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Assessing ExxonMobil’s 
climate change 
communications



Have communications about climate change 

by ExxonMobil and other fossil fuel companies 

misled customers, shareholders, or the public?



A timeline of climate denial

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News
Adapted from original graphic. 

Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



1954: American Petroleum Institute alerted

that fossil fuels increasing atmospheric CO2

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News Franta B Nature Clim. Chg. 8, 1024 (2019) 
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



1957: Humble Oil quantifies 

“cumulative mass of fossil carbon dioxide”

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News Brannon H R et al. Trans Am. Geophys. Union 643 (1957) 
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



1959: API warned by Edward Teller 

about “greenhouse effect”, 

global warming, sea level rise

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News Franta B. The Guardian (1 Jan 2018)
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



1968/69/72: API-commissioned reports

warn of potentially “severe” climate change

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News

Robinson E, Robbins R C (1968) Sources, abundance, and fate of gaseous atmospheric pollutants. Final report.
Robinson E, Robbins R C (1969) Sources, abundance, and fate of gaseous atmospheric pollutants. Supplement.

Robinson E (1972) Advances in Chemistry 113, 1
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



1977: Exxon scientist briefs executives on 
global warming projections & climatic effects

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News Black J. The Greenhouse Effect (1978)
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



1978-9: Request for a “credible scientific team”
for climate research at Exxon 

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News

Shaw H. Untitled (request for a credible scientific team) (1978)
Hoffert M I, Callegari A J, Hsieh C-T. J. Geophys. Res. 85 6667 (1980)

Hoffert M I, Wey Y-C, Callegari A J, Broecker W S. Clim. Change 2, 53 (1979)
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



By the late 1970s, global warming was no longer speculative.

The issue was not were we going to have a problem, 

the issue was simply how soon and how fast and how bad 

was it going to be. Not if. 

DR. EDWARD GARVEY

Exxon climate researcher, 1978-83

Interviewed 2015 & 2018

Osborne J (2 Oct 2015) Dallas News

Westervelt A (14 Nov 2018) Drilled: A true Crime Podcast about Climate Change, Ep 1



PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.
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ExxonMobil 2017





Online at

bit.ly/ExxonPaper



Internal Documents

37 (1977-1995)
Peer-Reviewed

72 (1982-2014)
Non-Peer-Reviewed

47 (1980-2014)

Advertorials

36 (1989-2004)





Mastracchio R L 1979 Controlling Atmospheric CO2



“Estimate of the average global temperature increase” 

under the “Exxon 21st Century Study-High Growth scenario”

Glaser M B 1982 CO2 ‘Greenhouse’ Effect

Shaw H 1984 CO2 Greenhouse and Climate Issues EUSA/ER&E Environ. Conf., New Jersey





Santer B D et al. IPCC SAR WG1 Ch 8 (1996)

Albritton D L et al. IPCC TAR WG1 (2001) 





Mobil 1997 Reset the alarm 

The New York Times 



ExxonMobil 2000 Unsettled science. 

The New York Times 



The more public ExxonMobil’s climate communications are,

the more they communicate doubt
% of Documents



The more public ExxonMobil’s climate communications are,

the more they communicate doubt
% of Documents



Have climate communications from 

ExxonMobil (Exxon/Mobil/ExxonMobil) 

misled customers, shareholders, or the public?

Yes.



Misleading #1: Exxon and ExxonMobil Corp misled with 

discrepant communications

(statistical and document-to-document).



Science: ~80% Acknowledge Advertorials: ~80% Doubt



ExxonMobil contributed quietly to the science 

yet loudly to raising doubts about it. 

• Average citations = 21 (peer-reviewed)
2 (non-peer-reviewed)

• Intellectually & physically inaccessible



• <citations> = 21 (peer-reviewed)
2 (non-peer-reviewed)

• Intellectually & physically inaccessible

• Let “the public to know where we stand”
• Readership of millions
• “Every Thursday” 1972-2001, $31,000 each
• “Advertorials substantially affect levels of 

individual issue salience” (Cooper et al. 2004) 

ExxonMobil contributed quietly to the science 

yet loudly to raising doubts about it. 



Misleading #1: Exxon and ExxonMobil Corp misled with 

discrepant communications

(statistical and document-to-document).

Misleading #2: Mobil, Exxon, and ExxonMobil Corp misled with 

misinforming advertorials and non-peer-reviewed publications, 

which conflicted with mainstream science.



“very misleading” 
DR. LLOYD KEIGWIN

Woods hole Oceanographic Institution

Keigwin L D to Altman P. 11 Dec 2000



Exxon. Global climate change, everyone’s debate (1998) 



Misleading #1: Mobil, Exxon, and ExxonMobil Corp misled with 

misinforming advertorials and non-peer-reviewed publications, 

which conflicted with mainstream science.

Misleading #2: Exxon and ExxonMobil Corp misled with 

discrepant communications

(statistical and document-to-document).

Misleading #3: Exxon and ExxonMobil Corp misled by funding climate denial 

inconsistent with what the company knew.



“Even though we were writing all these papers [with Exxon scientists] 

which were basically supporting the idea that climate change from 

CO2 emissions was going to change the climate of the earth 

according to our best scientific understanding, 
the front office...of the company was also supporting people 

that we call climate change deniers…they were giving millions of 

dollars to other entities to support the idea that 

the CO2 greenhouse was a hoax.”

DR. MARTIN HOFFERT

Professor, New York University

Research collaborator with Exxon scientists in the 1980s

Interviewed 2018

Westervelt A (15 Nov 2018) Drilled: A true Crime Podcast about Climate Change, Ep 2



The Royal Society (4 Sept 2006) Letter from Ward B to Thomas N



Online at

bit.ly/ExxonReport

Exxon/ExxonMobil’s

past & present climate denial:

The Company

Contrarian scientists

Third-party organizations

Climate-denying politicians



This is a petition signed by 17,000 scientists…
‘There is no convincing scientific evidence…’

2000 EXXONMOBIL SHAREHOLDER MEETING

We in ExxonMobil do not believe that
the science required to establish this linkage 
between fossil fuels and warming has been demonstrated 
- and many scientists agree

2002 ASIA OIL & GAS CONFERENCE

Our ability to project with any degree of certainty the future 
Is continuing to be very limited…our examination about the 
models are [sic] that they’re not competent. 

2013 EXXONMOBIL SHAREHOLDER MEETING

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



Online at

bit.ly/ExxonReport

Exxon/ExxonMobil’s

past & present climate denial:

The Company

Contrarian scientists

Third-party organizations

Climate-denying politicians



It’s the Sun, stupid! 

The 20th century is likely not the warmest nor a uniquely 
extreme climatic period of the last millennium.

…flawed notion…that increasing atmospheric carbon dioxide 
(CO2) concentrations will change climate dramatically…

Willie Soon’s “deliverables”

• $1.25 million from fossil fuel companies

• Funding frequently undisclosed in papers
• $335,000 from ExxonMobil Foundation (2005-10)

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News

Soon W, Legates D R 2010 Ecol. Law. Curr. 37
Soon W 2007 Phys. Geog. 28, 97

Green K C, Armstrong J S, Soon W 2009 Int. J. of Forecasting 25, 826
Song L InsideClimate News (23 Feb 2015)

Bagley K InsideClimate News (11 Mar 2015)
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.

…the hypothesis of a CO2-dominated warming 
of the Arctic is not likely consistent…

Too much ice is really bad for polar bears

2003

2005

2009

2010

2008

Greenpeace. Dr. Willie Soon (Feb 2015, bit.ly/PCHR1)
Soon W, et al. 2003 Energy & Environment 14, 233
Soon W W-H 2005 Geophys. Res. Lett. 32 L16712
Soon W 2009 It’s the Sun, stupid!



Online at

bit.ly/ExxonReport

Exxon/ExxonMobil’s

past & present climate denial:

The Company

Contrarian scientists

Third-party organizations

Climate-denying politicians



PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.

Acton Institute $365,000 

Advancement of Sound Science Center, Inc. $50,000 

AEI American Enterprise Institute $5,014,000 

Africa Fighting Malaria $30,000 

ALEC American Legislative Exchange Council $1,987,900 

American Conservative Union Foundation $90,000 

American Council for Capital Formation - Center for 

Policy Research $1,824,523 

American Council on Science and Health $165,000 

American Friends of the Institute of Economic Affairs $50,000 

American Spectator Foundation $115,000 

Annapolis Center $1,198,500 

Arizona State University $49,500 

Atlas Economic Research Foundation $1,082,500 

Capital Research Center (Greenwatch) $265,000 

Cato Institute $155,000 

CEI Competitive Enterprise Institute $2,145,000 

Independence Institute $85,000 

Independent Women's Forum $75,000 

Institute for Energy Research $337,000 

Institute for Policy Innovaton $15,000 

Institute for Senior Studies $30,000 

Institute for Study of Earth and Man $93,500 

International Policy Network - North America $390,000 

International Republican Institute $115,000 

Landmark Legal Foundation $166,000 

Lexington Institute $10,000 

Lindenwood University, St. Charles, Missouri $40,000 

Manhattan Institute $1,375,200 

$38.7 million+ to 73 climate-denying 

organizations (1992-2017)*

*Does not include ~$1 billion to PR and Advertising firms 

from fossil fuel industry over the last decade alone.

ExxonSecrets.org
Climate Investigations Center (2019) Trade Associations and the Public Relations Industry



• “Role of greenhouse gases in climate change is 
not well understood”

• $13M in 1997 anti-Kyoto ad campaign

• $63M in political contributions (1989-99) 

• 1996: ‘The IPCC: Institutionalized Scientific Cleansing?’

$38.7 million+ to 73 climate-denying 

organizations (1992-2017)

PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News

Supran G et al. Fossil Free MIT (2015, bit.ly/PCHR2)
Achakulwisut P et al. Ending ExxonMobil Sponsorship of the American Geophysical Union (2016), bit.ly/ExxonReport)

Frumhoff P, Heede R, Oreskes N. Climatic Change 132, 157 (2015)
ExxonSecrets.org

Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.



Brill K (2001) Letter to Dobriansky P



Online at

bit.ly/ExxonReport

Exxon/ExxonMobil’s

past & present climate denial:

The Company

Contrarian scientists

Third-party organizations

Climate-denying politicians



“The idea that manmade gases, CO2, are causing 

catastrophic global warming is the greatest hoax 

ever perpetrated on the American people”
SENATOR JAMES INHOFE



ExxonMobil also misled about climate change as serious & solvable 

Serious Solvable



Mastracchio R L 1979 

Controlling Atmospheric CO2



ExxonMobil. Do No Harm

The New York Times (2000)



Misleading on stranded fossil fuel assets: 24 documents 

allude to stranded assets, but no advertorials do so 

Glaser M B 1982 CO2 ‘Greenhouse’ Effect 



2015–2100 CO2 budgets: 
(<2°C and/or [CO2] < 550 ppm)

ExxonMobil: 251–716 GtC

IPCC: 442–651 GtC

Misleading on stranded assets: 24 documents allude to 

stranded fossil fuel assets, but no advertorials do so 

Glaser M B 1982 CO2 ‘Greenhouse’ Effect

Kheshgi H S, Jain A K Glob Biogeochem Cycl 17, 1047 (2003)



Have climate communications from 

ExxonMobil (Exxon/Mobil/ExxonMobil) 

misled customers, shareholders, or the public?

Yes.



PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News
Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes.

?

(1) Climate science research

(2) Public relations campaign

Shaw H Untitled (request for a credible scientific team) (1978)
Werthamer N R CO2 Greenhouse Communications Plan (1980) 
Carlson J M The Greenhouse Effect (1988)

Werthamer N R CO2 Greenhouse 
Communications Plan (1980) 

Levine D G Potential Enhanced Greenhouse Effects Status 
and Outlook (1989) 

Long G H Atmospheric CO2 Scoping Study (1981)

 “Highly visible programs” (1978)

 “Establish a scientific presence”

 “Maintain awareness of new scientific developments” (1984)

 “Credentials required to speak with authority in this area” (1980)

 “Detailed understanding of the total Federal atmospheric CO2 program 

which the Corporation needs for its own planning” (1981)

 “Great public relations value” (1978)

 ‘CO2 Greenhouse Communications Plan’ to target “opinion leaders who 

are not scientists” (1980)



1980s: Exxon develops “CO2 Greenhouse Communications Plan” to 

“emphasize the uncertainty”

Levine D G 1989 Potential Enhanced Greenhouse Effects Status and Outlook

Carlson J M 1988 The Greenhouse Effect



Global Climate Science Communications Team (1998) Global Climate Science Communications Plan

1990s: Oil industry develops “uncertainty” strategy



Informed Citizens For the Environment (1991) Mission

1990s: Coal industry & electric utilities 
develop “theory (not fact)” strategy



Big Oil is the new Big Tobacco

TOBACCO
FOSSIL 
FUELS

STRATEGY Develop detailed understanding of products’ dangers ✓ ✓

Denial of consensus – including internal – science ✓ ✓

Subvert evidence in policymaking ✓ ✓

Reshape media ✓ ✓

Preempt litigation & regulation ✓ ✓

TACTICS & INFRASTRUCTURE Internal research to inform decision-making and PR ✓ ✓

Direct denial ✓ ✓

Shift to indirect denial & lobbying (‘think tanks’, AstroTurf groups, 
PR firms, lobby groups, trade associations, politicians)

✓ ✓

Contrarian scientists and talking heads ✓ ✓

Colonization of academia ✓ ✓

Aggressive, predatory marketing at unprecedented scale ✓ ✓

RHETORIC Doubt mongering ✓ ✓

Shift from explicit doubt to “risk” rhetoric ✓ ✓

Appeal to techno-fixes & solutions misinformation ✓ ✓

Consumer risk and choice versus industry responsibility ✓ ✓

Appeal to libertarian and free-market conservative ideologies ✓ ✓

Never acknowledge deception ✓ ✓



Climate denial machine

Fossil Fuel
Industry

Corporate 
Interests

Conservative 
Foundations

Contrarian Scientists & AstroTurf Campaigns

Think Tanks

Front Groups

Think Tank Networks
PR/Ad Firms

Media Blogs

Politicians

Adapted from Dunlap R E & McCright A M (2011) 

The Oxford Handbook of Climate Change and Society, Ch 10



4,556 individuals

164 organizations

Farrell, J. Nat Clim Chg. 6, 370 (2015)

Farrell, J. PNAS. 113, 92 (2015)



Europe’s Web of Denial

Corporate Europe Observatory (Dec 2010) 

Concealing their sources – who funds Europe’s climate change deniers?



Climate denial machine

ExxonMobil
API

Koch 
Foundation 

Institute for 
Energy Research

Media Blogs

Politicians

Study Author
Alvarez G C (2010) Procesos De Mercado VII, 1

bit.ly/2UA01Ma; bit.ly/2HvFGoD; bit.ly/2HmIeoI



Climate denial machine

ExxonMobil

International
Policy Network

Media Blogs

Politicians

Study Author

Center for 
New Europe

bit.ly/2O76agz



Climate denial machine

ExxonMobil

Atlas Network

Media Blogs

Politicians

Study Author

Instituto
Juan de Mariana

Koch 
Foundation 

bit.ly/2Hqmubw

Harkinson J (22 Dec 2009) Mother jones



“ecosystem of influence”

Farrell, J. Nat Clim Chg. 6, 370 (2015)

Farrell, J. PNAS. 113, 92 (2015)

Funded by 
ExxonMobil

Not funded by 
ExxonMobil



Adapted from original graphic. 
Paul Horn/ICN not responsible for any changes. PAUL HORN /InsideClimate News

“It is reasonable to conclude that 

climate change denial campaigns in 

the US have played a crucial role in 

blocking domestic legislation and 

contributing to the US becoming an 

impediment to international policy 

making.” 

Dunlap R E & McCright A M (2011) 

The Oxford Handbook of Climate Change and Society, Ch 10



“Arguments emphasising scientific uncertainty have 

achieved political traction in the United Kingdom, 

creating a ‘fog of distrust’ instrumental in 

draining political capital from the 

active implementation of climate policy.”

Sharman A & Perkins R (2017) Environment and Planning A 49 2281



Profit
&

Ideology

Anti-science &
anti-policy

climate denial

Distrust in 
science, media, 

government

Brown M B (2014) Culture, Politics and Climate Change: How Information Shapes our Common Future, Ch 6

Dunlap R E & McCright A M (2011) The Oxford Handbook of Climate Change and Society, Ch 10

Farand C, Hope M (18 Nov 2018)  DeSmogUK



Our results do not stand in isolation.

Fossil fuel companies and trade associations, including ExxonMobil, have variously orchestrated, 
funded, and perpetuated direct and indirect climate change misinformation. 

Fossil fuel companies and trade associations, including ExxonMobil, have variously known about 
the basics of climate science and its implications for decades.

Put together, the evidence points to a singular conclusion: Fossil fuel companies and trade 

associations, including ExxonMobil, have variously promoted disinformation about climate 
change so as to stifle action by misleading the public and policymakers.

Quantitative and qualitative analyses suggest that they have succeeded.


