 

Gunderson’s (2022) sample set including international companies, this suggests a common theme 

between studies where the function of what causes the problem is significantly underdeveloped 

within sustainability reports or missing. This disparity is easily illuminated, as Megura and 

Gunderson (2022) explain: “diagnosing climate change requires an analysis of the primary 

immediate driver of climate change: fossil fuels” (p. 4). If further attention is given to explaining 

and diagnosing the cause, then attention is directed to the oil and gas company as the chief 

contributor. This also connects back to the problem definition, where only a surface level 

problem of global climate change brought on by GHG emissions is stated. If the problem were 

defined more directly, it would bring attention to these companies as the primary driver. While 

the avoidance of ascribing the problem of emissions to themselves is motivated by the imperative 

to avoid drawing additional attention to the direct cause, Enbridge takes the further step of 

placing responsibility on the consumers rather than the suppliers of fossil fuels. Overall, a 

noticeable lack of interpretation of the problem is how salience is conducted within this frame 

function.  

Moral Evaluation 

 In the reports, the single function of moral evaluation is one that entails everyone holds 

responsibility towards contributing to emissions-based climate change. This is noticeable when 

Enbridge links their emissions to activities by others (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 33). Suncor treats 

net-zero emission reductions as a collective goal, stating their objective to reach net-zero 

emissions by 2050 and contribute to Canada’s goals to reduce emissions (Suncor Energy, 2023, 

p. 14). This positions the greater problem of emissions reduction as one that goes beyond the 

Canadian energy industry, where these companies are merely part of a greater effort in reaching 
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net-zero emissions. This is also evident in Gibson’s inclusion of a summary of the International 

Energy Agency’s net-zero emissions (NZE) by 2050 as part of their climate strategy, which “Sets 

out a back-cast pathway for government, consumers and the global energy sector to achieve net 

zero CO2 emissions by 2050” (Gibson, 2024, p. 20). This creates the broadest body of 

contributors to emissions, with the Canadian energy sector itself diffusing beyond borders as a 

small portion of the global energy sector.  

 This moral evaluation by these companies positions themselves as not solely responsible 

for GHG emissions, but instead as part of a network of contributors that extends beyond Canada 

and beyond industry. The inclusion of consumers and governments groups these entities together 

as being responsible, and in the case of Enbridge, users of their services contribute to Enbridge’s 

emissions activities. This kind of moral evaluation prevents responsibility being placed solely on 

the companies, who cast their role as minimal within a grander scheme of collective 

responsibility.  

Treatment Recommendation 

 This frame function was the most prevalent throughout all three sustainability reports and 

draws from their problem definition. Treatment recommendation makes salient a plethora of 

terms suggesting solutions without disrupting the status quo of the oil and gas companies. Such 

terms include lower-carbon emissions, decarbonization, net-zero, responsibly produced, and 

energy-transition (Gibson Energy, 2024; Enbridge Inc, 2024; Suncor Energy, 2023). Significant 

salience is given to these terms as solutions, connected to each other in that they legitimize and 

create a place for energy companies within the future. Fossil fuels are not being phased out; 

instead, commitments to lower carbon, decarbonization, and net-zero suggest a continuation of 

these companies’ operations.  
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 The most significant solution offered by the three companies regarding emissions-caused 

climate change is providing energy sustainability through lower emissions. Throughout the 

reports, emissions reduction is always connected to continuing to maintain operations and 

provide energy. With shareholders in mind this makes sense, the companies are communicating 

to the public and shareholders that they are being sustainable and particularly to their 

shareholders/stakeholders they are demonstrating they can still be profitable. This solution 

creates a balance between maintaining operations while solving climate change. Gibson 

expresses this in their report, stating “Our strategy is centred around Gibson’s responsibility to 

deliver energy sustainably by reducing our emissions and enhancing our company’s resilience 

throughout the energy transition” (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 17), while also advocating for their 

“Responsibly produced, lower-emission oil from North America” (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 17). 

This geopolitical approach is echoed by Enbridge,  

The world is facing an urgent need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and transition to a 

lower-carbon economy. At the same time, global energy demand is rising, and the 

continued war in Ukraine, conflict in the Middle East and lingering inflation have 

highlighted the importance of energy reliability, affordability and access. (Enbridge Inc, 

2024, p. 7) 

This expands offering just lower emissions solutions, it is lower emissions solutions from North 

America, positioning themselves as the dominant global solution. 

 Enbridge also takes a more holistic approach, advocating their strategy as “helping 

society transition to a lower-carbon economy while we reduce our own emissions” (Enbridge 

Inc, 2024, p. 25). The solution proposed is one that combats emissions caused climate change 

through an energy transition or decarbonization, this poses their operations as the solution itself. 
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This is because they are the ones decarbonizing and supporting the energy transition, thus 

creating a space for themselves in a sustainable future. ‘Helping’ is another salient word, framing 

Enbridge once again as being connected to society/consumers. Enbridge’s emissions are caused 

by consumers yet at the same time they are helping society transition to a lower carbon economy. 

Multi-Function Frames 

These frames discussed below employ more than one of Entman’s frame functions, they 

include technological optimism, necessitarianism, compliance through regulation (these three 

are similar to Megura and Gunderson’s (2022) findings but differ based on the form of analysis 

and sample set (most notable in compliance through regulation), and my original frame, future 

thinking.  

Technological Optimism 

 Technological optimism is the most prevalent frame throughout the sustainability reports, 

coinciding with the treatment recommendation frame function being the most frequent as well. 

The frame itself identifies emissions-caused climate change as a global problem in which the 

solution that will drastically reduce emissions and maintain operations is technology, particularly 

carbon capture and storage (CCS). In the recent decades, CCS has captured the minds of 

governments and industry alike through its miraculous promises of high-tech innovation and 

compatibility with the fossil fuel regime (Asayama & Ishii, 2017, p. 50), with CCS being 

considered a major option for reducing global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (Meadowcroft & 

Langhell 2009; Kheshg et al., 2012 as cited in Asayama & Ishii, 2017, p. 50).  

 These companies display great enthusiasm for CCS evident within the reports, especially 

Suncor, which proudly exclaims that 50% decarbonization will be achieved through the use of 
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CCS and other new and emerging technologies (Suncor Energy, 2023. p. 19). Suncor continues 

this enthusiasm at the start of their report, exclaiming that CCS is “globally recognized as one of 

the most effective ways to reduce industrial greenhouse gas emissions” (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 

5). Suncor’s significant optimism for CCS as a solution to lowering emissions makes sense as 

Suncor has the most extensive global reach, facing pressure from global investors to transition to 

a lower carbon future. Enbridge shares such optimistic sentiments, claiming they are investing in 

new technology to reduce emissions and investing in lower carbon infrastructure including CCS 

technology (Enbridge Inc, 2024, pp. 17, 26). The wording itself creates optimism through future 

planning. The technology is not here yet, it is being invested in.  

This optimism is shared by Gibson who take a more realistic approach, claiming “We 

continue to investigate the applicability of leveraging CCS, including monitoring and 

investigating novel CCS technologies, as part of the solution for reducing direct emissions” 

(Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 19). While the optimism can be seen that CCS will be a solution for 

emissions reduction, Gibson’s claim of investigating CCS applicability offers an optimism based 

in realism, a hope that CCS will in fact be the solution. While it has been argued in past years, 

fossil fuel companies who are enthusiasts for carbon mitigation would be reluctant to share high 

ambition for the technology as CCS is viewed as a ‘hedge’ to defend their interests (Pollak et al. 

2011; Markusson, 2012 as cited in Asayama & Ishii, 2017, p. 52). This argument implies 

ambition toward CCS is contained to defend the fossil fuel industry’s interests in continued 

production, but this is not the case within the technological optimism frame. Oil and gas 

companies in this sample set are enthusiasts for carbon mitigation technologies, namely CCS, yet 

do not share this reluctance that has been argued. Instead, they are enthusiastic and ambitious 

because CCS acts as a hedge to defend their interests in a transition to a lower carbon world. 
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Suncor does not discuss the applicability of CCS as much as the other two companies yet 

still shares this technological optimism, stating “Our net zero by 2050 climate ambition depends 

on timely and prudent investments in new technology as well as ongoing collaborations and 

engagement with industry partners, governments and other stakeholders” (Suncor Energy, 2023, 

p.4). The wording frames addressing net-zero emissions reliant on new investments in 

technology, it is dependent on time, technology, and money. Once again this creates a future-

oriented approach, climate change is not something that can be solved now, the problem is 

solved gradually. While attention is given to CCS, other technologies are left ambiguous. This is 

notable in Suncor’s plans for meeting Canada’s net-zero goals which will be achieved by 

“reducing base business emissions with fuel switching, energy efficiency, carbon capture and 

storage, and other technologies" (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 14). What is interesting of note is half 

of the proposed solutions are technology-based with only CCS being defined; the rest is 

ambiguous. The wording situates Suncor as contributing to helping solve Canada’s reduction of 

emissions. Technological optimism goes beyond just the optimism that technology such as CCS 

will solve emissions-based climate change of the present and future. As Megura and Gunderson 

(2022) argue, the use of the techno-optimism frame serves as an argument for the sustainable use 

of fossil fuels (p. 4). Indeed, these companies’ emphasis on technology such as CCS as a 

reduction in emissions asserts their actions as sustainable, addressing the problem of climate 

change through technology.  

It is worth noting Enbridge displayed a further level of optimism within technological 

optimism. Technological optimism allows for Enbridge to position themselves as leaders in 

implementing and investing in lower carbon platforms/technology (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 10). 
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Technological optimism as a solution not only allows these companies to maintain operations, 

but technologies such as developing CCS positions them as leaders in a greener future. 

While significant emphasis is given towards CCS and other lower emissions technology, 

there are no images of either. It has been mentioned that frequently the terms ‘other technologies’ 

are as vague as the name implies, no further specification is given to what exactly these are. This 

is the same for visual representations, there are no clear photos or visuals of CCS systems or 

‘other technologies’ they remain ambiguously defined and up to the readers’ lay knowledge to 

fill in.  

Necessitarianism  

Necessitarianism as a frame emphasizes that the energy industry not only is needed in 

modern life but also needed in the future. This frame employs problem definition, solution 

proposal and moral evaluation to legitimize operations. This is done through recognizing the 

need to reduce GHG emissions (problem definition) whilst meeting energy demand with 

sustainable energy (treatment recommendation), because sustainable energy addresses the 

problem of emissions and global energy demand/energy security, this necessitates the need to 

supply sustainable energy (moral evaluation). Energy security, energy demand, and access to 

energy can be considered a problem definition of its own within this sustainability reports, 

however, since they do not directly correlate enough with climate change/this research question 

(the problem is mainly economic) it was not discussed within the problem definition section. 

Still, it plays a role within the necessitarianism frame as both the problem of energy security and 

climate change are morally addressed and solved by these companies thus creating the 

necessitarianism frame.  
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This necessity is directly communicated in statements such as “we have successfully 

completed the Gateway Terminal acquisition, the largest in our history, demonstrating our 

commitment to leveraging our strong foundation to meet the evolving energy needs around the 

world.” (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 17). The wording frames Gibson’s expansion as a necessity to 

meet global energy needs. Enbridge similarly uses its own expansion into offering lower carbon 

fuels as a necessary solution to the problem of emissions (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 30). More 

indirectly, Suncor claims to be reducing their emissions across their value chain from coke 

combustion to natural gas cogeneration (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 5), thus making what is 

produced less emissions intensive. The salience created is that these companies’ continued 

operations is a necessity either to meet energy security or to meet emissions reductions as they 

offer lower emissions options. Further salience to the necessity of these companies is their 

frequent use of the term “energy needs” (Enbridge Inc, 2024, Suncor Energy, 2023, Gibson 

Energy, 2024), either broadly through supporting the energy needs of today (Gibson Energy, 

2024, p. 17), or specifically meeting the energy needs of industry, business, and residential 

consumers (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 20). At a closer analysis, Suncor correlates sustainability with 

meeting energy needs, arguing: 

By reducing our environmental impacts through strategies such as growing our low-

emissions energy portfolio and reducing greenhouse gas emissions in our base business, 

we can play a valuable role in providing the additional energy needs associated with 

material circularity. (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 17) 

This is also another notable example of Suncor’s communication to its stakeholders; they are 

signalling that sustainability can meet lower emissions goals and be profitable. 
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Enbridge provides a direct example of this balance between needs of sustainability and 

needs of energy. This is represented in Enbridge’s discussion of their activities to meet their net-

zero strategy which includes collecting gas produced by landfills and converting to renewable 

natural gas (reducing emissions) then integrating into the natural gas network serving the needs 

of their various consumers (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 20). The use of renewable energy acts as the 

solution to the problem of emissions-based climate change, and their conclusion with the use of 

“meeting energy needs” gives salience to their operations as a necessity to energy demand. The 

moral evaluation of this renewable natural gas is that it addresses net-zero. This serves to 

legitimize their operations; by providing a lower emissions offering, they are positioning 

themselves as providers of the solution not contributors to the problem. This is further framed as 

a necessity when net-zero, particularly within the specific context of Canada, is introduced. This 

is evident in Suncor’s objective to reach net-zero emissions by 2050 (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 

14) and “contribute to Canada’s goals to reduce emissions” (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 14). Suncor 

is positioning themselves as contributing to Canada’s emissions reduction goals situating their 

objectives as a necessity to Canada’s overall goals. Lower emissions act as a solution to meeting 

this goal and thus are a necessity. 

  Enbridge goes a step further, visually depicting their energy as a necessity to human life 

(Figure 1): 
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Figure 1 

Our energy infrastructure and value chain 

 

Note. From Enbridge Inc [Image], 2024, p.6 

(https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-

2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A2

74775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB).   

Visually, the necessitarianism frame in the example of Enbridge makes salient oil and gas 

pipelines are a necessity to everyday life. The top left of the image depicts the source of the 

pipelines such as oil derricks which are comprised of around the same colour as the sky, leaving 

them as background objects. The most bright, colourful, and eye catching of the graphics are the 

buildings near the centre, including a hospital, homes, buildings, a gas station, and vehicles. The 

https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A274775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB
https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A274775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB
https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A274775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB
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pipelines are shown as connected to this infrastructure necessary for daily life, in turn framing oil 

and gas distribution as a necessity to daily life as well. This graphic visually depicts a 

petroculture, a term defined as the long-term dependence of people, societies and countries on 

fossil fuels to provide energy needed for daily life, from basic necessities to luxury items 

(Gentile & Gupta, 2025, p. 2). The pipelines flowing from the oil production in the top left 

connect to vehicles, hospital, and large homes, depicting a petroculture in which the 

infrastructure of everyday life is reliant on fossil fuels. Finally, the image’s colour is mostly 

green with clean blue sky, signifying the pipelines and operations required to support the 

necessities to daily life as clean. There are no dirty emissions being shown, silencing any form of 

problem cause within the image.  

Future Thinking 

 This frame, like the others, recognizes emissions-based climate change as the problem 

and goes beyond technological optimism of their own operations. There is a self-awareness that 

simply reducing emissions from standard oil and gas operations is not enough, and investment in 

renewable energies is needed as well (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 17), including the integration of 

renewable electricity into the energy system (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 17) to advance renewable 

energy objectives. Often the prioritization of investment into renewable energy is articulated 

alongside other lower-carbon initiatives such as CCS with Gibson who positions CCS as 

reducing their carbon while investment in renewables offset it (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 19). 

Enbridge does not give as specific separation as Gibson yet still connects CCS to renewables 

positioning both as part of “ramping up our efforts in lower-carbon solutions” (Enbridge Inc, 

2024, p. 5). Suncor is similar to Enbridge once again stating their focus is “reducing base 
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business emissions with fuel switching, energy efficiency, carbon capture and storage, and other 

technologies.” (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 14).  

Both Enbridge and Suncor position renewables alongside CCS as a lower carbon 

solution, Gibson differs by distinguishing between the two, CCS is decarbonization while 

renewables offset it. The case of renewables alongside CCS is significant because it shows a 

diversified approach to solving climate change, while these companies hold great optimism for 

CCS technology, they do not make the mistake of taking an “eggs in one basket” approach. 

Renewables reflect the future thinking frame, should CCS technology fail to deliver, they still 

have renewables to offset emissions. Offsetting is a significant word because it maintains the 

status quo of these businesses’ operations. Meeting net-zero emissions is achieved by 

maintaining zero emissions produced by operations, companies can still operate in their desired 

ways provided their emissions are being offset/lowered. Investment in renewables is not simply 

diversifying a portfolio and providing cleaner energy, it allows for the offset of emissions created 

by these companies’ regular operations. Typically, this renewable energy is hydrogen (Gibson 

Energy, 2024, p. 19; Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 6; Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 4). Furthermore, 

advocating and investing into renewable/cleaner fuel alternatives makes salient that these 

companies are not just sticking to their standard oil and gas activities; they are diversifying their 

operations for a cleaner energy future. Images such as Figure 2 reflect this. By investing in 

renewables their imagery can be used to signify these companies are investing in a cleaner 

future. This future thinking frame recognizes the value renewables hold to maintains the status 

quo of their operations and make salient to their audience they are investing in cleaner renewable 

energy for a net-zero future. 
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 This future-focus is further expanded upon through other renewables, namely solar and 

wind power. Indeed, these are treated as zero-emissions energy solutions (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p 

.6), or at the very least as substantial emissions reductions (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 19). Suncor 

notes that they stopped operating wind facilities (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 81) and did not report 

solar initiatives, since their renewable focus is on renewable liquid fuels (Suncor Energy, 2023, 

p. 11). Nonetheless, in the case of Suncor and Gibson, salience is given to renewables such as 

solar and wind as a solution to emissions-based climate change in which they are the providers. 

Of note is Enbridge’s photo of solar power (Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

Tomorrow is on 
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Note. From Enbridge Inc [Image], 2024, p. 2 

(https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-

2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A2

74775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB).   

 The positioning of this image is important in Enbridge’s sustainability report as it is the 

first image readers are greeted with following the title page. Despite being a large oil and gas 

pipeline company, the first visual photo is of solar panels. What is made more salient for the 

future thinking frame is the underlined “Tomorrow is on”. With this text in mind and the 

selection of the photo of solar panels being the first visual evidence of Enbridge’s operations, a 

future or in Enbridge’s case, tomorrow involves renewable energy provided by companies within 

the oil and gas sector. By diversifying their investments, they are securing a spot in a future that 

involves energy transition and even decarbonization. Finally, this image naturalizes the energy 

infrastructure as part of the “unspoiled” environment. The solar panels sit comfortably in the 

foreground of the rocks behind them and their colour is similar to the sky, further naturalizing 

their placement. The necessitarianism frame can once again be seen, this time through the above 

text in the image, Enbridge is literally saying they fuel people’s quality of life. Like 

necessitarianism, technological optimism is depicted to a lesser extent. The solar panels 

combined with the above text makes salient that renewable technology will provide affordable 

and sustainable energy. 

Figure 3 

Climate Change and Energy Transition  

 

https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A274775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB
https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A274775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB
https://www.enbridge.com/~/media/Enb/Documents/Reports/Sustainability-Report-2023/Enbridge_SR_2023.pdf?rev=9cd7ec0a64d54daba825507350635c37&hash=A8C1DC34A274775F2E115B9CEEB4C9EB
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Note. From Gibson Energy [Image], 2024, p. 17 (https://www.gibsonenergy.com/wp-

content/uploads/2024/07/Gibson-Sustainability-Report-2023.pdf).  

 Similar to the visual included in Enbridge, Gibson places renewable energy, in this 

example a wind turbine, in the foreground of the image. Unlike Enbridge, however the photo 

does not capture the “unspoiled” environment, instead the land is cleared, bringing attention to 

the wind turbines. Furthermore, the wind turbine that is the second closest in the foreground is 

under construction signifying the ongoing development and construction of these renewables 

with the horizon remaining empty. This empty horizon further represents this future thinking 

approach; the land is cleared and ready for the instillation of more wind turbines. To a lesser 

extent, this image depicts technological optimism; the wind turbines combined with “CLIMATE 

CHANGE AND ENERGY TRANSITION” on the left frame renewable technology as the 

solution to climate change. Finally, the text to the left connected to the image portrays 

necessitarianism. The text makes salient energy transition is how climate change is being 

addressed with renewable infrastructure provided by Gibson; they are needed to provide this 

infrastructure. 

https://www.gibsonenergy.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Gibson-Sustainability-Report-2023.pdf
https://www.gibsonenergy.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Gibson-Sustainability-Report-2023.pdf
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Compliance through Regulation 

Compliance through regulation is used to describe companies’ adherence to 

governmental regulations, namely Canada’s. This frame makes salient that these companies are 

following the rules set out for a lower emissions future. Yet their main claim is to be complying 

with regulations rather than exceeding regulations or driving innovation in emissions reduction. 

Within their report’s introduction, Gibson proudly states they have an ongoing compliance with 

laws and regulations (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 11). Specifically for the environment, Gibson 

states:  

We rigorously adhere to environmental protection measures and regulations throughout 

our planning construction and daily operations, while fostering resource conservation, 

and responsibly handling and reducing waste, as well as monitoring and addressing air 

emissions. (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 21) 

Like the technological optimism frame, what exactly these regulations entail remains unclear, 

what is made clear is the fact that Gibson follows them.  

Suncor also provides a similar description of emissions compliance, stating “Our 

operations have controls and procedures to manage emissions and assure compliance with 

regulatory requirements” (Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 15). Enbridge lists regulatory compliance as a 

significant sustainability topic, although regulatory compliance is not a priority topic like climate 

change (Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 13), and aside from that, they do not provider further detail on 

environmental compliance. This frame is still significant because it shows an adherence to 

compliance but also a form of self-regulation. Notably each company uses the Global Reporting 

Initiative (GRI) guidelines as one of the frameworks they comply with in their reporting (Gibson 
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Energy, 2024, p. 4; Enbridge Inc, 2024, p. 4; Suncor Energy, 2023, p. 67). This is significant 

because the GRI is the most used framework in sustainability reporting (Landrum & Ohsowski, 

2018, p. 130; Berkowitz & Dumez, 2017, p. 764). In following frameworks like the GRI and 

signalling compliance to environmental regulations, namely air emissions, these companies are 

making explicit the fact that they are adhering to regulations. Frameworks like the GRI 

demonstrate that while publishing sustainability reports is entirely self-voluntary, companies opt 

to comply with globally recognized frameworks as part of self-regulation, legitimizing the 

reports through adhering to third party regulation.  

This frame becomes much more important when their self-regulation is challenged, as 

noted in the case of Cenovus and Bill C-59. Cenovus argues that:  

Recent changes to Canada’s Competition Act, passed without any transition period, 

guidance or meaningful consultation, have created significant uncertainty and risk around 

how Canadian businesses can talk publicly about their environmental actions and 

performance. (Cenovus Energy, 2024, p.7)  

Cenovus’s report further states, “Given this uncertainty, we made the difficult decision to defer 

publication of information about our recent environmental performance and plans” (Cenovus 

Energy, 2024, p. 8). This is significant to the compliance frame regarding Bill C-59 because this 

report is the only one of the sample set published following the Bill’s royal assent. The 

ramifications of the changes to the Competition Act have led to Cenovus not publishing any 

reporting on environmental performance including climate change. This is important because 

when the self-regulation of Cenovus is challenged through Bill C-59 they opted to silence any 

publications about climate change/sustainability. This illustrates the power these companies hold 

in what they make salient within their reports to the point where they can choose not to include 
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anything at all. The compliance through regulation frame is particularly important reflecting the 

power held by these companies and what happens when their self-regulation is challenged.  

Cenovus’s omission of environmental performance is a significant finding as it is a form 

of greenhushing. Greenhushing is the converse of the more widely known greenwashing, where 

greenhushing is the deliberate withholding of information from customers and stakeholders, 

about the sustainability practices businesses employ (Font et al., 2017, p. 107). With stakeholders 

clearly identified as audience members, this wilful refusal of Cenovus to publish environmental 

performance is indicative of greenhushing. Greenhushing is a significant communicative term as 

the practice is not the absence of sustainability practices, instead greenhushing is the absence of 

communicating sustainability efforts (Dias et al., 2025, p. 388). Cenovus again reflects this in 

their argument, “we made the difficult decision to defer publication of information about our 

recent environmental performance and plans” (Cenovus Energy, 2024, p. 8). There is not an 

absence of a sustainable environmental performance, there is an absence of its communication.  

It is worth restating that as of writing, Suncor does not have any published sustainability 

reports available, the copy used is sourced from the Wayback Machine. While Cenovus still has a 

sustainability report, in which the information about environmental performance is omitted, 

Suncor has engaged in even stronger greenhushing in effectively silencing any communications 

about their sustainability practices by removing their report all together (the copy used for this 

thesis was sourced from the Wayback Machine). This is significant as Cenovus and Suncor are 

the two largest oil and gas companies in Canada and through their self-regulation are employing 

greenhushing. This finding further distinguishes this study from Megura and Gunderson (2022), 

who identified the companies in their respective sample set employing greenwashing tactics (p. 
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1). Greenhushing is absent from their study and as of writing, this study is the only one to have 

identified greenhushing within oil and gas companies’ sustainability reports. 

Conclusion 

 Together, the single and multi-function frames are significant because they make salient 

these oil and gas companies as problem solvers, not problem causers. The least developed single 

function frame, problem cause, is the most significant as it illustrates a hesitancy to provide in-

depth detail on what exactly causes climate change. Furthermore, the few examples found fitting 

the function reflect a shifting of responsibility from the companies themselves to a broader 

audience. On the other hand, solving the problem was a fairly populated single function frame, 

reflecting how salience is given to solving the problem not identifying its cause.  

Each of the multi-function frames both recognize the problem and offer a solution, 

creating a spot for these companies both presently, in the near-future, and in a decarbonized 

future. Technological optimism gives salience to technologies, namely carbon capture and 

storage as the future of emission reductions yet necessitarianism illustrates their companies’ 

operations and what they produce as needed both presently and in a lower to zero emission 

future. Future thinking places emphasis on renewable energy both to demonstrate these 

companies as forward thinking with a willingness to develop outside oil and gas, but at the same 

time the zero-carbon produced from renewable is also treated as offsetting carbon produced by 

regular productions allowing for a continuation of oil and gas operations. Visually, Figures 1-3 

employ multi-function frames as well, complimenting their textual counterparts. Interestingly, 

both Figures 2 and 3 depict multiple multi-function frames, suggesting that the images within 

sustainability reports are powerful framing devices. 
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Compliance through regulation is a unique frame within this analysis, on its own it is not 

that remarkable, signifying companies’ willingness to comply with regulations in Canada as well 

as self-regulate through frameworks such as the GRI. However, the royal assent of Bill C-59 and 

the case of Cenovus reflects the power these companies hold in what can be communicated to the 

point when challenged, the information is pulled entirely, shifting the frame as being one of 

salience to one of silence. Furthermore, greenhushing is employed both by Cenovus and Suncor, 

demonstrating the communicative silence presented within the frame.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 Through conducting a framing analysis both visually and textually, this thesis identified 

how the chosen Canadian oil and gas companies use both single and multi-function frames to 

communicate climate change within their sustainability reports. The single and multi-function 

frames make salient these companies as being part of addressing and solving the problem of 

climate change, not directly causing the problem. In doing so, the single function frames of 

problem definition, problem cause, moral evaluation, and treatment recommendation and the 

multi-function frames, technological optimism, necessitarianism, future thinking, and 

compliance through regulation frame a spot both presently and in a lower to net-zero emissions 

future for these companies, legitimizing their operations as they can maintain their status quo and 

fit in a decarbonized future. 

 One of the most significant findings of this thesis was through the least populated frame 

function of them all: problem cause. Megura and Gunderson’s (2022) findings for the function 

were the sustainability reports did not diagnose or evaluate the problem of climate change (p. 4). 

This frame function is completely silent within their sample set, yet this is not the case for this 

thesis. Suncor’s report is the most similar to those in Megura and Gunderson’s (2022) sample set, 

not diagnosing a problem. Gibson acknowledges its responsibility to address climate change by 

committing to emissions reductions (Gibson Energy, 2024, p. 19), a form of responsibility not 

seen in Megura and Gunderson’s (2022) sample. Yet the case of Enbridge is the most interesting, 

ascribing responsibility of emissions to the consumer by linking their emissions as being 

generated by other such as consumers burning Enbridge’s fuel (Enbridge, 2024, p. 33). Instead of 

being silent or taking direct responsibility, Enbridge opted for a third option, broadening 

responsibility for emissions attributed to the company onto others. The dichotomy between 
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Enbridge and Gibson is interesting because their different problem causes have not been 

identified within the literature reviewed and reflect a divergence between the two companies.  

While both are oil and gas infrastructure companies dealing with oil pipelines, and both 

identify a problem cause, Enbridge and Gibson differ in articulating the exact problem cause. 

This is an important finding overall for the single and multi-function frames, for while each 

company makes salient the same frames and frame functions, there are cases such as problem 

cause where the content within the frames varies. This limits the extent to which an analysis of 

these companies’ reports can be generalized. Because of the differences between how Suncor, 

Gibson, and Enbridge frame the problem cause, generalizations cannot be made about the 

broader the Canadian oil and gas industry. It cannot be assumed that the industry as a whole 

ascribes responsibility to consumers, takes responsibility itself, or remains silent on the matter. 

For the multi-function frames, a significant finding was the ambiguity and vagueness 

within them. This was quite prominent in the technological optimism frame, where carbon 

capture and storage despite being revered with great optimism was vague in its use to do so. 

Furthermore, carbon capture and storage are categorized as a technology and was often paired 

alongside ‘other technologies’ to lower emissions. These technologies are even more vague, 

often not being defined at all simply being left as ‘other technologies.’ This is notable because 

the ambiguity and vagueness connect back to Bill C-59, a bill that aims to combat greenwashing 

and require companies to provide substantiating evidence to support their climate change 

objectives/promises. Since none of the companies analyzed have a post Bill C-59 sustainability 

report like Cenovus (who on the other hand does not have any publicly available pre-Bill C-59 

sustainability reports), comparisons cannot be fully drawn to argue these ambiguous descriptions 

are what the bill targets. Once new reports are published, it would be significant to do a 
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comparison to see if this ambiguity persists. As an undergraduate thesis with a timeframe, that 

cannot be achieved here, still it is worth mentioning for potential future research.  

Additionally, the connection of Bill C-59 to Canadian oil and gas sustainability reports is 

a unique finding to this thesis as the reviewed literature primarily concerned with American 

companies do not face incoming legislation that alters the sample set. Indeed, with sustainability 

reporting in Canada being voluntary and self-determined, the royal assent of Bill C-59 marks a 

change to this self-regulated nature in which Cenovus has responded by making silent their 

environmental performances and addressing climate change in their sustainability reports. While 

the reports that are pre-Bill C-59 make salient multiple frames and frame functions, post Bill C-

59 Cenovus removes this salience, opting for silence.  

Another limitation of the study is that I did not identify any omitted frames; that is not to 

say there are not any, instead using only a framing analysis as a methodology and not a 

framing/discourse analysis like Megura and Gunderson (2022) created an inability to do so. The 

decision not to conduct a discourse analysis as well was to focus on a visual framing analysis of 

the images in the sustainability reports instead. I argue this was the right decision as none of the 

literature reviewed analyzed both the visual and textual components of sustainability reports nor 

analyzed the images of Canadian oil and gas sustainability reports, creating a gap which this 

thesis sought to fill through analyzing the images over omitted frames. Similar to how Megura 

and Gunderson (2022) demonstrate there are omitted frames within sustainability reports, this 

thesis demonstrates there is visual framing within them as well.  

The breadth of sustainability reporting creates many gaps for communications literature, 

there is both the visual and textual components and sustainability reporting is global with each 

country and even their industries varying in what is made salient. Still with the issue of climate 
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change and its reporting which incoming legislation such as Bill C-59 seek to address, 

sustainability reporting is an important communications topic to analyze to understand what the 

large-scale contributors to it are making salient both presently and for the future. Presently, Bill 

C-59 and the various reactions by these companies suggests a different future for sustainability 

reporting within the oil and gas industry in Canada. This is reflected in the greenhushing 

conducted by both Cenovus and Suncor, where sustainability communications pertaining to 

climate change are missing from a report or there is no report entirely. As the two largest oil and 

gas companies in Canada, Cenovus and Suncor are industry leaders. Should industry peers 

follow in their footsteps, the future of sustainability reporting for Canadian oil and gas 

companies is not greenwashing, it is greenhushing.  
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