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Resumo 

 

Com a constante afirmação do impacto devastador que as alterações climáticas podem ter 

no nosso bem-estar coletivo, as empresas estão a ser cada vez mais pressionadas a agir. Esta 

tese tem como objetivo propor um quadro concetual para compreender os impactos das 

alterações climáticas na definição de políticas das empresas norte-americanas, considerando 

o contexto de neoliberalismo económico e político onde estas operam. A investigação baseou- 

se em três estudos de caso: ExxonMobil, McDonald's e Levi's, com o objetivo de representar 

diferentes lados das respetivas indústrias. O estudo examina a forma como estas empresas 

respondem positiva ou negativamente ao compromisso ambiental e às motivações 

económicas. Para tal, foi utilizada uma combinação de métodos de investigação secundários 

e qualitativos, recolhendo dados para análise. Esta investigação ilustra se, e como, cada 

empresa foi forçada a redefinir a sua posição relativamente à questão climática através da 

pressão pública e de medidas regulamentares e, por conseguinte, a alterar a sua política. Até 

certo ponto, a posição negativa dos Estados Unidos em relação às alterações climáticas pode 

ter tido um impacto negativo na adaptação das empresas norte-americanas às alterações 

climáticas ao longo do tempo. Isto significa que a quebra de interesse por parte do governo 

levou a uma diminuição do investimento das empresas na redução das suas emissões de gases 

com efeito de estufa. No entanto, esta dissertação conclui que as empresas norte-americanas 

estão a mostrar lentamente o seu esforço de avançar para um futuro mais sustentável, embora 

isso seja mais visível em determinadas indústrias. 

 

 

Palavras-chave: Alterações Climáticas, Corporações, Estados Unidos, Políticas, Neoliberalismo. 
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Abstract 

 

Through the constant assertation of the devastating impact climate change can have on 

our collective wellbeing, corporations are coming under increasing pressure to act. This thesis 

aims to propose a conceptual framework for understanding the impacts of climate change on 

the policy-making of North-American corporations considering the neoliberal political and 

economic context where these operate. The research was based on three case studies: 

ExxonMobil, McDonald’s and Levi’s, aiming to represent different sides of their respective 

industries. The study examines how these corporations have a positive or negative response 

to the environmental commitment and economic motivations. For this, a combination of 

secondary and qualitative research methods was employed, gathering data for analysis. This 

research illustrates whether and how each company was forced to redefine its position towards 

the climate issue through public pressure and regulatory measures and therefore, to change its 

policy. To an extent, the negative stance of the United States in acting on climate change may 

have had a negative impact on North-American corporations’ adaptation to climate change 

throughout time. This means that the downturn of interest by the government led to a decrease 

in investment of corporations in reducing their greenhouse gas emissions. However, this paper 

concludes that American businesses are slowly showing their effort to move towards a more 

sustainable future, although this is more visible in some industries than in others. 

 
Keywords: Climate Change, Corporations, Policies, United States, Neoliberalism. 
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CHAPTER 1. Introduction 

 
Climate change is considered one of the most important environmental challenges the 21st 

century will face. As global warming arises, so does the evidence that targets human action 

and international business as the cause of the problem (Wright & Nyberg, 2015). Despite the 

economic damages and the extreme weather shifts, the levels of greenhouse gas emissions 

(GHG) keep getting higher and the corporate discourse has increasingly emphasized the 

notion of risk portraying climate change (Jaworska, 2018). This has led to demands for 

businesses to take action, with many now aligning their strategies to address environmental 

concerns through corporate strategy—defined as the long-term framework guiding a 

company’s decision-making to achieve goals while ensuring competitive advantage. 

Corporate strategy now increasingly incorporates sustainability, recognizing that integrating 

economic, environmental, and social considerations not only mitigates climate risks but 

fosters innovation and resilience (Falkner, 2008). 

 
As the ecological crises unfold, political and corporate responses remain unsuccessful – 

making business cooperation essential in order to make sustainable and conscious decisions 

to fight climate change. As sea levels rise and glaciers melt, the increasing temperatures affect 

wildlife and forests, leading to higher annual costs of climate change due to more frequent 

wildfires, floods, and droughts. Carbon dioxide emissions (CO2) have doubled their numbers 

since 1990 (Ritchie & Roser, 2017), demonstrating its impacts around the world. The impacts 

are, however, associated with large uncertainties (Bremer et al, 2021). 

 
When speaking of climate change, modern businesses are often at the root of 

environmental problems, as large national and multinational corporations are among the key 

actors in this respect (Averchenkova et al, 2016). However, many critics also refer to 

capitalism, neoliberalism or industrialism as the economic forces that block environmental 

policies and see corporations’ power as the support market that enables environmental 

agreements to expand. According to Averchenkova et al. (2016), support markets permit the 

expansion of environmental agreements by providing financial incentives and encouraging 

technological innovation through fostering international collaboration and promoting a 

broader societal engagement in sustainable practices. As Mouro and Duarte (2021) 

emphasize, nowadays organizations are strongly encouraged to adopt responsible production 
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patterns in line with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), where these 

initiatives are part of broader efforts to fulfil social responsibility and sustainability objectives. 

 
The growing demand for corporate action on climate change is particularly evident in the 

United States, where leading business groups have both supported international agreements 

like the Paris Agreement and resisted strict carbon reduction targets (Riley, 2017). 

Characterised by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2007) as a “far- 

reaching and severe change”, the need for climate action demands commitment from all 

countries in the world – with a special connotation to the United States – and all sectors of 

different industries. There is however a great variability in how different corporations react to 

climate change. In the United States, leading business groups have, for example, supported 

the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol, but at the same time opposed the targets of 

carbon reduction. Such an approach is often justified by the barrier between the possible short- 

term profitability versus the need to reduce GHG emissions (Riley, 2017). For this purpose, 

this thesis advances the idea that analyses of the role of corporations in climate policy 

adaptation must take into account the different factors that shape the business strategy. 

Considering not only the specific interests of business actors (Falkner, 2008), but also the way 

these are translated into lobbying plans and political strategies, this research project will 

provide a broad overview of the approach of three North-American corporations on climate 

change, with the aim of answering the primary research question: “How is Climate Change 

and its policies shaping the adaptation of North-American Corporations to Climate Change?” 

 
In this way, the thesis examines the evolution of climate adaptation by NorthAmerican 

Corporations, highlighting the growth of policies that have been implemented amidst the 

increasing extreme climate (Mcdonald & McCormack, 2021). Key trends included the rise in 

adaptation laws, as well as their intersection with other policy the need for better funding 

structures, and the significance of strategic litigation. 

 
In sum, this paper examines how U.S. Companies’ adaptation policy-making is quickly 

expanding nationwide, characterized as policy experimentation in the early stages of 

addressing climate change impacts. Nevertheless, these efforts are expected to evolve 

significantly in the coming years since policymakers at all levels have been encountering 

numerous opportunities and challenges along (Averchenkova et al, 2016). 
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The Literature Review Chapter will provide a deeper understanding of the literature 

surrounding the role of corporations in climate change. The main focus of the review will be 

to provide a background perspective on the business engagement with the climate change 

agenda since the 1980s. This section will also introduce the idea that companies base their 

decision of adapting, or not, to climate change on diverse causes. Over time, as climate change 

became one of the biggest environmental challenges, corporations have developed distinct 

strategies and interests regarding the regulation of sustainable measures. 

 
The Methodology Chapter will present the research design and how it will be 

implemented to answer the objectives displayed. A combination of secondary data and 

qualitative research will be applied. The use of secondary data will focus on examining 

accurate and credible pre-existing data, and the qualitative research will facilitate different 

paths of exploration, by enriching the evidence of some of the potentials and limitations of 

the topic. 

 
The Analytical chapter will then present three different case studies: ExxonMobil, 

McDonald’s and Levi’s. Three case studies on different companies, that represent well-known 

businesses of each industry in the USA, will provide a historical overview of the adverse 

position of businesses in tackling climate change in this country. Given the fact that 

Companies have recently been more engaged in international debates on the environment and 

climate negotiations, the study about the three corporations will seek to provide a research- 

based theory on why corporations have contributed differently to the climate issue. In the end, 

a comparative perspective will be adopted of the different policy outcomes of each company, 

and overall conclusions will be advanced on the adaptation of North-American Corporations 

to climate change and its business strategies. 
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CHAPTER 2. Literature Review 

 

2.1. The Role of Corporations in the Adaptation to Climate Change 

 
Climate change refers to long-term shifts in weather patterns and average temperatures 

on Earth. It's primarily driven by human activities, such as burning fossil fuels (like coal, oil, 

and gas), deforestation, and industrial processes, which release greenhouse gases into the 

atmosphere (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 2023). These gases, 

including carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), and nitrous oxide (N2O), trap heat from the 

sun, leading to the warming of the planet. This phenomenon is often referred to as the 

greenhouse effect. 

 
Climate change presents perhaps the most controversial challenge in the 21st century, 

primarily due to the conflict between economic growth and environmental sustainability. As 

a direct effect, there has been an increase reshaping in companies' business strategies across 

various aspects of their operations, from regulatory compliance and Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) to supply chain management. As we know, most business activities 

consume natural resources and emit pollutants, leading many to hold companies responsible 

for global warming and the environmental crisis. In response, organizations have been 

showing bigger environmental concerns into CSR strategies by addressing social, 

environmental, and economic issues concurrently to create shared value for all stakeholders 

while mitigating negative impacts (Duarte & Mouro, 2022). 

 
Embracing climate action not only helps companies mitigate environmental impacts but 

also enhances their competitiveness, resilience, and long-term value creation (IPCC, 2021). 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2017) there is worldwide 

consensus that climate change is actually happening, and that several sectors of the economy 

will be affected by its impacts. However, like with any other external event, climate change’s 

impacts are uncertain and constantly changing, making it hard to assess with exactitude the 

future costs of increased greenhouse gas emissions (GHG). 
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Llewellyn (2018) highlights that in recent decades there has been a sharp upturn in Earth’s 

temperature (an increase of 0.8° Celsius), with increasingly visible consequences, which may 

explain the “amount of attention” that has been recently drawn to the issue. Thus, considering 

this magnitude of global warming issues, the interest has increased and culminated in the 

growth of a ‘Climate change vs Companies’ view, which will be examined in this paper. 

 
Working towards this global sustainability requires a futuristic mindset that encourages 

seven billion people to think of water, energy and food in a sustainable way. For corporations, 

the question remains on how to allow the world’s economy to grow without draining the 

Earth’s natural resources and damaging the next generation’s future. At the core, 

Berkhout and Hertin’s (2006) model contributes to the view that by enhancing the 

understanding of dynamics between corporations, climate change influences and shapes the 

adaptation and integration of new policies and business strategies in businesses – which 

focuses on the adaptive responses of businesses to climate through operational, strategic and 

institutional adaptions. In this way, these different dimensions represent a way that businesses 

can respond to the challenges posed by climate change: 

 
• Operational Adaptations: refer to changes that businesses make to their day-today 

activities, processes, and practices to respond to immediate environmental impacts or 

regulatory requirements. 

• Strategic Adaptations: involve long-term planning and decision-making to align a 

company's overall Corporate Strategy with the risks and opportunities presented by 

climate change. These adaptations are about rethinking the core direction of the 

business to ensure it remains viable and competitive in a changing climate. 

• Institutional Adaptations: refer to changes in the organizational structures, 

governance, and policies within a company to better integrate climate considerations 

into its corporate framework. This dimension emphasizes the role of institutions, rules, 

norms, and governance mechanisms in shaping how businesses respond to climate 

change. 

 
In summary, these three dimensions - operational, strategic, and institutional - represent 

different levels at which businesses can adapt to climate change, ranging from immediate, 

practical changes in operations to broader shifts in strategy and governance structures. 
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Together, they help businesses not only mitigate the risks associated with climate change but 

also capitalize on new opportunities that arise in a more sustainable global economy. 

 

Sabin (2013) describes the issue as a 'debate between optimists and pessimists'. The 

different approaches companies take towards the costs of climate change are evident, with 

pessimists often overlooking the role of businesses in reducing GHG emissions (Diamond, 

2005). On one hand, companies can approach climate change just as any other business issue, 

which means that they have to invest in it with the same financial criteria they would on any 

other issue. On the other hand, the company’s approach can be to pursue climate-related 

actions without necessarily having to make a profit from it (Berger, Cunningham & 

Drumwright, 2017). Here is where stakeholders’ interests and other factors come into play, 

hence why Pulver (2013) claims that one company’s challenge can be another company’s 

business opportunity. Corporations should commit to applying strategic changes for the 

emerging challenges that climate change can bring. Yet, can these strategies be economically 

profitable, socially liable, ethically feasible and ecologically sustainable? 

 
Business sustainability is described by McIntyre and Ivanaj (2018) as one of the biggest 

challenges’ corporations face nowadays. According to Mclntyre, economic development 

needs to meet the requirements of the global population - without threatening the future of 

our generations - while also balancing the decisions of stakeholders and the achievement of 

business goals. Contextual factors also include a worldwide perspective that by changing their 

consumption and production patterns, corporations can have a significant impact on the 

worldwide reduction of GHG emissions. 

 
A research by the Grantham Research Institute, “Multinational corporations and climate 

adaptation - Are we asking the right questions” (2015), was undertaken in order to understand 

how corporations are responding, or adapting, to the risks from climate change. The results 

demonstrated there are different outcomes for different companies. While some companies 

seem to understand the need for adaptation to the future climate impacts, others are resistant 

to the changes it can bring to their business strategies, investment decisions and economic 

turnout. According to Crick (2015), adaptation seems to be motivated by two different factors 

- external and internal. Internally, the CEO’s and leaders of the companies are prone to want 

to maintain profitability and reduce production costs, and climate change is not likely to be  
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the main source of profitability and growth, even if they may gain legitimacy if they act visibly 

on the issue (Kolk & Pinkse, 2005). 
 

Externally, the company’s adaptation may also be connected to partners 

and investors pressure, negative experience of weather events, the firm's reputation or 

even legal aspects. In contrast, adaptation to climate change may also represent an additional 

challenge for business beyond adapting to economic changes, as it also 

involves its adaptation to doubtful impacts of possibly and irreversible environmental changes 

(Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). Indeed Verra (2022), when analysing the corporations’ 

responsibility, argues that if the business sector is responsible for most of the economic and 

investment decisions, it is the business sector that will also determine if we reduce our carbon 

footprint or stay along the existing one. In addition, as pointed out by Ihlen (2009), he 

also follows Verra’s principle by asserting that if corporations are often seen as a part of the 

problem, they should be willing, and not reluctant, to adapt.   

 
 

Corporations early responses to climate change were noticeably blocked by the fear of 

pessimistic economic turnouts. However, Michael Brune - executive director of the US 

environmental organisation “Sierra Club” (Rosemberg, 2016) - argued that over the past few 

years, assumptions and ideas have been refined by the current growing wave of companies 

that are acting to combat climate change. According to Simaens and Peters (2020), this shift 

reflects a broader recognition among businesses of their role in contributing to greenhouse 

gas emissions and the urgent need for sustainable practices. As a result, the importance of 

corporations acting on climate change has grown among the community due to the increasing 

global awareness of environmental degradation, rising public and regulatory pressures, and 

the acknowledgment that businesses are significant contributors to greenhouse gas emissions. 

 
Also, in other studies, countries such as India, Russia and China are now recognizing and 

studying the increased risk of GHG emissions in their futures, since the influence of the Paris 

Agreement and Kyoto Protocol also raised pressure on several countries to do so. Following 

this argument, Mark Kenber, the CEO of The Climate Group, uses Dubai as an example: “The 

country is investing a lot in becoming energetically efficient. Even though it is economically 

dependent on fossil fuels, the oil companies are starting to recognise the importance of 
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adapting to climate change.” (COP28, 2023). However, this adaptation to the issue is 

not a generalised process. 

 

Kolk and Levy (2014) agree that more corporations have started to consider how climate 

change affects markets in which they operate, yet Watson (2023) provides a different 

perspective, by defending the only reason companies have been more focused on staying 

afloat rather than confronting the issue of climate change, is due to the global recession. 

However, this can also mean that the downturn of interest has the capacity to either decrease 

interest in GHG reduction as firms concentrate more on financial survival, or to 

increase interest, as companies seek to save money through energy efficiency projects. There 

is little evidence suggesting that companies can develop new green products not out of 

weather-related concerns, but rather because they are looking for new profitable products to 

sell in the market - firms are normally found to be more focused on protective measures 

towards their own businesses than on reducing their carbon footprint. 

 
In fact, modern corporations have been successful in generating enormous wealth through 

“maximising shareholder value and operating within free capital markets” (McIntyre 

and Ivanaj, 2018). Nonetheless, the findings also suggest that this way of making profit has 

been creating irreversible damages in the natural environment over the past few years, due to 

businesses complying with minimum regulations and standards regarding climate change.  

 
Returning to the consideration of the growing wave of nations and corporations which are 

acting to combat climate change; the Paris Agreement - an agreement negotiated by 196 

countries in December 2015 - and the Sustainable Development Goals (September 2015) fully 

reflect the worldwide consensus on why, and how, we can achieve a sustainable type of living. 

However, not all countries have formally adopted these deals. The United States, despite 

accounting for 82 per cent (in 2002) of the GHG emissions - primarily from burning fossil 

fuels - decided to withdraw from the Paris Agreement in 2017.  Such a decision was later 

explained by the past United States President Donald Trump, who stated: “the agreement was 

imposing draconian financial and economic burdens on the country” (Washington Post, 

2022). 
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According to Kolk and Pinkse (2005), it was normal companies displayed signs of 

opposition to the idea of climate change until the late 1990s – businesses were more focused 

on political, non-market strategies –; however, in recent years, a range of positive responses 

have been rising to address reduced emissions and global warming. Nevertheless, when 

analysing the Kyoto Protocol – adopted in 1997 with the goal of committing countries to 

reduce GHG emissions – we can perceive United States’ resistance since the country has not 

signed the protocol. When rejecting Kyoto in February 2002, President Bush reasoned with 

the following: “I oppose the Kyoto Protocol because it exempts 80 percent of the world, 

including major population centres such as China and India, from compliance, and would 

cause serious harm to the US economy.” (Hovi et al., 2012). 

 
Additionally, it is also important to mention that, for the United States, Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) is often closely aligned with legal compliance, as suggested by Kolk 

(2016). Companies tend to view CSR primarily as adhering to laws and regulations rather 

than taking proactive steps beyond legal requirements. This approach stems from a relatively 

permissive regulatory environment, where limited governmental policies and regulations 

result in less external pressure for corporations to adopt broader CSR practices. Without the 

robust frameworks, U.S. companies might end up by prioritizing short-term profits over long- 

term social and environmental considerations, as they aren't compelled by law to do 

otherwise. 

 
Similarly, in Joseph Romm’s (2010) “Climate Change: What Everyone Needs to Know”, 

the author makes remarks on the United States’ heated position about “how scientifically 

relevant” the climate issue really is. This suggests that the negative stance of the United States 

governments towards climate change has had a negative impact on how some American 

companies responded to calls for adaptation, where only a small percentage has shown 

commitment to tackling the issue.  

 
This resistance to change is a characteristic of organisational adaptation in general, and 

can have diverse causes. Nonetheless, regarding adaptation measures, the conflict between 

companies that approach climate change as a business opportunity and companies that 

approach it as a liability, is presented by Pulver (2013) as one of the reasons why the industries 

of food, oil and clothing – all known for their huge generation of GHG emissions through 
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manufacturing processes - have been less successful in developing and implementing internal 

arrangements on the climate issue. Hence the general objectives of the present research are to 

examine to what extent climate change is changing, or impacting, the policy of North-

American corporations, more specifically developing case studies on companies considered 

amongst the most pollutant industries, food, oil and clothing. 
 

 

However, the increasing influence of international agreements and global standards, such 

as those driven by the United Nations or the European Union, has started to create additional 

pressure. These external forces push U.S. corporations to embrace more comprehensive CSR 

strategies, aligning them with global expectations even in the absence of domestic regulatory 

pressures. The next section will analyse the intersection between neoliberalism and corporate 

power within the context of climate change politics. Since the 1960s, neoliberalism has 

reshaped the global political-economic landscape by prioritizing free markets, competition, 

and minimal government intervention, making it increasingly difficult for states to regulate 

and coordinate public policies effectively. The chapter explores how neoliberalism, in the 

United States, has influenced the environmental strategies of corporations and empowered 

non-state actors, lobbyists, and businesses to shape climate change policy. 
 

2.2. The Politics of Climate Change: Neoliberalism and Corporations 

 
Since 1960, the neoliberal transformation of the global political-economic system has led 

to the inability of states to regulate, tax and coordinate a wide range of supportive public 

policies. Neoliberalism has its roots in classical liberalism (Sewpaul, 2015), and sees 

competition as a characteristic of human relations. Articulated by theorists such as Adam 

Smith, John Locke and David Ricardo, neoliberalism redefines citizens solely as consumers, 

whose actions are to buy and sell - a process that is made to reward merit and punish 

inefficiency. At its core, the ideology stands for a preference for markets over the government; 

economic incentives over cultural norms; and private business over collective action (Rodrik, 

2017). 

 
Neoliberalism has been used by a wide range of acknowledged figures - from Margaret 

Thatcher to Ronald Reagan and Augusto Pinochet, and the Clintons to the New Labour Party 
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in the UK - which according to Glassman (2007), all sought to implement pro-market values, 

strategies and ideas designed to improve their country’s international competitiveness. A neo- 

pluralist view of business power demonstrates that, to a large extent, non-state actors, 

lobbyists and interest groups are deeply rooted in the framework of environmental politics 

(Falkner, 2008). American politics in particular, with the wide sphere of organized interests 

in policy-making, have demonstrated to be a solid ground for the economic interpretation of 

politics. This Chapter will approach economic Neoliberalism as a foundation on which 

business organisations in the US develop their environmental policies. Since neoliberalism, 

as an economic policy, is used to analyse how the gains and losses are distributed between 

different business sectors, Rogowski (1989) defends that the policy can influence the 

corporations’ preferences in policymaking decisions. 

 
On a visit to Chile - one of the first countries in the world to extensively apply 

Neoliberalism (Hayek, 1944), made a remark on how “the freedom that neoliberalism offers 

are completely deceived, since it only turns out to mean freedom for the pike, not for the 

minnows”. This follows the work of Robert McChesney, who argues Neoliberalism simply 

became “capitalism with the gloves off” when it entered the US political mainstream - during 

the reshaping of its economy (1979 to 1989) 

- by providing an economic advantage to the wealthiest people. To that end, the effects were 

clear, as the poor grew poorer and the rich grew richer. 
 

Figure 1. US wealth inequality over time, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 

2016 



13 
 

 

Over the past few decades that a neoliberal ideology has been influencing several 

American business strategies – driving complications to political, economic, and social 

problems. Its emergence impacted the political culture of the United States (Lapham, 2004), 

by leading corporations and wealthy donors to foster conservatism (see Figure 1)– arguing 

that “unhindered markets are best able to generate economic growth and social welfare” 

(Bockman, 2013). This has also led to neoliberalism destroying welfare programs since its 

supporters strongly work to deny protection to women, children, youth and the planet itself. 

By following this thought, there are clear signs that the American neoliberal-based market 

is increasing pressure on the environment (Krauss, 2012).  

 
Given as an example, the failure of Kyoto (1997) - the United States did not ratify the 

reduction of greenhouse gases of the Protocol (Amundsen and Lie 2010) - which confirms 

that despite the numerous international climate talks, the economically powerful (e.g. 

multinational corporations, lobbyists, stakeholders), are being allowed to monopolise and 

control the path of environmental change. In fact, it is believed that ExxonMobil – an Oil 

company known for its engagement in lobbying - played a big role in President George W. 

Bush’s decision to drop out of the Kyoto Protocol in 2001. As such, it is demonstrated 

throughout this paper, the importance of understanding who is claiming ownership, and why, 

of the politics and discourse surrounding climate change. Nonetheless, since climate 

negotiations always tend to be driven by economic considerations, the questioning of 

environmental priorities seems long overdue. The implementation of a neoliberalist theory in 

the US produced structural changes by lowering the government’s regulations on companies 

and facilitating their accumulation of capital - resulting in a considerable cultural shift. 

 
During the 1960s, the environmental attention to the negative results of the excessive 

economic grew, especially to the side effects of pesticide, air, and water pollution. Similarly, 

to this situation, Argent (2002) argues that neoliberal settings also encourage the intense 

growth of productive farming, which is deemed to be the most appropriate way of generating 

extreme production - even if creating environmental destruction (Lawrence & Gray, 2001) 

and delivering one of the biggest shares (nine percent) of GHG emissions of the United States. 
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Figure 2. Total U.S Greenhouse Gas Emissions by Economic Sector, United States 

Environmental Protection Agency, 2016. 

 
Interestingly, politicians who claim to “hate liberals” - the political type - have no problem 

with neoliberalism. This may explain why, in a world where political benefits and financial 

advantages are hands in hand, climate change occupies a weak position in the arena of 

neoliberalism, where some people, through the high position they wield, have stood in the 

way of combating the environmental issues. Contextual factors also show that the freedom of 

corporations to pollute is no accident (Lukacs, 2017): collective actions are extremely 

successful in America, where tax cuts, free trade deals and policies of privatisation have 

liberated corporations to collect enormous amounts of profit, while at the same time damaging 

the atmosphere. As such, it seems hard to work towards a positive collective response from 

corporations towards climate change, when business conflict if at the heart of the neoliberalist 

perspective. 

 
A few further key examples can also explain why. In order to achieve such a goal, the US 

needs to undertake measures that do not seem politically possible e.g. taxing fossil fuels and 

carbon emissions and forcing energy companies to invest in renewable energy through 

governmental legislation. Nonetheless, the results suggest that these actions would have been 

possible a few decades ago - when the American government was not living under a neoliberal 
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era. In the early political literature of the United States, state policies were viewed as the 

primary site for underlying the balance of power between different groups. 

 
When applied to climate change, neoliberalism – with the primary focus on winning, 

profiting and corporate narcissism - makes no space for the planet, other than the use of it 

(Hunziker, 2014). Notably, Sydee and Beder (2006) show their concerns on American 

neoconservatives promoting neoliberalism as a formula that can be applied to climate change 

while, along with big firms, promoting property rights and individualism, and attempting to 

defuse attention from environmental debates and discussions. In this way, the environmental 

sociologists Brett Clark and John Foster (2011) discuss that the source of our ecological crisis 

lies in the paradox of wealth in capitalist society, which expands individual riches at the 

expense of public wealth, including the wealth of nature. 

 
In the process, a huge ecological rift is driven between human beings and nature, 

undermining the conditions of sustainable existence.” The Global Climate Coalition, an 

international lobbyist group of businesses that opposes to emissions limits, employed the 

statement that climate change moderation would create significant economic damage in 

several American businesses (Begg, Woerd and Levy, 2005). As argued by Parr (2012), 

underpinning the massive environmental changes happening around us - of which 

neoliberalism is a huge controlling factor - is a socioeconomic condition. With this in mind, 

Switzer (1994) suggests that almost every sector of the economy relies upon a stable of federal 

and state lobbyists to review legislation – which could possibly explain its impact on the 

operations. He also makes another point, by addressing how hard it can be to decarbonise the 

economy in the US, while also addressing the global economic disparities. 

 
In light of this consideration, the question remains of how to adapt correctly to climate 

change without having the economically powerful corporations blocking the way to 

environmental change. In conclusion, the market is perceived by Lohmann (2009), as the root 

of the environmental problems, instead of the solution. Neoliberalism simply encourages 

corporations to put a price on the environment, as an adequate response to the climate issues 

that we face. Furthermore, Beder (2009) relies on the idea that the ideology uses the market 

to solve the problems that the market has created, without considering the market itself. 
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In sum, a critical analysis of the relationship between neoliberalism and corporate 

influence on climate change policies is provided, by focusing particularly on the United 

States. At its core, this study aims to examine how neoliberal economic policies, which 

prioritize free markets, competition, and minimal government intervention, have shaped the 

environmental strategies of corporations and influenced political decisions regarding climate 

change. The primary objective of the text is to explore how neoliberalism, as an economic 

and political ideology, has affected the ability of states to regulate and implement effective 

environmental policies. By tracing the historical development of neoliberalism since the 

1960s, the study investigates its impact on the global political economic system, particularly 

in reducing the state's capacity to regulate markets and coordinate public policies. 

 
A significant focus of this chapter is the analysis of corporate power within the framework 

of environmental politics. It investigates into how neoliberalism has empowered corporations, 

lobbyists, and non-state actors, giving them substantial influence over environmental policies. 

Furthermore, the text scrutinizes the environmental consequences of neoliberal policies, 

particularly within the United States. It highlights how the emphasis on market efficiency and 

profit maximization has led to increased greenhouse gas emissions and environmental 

degradation. The study offers a critical evaluation of neoliberalism's role in exacerbating 

environmental problems, arguing that the ideology's reliance on market-based solutions and 

prioritization of economic growth over environmental protection have contributed 

significantly to the ongoing climate crisis. 

 
The challenges of addressing climate change within a neoliberal framework are also a key 

area of exploration. The study discusses the resistance from corporations and the difficulties 

in passing regulations that would limit environmental harm, such as taxing carbon emissions 

and promoting renewable energy. Overall, the study aims to analyze the intersection of 

neoliberalism, corporate power, and environmental politics, examining how neoliberalism, by 

prioritizing markets and corporate interests, has not only contributed to environmental 

challenges but also poses significant obstacles to effectively combating climate change. 
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CHAPTER 3. Methodology 

 

3.1 Methodology 

 
 

In this chapter, the methodology and research design will be presented, focusing on how 

this will be implemented to answer the objectives displayed in the last chapter. The literature 

review highlighted there is a connection between climate change and its business strategies 

and the responses of North-American corporations. 

 

3.2. Methodology Research Design 
 

In order to dissect the many layers the issue has, several factors affecting the stance of 

North-American corporations towards climate change had to be considered and explored 

further through case studies. This type of research was considered the most adequate to answer 

the hard-hitting question of how climate change is affecting the policy of North-American 

corporations and their economic stance. Considering that case studies provide a practical side 

to the research, they are also extremely useful when looking at real-world situations. 

Described by Moses and Knutsen (2007) as ‘histories with a point’, case studies can work as 

a raw and realistic approach to research projects, since they have a more realistic outcome 

than a conducted questionnaire or survey. 

 
Additionally, by evaluating how sustainability can be incorporated into the core corporate 

strategy of corporations through detailed case studies, manages the researcher to explore the 

challenges and opportunities faced by firms in this industry when aligning their practices with 

environmental, social, and governance criteria - while emphasizing the importance of 

stakeholder engagement, innovation, and transparency in driving sustainable growth 

(Simaens & Peters, 2020). In the same way, Wholey et al. (2010) also underscore the 

significance of case studies in research, highlighting their ability to provide detailed and 

contextually rich insights into specific phenomena. They also emphasized how case studies 

can contribute to theory development by offering empirical evidence that refines existing 
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theories or generates new ones by providing a practical relevance of case study findings and 

advocating for their application. 

 

Detailed to look specifically at a unique corporation, the case studies in this paper were 

narrowed down to specific Industries - Oil, Food and Fashion - in order to provide different 

perspectives on how these industries are approaching the climate issue. The analyses of 

multiple cases was elected since the aim of this thesis is to compare the position of three 

different companies, one representative of each industry. As such, the three organisations were 

analysed in this thesis through contextual analysis – which is used in order to uncover how 

various contextual factors influence and shape the subject being studied, specifically, the 

operational, strategic and institutional adaptations (Berkhout and Hertin, 2006) of the 

examined companies. The researcher sought to compare the corporations’ approach regarding 

climate change by extracting relevant social and political information from secondary sources. 

This also led to decisions being made on what approach to go for, as will be detailed in the 

next section. 

 

3.3 Methodology Research Approach 
 

It is important that the research approach lines up with the research design of the thesis. 

The approach is critical in order to enable the researcher to make informed decisions 

respecting the strategy and constraints of the study (Easterby-Smith et al, 2008). Within this 

paper, a combination of secondary data and qualitative research is applied, in which official 

data from credible sources is collected and examined in light of the research goals and 

literature review. The use of secondary sources will bring the researcher into contact with 

accurate and credible pre-existing data. 

 
According to Hox and Beije (2005), when analysing documents, articles, and books, it is 

crucial to evaluate how well the data meets the requirements of the current research. Therefore, 

the thesis’ secondary data is intertwined with illustrative quantitative results to validate the 

findings. The researcher also established a set of analytical practices and dimensions used 

across different organisations, using quantitative data as a way of illustrating the results 

gathered in the literature review and the variants of each case study. 
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Secondary quantitative data, collected through charts, tables and pre-existing statistical 

data will allow the different case studies to be undertaken with more understanding and 

providing a direction to the research. The use of secondary data in the methodology research 

approach was important when conducting the research for the three case studies, because it 

addressed the multidimensional nature of the phenomenon, where the researcher included 

relevant data from books, government reports, newspaper articles, university published- 

studies and academic articles. 

 
In this way, the secondary data was highly valuable by allowing to make concrete a 

background context for each case and supporting a comparative analysis between the 

Companies. Through the analysis of existing studies, datasets, and benchmarks, the researcher 

managed to establish four points of comparison between the Companies: Corporate Influence 

and Responsibility, Public Pressure, Shifts towards Sustainability and Engagement with 

Stakeholders and Collaboration. This comparative analysis helped validate the results or 

highlight deviations from what was expected that may be significant (Yin, 2018). 

Additionally, the analysis was used as a way of benchmarking performance and practices 

against/in favour of the different industries, where different practices were identified as well 

as the areas for improvement of each company. 

 
As it was mentioned before, the methodology employed in this study was grounded in a 

combination of qualitative research and secondary data analysis. The study was primarily 

based on secondary data sources, including: 

 

• Company Websites: Corporate websites of ExxonMobil, McDonald’s, and Levi’s 

were crucial in providing up-to-date information on each company’s climate 

strategies, sustainability goals, and corporate responsibility reports. These websites 

often serve as official channels where companies share their environmental and 

sustainability initiatives, providing a direct source of company-stated actions and 

policies. 

• Grey Literature: In addition to formal publications, grey literature, such as industry 

reports, government documents, and NGO publications, was used to capture 

independent assessments of corporate environmental practices. Reports from NGOs 

like Greenpeace, IPCC, EU and GCC offer critical evaluations of corporate activities, 
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often highlighting areas where companies fall short or excel in their climate 

commitments. 

• Annual/Sustainability Reports: The study heavily relied on corporate sustainability 

reports and annual reports from the three companies. These documents outline 

corporate strategies, operational details, and targets related to climate change, 

providing rich data on how companies publicly position themselves with respect to 

environmental responsibility. For example, ExxonMobil’s energy outlook reports, 

McDonald’s corporate social responsibility reports, and Levi’s sustainability 

documents were key sources. 

• Academic Studies: Scholarly articles provided theoretical frameworks and empirical 

evidence to support the analysis. Studies assessing corporate environmentalism, 

climate-related corporate policies, and business responses to sustainability were 

referenced to give a robust academic context to the practical data extracted from 

corporate and grey literature sources. 

• News Articles and Media Coverage: To supplement the more formal sources, news 

articles and media coverage were consulted. These sources often provide real-time, 

critical perspectives on corporate actions, including public reactions to 

announcements or environmental controversies involving these companies. 
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CHAPTER 4. Case Studies 

 

4.1. The Oil Industry: ExxonMobil Case Study 

 
 

During the past few decades, a shift towards more economically driven neoliberal policies 

has created changes in governance structures (Zawada, 2010). As part of this change, issues 

regarding the corporations’ responsibility have emerged as a prominent aspect of the 

neoliberal agenda of developed countries. In this agenda, the withdrawal of the state 

emphasises the need for more “responsibility” not only from individuals but also from 

corporations (Lemke, 2011). Consequently, this emergency in the role of private actors - such 

as oil corporations - has led to lobbying against policies that tackle climate change. Oil 

companies play a significant role in climate change due to their extraction, production, and 

distribution of fossil fuels, which are major contributors to greenhouse gas emissions. Here 

are several key points regarding oil companies and climate change. 

 
For some oil companies, the economic risks of rising weather-related claims have become 

apparent (Begg, Van Der Woerd and Levy, 2005). It is relevant, however, to the fact that 

powerful forces within society can combine to distract the policymakers and the United States 

public (Antilla, 2005). By creating a political impasse, certain businesses have managed to 

benefit in order to dispute the scientific consensus on climate change. Munich Re - a German 

Reinsurance Company - estimates that climate change could cost $300 billion by 2050 

(Cortese, 2022), through impacts on the oil industry. The World Resources Institute also 

estimated that interest groups and shareholders which lead oil companies may lose up to 6 per 

cent, if not more, of the value of their investments because of regulatory measures that address 

climate change. Cortese (2022) also claims 15 per cent of the market capitalisation of these 

companies could be placed at risk because of the same issue – which has increasingly led to 

self-interest negotiations. 
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As previously mentioned, the main part of the challenge in organising business voices in 

climate-related negotiations originates from the conflict between those corporations that see 

climate change as a liability and those that see it as a business opportunity. The oil industry 

illustrates this problem. As fossil fuels were identified as a source of the global warming 

problem (Uzzell, 2005), the oil industry started lobbying associations against the climate 

change policy in the United States. The Global Climate Coalition (GCC), and the American 

Petroleum Institute are examples of institutions which supported this cause. The GCC, formed 

in 1989, aimed to lobby the American Congress against climate regulatory measures, while 

also representing big fossil fuel users and producers. Known for regulating their own 

economic performance, and governing enterprising individuals, oil companies have 

manipulated the climate issue over the years in order to maintain its controversy. According 

to Falkner (2008), the importance given to fossil fuel energy in the global economy 

contributed to the privileged position of energy companies, when compared to all business 

groups. Such a position has been widely recognised in climate politics, by its structural power 

being translated into political influence. 

 
ExxonMobil is one of the largest publicly traded oil and gas companies in the world, 

formed in 1999 through the merger of Exxon and Mobil. It engages in the exploration, 

production, transportation, and sale of crude oil, natural gas, and petroleum products. With a 

global presence, ExxonMobil also focuses on chemical manufacturing and renewable energy 

research, while facing both criticism and support for its role in the energy transition and 

environmental impact. The company has been a significant player in shaping the global 

energy market and remains influential in the industry. 

 
When it comes to climate change, ExxonMobil – the largest oil and gas company in the 

world by market capitalisation – has stressed the lack of proof for the issue from the 

beginning. Due to its size and influence on public policy, it is estimated that the company is 

lobbying approximately 50 companies – having a total of $11,150,000 million in expenditures 

worldwide). Between 1998 and 2020, the company actively spent millions in organisations – 

which worked to create a sense of uncertainty about the science among GHG emissions – 

meaning less pressure on the government to regulate the oil industry. As a result, it is believed 

that ExxonMobil played a big role in President George W. Bush’s decision to drop out of the 

Kyoto Protocol in 2001 (Borger, 2001). 
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A new investigation shows that the company - through their own research back in 1977 - 

led them to make accurate predictions about the impact climate change could have in the 

future (Thorat, 2001). However, this knowledge did not prevent the company from spending 

several decades refusing to acknowledge climate change, as they are now the leading 

opponents of the issue (Hall, and Persson, 2015). For this specific reason, ExxonMobil faced 

a European Union (EU) parliament ban in 2019, after the company failed to show up for its 

first climate change denial hearing, that occurred in Brussels (Neslen, 2019). The ban was 

submitted by members of the Green European Parliament group, which declared that the 

company, despite of knowing the damage their oil exploitation was causing, denied the 

science and existing evidences. 

 
In addition, the Green MEPs also defended that the company should not be allowed free 

access to the European Parliament – since it has funded campaigns to block action on climate 

change and failed to attend the court hearing. However, as a counterargument to the company's 

negative approach to climate change, ExxonMobil surprised the critics back in 2002 by 

announcing a $100 million grant to the Global Climate and Energy Project at Stanford 

University. However - given the fact that the Company did not have a positive stance towards 

Climate action over the following years, some may say this decision was not representative 

of a real shift towards climate change policy, but instead of an arrangement with the George 

  W. Bush Administration to quiet the public. 
 

On ExxonMobil’s website, the company’s GHG emissions are published annually as a 

way of advertising their ‘green approach’ to reducing emissions. However, Skidvin and 

Skjaerseth (2018) emphasised that the group continues to receive support from the oil industry 

and the United States Congress, to delay any action involving climate change. 
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Figure 3. Timeline of the overall positions of all 187 documents on AGW as (a) real and 
human-caused and (b) serious, Environmental Research Letters, 2019 

 

 

Published by two Harvard University (Fig.3) researchers, a study consisting of nearly 200 

documents alleged that ExxonMobil systematically mislead the public about climate change 

for 40 years (Mosbergen, 2017). The authors of the study, Naomi Oreskes and Geoffrey 

Supran, initiated the research after the energy company challenged critics to compare their 

own peer-reviewed documents, with what was publicly said about that science. As a result, 

the research demonstrated that America’s largest oil producer repeatedly made “false 
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interpretations” of their business risks for anthropogenic global warming (AGW), while 

simultaneously acknowledging its risks behind closed doors (Supran and Oreskes, 2017). 

When considering Figure 3, we can conclude that ExxonMobil peer-reviewed several 

documents as (a) real and human-caused; projecting the idea that the company was 

responsible for less AGW than stated by the scientific community and contributing to the 

apparent human influence on global climate. In addition, the Harvard researchers made their 

findings clear by stating that ExxonMobil has “misled the public about the state of climate 

science and its implications”. Their study outcome also provided a staggering discrepancy 

when compared to the original publications peer-reviewed by ExxonMobil. 

 
After the study was concluded, the researchers (2017) defended that the available 

documents show a significant inconsistency between what is presented to the public, and what 

Exxon Mobil’s scientists discuss. When asked to react to the Harvard study, the company 

answered with a written statement on which they defended that the study was paid, and 

written, by activists leading a campaign against the company. Supran (2017), argues this study 

led shareholders to sue the company claiming the false statements were in order to increase 

profit. Following Supran’s view, Oreskes (2017) affirms ExxonMobil only recognises climate 

change privately. Nowadays, ExxonMobil executives are still undermining climate science 

even after the company acknowledged the link between fossil fuel emissions and climate 

change (The Guardian, 2023). 

 

 
 

Figure 4. The 50 biggest companies influencing climate policy, InfluenceMap, 2015 
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As illustrated in Figure 4, and also mentioned before, ExxonMobil is amongst the most 

influential climate lobbyists. Assessing 50 companies, the map lays out the companies 

according to how strongly they support the climate change policy, and how engaged they are 

in doing so. By analysing the figure in more detail, both Shell and BP are situated near 

ExxonMobil when it comes to policy engagement activity. Nonetheless, studies show BP and 

Shell have been increasingly shifting their stance on climate by recently contributing $75 

million to curb the impact of global warming (Vaughan, 2018). In addition, it may be of 

interest to analyse the past of BP, Shell and ExxonMobil towards climate change to see what, 

and why it has changed. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Overview of Oil Companies’ Climate Positions, ScienceDirect, 2010 
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Figure 6. Big Oil’s Comparison of greenhouse gas emissions in 2019, Brazil 

Energy 

 

With the increase of public pressure and regulatory measures, we can notice in Figure 5, 

that the approach of some oil companies has been changing over time. The table illustrates 

both BP and Shell publicly recognised climate change as an issue, soon after the 

implementation of the Kyoto Protocol. Likewise, BP and Shell were the first companies in 

the industry to openly recognise that measures should be taken to reduce GHG emissions 

(Begg, Van Der Woerd and Levy, 2005). Following their statements, specific group GHG 

targets were created, as well as a strong investment in renewable energy. Located on the other 

side of the spectrum, ExxonMobil demonstrates no adaption to climate change. The table 

indicates ExxonMobil’s uncertain view in adopting green measures, insisting the measures 

need to be justified by science. This negative stance adopted by ExxonMobil has contributed 

to the company’s controversial record of GHG emissions, as represented in Figure 6. 

 

 

The oil industry has been a critical player in the widespread controversy towards climate 

change. They play a complex and multifaceted role in climate change, as both contributors to 

greenhouse gas emissions and potential agents of change through investment, innovation, and 

policy engagement. With the current neoliberal form of governance, oil multinationals such 

as ExxonMobil control considerable economic, organisational and technological resources 

which, when applied, can play a major role in decision-making policies. 
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Although ExxonMobil is still choosing to deny climate change, other oil companies 

appear to be taking the issue seriously. In recent years, corporations like BP and Shell have 

invested approximately $110 billion in green and renewable energy (Rosen, 2020) - and the 

numbers are predicted to grow bigger. In contrast, by not changing its approach to combat the 

climate issue, ExxonMobil has become a shareholder target – illustrated as the number one 

threat to feasible climate policy by green NGOs. This illustrates how some companies do not 

lack capabilities to move towards change in structure and innovation to climate adaptation; it 

is more a question of maintaining a set of values (such as (dis)trust in science and a 

mercantilist approach to transactions) as foundational of their organizational culture (Orekeke 

et al., 2011). Their approach reflects the ideology that some corporations’ interests and 

shareholders’ profit lead over the needs of the population, and that this may result in not 

feeling sufficiently pressured by public opinion to change their corporate strategy due to the 

weak U.S. policies and enforcement of regulations on climate change adaptation (Abreu et 

al., 2021). 

 
To conclude, ExxonMobil's current position on climate change reflects a shift toward 

acknowledging the need for energy transition, even though we could see that some critics 

argue the pace is slow. The company has committed to reducing its greenhouse gas emissions, 

setting goals to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050 in its operations. The company is 

investing in carbon capture and storage (CCS) technology, hydrogen, and biofuels as part of 

its strategy to address climate change. However, the company continues significant oil and 

gas production, which draws criticism from environmental groups advocating for faster action 

toward renewable energy adoption. 

 

4.2 The Food Industry: McDonald’s Case Study 

 
The modernisation of the Food Industry has raised some important questions about socio- 

ecological and politico-economic transformations taking place in the United States. The 

starting point is that, based on economic interactions, agricultural environmental pressures are 

amongst the most controversial areas of lobbying and policymaking (Loris, 2016). With the 

adaptation of neoliberalist measures, food production has become increasingly problematic. 
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Consequently, the Food Industry has been able to cover its agricultural production through 

the dominance of corporations and policy liberalisation, even if damaging the climate by doing 

so. In recent decades, a neoliberalist-based food production aimed at the intensification of 

production and the complex market integration, in order to increase profitability and 

maximise its production. 
 

 

Although the Food Industry has seen a rise in production since World War II, several 

problems – including its contribution to GHG emissions - have started to recently affect the 

industry (Figure 7). Never has so much land been used by farmers and so much food been 

produced by the industry. As such, by overproducing certain foods, the industry began to 

cause great damage to the environment due to deforestation, water scarcity from farming and 

livestock methane (CH4) emissions. 
 

 

Figure 7. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change study on GHG emissions per 
kilograms of food, Poore & Nemecek, Science, 2019 

 

 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2019) argues that people should 

eat less meat, cheese, butter and milk. As illustrated in Figure 8, avoiding meat can be one of 

the best responses to reduce our personal impact on the planet. Ian Monroe, an Earth Systems 
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lecturer at Stanford University, argues that methane – a gas released by cows - is 80 times 

more harmful to global warming than CO2. As a result, livestock pollution is playing a heavy 

role in climate change, besides what has already been seen from floods, wildfires and 

droughts. Cattle also has a significant impact on forests all around the world, since many 

farmers are deforesting their land to raise animals. Through slash-and-burn, – a method of 

farming that involves burning trees in order to clear the land – agriculture is responsible for 

the loss of 50 acres of land every day around the world (Bennet, 2017). Since fires produce 

carbon dioxide – a GHG - it is estimated that around 25 percent of the world’s total GHG 

emissions comes from deforestation alone. Yet, despite the fact that forests play a crucial role 

in the mitigation of climate change, thousands of square miles of forest are still being cleared 

out at an alarming rate – resulting in the lost approximately 8 million acres every year (Butler, 

2018). 

 

 
 

 

Figure 8. Summary of the main forest’s pressures in different deforestation fronts, 
Mongabay, 2015 
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The research collected on animal agriculture since the turn of the century has been 

constantly increasing. Here are a few examples related to the Meat Industry, relevant to this 

chapter: 

 
• United States methane emissions from livestock and natural gas are nearly equal 

(The United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2017); 

• Animal agriculture is responsible for up to 91 percent of Amazon Rainforest 

destruction; 

• Growing feed crops for livestock consumes 56 percent of water in the United States; 

• A farm with 2,500 dairy cows produces the same amount of waste as a city of 

411,000 people (Environmental Protection Agency, 2014); 

• 96 percent of the United States' soil erosion comes from food production (Global 

Change Program, 2014). 

 

Fast food companies have also been contributing to deforestation – particularly to 

tropical rainforests (e.g. Amazon) – for a number of years and only recently have their actions 

been widely recognised by the media. Around 84 million Americans consume fast food every 

day, but the environmental harm of convenience food to the planet has hit unsustainable levels 

(Coller, 2015). To put this in perspective, Coller indicates that if cows were a country, it would 

be the third largest emitter of GHG emissions (Busby, 2019). Fast food giants deliver slow 

responses to their out-sized environmental footprints. 

 
As a result, companies like McDonald’s have been pushed beyond the normal boundaries 

of their business to address the big problems that currently exist in our environment, such as 

climate change and deforestation. In addition, Heike Cosse - a global investor from Aegon 

Asset Management – stated that, if we are to meet the global climate ambitions set by the 

Paris Agreement, and ensure the availability and sustainable management of global water 

resources, then global fast good brands need to take concrete action to manage supply-chain 

emissions and water impacts. 
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McDonald's is the world’s largest fast-food restaurant chain, known for its burgers, fries, 

and quick-service model. Founded in 1940 by Richard and Maurice McDonald, it has since 

grown into a global brand with over 39,000 locations in more than 100 countries. McDonald's 

menu has expanded over time to include healthier options, breakfast items, and regional 

specialties. 

 
In the late 1980’s, McDonald’s had its first clash with society. At the time, in 1970, 

Friedman, stated that the only social responsibility of business was to use resources and 

engage in activities created to increase profits. Futhermore, activist groups and nonprofit 

organisations emerged, raising awareness that McDonald’s was not dealing with deforestation 

and climate change as should be expected (Langert, 2019). From this point onwards, the 

company was caught in the middle of several negative critiques by powerful NGOs, such as 

Greenpeace. As these social issues arose, the company grew without knowing how to deal 

with the controversial topics. Criticising the Food Industry for neglecting climate change and 

being one of the sectors with the highest emission rates, a coalition of global investors has 

recently urged companies like McDonald’s, Burger King and KFC to reduce their GHG 

emissions. In their plan, the investors want the companies to create time-bound targets for 

reductions and publicly commit to achieving these targets. 

 
According to a joint letter by the sustainable organisation, Ceres and the Farm Animal 

Investment Risk & Return (FAIRR), McDonald’s was severely critisised by expanding its 

company – up to 14,000 restaurants in the United States – without firstly diminishing their 

environmental impacts (Michael, 2019). The company has also been a target of judgment due 

to their lack of plant-based options for customers, with the biggest fast-food chain not offering 

a single meat-free option in the United States. Other studies show the average American eats 

three burgers per week, which requires around 21 trillion gallons of water and 682 million 

acres of land for livestock, and produces approximately 337 billion of GHG emissions 

(Molidor, 2019). As a result, critics have built on the idea that McDonald’s relies on 

greenwashing - even if plant-based alternatives have a much lower carbon footprint that meat- 

based options - by providing little motivation to adapt as they continue to push meat-burger 

sales. 
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Transforming one of the largest fast-food chains in the world into a sustainable business 

is not easy (Langert, 2019). However, the past year has seen a tremendous change from 

McDonald’s. The company became the first restaurant in the world to acknowledge climate 

change by setting science-based targets with the aim of reducing GHG emissions. The target 

aims to prevent the emission of 150 million metric tons of GHG by 2030, through the 

implementation of sustainable projects and collaboration between farmers and suppliers. This 

is equivalent to taking 32 million cars off the road during an entire year. In order to reach this 

target, the company will work towards sustainable packaging, restaurant recycling and 

sustainable agriculture methods. As there is growing evidence that eating less meat could be 

a quick way of reducing climate pollution (Harrabin, 2022), McDonald’s has also been 

working towards a global commitment to sustainable beef. The company has recently 

launched a “Sustainable Beef” Project with the goal of empowering beef producers to extend 

their own beef sustainability. 

 
The Food Industry is professionally organised and has a significant role in lobbying actors 

and agencies of the state, but the growing awareness of climate change has led the industry to 

deal with socio-economic and socio-ecological issues, which can no longer be ignored. 

Consequently, despite the delay, McDonald’s is starting to set a sustainable pace for other 

food companies to follow. By partnering up with several governments, industries and non- 

governmental organisations, the company is showing its effort in moving towards a 

sustainable future. In terms of organizational challenges (Okereke et al, 2011), it illustrates an 

integrated approach to change, not only developing capabilities to tackle the needed 

dimensions of change, but also reframing organizational values (e.g., more sustainable, local 

production, no-meat options) and adapting structures and processes required for innovation. 

 

In conclusion, McDonald's is clearly taking steps to address climate change by setting 

ambitious sustainability goals, including reducing its greenhouse gas emissions across its 

supply chain. The company aims to reach net-zero emissions by 2050 and has committed to 

using more renewable energy in its operations. McDonald's is also working to source 

ingredients sustainably, such as deforestation-free beef and sustainable packaging, while 

focusing on waste reduction and recycling. Despite these efforts, the company faces pressure 

to accelerate its climate initiatives, particularly in reducing emissions from agriculture and 

beef production, which are significant contributors to its carbon footprint. 
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4.3 The Fashion Industry: Levi’s Case Study 

 
The widespread consensus that the world is being affected by human-induced emissions 

of GHG calls for the urgent need for the Fashion Industry to adopt a sustainable form of 

consumption and production (Govender, 2012). The industry requires resources in a non- 

sustainable way – high GHG emissions and intensive water consumption. The use of material 

goods correlates to the individual’s actors to meet their human necessities – which is an 

inherent characteristic of human behaviour. Therefore, the adoption of a neoliberalist way of 

production has had deep impacts in the Fashion Industry (Montero, 2011). By mainly 

emphasising the importance of transactional relationships and economic dimensions, the 

industry operates at the weak end of the sustainability spectrum and denies the possible 

impacts of climate change. As a result, the industry has been required by several actors to 

adopt green measures due to its rapid change in recent years – which led to a significant impact 

on the environment. 
 

 

 

 

Figure 9. The funnel metaphor, Holmberg and Robert, 2019 
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Considering it a major source of water pollution, Greenpeace (2021) classifies the fashion 

industry as a threat to the global ecosystem and human health. In Figure 9, the funnel metaphor 

aims to illustrate the sustainability challenge that the sector faces in today’s world (Gardetti 

and Torres, 2013). It demonstrates that, if the consumption and production behaviour of the 

industry keeps increasing, the consequent impacts on the environment will also increase, 

which will result in a limited space for the industry to deal with future impacts. 

 

Even though the Oil Industry’s reputation is far worse, the Fashion Industry has also been 

making considerable impacts in the warming of the planet – contributing with 1.7 billion tons 

of carbon dioxide in 2015 (Pulse of the Fashion Industry Report, 2017). To put that in 

perspective, the industry produced five percent of the worldwide manmade CO2 emissions in 

2018, which is more than the emissions of the aviation and shipping business combined (Petty, 

2019). By analysing the environmental impact of clothes manufacturing, such as Levi’s jeans, 

there is a strong eminence of the large proportion of GHG emissions and water usage associated 

with the production of polyester and cotton (Figure 10 and 11). Levi's, officially known as 

Levi Strauss & Co., is an iconic American clothing brand best known for its denim jeans. 

Founded in 1853 by Levi Strauss, the company has expanded its product line to include various 

apparel and accessories, maintaining a strong presence in the global fashion market. 

 
Okafor (2024), demonstrates that cotton – as an agricultural crop – is 300 times more 

warming to the environment than CO2; while polyester – a plastic made from oil – contributed 

to 655 million tons of CO2 emissions in 2014, due to the high need of energy for extraction. 

Clothing manufacturing is responsible for 11 percent of wastewater discharged and the use of 

2.4 billion tons of water every year (Bomgardner, 2018). Some critics say that it is alarming 

the fact that not enough is being done by the big Fashion companies to solve the pollution 

problems. 
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Figure 10. Levi’s 501 Jean Lifecycle Impact, Levi Strauss & CO, 2015 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 11. Environmental impact of a pair of Levi’s jeans, Sustainability Fabric, 

2016. 
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In 2016, the industry’s value was $4,621 per capita, in the United States – compared to 

the $100 in the developing countries. Hence why the manufacturing industry is a big driver 

of employment and economic development, and often a subject to international trade 

agreements and shareholders’ interest. Initiated by UN Climate Change, a program towards 

climate action was created in order to convey fashion companies and stakeholders to develop 

a unified stance on climate. The program aims to connect companies in the Fashion Industry 

to team up in initiatives that will identify new areas for climate action. Meetings between 

fashion representatives have then revealed a consensus that a joined effort across the sector 

could lead to the reduction of GHG emissions. As a result, companies all around the world 

started to change in order to adapt the ideas of the fashion movement. The goal is to have a 

small impact on the climate, by having in accountability the materials, labour, and the source 

of organic and recycled materials. 

 

Even if tackling environmental issues in the world of fashion can be hard, the industry 

has been working towards sustainable challenges in a number of ways. Due to publications 

released on the topic and several NGOs, the industry is now more aware of the ecological 

impacts that fashion consumption and production can have (Gardetti and Torres, 2013). 
 

However, by analysing several globalised and established fashion brands, there is an 

increase in companies, such as Levi’s, that are adopting solutions for sustainable fashion. 

(Cataldi, Diclson & Grover, 2013). In order to make an appeal for a more sustainable fashion 

industry, Levi’s has proposed a new set of targets for 2025. Given that the fashion company 

has more than 500 suppliers worldwide, it can be difficult to access the exact amount of water 

that goes into the products that are being fabricated. However, Levi’s decided to take one step 

forward and institute water quality standards, based on the Environmental Protection Agency 

– which estimates a cut of 96 percent of their water usage for some pieces of clothing. Later 

on, Levi’s director Chip Bergh, justified the measure by stating: “We believe that business has 

the opportunity and the responsibility to be a force for positive change in the world” (Parnell, 

2015). 

 
The Levi's case study emphasizes the urgent need for the industry to adopt more 

sustainable practices. The fashion industry, known for its significant contributions to 

greenhouse gas emissions, water pollution, and resource depletion, operates under a neoliberal 
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framework that prioritizes economic growth and transactional relationships, often at the 

expense of environmental sustainability. Levi's, as a major player in the industry, exemplifies 

both the challenges and the potential for change. The company's recent initiatives, such as 

setting ambitious water usage reduction targets and adopting sustainable production practices, 

demonstrate a growing awareness and responsibility within the industry, with investments in 

both operational and strategic adaptations. However, the scale of the environmental impact— 

evidenced by the industry's contribution to global CO2 emissions and water consumption— 

highlights that much more needs to be done, including at a more institutional level (Berkhout 

& Hertin, 2006). 

 
In sum, Levi's is actively working to address climate change through sustainability 

initiatives focused on reducing its environmental impact. The company has set goals to cut 

carbon emissions across its supply chain and operations by using renewable energy and 

improving energy efficiency. Levi's is also committed to reducing water usage through its 

Water<Less™ technology and promoting sustainable cotton farming practices. Additionally, 

the company encourages circular fashion through its buy-back and recycling programs. 

Despite these efforts, Levi's continues to face challenges in reducing emissions related to raw 

material production, particularly in the denim supply chain. 
 

4.4 ExxonMobil, McDonald’s, and Levis commonalities and differences 

 
In examining the intersection of corporate influence and environmental responsibility, it's 

essential to delve into a comparative analysis of the three prominent corporations examined 

in this study - ExxonMobil, McDonald’s, and Levi’s - highlighting both their commonalities 

and differences in relation to environmental sustainability practices. By exploring their 

corporate influence, public pressure responses, shifts towards sustainability, and engagement 

with stakeholders, we can gain a clearer understanding of how these global giants are 

navigating their environmental responsibilities and the varying degrees to which they are 

advancing towards sustainable practices. As such, this analysis will reveal insights into how 

diverse sectors - oil, food, and fashion - approach environmental challenges and the 

effectiveness of their respective strategies in mitigating their ecological footprints: 
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• Corporate Influence and Responsibility - Each industry, whether oil, food, or fashion, 

faces responsibility regarding its environmental impact and corporate responsibility. 

ExxonMobil, as an oil giant, has faced criticism for its lobbying efforts against climate 

policy despite being a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions. Similarly, 

McDonald’s has been targeted for its environmental footprint, particularly related to 

meat consumption and packaging waste. Levi’s, as a fashion brand, has been called 

upon to address the environmental impacts of its production processes and supply 

chain; 

 

• Public Pressure - All three companies have encountered public pressure and activism 

regarding their environmental practices. ExxonMobil has faced criticism for its role 

in climate denial and lobbying against regulations. McDonald’s has been targeted by 

environmental groups for its contribution to deforestation and greenhouse gas 

emissions. Levi’s has been urged to adopt more sustainable practices by environmental 

organizations and concerned consumers; 

 

• Shifts towards Sustainability - Despite initial resistance, each company has taken 

steps towards sustainability in response to public pressure and changing consumer 

attitudes. ExxonMobil was the one with a stronger negative approach to climate 

change, which contrasts with more proactive measures taken by some competitors like 

BP and Shell. McDonald’s has committed to reducing its greenhouse gas emissions 

and promoting sustainable practices, such as offering plant-based options and setting 

science-based targets for emissions reduction. Levi’s has implemented water 

conservation measures and set targets for reducing water usage in its production 

processes, demonstrating a commitment to sustainability; 

 
• Engagement with Stakeholders and Collaboration - All three companies have 

engaged with stakeholders and collaborated with external organizations to address 

environmental challenges. ExxonMobil’s involvement in climate research and 

partnerships with academic institutions like Stanford University indicate a willingness 

to engage with stakeholders on climate issues, although only with ones whose research 

supported the status quo of their business operations. 
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McDonald’s has collaborated with NGOs and investors to develop sustainability goals and 

initiatives aimed at reducing its environmental impact. Levi’s has partnered with UN Climate 

Change and other industry stakeholders to develop climate action plans and promote 

sustainable practices in the fashion industry. As it can be perceived above, ExxonMobil, 

McDonald’s, and Levi’s each approach climate change differently, reflecting their industries' 

unique challenges. ExxonMobil, in the oil and gas sector, focuses on technological solutions 

like carbon capture and hydrogen while continuing significant fossil fuel production, which 

draws criticism. In contrast, McDonald’s, in the fast-food industry, targets its supply chain by 

promoting sustainable sourcing and renewable energy, but struggles with emissions from beef 

production. Levi’s, in the apparel industry, prioritizes reducing water usage and promoting 

sustainable cotton, aiming to minimize environmental impact throughout its supply chain. 

While all three companies have set long-term net-zero goals, ExxonMobil’s role in fossil 

fuels, McDonald’s reliance on agriculture, and Levi’s resource-intensive production 

processes create distinct challenges in their climate efforts. 

 
By examining the intersection of corporate influence and environmental responsibility, a 

comparative analysis of ExxonMobil, McDonald’s, and Levi’s highlights their distinct 

approaches to sustainability, shaped by their industries and public expectations. Each 

corporation faces environmental responsibilities due to its sector’s significant impact. 

ExxonMobil, for instance, has been criticized for lobbying against climate policy while 

remaining one of the largest contributors to greenhouse gas emissions (Union of Concerned 

Scientists, 2020). Similarly, McDonald’s is under scrutiny for its environmental footprint, 

particularly in terms of deforestation and packaging waste (Greenpeace, 2019), while Levi’s 

has been called upon to address the environmental impacts of its production and supply chain 

(Clean Clothes Campaign, 2020). Public pressure has played a pivotal role, with ExxonMobil 

facing backlash for its climate denial history (Supran & Oreskes, 2017), McDonald’s targeted 

by activists for its role in greenhouse gas emissions from meat production (WWF, 2021), and 

Levi’s encouraged to embrace more sustainable practices by consumers and environmental 

organizations (Fashion Revolution, 2021). Despite initial resistance, all three have made shifts 

towards sustainability - ExxonMobil through carbon capture research (ExxonMobil, 2021), 

McDonald’s by setting science-based emissions targets (McDonald’s, 2020), and Levi’s with 

water conservation efforts (Levi Strauss & Co, 2020). 
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The engagement with stakeholders also varies, from ExxonMobil’s controversial 

partnerships with institutions like Stanford University (Stanford University, 2015), to 

McDonald’s collaborations with NGOs (Ceres, 2020), and Levi’s partnerships with industry 

stakeholders to drive sustainable fashion (Levi Strauss & Co., 2021). In sum, this analysis 

reveals the varying degrees of progress made by each company and industry in mitigating 

their environmental footprints, with distinct challenges based on sector specific 

responsibilities.
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Conclusion 

 

This paper has sought to analyse the impact climate change can have in shaping the 

corporate strategy of North-American corporations, specifically in industries considered to 

have a heavy stance in GHG emissions. It has demonstrated that considering Neoliberalism 

as the dominant political ideology is essential in examining the climate policies of 

privatisation, lobbying and deregulation, through which some corporations have managed to 

generate an enormous amount of profit. By comparing three case studies, a Neoliberal 

perspective also helped to provide depth to the fact climate change influences Companies to 

adapt and integrate new business strategies (Jones et all, 2007). The research demonstrated 

that some corporations approach climate change as a business opportunity, while others view 

it as a liability. This evidence and the ambiguous approach by companies has been at the very 

heart of the decision making of climate change business strategies. 

 

As predicted, the stance of the United States Government and its Presidents towards 

climate change, showed to be crucial to the negative approach some American companies 

have (Berger, Cunningham & Drumwright, 2007). Due to donations and lobbyists, 

corporations have been obstructing green policies and sustainable projects in order to continue 

generating profit. At a moment when climate change is at its biggest demand, economic 

Neoliberalism stands in the way. From this rounded perspective, the research showed that 

corporations' decision to fight climate change – through innovation, green projects and 

competitive strategy – is often based on the economic outcome those actions can have (Pulver, 

2002). The research demonstrated that the early stage of international climate politics in the 

1980s saw the development of an adverse approach from businesses towards climate change: 

an alliance between North-American corporations, that felt mainly threatened by the 

restrictions proposed on GHG emissions, and an alliance of corporations that are working to 

deliver a sustainable business. 

 
By using three case studies in my project, I managed to provide the reader a 

comprehensive examination of diverse industries and corporate responses to climate change. 

The chosen methodology has proven to be a robust framework for this study and ensured a 

solid foundation for the case studies (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2008). The 

correlation between secondary data and qualitative analysis not only validated the findings 
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but also provided a clear and new direction for the research (Yin, 2018) - climate change 

policy is in fact affecting businesses more than ever before and companies are taking a more 

proactive approach to implement legislation evolving the climate issue. 

 
Each case study provided a concrete example and a comparative analysis across the cases 

revealed different patterns by addressing the complexity of climate change and corporate 

behavior from various angles. At the same time, the three case studies examined in this paper 

– ExxonMobil, McDonald’s and Levi’s - sought to prove the tendency of North-American 

companies to consider climate change in their strategies, some initiating adaptation measures 

and strategies, another contesting it. Located at the negative end of the spectrum, ExxonMobil 

- one of the biggest oil companies in the world - has for a long time been aware of the harm 

that fossil fuels extraction is having on the environment. However, while overlooking this 

fact, the company has still been stressing the lack of proof of climate change since the early 

days. By lobbying other companies and blocking action on climate, the research provided 

valuable points that ExxonMobil is not keen on engaging in environmental strategies due to 

economic motivations, even when twin corporations like BP or Shell have shown more 

overture and investment in such matters. 

 
This direction, however, was not found when analysing the second case study: 

McDonald’s. In this case, the Food Industry representative demonstrated to have a more 

positive approach than the Oil Industry. Even if being negative accounted for their meat 

production numbers, it is important to note that McDonald’s has started moving towards a 

sustainable future. By publicly acknowledging climate change and successfully implementing 

sustainable projects that aim to reduce GHG emissions, the famous fastfood chain has made 

significant positive changes since the 1980s. 

 

Having a more positive approach than both cases mentioned before, Levi’s demonstrated 

to be a favourable example for other companies to follow through with its climate action 

strategy and clear-cut position on GHG. In sum, this dissertation has not only looked at 

corporations that are working to discredit climate science, but also corporations that are 

publicly committing to sustainable values. Overall, the different reactions of US companies 

to the climate issue were found to be related to economically profitable strategies and 

lobbyists influences. It also indicated that corporations, driven by economic interests, often 

obstruct green policies and sustainable projects. However, convergent pressures by 
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international agreements and organisations have also had a meaningful impact. While many 

actors resemble the idea that industrial sectors are at the root of global environmental 

problems, North-American corporations have slowly been pulling environmental debates as 

part of their corporate social responsibility. Unlike previous accounts that modern industries 

are often holding back efforts to save the environment, the paper revealed that companies in 

the Fashion and Food Industry, such as Levi’s and McDonald’s, are now considering climate 

action regulations to be an integral and crucial part of their corporate strategy design. The 

evolution of climate change policy-making in these three industries demonstrated the follow-

on effect these corporations have had. At the scope of climate change, policy is now affecting 

markets more than ever before. This study suggested that companies are taking a more 

proactive approach to implement legislation evolving the climate issue, corrupting the 

conventional planning and implementing a strategic thinking based on a more sustainable 

framework (Mintzberg, 1994). In this way, the paper also suggests that, in the context of the 

Neoliberal economy, international agreements and organizations play a role in pressuring 

North-American corporations to consider climate action as part of their corporate social 

responsibility, influencing their strategies. 

 
The findings thus revealed that corporations, driven by economic motivations, often 

approach climate change as either a strategic opportunity or a liability (Lubbers, 2020). For 

companies like ExxonMobil, the emphasis has been on resisting climate policies and lobbying 

against regulations, driven by the economic advantages of maintaining the status quo (Brulle, 

2018). In contrast, companies such as McDonald’s and Levi’s have responded to public 

pressure and evolving consumer attitudes by implementing more sustainable practices 

(Hoffman, 2018; Shankleman, 2021). This shift towards sustainability highlights the 

importance of integrating environmental considerations into business strategies, not just for 

regulatory compliance but as a competitive advantage (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Companies 

are increasingly recognizing that aligning with climate action can enhance their brand 

reputation, attract environmentally conscious consumers, and mitigate long-term risks 

associated with climate change (Eccles et al., 2014). The consequences for companies and 

policy-making are profound. Corporations that resist adapting to climate change face 

increasing public scrutiny and regulatory pressure, which can affect their market position and 

profitability (Clark & Strauss, 2017). ExxonMobil's resistance to climate action has not only 

contributed to its negative public image but also placed it at a competitive disadvantage 

compared to peers like BP and Shell, which have started to consider sustainability as part of 
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their corporate strategy (Takahashi & Meisner, 2013). McDonald’s and Levi’s, on the other 

hand, have demonstrated that proactive sustainability measures can lead to positive outcomes, 

such as improved corporate reputation and enhanced consumer loyalty (Waddock, 2018; 

Serafeim, 2020). On a broader scale, these corporate actions influence policy-making by 

shaping public discourse and political pressure (Levy & Newell, 2006). Companies that adopt 

sustainable practices can drive policy changes by demonstrating the viability of green business 

models and contributing to the broader push for climate action. Conversely, those who obstruct 

progress may face stricter regulations and higher costs as governments and international 

bodies impose measures to address climate change (Jones et al., 2021). 

 
Nevertheless, it is also important to mention that this study has several limitations. First, 

the focus on only three case studies—ExxonMobil, McDonald’s, and Levi’s—may not fully 

represent the diverse range of corporate responses to climate change across different 

industries and geographical regions. Additionally, the analysis primarily relies on secondary 

data, which may not capture the full complexity of corporate strategies and their impacts (Yin, 

2018). Future research could benefit from a more extensive examination of additional 

companies and industries to provide a broader perspective on corporate climate strategies 

(Searcy, 2012). Furthermore, longitudinal studies could offer insights into how corporate 

approaches to climate change evolve over time in response to shifting public attitudes and 

regulatory environments (Orsato, 2009). Additionally, further research might also explore the 

effectiveness of different types of corporate sustainability initiatives and their impact on long- 

term business performance and environmental outcomes (Bansal & DesJardine, 2014). Such 

studies could help refine strategies for integrating climate action into business practices and 

inform more effective policy-making (Hart & Dowell, 2011). 

 

In conclusion, the findings of this study suggest a positive shift among NorthAmerican 

corporations regarding climate change, including ExxonMobil, which, despite its historical 

resistance, is beginning to recognize the necessity of adapting to sustainable practices. At the 

same time, companies like McDonald’s and Levi’s illustrate that proactive approaches can 

enhance brand reputation and consumer loyalty, paving the way for more responsible business 

practices. This trajectory offers hope that collaborative efforts and innovative strategies can 

effectively address climate change, promoting a more sustainable future for both businesses 

and society at large. 
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