
Vol.:(0123456789)

Climatic Change           (2021) 169:8 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-021-03244-4

1 3

The role of public relations firms in climate change politics

Robert J. Brulle1  · Carter Werthman1

Received: 12 February 2021 / Accepted: 11 October 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. 2021

Abstract
Climate change policy has long been subject to influence by a wide variety of organiza-
tions. Despite their importance, the key role of public relations (PR) firms has long been 
overlooked in the climate political space. This paper provides an exploratory overview of 
the extent and nature of involvement of PR firms in climate political action by organiza-
tions in five sectors: Coal/Steel/Rail, Oil & Gas, Utilities, Renewable Energy, and the Envi-
ronmental Movement. The analysis shows that the engagement of public relations firms by 
organizations in all of these sectors is widespread. In absolute terms, the Utility and Gas & 
Oil sectors engage the most PR firms, and the Environmental Movement engages the few-
est. Organizations in the Utilities Sector show a statistically significant higher use of PR 
firms than the other sectors. Within each sector, engagement of PR firms is concentrated in 
a few firms, and the major oil companies and electrical-supply manufactures are the heavi-
est employers of such firms. PR firms generally specialize in representing specific sectors, 
and a few larger PR firms are widely engaged in climate and energy political activity. PR 
firms developed campaigns that frequently relied on third-party groups to engage with the 
public, criticize opponents, and serve as the face of an advertising campaign. Our analysis 
shows that PR firms are a key organizational actor in climate politics.

Keywords Public relations firms · Climate change · Politics

“Switch off for an hour at home,” implores the World Wildlife Fund’s (WWF) Earth Hour 
campaign. Every March since 2007, WWF has conducted a global effort to convince indi-
viduals to turn off their lights for 1 h on 1 day of the year. Developed and run by the adver-
tising agency Leo Burnett Sidney (Sison 2013), the Earth Hour campaign aims to convey 
a symbolic message of collective action to protect the natural environment, which WWF 
claims is “driving major legislative changes” and can “spark global conversations on pro-
tecting nature.”1 Besides “Earth Hour,” other phrases commonly used in climate discourse 
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originated with and promulgated by public relations (PR) firms include the phrases “clean 
coal,” “renewable natural gas,” “coal country,” and “carbon footprint.”2 The efforts of PR firms 
have effectively instantiated these concepts into the taken-for-granted discourse regarding climate 
change, and subsequently shaped the public debate about this issue.

There has been extensive discussion of the influence of corporations (ExxonMobil, Koch 
Enterprises), conservative think tanks (Heartland Institute, the Competitive Enterprise Institute), 
and nongovernmental organizations (Greenpeace, the Sierra Club) on climate policy. However, 
in addition to these organizations, PR agencies are a critical, less examined organizational influ-
ence on climate policy (Nesbit 2016: 15, Pooley 2010: 308, Schneider et al. 2016, Leonard 2019: 
449). As noted by Stauber and Rampton (1995: 16), the work of PR firms requires that they 
“remain invisible.” Accordingly, PR firms and the organizations that engage their services have 
endeavored to maintain a low profile regarding their role in climate communications efforts.

In this paper, we attempt to shed light on the role and extent of PR firms engaged with 
the issue of climate change. PR firms such as Edelman, Glover Part, Cerrell, and Ogilvy 
are major actors in the climate issue arena on par with conservative think tanks or environ-
mental groups. Yet they remain unexamined, and not held to account for their activities. 
Our research objective is to conduct an exploratory empirical analysis of the nature and 
extent of the organizational engagement of PR firms in climate change politics. We start 
with a review of the literature regarding the role of public relations firms in political advo-
cacy and climate change. We then conduct an analysis of the use of PR firms by key organ-
izations involved in climate change political activity at the national level. We examine the 
extent of use of PR firms, which PR firms are most frequently used, and the activities in 
which leading PR firms engage. Drawing on multiple datasets, we conduct a descriptive 
review of the engagement of key PR firms over the period 1988 to 2020. We conclude by 
discussing how analysis of public relations firms’ professional advocacy efforts can expand 
our understanding of political activities related to climate change.

1  Public relations and the public sphere

As the public sphere has developed in the USA, the role of public relations evolved and 
has now become a critical component of political action. Thus, the role of PR in social 
and political action needs to be viewed through a sociological and historical lens (L’Etang 
2016: 28–29). The public sphere is the social space in which organizations and individu-
als based in civil society and the market engage in debates to identify problems, develop 
possible solutions, and strive to generate pressure on government bodies that directs atten-
tion to and addresses their particular political issues (Habermas 1962). Dominance in the 
public sphere allows actors to shape the dominant understanding and definition of a public 
issue and steer government actions in their desired direction (Habermas 1996: 359–360; 
Habermas 1998: 248–249).

Over the last century, the public sphere has become increasingly dominated by organi-
zational actors. As the state expanded into the market to provide a social safety net and 
economic stability, it took on the responsibility of economic management and the distri-
bution of wealth. Since economic outcomes are tied to state policy, private interests were 
incentivized to try to shape that policy. Thus, market organizations become entwined in 

2 See the attached Supplemental Material.
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state operations. Additionally, government agencies become political actors in their own 
right, advancing their own policy agendas (Laumann and Knoke 1987). This process has 
resulted in significant inequality regarding access to the public sphere. The concentration 
of economic wealth in the USA enables well-resourced organizations to become dominant 
advocates of specific policy positions. Instead of a forum for open debate among equals 
over the constitutive elements of the common good, the public sphere becomes increas-
ingly dominated by powerful organized groups (Magnan 2006, pp. 31–32). Thus, in this 
“organizational public sphere,” organizations play a critical role in structuring the political 
process.

In this situation, a distinct advantage is maintained by organizations with sufficient eco-
nomic, political, and/or organizational capacity to generate publicity campaigns on behalf 
of their positions. As media outlets have proliferated, the bases of a common public opin-
ion have fragmented. As Greenberg et al. (2011: 69) note: “It can no longer be assumed 
that there is any unity of reason acting as the point of departure and destination for public 
discourse. Public discourse is fragmented as different, incommensurable forms of inter-
est come into competitive play.” Organizations thus have powerful incentives to engage in 
activities to set the terms of the debate to favor their preferred policy outcomes.

The origins of political PR can be traced to the work of the press agent Ivy Lee for 
John D. Rockefeller and Standard Oil (Cutlip 1994; Miller and Dinan 2008) and the further 
efforts of Edward Bernays to utilize PR to burnish the image of corporations (Lepore 2012; 
Walker 2014: 53–55, Potter 1990). The development of the specialized industry of environ-
mental PR would emerge in the 1970s, 10 years after the public outcry following the pub-
lication of biologist Rachel Carson’s research on the toxic legacy of chemical pesticides. 
The chemical industry and its trade association, the Chemical Manufacturers Association 
(CMA), launched a massive PR campaign to sow doubt about Carson’s methods and find-
ings (Murphy 2005). Though ultimately unsuccessful in stemming the tide of change in 
public and political attitudes evoked by Carson’s book Silent Spring, this PR campaign 
taught industrialists that managing public perception and political decision-making around 
environmental issues was not only a worthwhile investment, but also a necessary one. 
Between the early 1970s and the mid-1990s, corporate PR agents and firms built advo-
cacy structures to anticipate and manage environmental policy issues (Aronczyk 2018). In 
turn, the environmental movement and other NGOs increasingly engaged PR profession-
als, either through building up their in-house capabilities or by hiring specialized firms. 
NGOs hired PR firms to manage their organization’s brand image (Dauvergne and LeBaron 
2014: 127, Bob 2005: 45) and to provide other services such as “media monitoring, repu-
tation management and repair, crisis management, media training, strategic communica-
tions including positive framing of initiatives, media and government relations, and more 
recently, social media engagement” (Jansen 2017 152). Given the enormous competitive 
advantage gained through their use, PR campaigns and other forms of professionalized 
advocacy are used by powerful organizations and social movements alike (Howard 2006; 
Karpf 2012; Wolfson 2014, Mix and Waldo 2015:126).

As a result, it has now become common practice for corporations, government, and 
advocacy organizations to employ PR firms to conduct information and influence cam-
paigns (IICs), “systemic, sequential and multifaceted effort[s]” to promote information 
that orients the political decision-making process toward their desired outcomes (Manheim 
2011:18). These communications and political campaigns constitute major investments of 
institutional resources, with expenditures ranging from $10 million to in excess of $100 
million a year for a single PR campaign (Brulle et al. 2020). These IIC campaigns have 
had a major impact on both public and elite understanding opinion of climate change and 
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subsequent policy actions (Goldberg et al. 2021, Nesbit 2016, Pfau et al. 2007, Cho et al. 
2006, Cooper and Nownes 2004 Bell and York 2010: 139).

The widespread use of PR has led to the blurring of the difference between PR activi-
ties and activism (Adi 2019). Moloney (2006), echoing Habermas (1989: 141–180), argues 
that because of the promotional nature of the public sphere, all actors are engaged in the 
promulgation of propaganda, which takes the form of “communications where the form 
and content is selected with the single-minded purpose of bringing some target audience 
to adopt attitudes and beliefs chosen in advance by the sponsors of the communications” 
(Carey 1995: 20). L’Etang (2016: 33) argues that when we reframe PR and social move-
ments as similar social processes engaged in the development and promulgation of “per-
suasive communications and propaganda,” it becomes clear that these two activities are 
part of the larger sociological processes of social conflict and change. Farrell (2016a) 
shows that a complex network of organizations, including think tanks and public relations 
firms, form a critical component in the development and promulgation of misinformation 
regarding climate change. These organizations then have a significant impact on media 
coverage of this issue (Farrell 2016b).

Thus, there is considerable controversy over the nature of public relations and activism, 
and whether they can be equated (Weaver 2019). This controversy is complicated by the 
existence of joint industry/environmental PR campaigns, such as the partnership of WWF 
with the American Cattleman’s Association to promote the consumption of beef (Ipsos 
Public Affairs 2013). While this is a critical issue, the focus of this paper is an empiri-
cal description of the extent of PR firm engagement across major sectors regardless of the 
form it takes. We make no assumptions regarding the moral equivalence of advocating for 
or against climate action. Our data does not support the characterization of differences 
between campaigns conducted by PR firms for corporations versus those of NGOs. Thus, 
we treat the engagement of PR firms as a binary data point.

2  The role of public relations in climate change

When the issue of climate change emerged at the end of the 1980s, the use of PR firms 
had become a standard operating procedure in political action and was routinely employed 
by all of the well-funded institutions involved in politics. Thus, almost immediately after 
James Hansen’s dramatic testimony on climate change before Congress in 1988, PR efforts 
to counter climate action were launched. For example, the Global Climate Coalition, a 
leading industry group opposed to climate action, hired E. Bruce Harrison, the “father 
of environmental PR” (Aronczyk 2018) to develop and carry out their campaign to stop 
international efforts to address climate change. Since then, there have been numerous 
documented instances of PR companies playing a central role in climate change political 
action (Sheehan 2018, Matz and Renfrew 2015, Porter 1992, Nesbit 2016: 15, Schneider 
et al. 2016, Leonard 2019: 449, Pooley 2010: 302 & 308). For the most part, this literature 
addresses these PR campaigns as part of a larger historical narrative and mention PR firms 
only in passing. Thus, PR firms are treated as generic organizations, not as active agents, 
obscuring the important role that PR companies play in the conceptualization, design, and 
execution of communications and political campaigns. For this reason, the empirical schol-
arship on these climate change political actors remains limited. Focused scholarship on the 
role of PR in climate politics is only now beginning to emerge. In their important recent 
analysis, Michaels and Ainger (2020) provide a descriptive overview of the key PR firms 
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working in Europe to obstruct climate action. This analysis demonstrates that several large 
PR companies are critical actors in the political struggles regarding climate change. So 
while the existing literature shows that PR firms are involved in the creation and execu-
tion of communications and political campaigns designed to affect climate change political 
action, the empirical analysis of the extent of this involvement remains unknown.

3  Research methodology

In this paper we aim to provide an initial exploratory analysis of the nature and extent 
of the engagement of PR firms in the climate change public sphere. We explore three 
questions:

1. What is the extent of PR firm’s involvement in climate politics?
2. Which PR firms are most frequently used by organizations in key economic sectors 

engaged in climate change politics?
3. What activities do the leading PR firms undertake to advance these advocacy efforts?

To conduct this research, our first step was to identify key organizational actors in US 
climate change politics, which serve as the sample used to measure empirically the extent 
of their PR firm use. A list of major organizational actors in US climate change politics 
at the national level was developed utilizing the listing in Downie (2019), mentioned in 
Pooley (2010), or identified as lobbying on climate change from 2000 to 2016 (Brulle 
2018) and representing the following sectors: (1) Coal/Steel/Rail, (2) Environmental Move-
ment, (3) Gas & Oil, (4) Renewable Energy, and (5) Utilities. This research resulted in the 
identification of a sample of 214 organizations.3

The second step was to determine which PR firms worked for these organizations. 
Answering this question required extensive use of data sources not normally utilized to 
support research in this area. By their very nature, promotional campaigns are difficult to 
study. They are conducted mostly by PR firms under private engagements or in-house by 
the organization sponsoring them. Additionally, in keeping with the PR adage, “the best PR 
is invisible PR,” public relations firms and the organizations that engage them have endeav-
ored to maintain a low profile regarding their role in climate communications efforts. PR 
firms sometimes go to great lengths to conceal their identity and overall role in communi-
cations and political campaigns. Thus, the study of climate change promotional campaigns 
is dependent on secondary data analysis utilizing industry sources.

Much of this data is provided voluntarily, and thus, PR firms that wish to conceal cer-
tain engagements sometimes form subsidiary companies to mask their contractual relation-
ships. Where this concealment occurred, we identified the major PR firm, and not the sub-
sidiary, as the contracting firm. Additionally, since some engagements are omitted from 
voluntary disclosure requirements, we utilized four partially overlapping sources to iden-
tify the selected organizations’ use of PR firms: (1) the annual directory Public Relations 
Firms in the U.S., published by O’Dwyer’s, for the period 1989 to 2020, (2) the IRS 990 
tax forms for nonprofits in our sample, under the section listing “Independent Contractor,” 
to identify PR firms engaged by nonprofit organizations during this period, (3) recipients 

3 See Table S-8 in the Supplemental Material.
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of the major PR awards made during the period studied, to determine if an organization 
had engaged with any PR firm that received an award, and (4) newspaper accounts of PR 
firm engagements with specific organizations. This methodology enabled the identification 
of specific relationships between an organization and a PR firm. Since we were not able 
to access specific contractual information, we were unable to examine the nature, num-
ber, or length of any contractual relationships. Thus, we refer to all documented relation-
ships as engagements. We counted each verified relationship in a year as one engagement. 
This resulted in a total of 2,867 unique PR firm/organization engagements. These engage-
ments were added sequentially, starting with O’Dwyer’s Director Information. This source 
identified 2,714 (95%) of our sample. The review of IRS 990 forms added an additional 
130 (4.5%) unique engagements, review of awards added an additional 12 (< 1%) unique 
engagements, and media reports added 11 (< 1%) unique engagements. Out of the total of 
214 organizations in the sample, we were unable to identify any PR firms engaged by 22 
of them. This process resulted in the identification of 192 unique organizations that had 
engaged 627 PR firms over the period studied.

To examine the nature of the activities the PR firms undertook for these organizations, 
we constructed a sample of twenty firms consisting of the ten firms with the highest level 
of engagement by organizations in the selected sectors (see Table 3) and ten other PR firms 
that have garnered significant media coverage for their work on behalf of certain clients. 
We then conducted an extensive literature review of twelve major publications, a Nexis Uni 
search of local news, and a review of the PR firm’s web site for any mentions of an associa-
tion between these twenty PR firms and any activities that these firms carried out for any 
of the 192 organizations in the sample.4 We compiled the results of this literature review 
into a series of PR firm profiles, which are provided in the Supplementary Material. From 
this publicly available material, we were able to identify 65 unique campaigns of varying 
complexity and focus carried out by these PR firms. They range from a targeted advertising 
campaign conducted by Burson Cohn & Wolfe in selected states to pressure US senators 
to vote against President Clinton’s BTU tax, Glover Park Group’s efforts to generate public 
support for Al Gore’s “We” campaign, to Ogilvy’s multi-year campaign to rebrand the oil 
company British Petroleum (BP) “Beyond Petroleum.”

Given their incredible variety, we adopted a means to summarize the nature of these 
PR campaigns utilizing measures in three dimensions. First, to examine the extent of each 
of the twenty PR firm’s engagement, we develop a breakdown of the distribution of their 
engagement by sector. Second, based on the literature on framing and validity claims, we 
develop a summary of the different types of campaign strategies these PR firms utilized. 
We utilized three types of PR strategies: (1) third-party mobilization, (2) corporate image 
promotion, and (3) delegitimization of opposition.5 Finally, we developed a summary of 
the tactics the twenty PR firms utilized in their campaigns. There is a veritable laundry list 
of activities that can be undertaken in this arena (Manheim 2011: 100–107). The four main 
approaches that appear in the PR firm profiles involved: (1) paid media campaigns, (2) 
earned media placements, (3) grassroots rallies/events, and (4) social media campaigns.6

4 A detailed description of the methods used to construct the PR firm profiles is provided in the Supple-
mentary Material.
5 See the Supplemental Material for a detailed discussion of the development of the PR strategies categori-
zation.
6 See the Supplemental Material for a full description of these tactics.
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This methodology has limitations. First, it does not examine the engagement of PR 
firms at the state and local level, only nationally. The state level use of PR firms is a well-
known area of engagement for PR firms, and additional research is needed in this area. 
Second, this methodology can only capture the use of external PR firms and is unable to 
identify in-house PR efforts, as there are no publicly accessible records or documents that 
can establish the existence, nature, or extent of these efforts. Additionally, there are sig-
nificant differences between nonprofit and corporate reporting requirements. Nonprofits are 
required to provide information on their five largest contracts (regardless of their nature) 
on their IRS Annual Information Return (IRS 990). In many cases, these returns provide 
information on public relations contracts by NGOs and trade associations. Corporations 
do not have any such requirement. This reporting requirement could bias the sample of 
PR firm engagement in favor of nonprofits. Finally, this data sample most likely under-
counts controversial PR campaign efforts. While an overwhelming percentage of the sam-
ple (95%) was due to voluntary disclosures in either O’Dwyer’s Directory or through PR 
awards, a significant number of PR engagements were identified through the review of IRS 
forms (130/4.5%) or investigative journalism (11/ < 1%). These campaigns were not volun-
tarily disclosed and represent campaigns that the PR firm did not wish to become public 
knowledge. There is no way to determine the extent of campaigns of this nature. This is an 
important limitation on the accuracy of this dataset.

Accordingly, we make no assumption that this analysis captures all of the activities of 
these PR firms because this analysis is based only on their appearances in these voluntary 
industry datasets or in the case of the PR firm profiles, in news media or other publicly 
available websites. Because of these limitations, this analysis merely establishes a baseline, 
minimal estimate of the use of PR firms by the organizations in the sample and needs to 
be expanded through further research. However, while limited, the empirical analysis and 
the descriptive profiles aggregate a large amount of information about PR firms and their 
climate-related activities in one place, and as such, allows researchers to begin lifting the 
veil of secrecy that envelops PR firms and their work.

4  Findings

4.1  What is the extent of PR firm’s involvement in climate politics?

To answer this question, we examined the frequency of PR firm use by sector. This data 
is shown below in Table 1. The majority of organizations in the sample, regardless of sec-
tor, engaged PR firms some time during the 1989–2020 period studied. The percentage 
of organizations not employing PR firms ranged from 0% for the Gas & Oil Sector to a 
high of 33% for Renewable Energy Sector. Overall, on average, organizations engaged a 
PR firm 13.4 times over the entire study period. This ranged from a low of an average of 
3 PR firms engaged by the Renewable Energy Sector organizations to a high of an aver-
age of 23.22 PR firms engaged by Utilities Sector organizations. An analysis of variance 
showed that the Utilities Sector had a significantly higher frequency of engaging PR firms 
than any of the other sectors.7 The high use of PR firms in the Utilities Sector was driven 
by the exceptional use of PR firms by General Electric and Siemens. These are highly 

7 Sig = 0.017.
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visible corporations, and they clearly make a large investment in hiring PR firms. The pub-
lic nature of most other utilities did not impact their levels of PR firm hiring in a manner at 
all comparable to GE and Siemens. Additionally, while the Gas & Oil Sector has an overall 
higher frequency of PR firm hiring than any of the other sectors in absolute terms, there 
is no statistically significant difference between the Coal/Steel/Rail Sector, the Gas & Oil 
Sector, and the Environmental Movement in terms of their PR firm use at the organiza-
tional level. Due to the small number of cases, an analysis of the Renewable Energy Sector 
was not conducted.

Given the uncertainties in this dataset noted previously, a further analysis was con-
ducted to test the reliability of the different levels of PR firm use between sectors by com-
paring lobbying levels and PR hiring levels. The political science literature commonly dif-
ferentiates between inside lobbying (lobbyists talking directly with politicians) and outside 
lobbying (which involves garnering public support for the organization and the policies it 
desires through public relations techniques) (Kollman 1998: 159). Inside and outside lob-
bying are seen as two sides of an organizational effort to control its external environment, 
and so these two efforts should coincide. To test this proposition, the lobbying levels of the 
192 firms in the sample were retrieved from Brulle (2018). An analysis of variance showed 
that the Utilities Sector had a statistically higher use of lobbying firms than did any other 
sector.8 Additionally, as expected, lobbying levels correlated with PR firm engagement lev-
els.9 This finding adds additional confidence to the finding that the Utilities Sector is more 
heavily engaged in its efforts to control the external political environment, either through 
inside or outside lobbying than the other sectors examined.

To further examine the use of PR firms over time, we counted the total number of PR 
firms engaged by each sector over the period studied. This information is shown in Fig. 1.10 
For the most part, the engagement of PR firms is fairly steady throughout the period, with 
the exception of two spikes in PR firm use in 1989 and 1996 by organizations in the Oil 

Fig. 1  Public relations firm hiring by sector 1989–2020

8 Sig = 0.05.
9 Sig = 0.001.
10 Data for 1999 by linear interpolation.
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& Gas Sector. These two spikes are due to an increase in the use of external PR firms 
by all of the major petroleum companies. This pattern coincides with the emergence of 
climate change as a national issue following the testimony of Dr. Hansen in 1989 and 
with the effort to enact the Kyoto Protocol between 1996 and 1997. However, there is not 
enough empirical data to firmly establish these two factors as causing these spikes. Further 
research on the factors that lead to increases or decreases in PR firm hiring in relation to 
climate issues is needed. As expected, the number of PR engagements by organizations 
in the Gas & Oil and Utilities sectors was highest, reflecting the overall higher number of 
organizations from these sectors in the sample. Additionally, there is a slight but noticeable 
decline in the number of PR firms engaged over time. The reasons for these shifts are the 
subject of further research.

However, while organizations from all sectors engaged PR firms, there was significant 
variation in PR firm engagement by organization. Table 2 provides an analysis of the 25 
organizations with the highest number of PR firm engagements. This table shows the nota-
ble concentration of PR firm engagement by a small number of organizations. These 25 

Table 2  Top 25 client organizations with the highest number of PR firm engagements in sample

Client Frequency Percent Cumulative 
percent
(sum of percent 
descending)

Sector

General Electric 272 9.49 9.49 Utility
Royal Dutch Shell 231 8.06 17.54 Gas & Oil
BP 158 5.51 23.06 Gas & Oil
Siemens 153 5.34 28.39 Utility
ExxonMobil 146 5.09 33.48 Gas & Oil
Chevron 141 4.92 38.40 Gas & Oil
Mobil Oil 92 3.21 41.61 Gas & Oil
Edison Electric Institute 89 3.10 44.72 Utility
CSX Transportation 75 2.62 47.33 Coal/Steel/Rail
American Iron and Steel Institute 73 2.55 49.88 Coal/Steel/Rail
National Grid 58 2.02 51.90 Utility
American Petroleum Institute 55 1.92 53.82 Gas & Oil
Union Pacific 51 1.78 55.60 Coal/Steel/Rail
Natural Resources Defense Council 44 1.53 57.13 Environmental
Southern Company 44 1.53 58.67 Utility
Duke Energy 43 1.50 60.17 Utility
Exelon 42 1.46 61.63 Utility
Enron 37 1.29 62.92 Utility
Nature Conservancy 36 1.26 64.18 Environmental
ConEd 35 1.22 65.40 Utility
Conoco Phillips 33 1.15 66.55 Gas & Oil
Constellation Energy 33 1.15 67.70 Utility
Alliance for Climate Protection 31 1.08 68.78 Environmental
Environmental Defense Fund 28 0.98 69.76 Environmental
Entergy 28 0.98 70.74 Utility
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organizations represent only 12% of the total sample, but account for over 70% of the total 
PR firm engagements from 1989 to 2020. Notably, these organizations represent four of 
the five sectors examined (Gas & Oil, Utilities, Coal/Steel/Rail, and the Environmental 
Movement). Overall, this analysis shows that the engagement of PR firms is quite com-
mon across organizations, regardless of sector or time frame. While the Utilities Sector has 
made greater use of PR campaigns than other sectors, all five sectors examined utilized PR 
firms as part of their political efforts.

4.2  Which PR firms are most frequently involved in climate politics?

To answer this question, we first examined the overall use of PR firms. We compiled data 
on the number of times each PR firm was engaged by an organization. This data is shown 
in Table  3. This distribution is highly concentrated with a few firms accounting for the 
majority of the instances of PR firm engagement. The 25 PR firms with the largest number 
of organizational engagements represent just 0.8% of the total sample of 627 firms. This 
fraction accounts for over 30% of all PR engagements over the period of the study. Addi-
tionally, the top 25% of PR firms accounts for over 70% of all PR firm engagements.

Table 4  PR firm engagement distribution

Sector distribution Engagements

Number of 
sectors

Number of 
PR firms

% of PR firms Number of engagements Number of 
PR firms

% of PR firms

1 500 79.7 1 247 39.4
2 87 13.9 2–5 249 39.7
3 29 4.6 6–10 78 12.4
4 10 1.6 11–25 40 6.4
5 1 0.2 Greater than 25 13 2.1

Fig. 2  Sociogram of public relations firm hiring by sector 1989–2020
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In looking across sectors, there are significant differences in engagement of PR firms, 
both in terms of engagement by different sectors and the number of engagements per PR 
firm. Data on engagement was gathered for the period of the study. This data is provided in 
Table 4. The vast majority (79.7%) of PR firms work in only one sector. Only one PR firm 
(Edelman) has worked for organizations in all five sectors and thirteen PR firms had more 
than 25 engagements with the organizations in the sample. Thus, the engagement of PR 
firms is highly skewed.

This trend became evident when the entire network of relationships between PR firm 
engagement and sectors was examined utilizing UCINET software. Data for the network 
analysis was drawn from a two-mode dataset that measured the affiliations between PR 
firms and sectors. The cells of the matrix take on the number of engagements of each PR 
firm by sector.11 The sociogram shown in Fig.  2 shows PR firm engagement by sector, 
where the number of engagements for each PR firm in each sector is represented by the 
width of the connecting line, and the total number of engagements for each PR firm is rep-
resented by the area of the circle. The top 10 PR firms with the largest number of engage-
ments are shown in dark red and identified. This sociogram shows that the vast majority 
are engaged in only one sector, and usually have only one or two engagements with any 
given organization. The number of shared PR firms is especially high between the Utilities 
and Gas & Oil sectors. There are also a number of PR firms that engage with three to five 
sectors. Many of these firms have a high frequency of PR engagements, particularly in the 
Coal/Steel/Rail, Utilities, and Gas & Oil sectors. The Environmental Movement and the 
Renewable Energy sectors do share links with these firms, but they are not as extensive as 
the other sectors’ links.

Finally, an analysis of PR firm engagement by sector was conducted. Two dimensions 
of PR firm engagement were examined for each sector. The first dimension was the number 
of PR firms engaged by different sectors.12 In the Coal/Steel/Rail Sector, all of the organi-
zations were either corporations or trade associations. The majority of the organizations 
engaging PR firms are from either the railroad or mining industries. Turning to the Gas & 
Oil Sector, the top organizations engaging PR firms are the major oil companies or their 
trade associations. The Utilities Sector is dominated by companies associated with elec-
trical supply equipment (GE and Siemens), and major electrical companies. Finally, the 
Environmental Movement Sector comprises the large, major environmental organizations. 
Collectively, the ten organizations with the highest levels of engagement in each sector 
represent between a low of 69% in the Environmental Movement Sector to a high of 87% in 
the Gas & Oil Sector. So while it is clear that the use of PR firms is widespread, a few large 
corporations or major national trade associations and environmental movement organiza-
tions employ the overwhelming majority of PR firms across all of the sectors examined.

The second dimension studied was the engagement of PR firms by firms in different 
sectors.13 The extent of PR firm engagement, represented by the top ten PR firms engaged, 
ranges from a low of 20% by the Utilities Sector to a high of 54% by the Environmental 
Movement Sector. The latter is unique in the extent of concentration of hiring from a single 
PR firm, Caplan Communications. This firm represents over 25% of all PR firm hirings 
in this sector. Additionally, several firms consistently appear in the top ten PR firms used 
by the Coal/Steel/Rail, Gas & Oil, and Utilities sectors. Charles Ryan, Weber Shandwick, 

12 Data on the ten organizations with the largest number of engagements by sector provided in Table S-1.
13 Data on the ten PR firms with the largest number of engagements by sector provided in Table S-2.

11 Network metrics provided in Table S-3 in the Supplemental Material.
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Cerrell, Hill and Knowlton, and DF King were used by two of these three sectors. Edelman 
was hired by all three sectors. No PR firms that appear in the top ten firms used by these 
sectors also appeared in the Environmental Movement Sector, and no PR firms engaged 
by the Environmental Movement Sector appear in the top ten firms used by the other three 
sectors. This trend indicates that there is a division of labor among PR firms, with many 
firms specializing in representing the Coal/Steel/Rail, Gas & Oil, and Utilities sectors and 
others that specialize in representing the Environmental Movement Sector.

To consolidate this information, a network analysis utilizing UCINET software was 
conducted. For each sector, the ten organizations with the largest number of PR engage-
ments were compiled.14 Data for the network analysis was drawn from a two-mode dataset 
that measured the affiliations between PR firms and organizations for each of the four sec-
tors. The cells of the matrix take on the number of engagements of each PR firm by organi-
zation. Based on this analysis, a series of four sociograms was constructed that together 
illustrate the relationships between the ten organizations and PR firms that had the highest 
number of in each sector. These data are illustrated in Fig. 3. In these diagrams, the num-
ber of PR engagements between each organization and a specific firm is represented by 
the width of the line connecting it to that firm. The overall number of PR engagements for 
each PR firm is shown in the size of the symbol for the PR firm. The figure clearly shows 
the density of each network, in which the Gas & Oil Sector is densest, closely followed by 
the Utilities Sector. The Coal/Steel/Rail Sector’s network is considerably less dense, and 
the Environmental Movement Sector’s is relatively sparse. This reflects the greater engage-
ment of PR firms by organizations in the Gas & Oil and Utilities sectors. Additionally, the 
enormous role played by General Electric, Siemens, and the major oil companies in engag-
ing PR firms is evident. Finally, the Environmental Movement’s engagement pattern with 
PR firms is dominated by Caplan Communications. Additionally, the Alliance for Climate 

Fig. 3  Sociogram of top 10 public relations firm hiring by top 10 organizations by sector 1989–2020

14 Network metrics provided in Tables S-4 to S-7 in the Supplemental Material.
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Protection forms its own separate network, apart from the rest of the Environmental Move-
ment organizations.

4.3  What activities do the leading PR firms undertake to advance these advocacy 
efforts?

To answer this question, we utilize the data developed in the twenty PR profiles we con-
structed (discussed above). To provide an overall idea of the engagement patterns of the 
PR firms, we compiled a distribution of each firm’s engagement in different sectors. This 
information is provided in Table 5. As this table shows, there are a number of firms that 
concentrate their work primarily in one sector. As mentioned, Caplan Communications 
concentrates on the Environmental Movement, with 96% of its work performed for organi-
zations in that sector. Similarly, Potomac Communications focuses primarily (92%) on the 
Utilities Sector. There is a fairly consistent division of labor across PR firms, in that very 
few work for both the Environmental Movement and for the Oil & Gas, Coal/Steel/Rail, 
and Utilities sectors. Since the latter three sectors are associated with the production and 
use of fossil fuels, it appears that PR firms that were profiled make a strategic choice about 
which sectors they will represent in their work on climate change and energy matters. Fur-
ther research is needed in this area.

Table 5  PR firm engagements by sector, 1989–2020

Oil/Gas Coal/Steel/
Rail

Environmen-
tal Movement

Utilities Renewable 
Energy

Edelman 40 47% 20 23% 1 1% 23 27% 1 1%
Burson Cohn & Wolfe 37 56% 4 6% 1 1% 24 36% 0 0%
Weber Shandwick 21 32% 0 0% 0 0% 44 67% 0 0%
Cerrell 33 79% 3 7% 0 0% 6 14% 0 0%
Dittus Communications/Story 

Partners
15 50% 2 6% 0 0% 13 43% 0 0%

FleishmanHillard 10 50% 9 45% 0 0% 1  < 1% 0 0%
Hawthorne Group/Bonner & 

Associates
4 17% 9 39% 0 0% 10 43% 0 0%

Potomac Communications 1  < 1% 1  < 1% 0 0% 24 92% 0 0%
John Adams & Associates 5 45% 0 0% 3 27% 2 18% 1 10%
HDMK 2 100% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0%
Leo Burnett Worldwide 0 0% 0 0% 17 0% 0 0% 0 0%
Oglivy 25 61% 6 15% 0 0% 10 24% 0 0%
Hill & Knowlton 32 64% 9 18% 1  < 1% 8 16% 0 0%
Glover Park Group 6 35% 0 0% 11 65% 0 0% 0 0%
Ketchum 16 43% 19 51% 0 0% 2 1% 0 0%
DF King 19 61% 10 32% 0 0% 2 1% 0 0%
DDC Advocacy 7 54% 2 15% 0 0% 4 30% 0 0%
Charles Ryan Associates 8 24% 12 36% 0 0% 13 39% 0 0%
DCI Group 12 60% 8 40% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0%
Caplan 0 0% 0 0% 78 96% 0 0% 3 4%
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We then examined the strategies that the PR firms utilized. We summarized the material 
in the profiles into the employment of three different strategies. The results of this sum-
mary are provided in Table 6. As this table shows, the most common strategy PR firms use 
is corporate image promotion.

Commonly called greenwashing, corporate image promotion efforts are a major com-
ponent of corporate reputation management (Brulle et al. 2020). These campaigns, which 
can exceed $100 million in organizational expenditures in a single year, attempt to create 
the impression that the client organization is a trustworthy and socially responsible actor. 
The second-most common PR tactic is to engage in third-party mobilization. Finally, the 
least used PR tactic is delegitimization of the opposition. Although the promulgation of 
scientific misinformation has been a significant factor in the overall cultural struggle over 
the issue of climate change, this strategy does not appear to be widespread among the PR 
firms profiled, at least according to evidence in the publicly available information on these 
firms. Promulgation of scientific misinformation by conservative think tanks, corporations 
such as ExxonMobil, and trade associations such as the American Petroleum Institute is 
well documented (Boycoff and Farrell 2020; Dunlap and McCright 2011). Little is known 
about the relationships between PR firms, think tanks, and trade associations and the extent 
of their coordination and cooperation in such misinformation campaigns.

The final dimension we examined was the tactics different PR firms employ to realize 
the above strategies. The four main approaches that appear in our PR firm profiles involved: 
(1) paid media campaigns, (2) earned media placements, (3) grassroots rallies/events, and 
(4) social media campaigns.15 A summary of the PR tactics identified in the PR firm pro-
files is also shown in Table 6. All PR firms examined both acquired paid media placements 
and created social media campaigns. These are core activities of modern day IICs. Addi-
tionally, a large majority (75%) of PR firms worked to enable earned-media placements. 
About 40% of the PR firms appeared to be involved in grassroots rallies or events, com-
monly known as astroturfing (Walker 2014). Astroturfing involves the creation of organiza-
tions that simulate citizen support for a corporate position (Lits 2021: 1665). The use of 
this strategy in environmental campaigns has been an increasing topic of academic interest 
(Walker 2014; Lits 2020; Bsumek et al. 2014; Metze and Dodge 2016). It is unclear why 
this approach is used less than paid or earned media campaigns. It could be because these 
are more time consuming and costly to arrange and can be delegitimized if the role of the 
PR firm in their creation is exposed. Further empirical research into this area is needed.

5  Conclusion and discussion

Public relations firms are clearly major organizational actors in climate politics. Their 
efforts range from running-short lived advertising campaigns to multi-year information 
and influence campaigns. This analysis shows the engagement of PR firms by organiza-
tions in all of these sectors is widespread, with the Utilities Sector showing a greater 
use of PR firms than the other sectors. Engagement of PR firms by each sector is con-
centrated in a few firms. PR firms generally specialize in representing specific sectors, 
although a few larger PR firms are widely engaged in climate and energy political activ-
ity. PR firms have developed IICs that frequently relied on third-party groups to engage 

15 See the Supplemental Material for a full description of these tactics.
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with the public, criticize opponents, and serve as the face of an advertising campaign. 
Campaigns intended to bolster the image of an entire sector also often relied on third-
party groups to engage the public.

The impact of these campaigns is hard to ascertain. However, these efforts have 
instantiated cultural concepts such as “coal country” or “carbon footprint” into the 
taken-for-granted discourse on climate change. While that process certainly shifted the 
discursive framing of climate politics, it is unclear how much effect it has had on policy 
making. Additionally, since much of our information regarding these campaigns comes 
from self-promotional news released by the PR firms themselves, separating the results 
claimed by PR firms from their actual impacts is a task that remains to be completed. 
Also, many of these campaigns aimed to shift public opinion. Yet despite extensive 
research into public opinion on climate change per se, we have identified no studies that 
measure the impact of such campaigns on public opinion.

While this study has revealed some insights into the activities of PR firms regard-
ing climate politics, there is a paucity of data available to study these activities. Fur-
ther innovative research methodologies are needed to bring more information to light to 
ensure that robust and reliable data on PR activities can be collected. Tracing of adver-
tising revenues and engagements utilizing the extensive private datasets maintained by 
entities such as Kantar Media or analyzing engagement patterns of key PR professionals 
may provide new means to research the activities of PR firms. Additionally, while there 
are distinct patterns of PR firm engagement by sector, the reasons for this trend remain 
unknown. Coupling of additional data regarding PR firm and organizational character-
istics may lend further insights. Finally, given the datasets available to the public, it 
is virtually impossible to connect specific PR companies with specific organizations’ 
campaigns. The development of more sensitive datasets is necessary to move this type 
of research forward. Finally, a key research question is whether the nature of PR firm 
activity varies according to whether they are engaged by a corporation or a nonprofit. 
Since nonprofit organizations can include conservative think tanks, industry trade asso-
ciations, and environmental groups, this analysis must take into account the different 
political orientations and objectives across a wide range of NGOs.

Despite the limitations of this study, it is clear in the political and cultural competi-
tion among incommensurate and fragmented viewpoints, the creation of a strong PR 
effort has become an essential part of virtually all large organizations’ efforts to affect 
climate policy. Being able to effectively promulgate a particular narrative allows an 
organization to set the terms of the debate to favor their preferred outcomes. Thus, PR 
firms can be expected to continue to play a vital role in this arena.

This study adds a new cast of characters to our understanding of the key actors in 
climate change politics. Along with ExxonMobil, Koch Enterprises, Greenpeace, the 
Heartland Institute, and the Competitive Enterprise Institute, we need to add in PR 
firms such as Edelman, Glover Park, Cerrell, and Ogilvy. As major players in the cli-
mate political arena, they have shifted public discourse and the prospects for climate 
action. The impact of these PR activities, especially the promulgation of misinformation 
to mislead the public about climate change, has been cited is several climate litigation 
cases. By documenting the role of these PR firms, this analysis should aid in efforts to 
hold these organizations accountable for obstructing climate action.
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