
Support for the energy transition 
& how corporate language and 
racism may be impeding 
environmental protection

1:00pm ET, Wed., June 1, 2022

Melanee Thomas
University of Calgary

Lori Thorlakson
University of Alberta

C O L L A G E :  E R I K A  R A T H J E



CONFIDENTIAL

Today’s agenda

1:00pm Welcome, overview, introductions 

1:05pm Thorlakson and Thomas’ presentation

1:45pm Tindall’s comments & researchers’ discussion

1:50pm Open discussion

2:30pm Wrap



CONFIDENTIAL

Project Overview: Energy Transition

• Explaining public opinion

• Explaining elite opinion 

• Evaluating how each group of opinion + institutions work 
together to produce policies that support/stall energy 
transition
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Part 1: Corporate Reporting

• Mark Carney: climate change as serious risk to business, economy

• How is this reflected in corporate reports?

• Annual reports across 5 industries from 2013–2019. Firms drawn from 
S&P/TSX 60 (Canada), S&P 500 (US), and STOXX600 (Europe)

• Lots is known in accounting about climate risk; much less about how 
climate, transition frames shift over time and across industries
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Why annual reports? 

• Public and investor facing

• Strategic and symbolic communication — “symbolic corporate 
environmentalism” as a signal that influences policy and public 
opinion

• Responds to elevated litigation risk, stakeholder pressure, 
institutional pressure (e.g., regulations)

• Does NOT capture sincerity, effectiveness, etc. 
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Frames

• Frames tell readers what and how to think about something. 
They help define problems, diagnose causes, make moral 
judgements, and suggest remedies

• We look for frame elements: context, moral, risk, action, 
other (e.g., technical optimism)
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What We Looked At

• 2013 and 2019 — bridges the 2015 Paris Climate Accord, Task 
Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures, & climate-related 
litigation

• 5 sectors: energy, industrials, finance, consumer discretionary, 
utilities

• 5 dictionaries: technology, socio-political, environmental, climate, 
science
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What We Found (1)

• 5 key frames emerged from corporate annual reports: 
1. Energy transition optimism (both technical and economic)

2. Moral commitment to climate action
3. Costs and risks of climate change & the uncertainty of a changing 

world
4. Cost of climate policy

5. Silence, skepticism, and opposition to climate action
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What We Found (2)

• Most frames were stable over time

• Biggest shifts 
• adversarial framing shifts from being central in 2013 to more 

marginalized in 2019

• Skepticism connects to costs of climate action by 2019

• Moral commitment frame increases
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Part 2: Public Opinion
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Public Opinion, Anti-Indigenous 
Resentment, and Energy Transition

• Recall settler anger at protests & blockades in solidarity with 
the Wet'suwet’en in Winter 2020

• 2 key concepts: liberal colonialism & racial resentment
• Key = relative group position in social, political, economic hierarchies

• How do these affect support for Indigenous autonomy over 
land and for energy transition? 
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Measuring Anti-Indigenous 
Resentment

• It’s really a matter of some people not trying hard enough: if Indigenous people would only 
try harder, they could be just as well off as other Canadians. 

• Generations of colonialism and discrimination have created conditions that make it 
difficult for Indigenous people to work their way out of the lower class . (reverse coded)

• Irish, Italian , Jewish, and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way 
up. Indigenous people in Canada should do the same without any special favours. 

• Over the past few years, Indigenous people have gotten less than they deserve (reverse 
coded)

• Canadians, on average, moderately resentful (0.47)
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Measuring Liberal Colonialism

• Through market conservatism:
• The government should leave it to the private sector to create jobs. 

• The welfare state makes people less willing to look after themselves.

• When business makes a lot of money, everyone benefits, including the poor.

• The government should do more to reduce the gap between rich and poor. 
(reverse coded)

• Canadians, on average, are moderately skeptical (0.43)
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Measuring Indigenous Land Autonomy

• No matter where it is, Indigenous peoples should be able to stop 
oil and gas projects. 

• Indigenous peoples should not be able to stop oil and gas 
projects, even if they are on their traditional territory. (reverse 
coded)

• Canadians lukewarm (0.46)
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Measuring Energy Transition
• The economy will suffer if we fail to adopt renewable energy such as wind and solar. 

• The economy will suffer if we move away from fossil fuels such as oil, gas, and coal. (reverse coded)

• Canada should move away from oil and gas as a source of energy. 

• We should restructure our economy to reduce our carbon emissions. 

• The costs of restructuring to a lower carbon economy are higher than the potential costs of the 
status quo. (reverse coded)

• It is inevitable that we move towards a carbon-neutral economy.

• Canadians supportive (0.61)



Explaining Anti-Indigenous Resentment



Explaining Support for Indigenous 
Autonomy Over Land



Explaining Support for Energy Transition
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Key findings & guidance: Cost

Finding: Climate change skeptics (and deniers) now prefer to 
attack by highlighting the costs of serious climate policies. 

Guidance:

• Talk about the affordability of renewables and costs of inaction

• Keep in mind, though, the problem of royalties and perceptions 
of prosperity
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Key findings & guidance: Racism

Finding: Racism is a powerful determinant of attitudes, which 
raises thorny questions about the Canadian state

Guidance: 

• Talk about fairness, environmental justice and systemic 
racism when engaging Canadians 

• Be sincere, avoid red-washing
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Key findings & guidance: Colonialism

Finding: Liberal colonialism is another powerful determinant of 
Canadians’ attitudes to environmental protection. Influences ideas 
about the free market, and beneficial effects of education, 
volunteerism, etc.

Guidance

• Be careful not to endorse liberal colonial ideas (e.g., about costs): 
explicitly or inadvertently.
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Key findings & guidance: Worry

Finding: Worry trumps belief in influencing Canadians’ 
environmental attitudes.

Guidance:  

• Unpopular proposal: Pointing to the genuine dangers of climate 
change — i.e., worrying people — has its benefits. 

• (Though this conflicts with advice that ”doom & gloom” 
messaging is ineffective)
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Questions?


