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Abstract 
Sustainability is a topic that has become increasingly important for companies over the last 

decades. The increasing pressure from stakeholders has led to communication of 

sustainability to be very important for companies who wish to be seen as sustainable. The 

main way corporations communicate their sustainability activities are through the annual 

report. Whether in a standalone sustainability report or as an integrated part of the whole 

annual report, most of the larger companies today have some form of sustainability reporting. 

Over the last years, other ways of communicating sustainability activities have surfaced. The 

social media boom has created an excellent communication channel for companies to directly 

communicate with its stakeholders.  In the automotive industry environmental issues have 

been a focus point for many companies over the last decades. Pressure from society and 

stakeholders to produce more environmentally friendly vehicles have only increased over the 

last years. This leads us to the purpose of this study, which is to compare the communication 

of environmental issues in social media and in sustainability reports in the automotive 

industry.  

The study has been done by conducting a content analysis of the sustainability reports and 

posts on social media sites. Beside the content analysis, our thesis contains a quantitative part 

to emphasize which environmental topics the companies communicate about. The Global 

Reporting Initiatives environmental indicators have been used to do the quantitative part of 

this study. This has helped us divide the different information into various environmental 

topics to see what is being communicated. The timeframe for the study have been 1
st
 of 

January 2015 to 31
st
 December 2017, which means we have looked at three years of social 

media activity and three sustainability reports for the companies in the study. The companies 

involved in the study are BMW, Groupe Renault, Volvo Cars, and Volkswagen.  

The results of our study show that social media and sustainability reports to be very different 

types of communication channels. Social media revolves around short promotional messages, 

while sustainability reports aim to give a more fair and broad view of the companies’ 

environmental engagements. In sustainability reports we have found information to cover 

most of the environmental indicators, while on social media there is a focus on a smaller 

amount of topics. Another finding concerns target audience which differ for the studied 

communication channels. Social media are more directed towards the customer type of 

stakeholders, while the sustainability reports are more directed towards an investor type of 

stakeholder. 
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Sammanfattning 
Hållbarhet är ett ämne som har blivit alltmer viktigt för företag över de senaste decennierna. 

Det ökade trycket från intressenter har lett till kommunikationen av hållbarhet att vara väldigt 

viktig för företag som önskar bli sedda som mer hållbara företag. Det vanliga sättet företag 

kommunicerar om deras hållbarhetsaktiviteter är genom hållbarhetsrapporter. Vare sig i en 

självständig hållbarhetsrapport eller som en integrerad del i hela årsredovisningen, så har de 

flesta stora företagen idag någon form av hållbarhetsrapportering. Över de senaste åren har 

andra sätt att kommunicera hållbarhetsaktiviteter dykt upp. Den ”sociala media boomen” har 

skapat en utmärkt kommunikationskanal för företag att direkt kommunicera med sina 

intressenter. I bilindustrin så har miljöfrågor varit ett fokusområde för många företag över de 

senaste decennierna. Tryck från samhället och intressenter att producera mer miljövänliga 

fordon har bara ökat över de senaste åren. Detta leder oss till syftet för denna studie, vilket är 

att jämföra kommunikationen av miljömässiga områden i sociala medier och i 

hållbarhetsrapporter inom bilindustrin. 

Studien har genomförts genom en innehållsanalys av hållbarhetsrapporterna och poster i 

sociala medier-websidor. Vid sidan om innehållsanalysen så har det också varit en kvantitativ 

del av studien för att se vilka miljöämnen som företagen kommunicerade om. 

Miljöindikatorer från ”Global Reporting Initiative” har använts för att göra den kvantitativa 

delen i denna studie. Detta hr hjälpt oss att indela den varierande informationen i olika 

miljöområden för att se vad som blev kommunicerat. Tidsramen för studien har varit den 1a 

januari 2015 till den 31 december 2017, vilket betyder att vi har tittat på tre år av sociala 

medier-aktiviteter och tre hållbarhetsrapporter för företagen i studien. Företagen involverade i 

studien är BMW, Groupe Renault, Volvo Cars och Volkswagen.  

I studien så har vi kommit fram till att sociala medier och hållbarhetsrapporter är väldigt olika 

typer av kommunikationskanaler. Sociala medier kretsar kring korta reklammeddelanden 

(PR), medan hållbarhetsrapporter syftar till att ge mer rättvis och bred översyn av företagets 

miljöengagemang. I hållbarhetsrapporterna har vi sett att informationen täcker de flesta av 

miljöindikatorerna, medan det på sociala medier var ett fokus på ett mindre antal ämnen. En 

annan upptäckt i denna studie är att vi kan se olika målgrupper för de studerade 

kommunikationskanalerna. Sociala medier är mer riktat mot kundtypen av intressenter, medan 

hållbarhetsrapporten är mer riktat mot investerartypen av intressenterna.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
This chapter aims to provide the reader with a background to the study and its importance, 

followed by its purpose and research question.  

1.1 Background 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is an umbrella term which covers social, economic and 

environmental responsibilities that a firm has to its stakeholders. It is about taking regard of 

all the different stakeholders’ needs and expectations of the company, and have through the 

last decades evolved to be more about communication, reputation and legitimacy-seeking than 

making profit (Fobrun, 2005). Therefore the way corporations communicate their CSR to 

society is important and relevant. This could happen through the annual reports but also 

through separate sustainability reports. 

CSR closely relates to the term “Sustainability” since it also regards the three dimensions 

social, economic and environment (Kleindorfer, Singhal & Van Wassenhove, 2005). 

Sustainability led to sustainability reporting nearly three decades ago as a key mechanism for 

companies to manage a transition to a new landscape where concern and consciousness about 

sustainability were greater (Stubbs, Higgins, Milne, 2013).  

Unlike the financial reports in the annual reports containing values about financial 

performance, the sustainability report contains non-financial information to the stakeholders, 

in which they describe all the green-activities that the company engages in. In a survey by 

KPMG were they examined the reporting trend in the world’s largest companies, they found 

that companies have moved with a more strategic way of sustainability reporting, following 

the guidelines of Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standard (CSRwire, 2008).  

With advancement in technology, the ways for companies to communicate have also 

expanded. In today’s society where social media connects the world, Twitter and Facebook 

have been utilized by enterprises to communicate CSR or sustainability as well (Uzunoglu, 

Turkel & Akyar, 2017).  

1.2 Problem discussion 

While the automotive industry supplies people with vehicles to facilitate transportation, it also 

brings environmental impacts from both the production stage and the consumption stage of 

the vehicles lifecycle (Liu & Liu, 2015). The automotive industry is according to Mayyas et 

al. (2012) regarded as one of the most influential industries in the world, which leads to car 

manufacturers and consumers to look for more sustainable vehicles, for instance better fuel 
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efficiency and lesser environmental impacts. We therefore see environmental issues of CSR 

as a relevant topic in the automotive industry and will examine this further by looking at how 

firms in that section communicate it through social media and sustainability reports, and see if 

there are any differences and similarities.  

Since companies can communicate information through traditional annual reports and 

nowadays social media, which according to Manetti & Belluci (2016), is becoming one of the 

main channels through which corporations promote and communicate their activities with all 

sorts of stakeholders like customers, users and communities – we compare these two 

communication platforms, regarding the environmental issues in the automotive industry.  

There are a few reason why we see a comparison between these two communication channels 

as important. Firstly, we want to process two fields in economics – accounting and marketing, 

accounting which is obviously related to the annual reports, and marketing because the use of 

social media happens to be seen mostly as a marketing or advertising tool for companies as 

stated in Castelló-Martinez & Ros-Diego (2012) research. Secondly, we believe that a study 

on this subject will support different stakeholders such as consumers and investors in knowing 

what they can expect from reading or watching the information presented by the two types of 

communication channels. For example, if a person wants to buy a car and wants to get 

information on how sustainable it is – what communication channel should he or she go to? 

We believe this study will give the readers a better understanding and an industry insight 

which might be of benefit.  

A past study by Reilly & Larya (2018) discusses and compares communication of CSR in 

informal channels such as Facebook and Twitter, and more formal channels such as annual 

CSR or sustainability reports for 11 global consumer companies. These 11 companies are all 

in the apparel or fashion industry. The main focus of their study however, is the comparison 

between the companies involved in the study rather than the comparison between the various 

channels of communication. Even though the main focus is not the comparison between 

formal (sustainability reports) and informal (social media) communication channels, the 

article touches on the subject. Our study aims to describe the actual differences and 

similarities between the two channels to get a comparison of the content and language used, to 

further the knowledge about the two communication channels. 
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Past studies have discussed and compared the communication between sustainability reports 

and social media, however these studies have mainly been focused on various companies’ 

communication rather than the comparison of the two communication channels.  

 

1.3 Purpose of thesis 
The purpose of this study is to describe the differences and similarities in the way 

corporations in the automotive industry communicate their environmental responsibility in the 

annual and or sustainability reports in comparison to communication in social media.  

 

1.4 Problem formulation 
From the above problem discussion and purpose we in this in this study ask the following 

research question;  

How does the communication in the European automotive industry differ in the 

sustainability reports vs social media, regarding environmental issues? 
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Chapter 2: Conceptual and Theoretical framework 
The second chapters’ purpose is to give the study perspective and understanding, partly by 

covering basic concepts relevant to the study, in which terms and indicators are accounted for, 

and partly by presenting two theories used in this study. We give the reader information on 

CSR, sustainability, various forms of communicating sustainability, digital CSR 

communication, marketing of sustainability, GRI and the environmental indicators. Then we 

present the marketing communication theory and the stakeholder theory. The chapter ends 

with a research model we created for this study. We intend to connect the information in this 

chapter to analysis and conclusions later on in the study. 

2.1. Conceptual framework 
CSR can in modern times be seen as a business norm that companies follow to maintain 

public relations, since it practically is used as a form of marketing or advertising. The term is 

originally defined as “the obligations of businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those 

decisions, or to follow those lines of action that are desirable in terms of the objectives and 

values of our society” in a book by Howard Bowen, which marks the start for the field of CSR 

(Bowen, 1953). This definition has been interpreted and developed by several scholars and a 

main impact is from Archie Carroll who sees the social responsibility of business as “the 

economic, legal, ethical and discretionary expectations that society has of organizations at a 

given point of time” (Carroll, 1979). CSR has in other words been used as, and still is, a 

phenomenon labeled to encourage companies to serve the needs of different stakeholders in 

society. 

This means that companies cannot act completely reckless in their operations to achieve 

profits since people for instance care for the environment and social rights. This binds to the 

term “sustainability” which is about persevering resources and making the operations 

adjustable for the long term. The World Commission Environmental and Development 

(WCED) has defined sustainability as “Development that meets the need of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. This definition 

originally arose in the Brundtland Commission report in the 1980s to describe “sustainability 

development” (The World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).  

Sustainability can be divided into three dimensions; social, environmental and economic 

responsibilities. When this is integrated into the corporate culture, strategy and operations it 

can be seen as conducting Tripple Bottom Line (TBL) thinking (Kleindorfer, Singhal & Van 

Wassenhove, 2005).   

The reasons for companies to act in a sustainable manner are plenty. It could be about 

strengthening the brand, satisfying stakeholders, gaining competitive advantage or getting the 
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company’s operation accepted by society. Schaltegger and Hörisch (2017) argue that the 

motives are dominated by two main arguments in academia; profit-seeking and legitimacy 

seeking. They conducted a study on the matter in which they analyzed corporate practices of 

ten large companies world-wide. The findings showed that legitimacy is the strongest 

argument for being sustainable, thus strengthening the idea that companies react on pressure 

about sustainable activities from society just to secure its legitimacy and status.  

Since sustainability is about forward-looking to secure future trading for the coming 

generations, it is also closely tied to marketing strategy since the societal marketing concept 

came, which considers societal and ethical values (Kotler, 2008). Sustainability has extended 

the concept of marketing to meet the needs of future generations, and is now an obligation for 

companies to gain competitive advantage (Charter et. al, 2006). This means that companies 

have to pursue to create and communicate sustainable-based value to the customers, and 

according to Kumar et al. (2004) to balance their marketing strategy so that profitability, 

public interest and ecology is maintained after meeting customer needs. Sustainability is in 

other words high on the agenda and the way companies communicate this information is of 

uttermost importance accordingly.  

Within the European automotive industry there are some regulations on what must be 

disclosed when marketing passenger vehicles. An EU directive which cover these regulations 

is the 1999/94/EC Directive from the European Parliament and Council. This directive 

mentions that there should be available consumer information regarding fuel economy and 

Co
2 

emissions when marketing passenger cars (EU, 2000). 

2.1.1Various forms of communicating  

Pressure and demands from society has made sustainability reporting a very important thing 

for bigger companies over the last decades (Rupley, Brown & Marshall, 2017). Since the 

pressure comes from the stakeholders of the company, it is very important for companies to 

communicate what kind of actions they are taking towards a more green future. The ways of 

communicating this has escalated over the years and there is much more to it than just 

communicating the company vision and goals today. The most common form of 

communication of sustainability still lies with the annual report, or more precisely the 

management report where actions towards a more sustainable future is being explained 

(Reilly & Hynan, 2014). Nowadays companies apply usage of various graphs and other 

visually aiding information to explain their sustainability and differentiate from competitors 

(Hrasky, 2012). 
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Sustainability is however no longer just being communicated through the annual report, but 

companies voluntary discloses their actions towards a more sustainable future through other 

communication channels. Social media is a great tool for companies to have a direct dialogue 

with their stakeholders, and since the pressure of acting sustainable as a company mainly 

comes from stakeholders, they became an essential communication channel to inform about 

the actions of the organizations sustainability work.  Uzunoglu, Turkel & Akyar (2017) 

conclude that social media usage when communicating corporate social responsibility is 

extremely important, especially the usage of direct dialogue platforms such as Twitter, where 

companies can directly communicate with stakeholders and let stakeholders being a part of 

co-creating a relationship, which could also be called two-way communication. Furthermore 

they also conclude that the way organizations communicate their sustainability is strategically 

important because of the difference of impact between various messages communicated. 

Reilly & Hynan (2014) also discusses the importance of social media usage for companies 

who wish to succeed in building strong relationships with stakeholders through the 

communication of sustainability. They find that companies which is being seen as more green 

than others have a higher usage of sustainability communication through social media. They 

also discuss the importance of the content of the message being communicated, and points to 

the fact that it is much more important to actually talk about what actions the company have 

taken rather than vague sustainability buzzwords.  

CSR communication has changed as technology has developed, it is no longer only about the 

annual reports since internet and social media has a huge role in todays' society. In the modern 

world the internet is playing a large role in the way companies communicate their activities. 

This opens up for a faster way to report sustainability related activities which can reach 

stakeholders in minutes. As mentioned there could be several incentives for a firm to be 

sustainable, nevertheless to communicate it. One of them main incentives is to meet society's 

expectations on sustainability to gain legitimacy (Schaltegger & Hörisch, 2017). 

Colleoni (2012) presented in her study two CSR communication strategies in social media, 

dialogical strategy and self-centered strategy, to see how legitimacy is best established. She 

used Twitter as source of data collection. Findings showed that neither an engaging nor 

informational strategy lead to an alignment between the company’s CSR agenda and 

stakeholders social expectations. A dialogue for instance did not necessarily lead to satisfying 

expectations to prompt the legitimacy, but rather to give information about the company, thus 

being regarded more as a marketing practice in this study. However, moral legitimacy is 
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according to Seele and Lock (2015) gained through CSR communication, in the sense of 

having a political approach to CSR. 

 

Kent and Taylor (2016) aimed to reinvent the use of social media to communicate CSR 

activities. They conclude that social media such as Twitter and Facebook are not dialogic, 

since the infrastructure on those sites does not facilitate relationship building or CSR 

activities, in the sense that CSR is about putting the organization in a broad social system of 

relationships which could involve risk and uncertainty, meaning CSR is more than just doing 

good deeds and present them. They believe that social media is a huge potential which is not 

being realized the way companies communicate today, which is based on an old model of 

one-way communication, which they call Homo Economicus which focuses on short-term and 

profit driven motives rather than long-term, relational and building social capital motives. 

With this approach to communication companies use social media to prompt sales and 

marketing goals which benefits managers, stockholders and owners instead of stakeholders, 

stake seekers and public. They argue that a dialogic approach, Homo Dialogicus is needed 

since probably most corporations and organizations have a will to be better community 

members and corporate citizens. Use of dialogical social media in CSR communication builds 

trust and social capital, thus strengthens public relations and ethical CSR relationships, since 

it focuses on social and human aspects of communication. Even though the everyday citizen, 

stakeholder and stake seeker does not regularly use social media to interact or interface with 

organizations according to Raine and Smith (2012), social media could still be a great help for 

companies to participate in the public sphere more integrated and adjust its activities to better 

meet expectations from the public. 

 

Kent and Taylor (2016) present four ways dialogical CSR effectively can be utilized via social 

media. 

- Corporations can construct their own social networking site, free of advertisements 

and sales pitches; 

- Social media sites do not have to be for "everyone in the world", corporations could 

make sites aimed at stakeholders with a specific interest, making it a community for 

like-minded people; 

- If a corporation intent to use a social media site it should be used dialogically by 

acknowledging the value and worth of the members; 

- Train organization members and managers to be dialogic, and not just informational. 
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2.1.2 Global Reporting Initiative and the environmental indicators  

Global reporting initiative (GRI) is a non-profit organization providing a set of guidelines for 

companies regarding their sustainability reporting. Pressures from society motivated 

companies to start reporting non-financial impacts, and are now pushing towards integrated 

forms of reporting, where the reports follow a set of guidelines (Rupley, Brown & Marshall, 

2017). There are different forms of social reporting tools available to companies who wishes 

to report on their non-financial impact, and the most well know is the GRI guidelines. Chester 

& Woofter (2005) discusses what a GRI report should include, and apart from the minimum 

of communicating how they operate to achieve their vision, companies should also report:  

- The system: provide information about the structure of the organization, to let 

stakeholders know about the internal and external environment the company is 

operating in.  

- The vision: Present the corporate purpose, values and objectives. 

- The strategy: Communicate what actions is being taken to reach the vision of the 

company.  

- The actions: report on all actions taken and the results of these.  

Although the structure of sustainability reporting is optional for companies, most GRI reports 

contain the corporate strategy and vision, the company’s profile and the performance criteria, 

which includes social, financial and environmental impacts (Siew, 2015). The reason for GRI 

becoming the leading guidelines in sustainability reporting is according to Chester & Woofter 

(2005) that the demand of social information has increased over the years along with the fact 

that GRI reports scores higher than other sustainability reports against benchmarks for overall 

quality of sustainability reports. The companies which initially started with GRI reporting 

have shown better economic performance.  

G4 is the set of guidelines used by most large companies over the last few years. The 

guidelines consist of two parts, the implementation guide and the reporting principles and 

standard procedures.  

GRI do, as mentioned previously, provide a set of guidelines for companies to follow when 

structuring their sustainability report. The most popular for large global companies over the 

last years has been the G4 guidelines, which has been implemented by each of the companies 

researched in this study. However, GRI released a new set of guidelines called the GRI 

Standards in October 2016, which is the successor to the G4 guidelines. The GRI Standards 
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can be used as of the 2016 report but will become mandatory for companies following GRI 

guidelines after 1
st
 of July 2018. Volvo is one of the companies further researched within this 

study that already applied the GRI standards in their 2016 annual report. The key concepts of 

the GRI standards are basically the same as they were in the G4 guidelines. Most of the things 

that have changed is related to the structure and the implementation of the guidelines. There is 

now a greater flexibility and transparency about how to use the standards for example and the 

language used in G4 has been edited for greater clarity and better understanding overall.  

As a part of their guidelines, GRI provides a set of indicators for companies reporting 

according to their guidelines. Indicators give information on economic, environmental and 

social performance or impacts of an organization related to its material aspects. (GRI, 2014) 

The indicators are divided into three categories; economic, environmental and social 

indicators. In this study the environmental indicators will be discussed. The environmental 

indicators cover impacts related to inputs such as energy and water in production, and outputs 

such as emissions and waste. Along with this it also covers product, transport and logistics, 

and biodiversity related impacts (GRI, 2014).  

The environmental indicators are divided into different aspects which are as following (GRI, 

2015); 

 

- Materials 

- Energy 

- Water 

- Biodiversity 

- Emissions 

- Effluence and Waste 

- Products and Services 

- Transport 

- Supplier Environmental 

Assessment 

In this thesis, the environmental indicators are used to determine the topic of communication 

by the studied companies. They are also used as a tool in collecting the quantified data from 

both social media and sustainability reports.  
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2.2. Theoretical framework 
Marketing communication can be seen as the way a company communicates about the 

company, its brands, products and values to stakeholders. It can be thought of as the voice of 

the company, which speaks out to all who are in some way interested in the company. There 

are many different types of marketing communication, such as advertising, interactive 

marketing, events and direct marketing to name a few. Marketing communication does not 

just come in many forms, the different channels used to communicate also differ heavily. 

Communication can come in the form of printed ads, interaction with customers on social 

media or in corporate disclosures such as a sustainability report. Over the last decade and with 

the rise of the internet corporate mass communications such as TV ads is not as important as 

before. Now companies need to find a suitable mix between a more personal communication 

method and a mass communication method. Different tools available on the internet have 

given companies a bigger opportunity to communicate on a more personal level through 

social media for example, which has been increasingly important over the last decade (Kotler 

& Keller, 2011).  

Hasnas (1998, p.26) stated that “stakeholder theory is somewhat of a troublesome label 

because it is used to refer to both an empirical theory of management and a normative theory 

of business ethics, often without clearly distinguish of the two”. In this study we will use the 

normative branch and see it from an ethical point of view. This is considered as prescriptive 

since it tells organizations how they should act according to norms, which today is to act 

sustainable (Deegan and Underman, 2011).  Stakeholder theory is used to refer to different 

groups within society; stakeholders. There are many definitions by a lot of authors on what a 

stakeholder is but the classic one is from Freeman (1984); “any group or individual who can 

affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives”. This is in academic 

circles regarded a very commonly used definition, which contains a very broad spectra of the 

term, including internal groups such as employees, managers and owners, and external groups 

such as suppliers, society, government, creditors, shareholders and customers. In this study we 

will have a focus on the stakeholder types shareholders and customers, since they are the ones 

who are most involved in the company.   

 

The normative branch (moral or ethical perspective) of stakeholder theory is all about equality 

between all stakeholders. The responsibility lies in the impact the organization does on the 

stakeholders’ life experience. In contrast to the managerial branch which is more 
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organization-centered and focused on specific stakeholders- who often are powerful, the 

ethical perspective considers society as a whole and argues that all stakeholders have the right 

to be treated fairly by an organization, regardless of the stakeholders’ power (Deegan 

and Unerman, 2011). We believe the ethical perspective of the stakeholder theory is suitable 

for us since it is about managing the business to attain an optimal balance among all 

stakeholders’ interests, and thus maintaining the relationship with the community as a whole 

that a company is involved in. 

2.3 Research Model 
To analyze our findings we have created a research model which describes how we have 

analyzed our collected data. The study’s main purpose is to compare the environmental 

information communicated through social media and sustainability reports from European 

automobile manufacturers. To be able to analyze all the collected data we have used the GRI 

environmental indicators to analyze the communication. The indicators have been used to 

analyze data collected from both sustainability reports and from social media. The stakeholder 

theory and the marketing communication theory have been used to analyze our data. The 

stakeholder theory has helped us analyze to whom the companies communicate, while the 

marketing communication theory has helped us see how the communication is done. Using 

the environmental indicators has led us to our expected findings. Our expected findings 

included both differences and similarities between the two communication channels. The 

differences are that companies communicate different type of information through the 

channels, with more customer-oriented information in social media and more shareholder or 

investor-oriented information in sustainability reports. While a similarity- finding is that 

companies use visual elements to help their communication in both social media and 

sustainability reports. The model has been illustrated below to give a picture of our model of 

analysis.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Research model created for the purpose of this study. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

This chapter presents the research design, followed by a motivation of the chosen companies, 

and the process in gathering the data from the two communication channels. It ends with a 

research model created to visually show how the study has been conducted.  

3.1 Research design 
The study format has been a mixed qualitative and quantitative study, where focus is mainly 

on the qualitative content analysis of the communication on social media and in the 

sustainability reports. Beside a content analysis we have collected data from both social media 

and the sustainability reports by using the GRI environmental indicators. This data has been 

quantified to be able to show in graphs and figures what the chosen companies of this study 

communicate about and to what extent. We have done this by assorting the content of 

sustainability reports and social media posts to the different indicators. This helped us create 

visual presentation of the content of posts and sustainability reports, and helps with 

comparing the two against each other. The reasoning behind choosing a mix of qualitative and 

quantitative is that a mixed design provides a more full scale picture of the communication 

within the two studied communication channels. A content analysis allows us to see how 

companies formulates their communication and what their communication is about. The 

qualitative part of this study makes the general picture of what topics the studied companies 

communicate about. A mixed research model fills the gap left by a single research model. For 

example a content analysis can give context to what qualitative results data shows (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). 

3.2 Selections 
In this study we have looked at how European automotive companies communicate the 

environmental aspects of sustainability. The aim of the study has been to see the differences 

and similarities of communication of environmental aspects within the sustainability report 

and social media sites. The social media sites we chose to study the companies’ activity on are 

Facebook and Twitter. The reason for choosing these two sites is primarily the size of the sites 

and the ability for companies to have a two-way communication with their stakeholders on 

the platforms, which would be the dialogic approach mentioned previously in the conceptual 

framework, which differs from one-way communication by focusing on building relations and 

social capital. Both Facebook and Twitter provide a communication channel where the 

stakeholders can engage and directly have a dialogue with the company.  
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We chose to observe and analyze the European automotive industry. The selection of 

companies and industry for the study was based on subjective selection. This means that we 

chose the industry and companies on the basis of relevance and our own assumptions. Our 

own assumptions in this case are that environmental issues are a big question for the future of 

the car manufacturing industry, and like Mayyas et al. (2012) suggests that is one of the most 

influential industries there is. According to European Automobile Manufacturers Association, 

the European automotive manufacturers invests a total of €53,8 billion in research and 

development, much of which goes to develop fuel efficient technology. This has put the 

European automotive manufacturers in the industry lead for clean and responsible vehicles 

(ACEA, 2018).  

The four companies we chose to investigate further are Volvo Cars, Volkswagen Group, 

BMW and Group Renault. We chose four companies so that we would get a broad perspective 

in how automotive companies communicate in the two communication platforms to get a 

comprehensive comparison between the two. Investigating these companies will help us in 

our research question by providing good material to analyze and draw conclusions from. 

These four companies are similar to one another in the sense that they are all big European car 

manufacturers with prominently manufacturing of passenger cars and sales towards 

consumers. We wanted to look further at manufacturers with sales towards consumers 

because of the assumption that they would have a larger following and reach on social media 

if they market their products towards the consumer masses rather than towards other 

businesses. Other criteria for us have been that the company does not have another European 

manufacturer as owner of the brand or manufacturer, since that would have complicated 

collecting data from sustainability reports. That ruled out a lot of companies for us, since a lot 

of the household name brands are actually owned by another manufacturer.  

We did look at Mercedes-Benz though which is technically owned by Daimler AG, and while 

Daimler is not exactly in the manufacturing industry themselves they had an integrated 

sustainability report for all of their brands, which would complicate things seeing as only a 

certain percentage of the information posted in their reports was actually of any value to us. 

We chose to include Volvo Cars even though they actually do have an owner. They are owned 

by Chinese Geely since 2010, but Volvo still operates out of Sweden and produces their own 

annual and sustainability reports, which means that we could still research the company 

without any problems. Group Renault, BMW and Volkswagen Group do not have another 

manufacturer as owner, which meant that it would not interfere with our data collection.  
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All of the chosen companies also have applied the GRI G4 Guidelines and/or the newly 

updated GRI Standards. All of the chosen companies also fall under the 2014 EU Directive on 

sustainability reporting, and have as of the end of 2017, passed national legislation regarding 

sustainability reporting.  

3.3 Data collection 
As previously mentioned we have collected data from both social media and sustainability 

reports, as well as both qualitative and quantitative data. The decision to collect both 

qualitative and quantitative data made the collection a rather large project. We decided to 

collect data from 1
st
 of January 2015 to 31

st
 of December 2017. The reasoning behind this 

selected timeframe is first of all that it is the last three full years of available data which 

arguably makes the study more relevant. Comparison between the years have not been our 

main focus but differences has been noted. Three years is also the most suitable since one or 

two years seems too little as material to analyze differences and similarities between the two 

communication channels and more than three years would have been too much. Another 

reason for the selected timeframe were difficulties accessing the archives of the social media 

sites. We encountered a problem with the archives while collecting data from social media 

websites where we were unable to view the posts made by the global Volvo Cars Twitter page 

in 2015. This meant that we had to work around this problem, and we solved it by instead 

observing the posts made from the USA Volvo page for the 2015 posts. Even though this is 

not optimal, we felt that the results would not have differed too much from what we could 

have collected through the global page. The amount of posts regarding the environmental 

indicators was similar to the other years. The reason for choosing the American twitter page 

rather than the U.K or Swedish page for example were that the Volvo USA twitter page had a 

lot of more followers than the other, and even more followers than the global Volvo Twitter 

page. As these problems can occur when collecting data from just some years ago, the 

decision to study the last three full years of available data makes more sense.  

3.3.1 Processing data 

The data collection was divided between a content analysis and a collection of quantitative 

data from both social media and sustainability reports. For the content analysis we read the 

sustainability reports within the chosen timeframe for the studied companies, as well as their 

social media posts on Facebook and Twitter. In the sustainability we decided to mainly study 

the environmental chapters of the reports as they were most likely to involve relevant 

information to our research question. Other than reading the content of the reports we also 
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studied the structure and visual elements of the sustainability reports. When studying the 

structure and visual elements of the reports we mainly looked at how the reports were 

presented, if they had environmental chapters or not and how they used visual elements such 

as pictures and graphs.  

Collecting the qualitative data from social media involved reading every single Facebook or 

Twitter post uploaded by the studied companies. In the posts we looked for information that 

could be connected to environmental issues. To be able to determine what posts were about 

environmental issues we used the GRI environmental indicators.  

For the qualitative data collection we used the GRI environmental indicators to study both 

social media and sustainability reports. As mentioned before we used the environmental 

indicators to determine whether a social media post were touching on environmental issues. If 

it were determined that a social media post from the studied companies were about 

environmental issues we assigned each post to an environmental indicator. By doing this we 

could easily see what different topics of environmental issues the companies were 

communicating about.  

For sustainability reports we also used the environmental indicators for the quantitative data 

collection. This was done by using a document search function within the sustainability 

reports. Doing this we could see and quantify how often the various indicators were 

mentioned within the sustainability reports. As some of the indicators are not exclusively tied 

to environmental information we had to go through the results of the search of the various 

indicators to make sure they were linked to environmental topics. For example the indicator 

Products & Services could be mentioned in multiple parts of a sustainability report, but we 

went through all the results to make sure we got the correct amount of times the indicator 

were being mentioned in an environmental context.  

A problem we encountered with the quantitative data collection from the sustainability reports 

were the overall indicator. As our method of searching for the indicators within the 

sustainability reports did not yield any results for the overall indicator we had to apply a 

workaround method. Instead of searching for the word overall we decided to search for 

Target, Policy, Goal, Strategy and Vision. The reason for choosing these five terms were 

simply that they represented our definition of the overall indicator.  
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3.3.2 Analysis of data 

With both the qualitative and quantitative data collected we had a lot of information to 

analyze and build our empirical findings on. First of all we tabled and plotted graphs of the 

quantitative data to easily see different trends and norms of environmental communication 

from social media and sustainability reports. We also presented our qualitative collected data 

to easily see what the studied companies do differently regarding environmental 

communication. Although our study is not focused on making a comparison between the 

studied corporations we decided to present the data with the companies as the base. The 

reasoning for this was to give us a broad perspective on how environmental issues is being 

communicated. With the qualitative data presented we could see some clear differences and 

similarities with the communication on social media and in sustainability reports. The 

quantitative data helped to fill in the gaps left by the qualitative data and gave us new 

perspective on some of the results we found. For example, we could see similarities of content 

within the qualitative report, while the quantitative data showed that content within social 

media and sustainability reports were very different. From this we were able to analyze our 

data and draw the conclusions of this study. 

3.4 Credibility and Reliability 
Credibility can be defined as the “truth value” in a study, after which prolonged and persistent 

observation, and peer-debriefing are solutions for it (Nigatu, 2009). In this study we have 

fulfilled this by having three years of data collection and having all our scientific articles as 

sources peer-reviewed, which makes the written text credible and truth-full throughout the 

thesis.  

Reliability on the other hand, is about consistency and measures if a study can produce the 

same results as a previous study if it is conducted the same way (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Since 

we have used established environmental indicators from GRI when we did our data collection, 

we believe our research and results are repeatable, of course as long as the same timeframe is 

used for the same automotive firms. 

3.5 Literature search 
Most of the literature used in this study come from scientific articles published in scientific 

journals, which have been found through searching databases such as Worldcat Discovery. 

We also used search criteria such as “peer-reviewed” to only find peer-reviewed articles to 

increase the credibility. The different scientific journals used in the study includes accounting 

and economic journals as well as marketing journals. 



   
 

24 
 

Chapter 4: Empirical Findings and Discussion 
The fourth chapter presents the empirical findings from our content analysis of the two 

communication channels for each of the studied companies, accompanied with tables. It ends 

with a discussion with a focus on differences and similarities of the communication and 

content between the two communication channels.  

For each of the four analyzed companies BMW, Groupe Renault, Volvo Cars and 

Volkswagen we will in detail present what and how they communicate concerning their 

environmental related issues firstly on Twitter and then Facebook, and secondly in 

sustainability reports. We will divide the findings in social media by topic, related to the GRI 

indicators, in chronological order from year to year, for the reader to easily get all the similar 

aspects of the environmental communication in the same paragraph. Quotations from the 

corporations in their social media activity will sometimes be used to show the reader how 

some subjects are communicated word for word, to give perspective on how the corporations 

use of language differ between the two channels. Regarding findings in the sustainability 

reports, we will present the environmental related communication in the order that they are 

read in the reports, to say from top to bottom. Parallels may also be drawn between the two 

communication channels if similar subject is communicated. Then in the end of the chapter 

we discuss what we thought was interesting in our data collection for the four corporations.  

4.1 BMW’s communication of environmental issues in social media and sustainability 

reports  

4.1.1 Environmental communication within social media  

BMW had seven environmental related posts on Twitter in 2015. They had quite a few posts 

mentioning a new technology in the cars, called eDrive from BMW EfficientDynamics. This 

technology had a few different definitions throughout the social media posts on Twitter and 

Facebook; one is that it enables the cars to drive electric with minimum fuel consumption, and 

another one is that it is an optimized interaction between electric motor and combustion 

engine and saves up to 10 % energy.  

 

BMW also had posts which presented their electric vehicles with the message that they added 

electrical power to them, after which one where shown being charged captioned that “it 

couldn’t be easier”. Furthermore BMW briefly mentioned that BMWi launch a new electro 

mobility research program. 
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BMW decreased their Facebook activity to five environmental posts in 2016. They continued 

to communicate electro mobility where they present their electric vehicles. This year they 

took the emissions-aspect to regard and wrote that they have low consumption and emission 

figures, and cars with iPerformance "makes everything go green". "Fully sustainable" were 

words used for caption as well.  

 

One post this year was more linked to material since they wrote that the car presented is 

produced by lightweight carbon. 2015 and 2016 had two posts relating to the “overall” 

indicator, one which stated that their i8 model was the Best Eco Car in 2015 by the Telegraph, 

and the other that they are the most sustainable company in the world.   

 

2017 was BMW’s biggest year on Twitter with eight environmental posts and they varied a 

lot more in content than the previous years. This year they also used a GIF to communicate 

environmental aspects. One slide of the GIF stated that they are the most popular brand for 

premium hybrids since 2015, while the other slide had short statements about four i-models, 

for example one stated that "the i3 is the greenest car overall with an outstanding CO2 

footprint". This GIF-post had the caption that they held their promise of selling 100 000 

electric vehicles in one year. This achievement was communicated in another post but was 

presented with a video clip instead, which ended stating that the future is electric. Prior to 

these posts BMW earlier that year briefly pointed out that they are well on track to deliver 

those 100 000 electric vehicles, but here accompanied by a picture of an electric car. 2017 

also presented words from their CEO saying that they sold over 10 000 electric vehicles in 

September, this was accompanied by a picture as well, which showed what seemed to be 

important people standing next to an electric vehicle at some event.   

 

The use of video clips was found in four more posts with different issues throughout the year. 

One gave details to the mentioning that they are already developing the fifth generation of 

their electric drivetrain for release 2021, another one showed a new competence center in 

which they focus on battery cells development which will give them a "competitive edge". 

Here they stated that they are focused on implementing their electro mobility strategy and is 

concentrating all of this tech expertise to battery cells. BMW also communicate information 

about their new Battery Storage Farm in Leipzig with a video clip, which shows different 

areas of the facility. Here rechargeable batteries are used "profitable and sustainable", and it 

uses as much renewable energy as possible, showing four windmills there.  
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The final video clip showed their electric trucks cruising around in Munich and explained that 

BMW together with two other companies created two new e-trucks into service for their home 

plant there. The posts’ caption said that three e-trucks are out there saving a sum of 82 tons of 

CO2 in production, and ended with a sustainability hashtag (#sustainability). This 

phenomenon with hashtags occurred a couple of more times in different issues throughout the 

year.  

 

When looking at Facebook, BMW had fourteen environmental related posts in 2015. They 

had a few posts regarding the “material” indicator, one with a picture from inside a car with a 

man driving, with the message that fiber is integrated in the frame design, which is an 

"incredible material". Another post in this area mentions a very lightweight construction with 

carbon core in their BMW7series, which saves up to 50% of weight compared to conventional 

materials. This also relates to the “emissions” indicator since it enables much less fuel 

consumption and lower CO2 emissions. Another post show breaks energy regeneration inside 

a car which seem to be a button to recharge the battery to further efficiency.   

 

Just like on Twitter, BMW wrote about the eDrive technology from BMW EfficientDynamics 

on Facebook in 2015 as well. One of the posts were captioned "electric is synonym for 

excitement", one showed a hybrid car of gas and electricity, while one presented two new car 

models with a message of the drive range which was 41 km purely electric, "meaning no local 

emissions and zero fuel consumption". They continuously presented their range of electric car 

models and at one place captioned it being "fully sustainable and fully electric". They also 

stated that they believe that electric vehicles’ future looks bright and communicate in one post 

that the driver can influence fuel consumption by going purely electric in a car which has 

various drive modes.   

 

BMW also have posts which urge consumers to take their electric vehicles "for a spin and 

enjoy the combination of sporty performance and maximum energy efficiency". They posted 

several identical posts on one day sometimes, for example six times regarding a process in 

which they injected water into the engine cylinders of a car which reduces fuel consumption 

and emissions. In 2015, BMW posted two same posts on the same dates on Facebook as on 

Twitter; one which showed a car with the caption that they added electrical power to it, and 
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one of a car being charged, but on Facebook a development of the caption stating that "it 

could not be easier to charge the high voltage battery". 

 

In 2016, BMW increased their activity on Facebook to 26 environment-posts and was by far 

their biggest year on that platform. They had a few posts presenting something called 

iPerformance, in which they wrote that sustainability and luxury is attributed with an 

electrical car. They also wrote about their materials throughout the year. One post showed a 

picture of the interior of a model with the caption "sustainability meet premium at its finest, 

since the largest proportion of the materials used are sourced from renewable and recycled 

material". Another post showed a model with a very light construction, which they say 

contributes to less energy consumption and increased driving pleasure. A third post mentions 

the BMW EfficientLightweight, which helps the car to float like a butterfly, meaning the 

material used is very lightweight.   

 

BMW had two posts presenting two different models combining iPerformance with eDrive, 

and stated that sustainability and efficiency meets legacy and performance, and that it is a 

perfect hybrid of eco-consciousness. They also wrote that it "stands not only for brand-typical 

sportiness and a luxurious ambience, but also efficiency and environmental friendliness". 

Furthermore, they wrote that they are driven in purely electric mode which produces zero 

emissions and "unlimited sheer driving pleasure". Another post with a car combining the two 

had the caption that it can drive a range up to 41 km in the purely electric mode (like the 

previous year), "without any local emissions and fuel dropped". The range of an electrical 

vehicle is also mentioned in a post which presented another model, which is 40 km with a 

fully charged battery, "with no local emissions". BMW also presented a model which they 

state uses technology from another model to combine sustainability and an electric engine 

with the power of a petrol engine.  

 

In 2016 BMW also mentioned that they have a co-operation with another company 

called Salewa about electric mobility, and showed one model with iPerformance as an 

example. They also presented a prototype vehicle called BMW Vision Next100, which is 

surrounded by high-quality textiles, easily recyclable mono-materials and numerous other 

highly sustainable and efficient elements. Moreover, they state that this will give the driver 

exceptional comfort while he/she can be conscious of their environmental responsibility. They 

also showed this prototype in a video clip, with the caption that it does not compromise 
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sustainability for ingenious design, that it has 100% leather free seats and printable mono-

materials in its interior.   

 

BMW even have a post on Earth-day with a message that they are committed to a more 

sustainable future with an accompanied picture of an electrical car model. This could be seen 

both as promotion of a car, but also a marketing of themselves as being a sustainable 

company. The topic is found in another post where they wrote that they have pushed to create 

a more responsible future after the past 100 years of innovation and development with their i-

Series and especially BMW i8, which they stated was as sustainable as it was sporty. In 

another post they states that they use their hunger to create a more sustainable future, the post 

also shows the BMW i8 which they wrote is the world's most progressive sports car and is 

attributed with a video clip showing that very model in action. They also briefly wrote about 

an intelligent energy management system placed in a model and that it has good efficiency.   

 

In 2017 BMW decreased their activity on Facebook down to eight posts related to the 

environmental indicators. They posted the same post on Facebook regarding the video clip on 

Twitter stating that they had sold 100 000 electric vehicles that year. They promote new parts 

for a new model in two posts and wrote “hard not to turn green with envy”. They had a video 

clip showing two cars cruising around with the accompanied message that they are ready to 

challenge your expectations about all-electric mobility.  

 

They also wrote that they bring electro-mobility up to racing speed with their entry into the 

FIA Formula E Championship, in which they are official manufacturer for season 5, 2018/19. 

They state that a new technology development will transfer from the racetrack to the streets, 

"affirming the leading role of BMW in the field of electro mobility". They also present three 

electric cars which represented an electric car fleet used at that tournament, in Berlin.  

 

Like in 2016, they presented their i8 model and wrote “The world's first sports car built with 

sustainability in mind". For another model they wrote “all-electric living”.  
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Graph 1: BMW Twitter 

 

 

Graph 2: BMW Facebook 

 

 

Regarding BMW’s social media activity on Twitter, it consisted of a total 28 environmental 

related posts. These posts related to the indicators; materials, energy, products and services, 

transport, overall and emissions. Throughout the years BMW attributed these different 

oriented environment-posts with a picture or pictures of the car model or issue they gave 

information about. In 2017 they also aided their communication with video clips and even a 

GIF, and was the only year where they had environmental-related hashtags to their posts. 

While the indicator “products and services” where the most communicated subject in 2015, it 
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was one of the least discussed in 2017 – which had the most communicated subject being the 

indicator “overall” instead, which covers all the topics in between these other major 

indicators, for example policies, strategies, visions, goals and targets.  

 

2017 was BMW’s largest year on Twitter as well, with 11 environmental posts, contrary to 

their activity on Facebook in which they had the largest year in 2016, with 26 environmental 

posts. The indicator “products and services” was on Facebook the most communicated in 

2016, compared to Twitter which was in 2015 as previously mentioned. Compared to Twitter, 

BMW did not communicate anything about the indicator “energy” and “transport” at all and 

nothing about “emissions” in 2017 on Facebook. On the contrary, they communicated a lot 

more about “materials” on Facebook, and in general, was more versatile and active on that 

channel and could mention things they did not on Twitter. In contrast to Twitters’ total of 28 

posts, BMW had a total of 50 posts on Facebook. Twitter on the other hand used video clips 

more.  

4.1.2 Communication of environmental issues within the sustainability report 

BMW had similar structure in their sustainability reports throughout the years, but with the 

most different one coming 2017. This could be explained with that fact that they much like 

the other companies in the study, changed to apply the GRI Standards instead of using the G4 

Guidelines as they had done before. BMW's sustainability report is called "sustainability 

value report" and is divided into five chapters, two of which is directly linked to the 

environment; one entitled "Products and services" (which also is the name of 

one environmental indicator from GRI) and one entitled "Production and value creation". 

Each chapter have three subsections; the first chapter talks about CO2 emissions, electro 

mobility and mobility patterns, and the second chapter talks about consumption of resources, 

renewable energy and sustainable, resource-efficient supply chain. Each of these subsections 

ends with a short forecast paragraph. Their 2015 report consisted of 155 pages.  

 

Before these two chapters they had an introduction chapter labeled "Strategy", in which they 

stated their vision which is to be the world’s most successful and sustainable premium 

provider of individual mobility. They state that they continuously invest in integrating 

sustainability into their business model, further that they see global sustainability challenges 

as an opportunity to develop innovative products and services, which makes sustainability a 

long-term contribution to their business success. They say that they want their innovations to 

have a positive impact on society and the environment, not only benefit the customers. They 
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continue with saying that sustainability is even integrated into all levels of corporate strategy 

and value chain, that it is a key component when they realigned their corporate strategy 2015 

and an important contributor towards their competitive edge. Worth mentioning is that they 

write that sustainability is deeply established within their corporate culture and basic 

principles. They then advance in this chapter with writing their ten strategic sustainability 

goals to 2020, which focuses on three areas; products and services, production and value 

creation, and employees and society. They write that with these goals they are fulfilling their 

vision. The third area also has its own chapter but is not something we will dive into in this 

study since it does not relate to the environment.  

 

Each of the previous mentioned subsections of the two environmental chapters begins with a 

big picture on the whole page with their respective goal in that specific area, written in a large 

text format. For example, the subsection about CO2 emissions has a picture on 

their DriveNow car and writes "By 2020, The BMW Group will have reduced CO2 emissions 

in the European new vehicle fleet (EU-28) by at least 50 % compared to the base year 1995". 

They progress this chapter with saying that due to climate change issues and ever scarcer 

resources, they reduce the CO2 emissions of their vehicles on an on-going basis and start 

accounting for it from the product development stage onwards. They have a demarcated field 

of the Global CO2 regulation on the same page. Then they talk about saving fuel and reducing 

emissions and mentions their Efficient Dynamics Technologies, which has been set as a 

standard component in every vehicle since March 2007.  They give more details to what it 

includes and aids the information with a picture showing it inside the front of a car. It is set to 

ECO PRO mode which according to the caption gives greater fuel economy and lower 

emissions through optimized vehicle efficiency settings.   

 

BMW has a lot of graphs, tables and figures throughout the report, the first one showing the 

development of CO2 emissions of their cars in Europe, 1998 – 2015. Next is a figure showing 

"product responsibility in BMW Group vehicle projects". Besides mentioning their reduction 

in carbon, they also name the actions they take in reducing the nitrogen oxide (NOx) in 

accordance with The Euro 6 standards. They also mentioned a collaboration which lead to 

"Digital Energy Solutions", which had the main aim to provide digitally based, operationally 

optimized management of energy for small and medium-sized enterprises from the industrial 

and trades sectors. They did this in order to be a participant in the energy market of the future 

and to help drive forward the energy transition, which will also benefit customers in a few 
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ways; their energy costs are optimized holistically and their CO2 footprint is reduced to 

further sustainability.   

 

In BMW’s “electro mobility” subsection they write that in order to further reduce CO2 

emissions in their new vehicle fleet, to improve the air quality in cities and to offer their 

customers an entirely new dynamic driving experience, they have added electric vehicles to 

their model range. They add that they started with this in 2013 when they 

introduced their fully electric BMW i3, followed by the plug-in hybrid vehicle BMW i8 in 

2014. They explain that they will add four new plug-in hybrid vehicles in the medium and 

luxury categories to their range in 2015 and 2016. Further they talk about issues such 

as renewable energy to charge electric vehicles, recycling batteries to improve their 

carbon footprint, electric scooters for more sustainable urban mobility, and hydrogen and fuel 

cells to increase range.   

 

In their next subsection about "Mobility patterns", they write that they want to offer safe and 

sustainable individual mobility in premium quality, and meet the challenges of urban mobility 

not only by making changes in the vehicles but also with mobility services. For example, they 

mention ParkNow, which is an app and web-based service which aids parking situations, with 

its users "protecting the environment and avoiding stress as the tiresome traffic caused by 

drivers having to search for parking spaces is no longer needed". They also mention their 

360
o
 ELECTRIC product and service package, which includes recharging both at home with 

the BMW i Wallbox and on the go at public charging points. These two services are recurring 

in their social media activity as well, but not at all with as much details as they are presented 

within the report. Here they are also presented a figure which divides their services for three 

different group users, which are a total of 11 services. Beside their services they also talk 

about safety and driver assistance systems in their vehicles, and using safe materials in the 

early development phase. They write that their safety techniques and smart driving systems 

promote sustainability and safe mobility for their customers.  

 

The first page of their next chapter, Production and value creation, states that they will reduce 

their resource consumption (energy, water, waste, solvents) per vehicle produced by 45 % by 

2020 (base year 2006). They further write that they will apply an environmental management 

system in order to continuously reduce the energy required to produce their vehicles, and 

reduce CO2 emissions and raw materials – which results in a reduction of their environmental 
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impact, and has a contribution towards climate protection and savings on scarce resources, 

and at the same has time reduction in production costs. On this subject they have a table 

showing "Improvement in resource consumption and emissions from vehicle production since 

2006" in percentage. They further state that environmental improvements that have 

been effective at one location of production will be implemented at other locations when 

possible.   

 

They use the term "Life Cycle Engineering" as a way of integrating environmental aspects 

into the design and development of their products. Further they talk about intelligent 

application of raw materials throughout their vehicles life cycles, and the use of secondary 

and renewable resources which enables them to be more resource efficient. Then they 

mention that they will reduce the use of rare earth materials (which may become scarce) and 

instead use magnetic materials as a fully functional substitute. End-of-life vehicles is regarded 

as a secondary source of raw materials instead of waste, and they state that they in 30 

countries have recovery centers for these vehicles which owners can dispose their cars in for 

recycling.   

 

In the "Renewable energy" subsection they write that Global climate change has led them to 

continuously reduce CO2 emissions caused by energy consumption at their production 

facilities, and that they take a holistic approach to energy. Since energy savings according the 

BMW, are always the best alternative for both the environment and for their business, top 

priority is given to systematic reduction of energy consumption. They further write that they 

increasingly are drawing power from local renewable sources to cover the remaining energy 

requirements and are expanding their own renewable energy generation systems. They add 

that they do not focus on any particular renewable energy source at their locations but instead 

see what makes the most sense according to local conditions. They aid this information with a 

picture of a man next to cow with the caption "Using new ideas: environmentally friendly 

energy from biomass for the South African BMW Group plant in Rosslyn". In this subsection 

they have a short paragraph talking about Battery Second Life, which "offers a solution for 

flexible storage of renewable energy". They mention a system already existing in Leipzig, 

where old BMW i-batteries are used for stationary storage of excess energy. Then they talk 

about promoting renewable energy in the supply chain and manufacturing carbon-fibers with 

hydropower, with an aiding picture showing a plant in Moses Lake in the US.  
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In their "Sustainable, resource-efficient supply chain" subsection they mention that increasing 

internationalization of procurement leads to great opportunities but also to new sustainability 

risks, and that it is a huge challenge maintaining sustainability standards in view of their large 

number of suppliers and sub-suppliers. To increase resource efficiency in the supply chain 

thus ensure compliance of sustainability, they need to work close with their business partners. 

They present their sustainability management risk process in a figure, consisting of three 

steps; identify risks, retrieve self-assessment questionnaire, and carry out assessments and 

audits. They also have a picture of their first electric 40-ton truck to supply their plant in 

Munich, and caption it being "innovative logistics". This is also communicated on social 

media but with a video clip. 

 

BMW also has a short part in their fifth chapter entitled "Reinforcing sustainability", in which 

they state that they manage their business in accordance with responsible corporate 

governance principles, connected to long-term value creation in all areas of the company. In 

the end of the report they also have a GRI G4 Content Index, in which they present general- 

and specific standard disclosure, with references to pages within the report which talks about 

it. This is occurring in all of the three years.  

 

BMW’s sustainability report in 2016 consisted of 189 pages, an increase of 44 pages. 

Their introductory chapter is fairly the same as their previous year but with a little different 

sequence, but content-wise s it as good as identical. They wrote a little more about 

sustainability development goals, renamed some things and skipped a part where they talked 

about and had a figure describing "Sustainability throughout the entire life cycle", consisting 

of vehicle- development, production, utilization and recycling. This figure is instead shown 

in their first subsection in chapter 2, which this year is called "Emissions of CO2 and 

pollutants". In comparison to the previous year, they also skipped a table showing measures of 

sustainability performance, with a five-year overview of key sustainability indicators. 

Otherwise, the layout and name of the chapters are the same.  

 

Before BMW start their second chapter they have one page about "stakeholder input", in 

which three questions are given to a stakeholder, after which two regards "sustainable 

mobility". This was the only year they had this part. This chapter also has more content in the 

part talking about Efficient Dynamics technologies (which saves fuel and reduces emissions). 

Added new paragraphs;  
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 Pollutant emissions of their vehicles, which has an accompanied figure showing "EU 

pollutant emission limits for vehicles with petrol and diesel engines (NOx and PM) in the 

European Union”.   

 A demarcated area with a discussion about diesel engine exhaust emissions in 2016  

 A table of comparison of worldwide CO2 and pollutant regulation   

 A demarcated area with info about Emissions regulation   

 

Regarding the second subsection about “Electro mobility” they have added information on;  

 Their BMW i3, presented in a demarcated area saying it has longer range and shorter 

charging periods.   

 Benefits of electro mobility, also presented in the same type of demarcation.   

 Carbon footprint of vehicles, presented demarcated.   

 Picture of their electric scooters, captioned being "fast and emission-free".   

 A whole page about supporting positive framework conditions for electro mobility, 

also containing a picture their i3 model.   

 Another page about expansion of charging infrastructure, and introduction to a new 

cost-saving alternative to conventional charging stations that integrates with existing 

urban infrastructure, for example street lamps. This is also shown with a picture.   

 

BMW’s third subsection about "Mobility patterns" also communicated a lot more content than 

the previous year. They write that to counteract rises in city-noises and air pollutions, 

consumption of space with an increased risk of accidents - they make increasing use of the 

technologies around connected mobility and automatic driving. They added a picture showing 

their car-sharing service DriveNow, and wrote that the aim is to reduce emissions in the cities 

and to enhance quality of life in the city. They also write about benefits of car-sharing and has 

a few pages about automated driving, for more convenience, safety and efficiency. BMW 

continuously add more content and material in their communication in the rest of the report, 

including an added amount of visual elements as well.  

 

BMW’s 2017 sustainability report has the most amount of pages being 214. Instead of having 

the first chapter called “Strategy” it is called “Fundamentals” in this years’ report, with a 

subsection called “Strategy and management” instead, to which all the content regarding the 

“Strategy” chapter is moved. They also colored the first few pages of each chapter and 

subsection in blue.  
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The “Products and services” chapter starts with saying that mobility and vehicle services are 

at the core of their business model and that their product portfolio is undergoing 

a transformation alongside vehicles with combustion engines and electrified vehicles which 

are playing an increasingly important role. They then talk about how they handle the 

reduction of emissions of CO2 and pollutants yet again, but what is added is 

a paragraph about "key measures" and "results and performance indicators", and every area of 

issues advances with a detailed part of the chapter, in which they give more specifics for the 

rest of the pages– these specifics have the same content as previous years but only that they 

divide the subsections of the chapters like this. For instance, they keep on talking about 

hydrogen fuel cell technology (as an addition to purely battery-electric drivetrains), and 

electric scooters to make urban mobility more sustainable, which is presented with a picture 

as previous year.   

 

They have added a data-picture showing the inside of a car to visualize how they reduce 

emissions in BMW diesel vehicles, which they do in four sections. There are two added tables 

on limits for cars with petrol and diesel engines. This year they also have longer forecast 

paragraphs at the end for each subsection, and instead of having the visual aid of the lifecycle 

of a vehicle with the caption that there is sustainability over the entire lifecycle in 

the emissions subsection they put in in the electro mobility subsection, and also added extra 

clarity that the vehicle production step includes upstream chain and logistics.   

BMW also write that they collaborate with market specific providers of green energy and 

manufactures of solar energy systems to recharge the car at home (carports, house and garage 

roofs) with carbon free green energy – this is also recurring in their social media activity. 

They have more content about the stationary storage systems for batteries (where they 

get recycled and reused to create a second life) plant in Leipzig. They write that they will 

expand this in the future but does not mention the four windmills used to have renewable 

energy there, which in social media is shown with a video clip. They have added a picture of a 

car being charged with their BMW 360
o
 Electric, which is has the caption that it charges six 

times faster.   

 

Their "Production and value creation" chapter begins with the same structure as the previous 

chapter with sustainability goal, key measures, due diligence processes and performance 

indicators, and is followed by an in detail part. This part has also added information compared 



   
 

37 
 

to previous years, with added graphs and tables. A recurring topic is for instance the talk 

about reducing CO2 emissions in the value chain, with e-trucks in operation which has zero 

emission-logistics at the main plant in Munich. This is found in their social media activity and 

in both platforms they write that it is making positive contribution to air quality in the city. 

New 2017 is that each introduction text in a large format on the picture introducing all the 

subsections occurs again just at the beginning on the next page but titled "sustainability goal", 

this is how we knew that they were nothing but goals, instead of getting tricked to think it 

is a statement to be taken as a fact. Another thing is that they in this report write that all of 

their plants are renewable, but in social media you only get aware of one of them. 

Graph 3: BMW Sustainability report 

 

BMW’s communication on their sustainability reports regarding environmental issues were 

heavy and diverse. This could be explained by the fact that they had independent 

sustainability reports, consisting of an average of 186 pages, apart from their annual report. 

The most communicated topic, all three years, was emissions. Since BMW has a lot of 

services to offer they gave the reader a detailed overview of them all. Their devotion to 

enlighten the reader about their environmental work increased from year to year, since the 

reports continuously had added information. BMW was also very good with presenting their 

goals in respective environmental area and including their vision of electrifying their vehicles 

throughout the reports.  

 

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

Materials Water Effluents &
Waste

Energy Products &
Services

Biodiversity Transport Overall Supplier
env.

assessment

Emissions

BMW Sustainability report 

2015 2016 2017



   
 

38 
 

4.2 Renault communication of environmental issues in social media and sustainability 

reports 

4.2.1 Environmental communication within social media 

Renault had fifteen Twitter posts in 2015. Quite a few of them were about CO2 and 

emissions; they stated that 18 tons of CO2 were saved when their employees transported 

delegates for 175 km. They presented engines in two posts, after which the first was of a new 

one and showed statistics of its lowered fuel consumption and CO2 emissions, and the other 

one was just of an existing engine with "low emissions". Unlike BMW, Renault used video 

clips the first year, in which one they stated that 2000 employees join the 

#electricvehicles program and had an urge to drive electric. Another video clip presents a car 

and states that it does not produce any CO2.   

 

Renault also mentioned that they won a prize (best crossover) for one of their models at the 

Green Car Award 2015. They also refers to what their CEO said about an engine, that "it 

would be a market leader in fuel consumption and low emissions with 76 grams of CO2 per 

km", beside this they also present three more different engines and their respective fuel 

consumption and CO2 emissions. In order to reduce emissions they also suggests two of their 

car models in a post, showing a car driving in nature. Renault also quoted a technician saying 

that "90% of R&D goes toward the connected car and reducing CO2 emissions".  

 

Renault introduced a new set of models this year with the statement that they are "more 

environmental-friendly and more economical". They were informative as well, and gave 

information about how many electrical vehicles they have sold with their Renault-Nissan 

alliance, which is 250 000 and what they call a "milestone". This is communicated in a video 

clip in one post, and with a picture in another post, showing an overview history of 

the electric car journey. They also give a link to a YouTube-video clip, in which they in 

French talk about the environmental benefits of electric vehicles.   

 

In 2016, Renault reduced their environmental posts to eleven. This year they posted six 

environmental posts the same day, all relating to electricity and had the hashtag 

#forgetthebattery. In these six posts they communicated several things. They presented a 

device and a navigation system in the car which both lets you locate charging stations. They 

stated that there are 80 thousand public charging stations across Europe, and mentioned their 

selling-statistics of their electric vehicles; “Renault ZOE is Europe's best-selling electric 
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vehicle, with more than 50 000 units sold”, and another post stating that had sold more than 

100 000 units. Lastly they stated that Renault ZOE allows you to charge 120 km in 30 min. 

Renault also had a picture of their 100 000
th

 electric car in a post, with well-dressed people 

standing next to it, one of where holds a bucket of flowers.   

 

Like previous year, Renault mentioned wining an award, this time from CDP for being really 

climate friendly. This issue had a picture with an embedded text stating their reduction in 

carbon footprint from 2010 to 2016, which was more than 17%. This is also mentioned in 

their sustainability report in which the reduction is presented with two circular figures 

between the years. Renault continued being informative and mentioned that they had joined 

the Climate A-List of companies that CDP considers world leaders in countering global 

warming – this was accompanied with a picture stating that they lead the corporate response 

in climate change.  

 

A video clip they used showed two cars driving and mentioned that they can drive 400 km. 

The caption to it was "it is time to forget about the battery and reach a new frontier". Then 

they had one post that was a little inviting, it was a picture of one of their electric cars with a 

question if we will be a part of the electric invasion.   

 

2017 was Renault’s biggest year on Twitter, with 33 environmental related posts. They 

continued to use video clips, one of which stated that electro mobility will be taken even 

further 2018. Renault continued to post about awards they won as well, this year they were 

three, all of which were of their ZOE model. It was elected the most environmental-friendly 

car in Switzerland in 2018, declared the Pure Electric and Hybrid vehicle champion of 2017 

by The Green Organization, and was Best Eco Car at the Parkers New Cars Awards 2018. 

Beside this they stated that five of their ZOE cars energized the Monte-Carlo eRally, "which 

shows the effectivity of all-electric". This model is presented in a few more posts throughout 

the year. Another model presented which advocates electro mobility “improves the previous 

100% electrical model with an increased drive range of more than 50%". They also presented 

an electric van which increased its driving range to 270 km purely electrical.    

 

Renault also stated that they as a pioneer in electric vehicles has the aim to ensure sustainable 

mobility for all, and by developing and providing low-carbon solutions they reduce GHG 

emissions. They mention that they aim to reduce CO2 emissions by 25% by 2022. Renault 
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also has a message to the French readers in one post, mentioning that there is a report 

explaining the contribution of the electric vehicle in the ecological transition in France, in 

which Groupe Renault took part in.  

 

Renault also presented a mobile app in 2017 with a video clip showing a car being charged 

with the caption "save our planet and your money with the new mobile app". They showed a 

car being charged two more times, one of which had the caption "fosters electromobility". 

Regarding electro mobility Groupe Renault also stated that they will offer eight pure electric 

vehicles and twelve electrified models. They also showed their vision in a picture; an electric 

car connected in harmony with your home. This electric car (a prototype) was promoted two 

times, one of which stated that it expresses their future vision of autonomous, electric and 

connected mobility, and the second urged to learn more about their prototype which 

"designs the future of autonomous, electric connected cars". Another concept car was 

presented as well, which is "bursting with energy".   

 

Renault mentioned their Renault-Nissan Tangier plant in five occasions, which has zero 

industrial effluents discharges. It is communicated in pictures, one of which announces that it 

recycles 100% of the industrial wastewater and has a reduced water supply of 70 % of the 

industrial water used, and one of which is divided in two; the upper shows a little statistic of 

the plant, and the lower shows four car models which were produced there and the caption 

that one million vehicles has been produced there. They also announce other environmental 

issues; it is designed for zero CO2 emissions, renewable energies and energy efficiency. 

Information about the plant is also communicated with video clips, showing it is based in 

Morocco.  

 

In 2017, Renault used two GIFs, the first showed an app to check the cars battery, and the 

second showed a ZOE cruising around with the caption "electricity is in the air". Lastly, they 

quoted their CEO once more stating that they are more profitable, sustainable and more 

global.  

 

Regarding Renault’s social media activity on Facebook, we encountered a problem while 

collecting the data; they had an automatic region lock. Even though we were at their “global” 

Facebook page with over 18 million followers we were locked to content from the Swedish 
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social media team of Renault. This means that some of the content published were of more 

local nature, while the majority of these GRI connected posts fortunately were not.  

 

Renault had seven environmental-related posts in 2015 on Facebook. A differentiating thing 

they did on this channel was that they asked a question and gave the answer; what can we do 

to reduce CO2 emissions? With the answer being to buy their electric models. They write that 

their ZOE model is completely emission free when driving, and that it is a way for the 

consumer to take action in reducing emissions. They also bring another model to the spotlight, 

Twizy, which is “a concrete solution to less CO2 emissions”. Similar words they use are 

"driving electric is a concrete solution to less emissions".  

 

Some issues regarding the “overall” indicator were as follows; Renault stated that the world 

leaders are in agreement since a contract was written in Paris which was about a readjustment 

to a more sustainable society. They also in a picture presented a short history of emissions 

in Sweden and that consumer traffic stands for 20% of emissions and that they work hard on 

their electric vehicles. Renault urged the consumers to buy an electric vehicle with a video 

clip presenting six electric cars and stated that the interest is increasing with their co-op with 

Nissan. They also refer to one of their costumers saying that ZOE is something he would 

have chosen to private lease, and Renault expands by saying that it is a great option to drive 

climate friendly, silent and comfy, to all who want to private lease.   

 

In 2016, Renault increased their activity on Facebook and had the largest amount of posts, 16. 

They continued to urge the public to drive electrically and said that there is no reason not to. 

They also urged to take an electrical driver's license which is their opinion on how it could be 

easier to choose an electrical car. They link to a website created by them where people can 

sign and register for it and support the idea and movement to a greener future with no fossil-

driven vehicles. Renault also promoted this electrical driver's license in a video clip, and with 

it engaged to readers to comment if they knew anyone who would be suitable for such 

a driver's license.   

 

Renault continued using video clips in their communication and showed their ZOE model 

with the statement that they have set a new standard for electric driving with the range of 400 

km, they also posted links to order or lease it. In another video clip they stated that they want 

to go further than just the 400 km car range, and that the next step in the electric car 



   
 

42 
 

revolution will be taken 2 November that year (which would be the electrical driver's license). 

Renault also had an apparent advertisement video clip where they promoted their ZOE model, 

much of the same type that you can see on TV, which pushed the fact that it can drive 400 km 

purely electric. Another video clip showed another one of their electrical cars "with zero CO2 

emissions".  

 

Renault also mentioned that the sales of ZOE increased with 37% the last year and that it sells 

most in Europe. They also question the customers if they think electric cars will have a real 

breakthrough with ZOE, because they think. A link to a journal was provided as well which 

states that Renault is more innovative than Tesla in the electrical car industry. They also state 

that thanks to us (the customers), Renault is the number one choice in electrical vehicles in 

Europe. 

 

In 2017, Renault decreased their environment posts to nine. They mentioned that thirty 

electric vehicles were delivered to Taxi Stockholm and showed a picture of one of the 

electrical taxi cars. They quoted the country manager for Renault in Sweden saying that 

Renault has three electric models on the market and within six years they will launch twelve 

models, of which eight are completely electrical, and that 18 billion euro is invested on 

development of hybrid and electric technique, he ends saying that they are ready for a fossil-

free future.   

 

Renault had a video clip showing their service cars for a company called Fabege and stating 

that they in September that year delivered eighteen of those electrical vehicles, which 

"contributes to less emissions and noise in Stockholm City". Like previous year, they had a 

question, but here asking how much brown bears that goes on a ZOE. They advanced saying 

that new calculations from NEDC states that it saves the world as much emissions in weight 

as x number of brown bears in a year, and ended with asking "can you guess how much?".   

 

This year, Renault once again stated that ZOE is Europe's most sold electric vehicle. They 

also mentioned that in Formel E, a Renault model got victorious. Beyond this they had two 

video clips showing their ZOE model, again stating that it can drive 400 km, they also kind of 

urged us to lease it. Lastly, they had a video clip presenting their "Twizy" model in a 

promotional way.   
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Graph 4: Renault Twitter 

 

Graph 5: Renault Facebook 

 

Renault were the most active on Twitter compared to Facebook, with a total of 66 

environmental posts to 38 environmental posts. Their activity on Twitter were the largest and 

most versatile in 2017, with by far the most posts regarding the indicator products and 

services, and being the only year were they communicated about the indicators water, 

effluents and waste, and energy. Just like BMW, they had visual elements to aid their 

communication in these posts, namely pictures, video clips and GIFs. Renaults’ activity on 
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Facebook was more focused since it only regarded three indicators; products and services, 

overall and emissions. In contrast to Twitter, they had the largest year on Facebook in 2016.  

 

4.2.2 Communication of environmental issues within the sustainability report 

Renault's annual report for 2015 is titled "Registration document" and consist of a massive 

420 pages. There are 7 chapters one of which is named "Renault: A responsible company" 

with about 100 pages. Here we find a section named “Environment” which is 35 pages, this 

is where we will have a first look to see how they communicate environmental issues. It 

is roughly divided into 3 parts; The environmental challenges, Company-wide environmental 

management and Environmental impact: actions and indicators. Regarding the first part they 

only have one page in which they talk about environmental challenges and present 

their environmental policy a little demarcated with green frames.  

 

They first talk about environmental management, which is implemented throughout the life-

cycle of their vehicles, which they have an overview of with environmental impacts in a dome 

shaped picture. They state that they have reduced the environmental impacts throughout their 

cars life-cycle since 2005, from generation to generation; this is also shown visually with bars 

going horizontally with the reduction in percentage.   

 

Renault then presents the life-cycle of their products with a circular picture consisting of; 

conception, production, use and end-of-life. This picture is continuously shown throughout 

the chapter with the parts highlighted that the accompanied text is about. For instance, when 

they talk about eco-design the conception part is highlighted, while logistics and 

manufacturing correlates to production. Eco-design is one of their ways to reduce 

environmental impacts and involves several objects. Through a logistics plan they will reduce 

GHG emissions associated with the transportation of parts needed for industrial facilities.   

 

They later on show a map of Europe with industrial sites which have had remarkable 

technological breakthroughs in the environmental field. They present their environmental 

impacts on a table with four columns; the first which names the different environmental 

impacts and then statistics of it in France and in rest of Europe, and the 

fourth column mentions measures they take to manage the impacts. They further give details 

in how to reduce emissions and mentions that development and marketing of a range of 

electric vehicles that do not emit any pollutants or greenhouse gases during use is a part of 
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their plan – this is exactly what we have seen when we have looked at their social media 

channels.   

 

Renault presents those EU regulations since 2015 require that 95 % of the mass of end-of-life 

vehicles got to be recovered of which 85 % recycled. Automakers will have to help finance 

this process and Renault state that they help everywhere it is required and elaborates 

how.  They say that keeping production costs low is crucial to retain a competitive edge in the 

competitive automobile industry and that costs from energy consumption and waste 

management gets to hundreds of millions of euros a year, therefore optimizing these areas is 

important, both in reducing environmental impacts as in keeping low production costs. 

Increased use of recycled materials is also a way to keep low production costs.   

 

Renault state that according to surveys fuel consumption is one of the things customers look 

at when buying vehicles and connects it with their determination in reducing fuel 

consumption and CO2, which lead them to having the car with the lowest emissions 

in Europe 2015. They describe "energy and climate change" with a table showing main 

objectives in reducing their impact and deadline for it, with status as of 2015. All of the tables 

used in the report had this very layout, just with different topics and inputs in them. Renault 

also has two circular tables showing their reduction in carbon footprint in percentage between 

2010 and 2015. In a demarcated are they then show strategies for reducing GHG emissions 

sector by sector. Then they talk about logistics and manufacturing again which is about 

reducing CO2 emissions. In manufacturing they state that a GHG emissions reduction plan 

largely is based on a reduction in energy consumption and the development of renewable 

forms of energy.   

 

A demarcated area says that as of year-end 2015 their solar panels installed internationally 

which correspond to 190 soccer fields prevent 14 200 tons CO2. They present a model for 

"energy management", a staple diagram of energy consumption comparing 2005 to 2015, 

same for GHG emissions 2012 to 2015, and two similar tables of distribution of energy 

consumption by energy type, and GHG emissions by source type.  

 

Then they talk about adaption to the consequences of climate change, then a table with a line 

showing average CO2 emissions for their cars from 1995 to 2015, the line curves downwards 

of course. Then they talk about combustion engine vehicles, electric vehicles (which is a 
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major component in their strategy) and eco-driving, which all talk about fuel consumption and 

GHG emissions.   

 

Renault presents a table with resources and circular economy in highlight, then talk about 

designing vehicles that are recyclable and material-efficient. Then another table for industrial 

waste, then talk about reduce, reuse, recycle, recover energy and disposal. Then a table with 

types of waste (hazardous, non-hazardous and metallic waste) and treatment methods 

(tons/year) for 2015-2013, the amount recycled, energy recovered. Then a staple diagram 

showing waste per vehicle produced (kg/vehicle) divided to total waste, non-hazardous waste 

and hazardous waste.   

 

Another table is presented; showing water consumption and quality, then reduce, reuse 

recycle, minimize the impact and control the risk. In a circular table they show the distribution 

of the water supply by source in percentage, then a staple diagram showing external water 

supply through the years. One more table is presented for air quality and staple diagram for 

VOC emissions throughout the years. And talk about the contribution of electric vehicles to 

improve the air quality in urban areas.   

 

They mention biodiversity in a relatively very small part, it is the ending part in the whole 

environmental chapter. They mention that reducing polluting emissions into the ecosystems 

(water, air, and soil) is important to persevere and protect species, ecosystems and habitats, 

and that all the things they do to mitigate environmental impacts which they have written 

about contributes to this. They also state that construction of plants in industrial projects is 

assessed to measure their impact on the surrounding ecosystems.   

 

Renault’s environmental chapter in the two following years is as good as identical. The 

content of the information was following the same template as the 2015 report, but regarding 

the visual elements the numbers were updated to the current situation. While 2015 had a 

green theme 2016 and 2017 had it gray/blue. 2017 had one page less; 34 pages. Small changes 

regarding environmental issues;  

 2016 and '17only showed one comparative table between two models regarding the 

reduction in the environmental impact  

 An added demarcated paragraph about electric vehicles in the ecological transition 

2017  
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 A little more tables and graphs regarding waste both years  

 2017 does not have a small paragraph stating that their ZOE model is designed with 

passenger health in mind   

 

Graph 6: Renault sustainability report 

 

Renault was the one company with the lowest amount of visual elements, while they were the 

one with the largest amount of pages. Instead they used graphs and tables quite often, but they 

variation between them was not big. They looked the same way but with different data since 

they were attributed in different subjects throughout the reports. Renault talked a lot about 

reducing emissions from a perspective of the early stages, namely the production phase of 

their vehicles, while they did not talk a lot about the finished products and barely anything 

about their services. All in all Renault had pretty much a full disclosure of their environmental 

actions and progresses. They did not complicate their communication and held it to the same 

kind of structure and content throughout the years, making it easy for the reader to find 

information, but on the other hand it lead to not giving so much new and different material.  
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4.3 Volvo Cars communication of environmental issues in social media and 

sustainability reports 

4.3.1 Environmental communication within social media 

Volvo uses Twitter and Facebook to some extent to communicate about environmental issues. 

They do not have the same quantity of posts as some of the others companies followed by the 

study. Due to a problem in the Twitter advanced search function we were not able to view the 

posts from the global Volvo Cars twitter account from 2015. We decided to use the United 

States Twitter page as a solution. This is not optimal, but from what we can see the content of 

the global and the American twitter page does not vary too much. Some of the environmental 

issues discussed could be linked to more local incidents or activities, but the general feel of 

the page is the same as the global one in 2016 and 2017.  

During 2015 Volvo published a total of seven posts connected to the environmental 

indicators. Some of these were as previously mentioned more focused on local issues. One 

example of this was the drought in southwestern USA during 2015, especially in California. 

Volvo created an initiative called #drivingdirty on their social media channels, which 

promoted drivers not to wash their car to save water for the region. They also provided and 

promoted a product that was supposed to be a waterless solution to clean a car. Volvo posted 

about the drought and #drivingdirty a total of 4 times. Other than posting about the drought 

and the #drivingdirty initiative Volvo posted some promotions for their new electric hybrid 

models, where they stated that “Power does not have to corrupt”. Volvo only made one post 

during the first six months of 2015 that could be connected to the environmental indicators, 

which was made on “Earth-day” in April. The post on “Earth-day” talked about their new 

technology in the “Drive-E Engine” and how it provided a greater fuel efficiency and lower 

emissions. 

While observing the 2016 Twitter activity of Volvo Cars we did not encounter the same 

problem as in 2015, and we were able to find the posts made by the global twitter page for 

2016. The amount of posts that were connected to environmental issues did not increase 

however. A total of six posts were made that had a connection to the environmental 

indicators. Although some of these posts were exact copies of another post. One specific post 

that was posted a total of three times was a video about how the automotive industry is 

switching their focus towards electric mobility. The video posted was supposed to be a shorter 

preview for a longer video about this that was posted on their website, but since their webpage 

seems to have been remade the full video is no longer available. Other than the video about 
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the electrification, they also posted another video were they presented Stena Recycling’s new 

recycling facility which Volvo will use. In the video they state that the use of this facility will 

greatly help them reach their goal of having a 95% recyclability on their processes and 

products. The other posts connected to environmental issues were a video about electric 

vehicles and how they bring a calm to inner city environments. They also posted a link to a 

news article made by NBC News about Volvos battery powered cars.  

In 2017 Volvo Cars posted a total of six posts connected to the environmental indicators, 

which is similar to the other years. One of the topics in the fall of 2017 was their “Clean the 

beach day”, which is an initiative to help reduce the amount of waste in our oceans. They had 

an event day where employees and stakeholders of the company gathered to clean beaches. 

The event was also discussed and promoted in their 2017 annual report. They attached a photo 

album of the event where you can see the CEO of the company Håkan Samuelsson being 

involved and cleaning on the beach. They also talked about the company’s commitment to the 

electrification in the automotive industry. A video about how they are shifting their entire 

product portfolio to have all cars be at least electric hybrids by 2019 was also attached to the 

post. In the spring of 2017 they posted about being named “one of the most ethical 

companies”, although they did not mention the organization giving out the award. They also 

have some posts about their electric vehicles and how they are becoming more effective and 

give better range and performance.  

Much like on their Twitter page, Volvo had a fairly low quantity of posts related to the 

environmental indicators on their Facebook page. In 2015 they had a total of five posts 

connected to the environmental indicators on Facebook. Most of the posts made in 2015 were 

about the electrification in the automotive industry. One of the posts briefly describes their 

new “Twin-Hybrid” engine, its high efficiency and performance and how it is a “perfect” 

example of their commitment to sustainability. They also made two posts with pictures of 

their new hybrid cars and their performance. Here they also mention their aim to release at 

least two new hybrids each year from 2015 and forward.  

Furthermore Volvo posted a video about their Swedish factories, explaining how they all run 

on 100% renewable energy. The video also mentions that it is their vision to develop the 

safest and most efficient cars and develop new sustainable technology. Another video was 

posted during the year that shows where the company comes from historically and where they 

must go in the future. The video described how they have been pioneers in sustainability and 
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safety since 1970, and how they are still committed to the same goals, safety and 

sustainability.  

In 2016 Volvo posted a total of eight posts connected to the environmental indicators. In one 

of the posts they talk about the company’s sustainability beliefs. They mention that their focus 

is not only on lowering emissions of their cars, but to make the whole lifecycle of the car 

more sustainable. To achieve this they must make sure the manufacturing process of the 

vehicles is sustainable. The post is only a preview of a longer article talking about 

sustainability on their own webpage.  

Another post, much like one of the posts from 2015, describes their history in short and 

mentions where they have to go in the future. Much like the post from 2015 they mention that 

they have produced safe cars with small environmental impact through the last 30 years. They 

continue by saying that the whole automotive industry is changing with electrification and 

autonomous driving as the primary goals, and how they are committed to continue making 

safe and clean cars in the new era. In the spring of 2016 Volvo posted a video about the 

automotive industry shifting towards manufacturing electric vehicles. The exact same video 

was posted on twitter in the spring of 2016. Another post had a video attached with an 

interview with the company’s dedicated oil expert that stated that Volvo Cars are committed 

to having a positive impact on the world. Furthermore the remaining posts provided 

information about new hybrid models of their vehicles, or the performance of their new 

hybrid motors. Specifically, they present their new “T8-hybrid” engine and states that it has 

incredible performance without the compromises usually attached to high performance.  

In 2017 there were six posts that were connected to the environmental indicators during the 

year. Much like on twitter, the focus of the posts in the fall of 2017 was about their initiative 

“Clean the beach day”. They posted information and photo albums of the event, which was 

held in Cape Town, and that the goal was to reduce the amount of plastic in the ocean. As 

previously mentioned this event or initiative was also discussed in the 2017 annual report, 

which means that the event was communicated across all of the studied platforms. 

Furthermore they posted a video talking about their commitment to the electrification in 

automotive industry. The same video was also posted on their Twitter page around the same 

time. Another post discussed sustainable company partnerships. They stated that by “creating 

sustainable partnerships with local and international organizations is how we contribute 

towards a better society together, protecting people and our planet”.  Much like the other 

years and on Twitter they posted some information on their new electric motors and hybrid 
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cars. They mention “Power without compromise” much as a slogan when talking about their 

hybrid and electrical vehicles.  

Graph 7: Volvo Twitter 

 

Graph 8: Volvo Facebook 

 

Volvo has in terms of quantity fairly similar number of posts regarding the environmental 

indicators on Facebook and Twitter. The topics discussed within these channels have also 

been fairly similar, with the electrification being a topic heavily discussed over the years, 

either through promotional posts about new electric vehicles or posts about the electrification 

in general. Volvo’s event to clean the beaches is also something that has been mentioned 

across the two social media websites. All of the posts across Facebook and Twitter from 

Volvo also had either a picture or a video attached to it, to help communicate the message 
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further. During the years 2015, 2016 and 2017 Volvo made a total of 39 posts across both 

Facebook and Twitter that were connected with the GRI environmental indicators. Most of 

these posts were connected to the Products and Services and Overall indicators which can 

be seen in the graphs below. Even though most posts have been about their products or 

electrification or general sustainability, Volvo has posted about other indicators such as water 

consumption, materials and emissions. The graphs above show the posts made on Facebook 

and Twitter, and the indicators discussed in the posts.  

 

4.3.2 Communication of environmental issues within the sustainability report 

The sustainability reports from Volvo Cars have changed their structure over the three years 

this study covers. The 2015 sustainability report from Volvo Cars is a standalone report and 

not integrated into their annual report. Unlike many of the other studied sustainability reports 

it does not divide their environmental information into a single chapter, as the information is 

spread across the whole report. The report is done with the help of the GRI G4 Guidelines. 

Meanwhile, the 2016 and 2017 reports are both integrated within the company’s annual 

report, and follows the updated GRI Standards guidelines.  

The 2015 sustainability report starts of by mentioning the sustainability highlights of the year 

for the company. One of the highlights mentioned is of environmental importance, the launch 

of their new “T8- Twin hybrid” engine. The introduction of the report is started by comments 

from the CEO who starts of the report by stating a commitment. The commitment is that by 

2025 Volvo Cars will have delivered 1 million electric cars to the market. This commitment is 

the centerpiece of their new sustainability program called “Omtanke”, which means 

consideration or care in Swedish. “Omtanke” is a 10 year plan for the sustainability activities 

of the company and contains a wide range of individual commitments, including delivering 1 

million electric cars by 2025 and having climate neutral operations by 2025. “Omtanke” is a 

topic that was being discussed through all three sustainability reports examined in this study. 

The introduction chapter of the sustainability report is wrapped up with the mission statement 

of the company and the core values of the company. In both the mission statements and the 

core values of the company, environmental commitment is included.  

Even though they do not have a specific chapter just for environmental issues, they do have a 

highlights of 2015 chapter which is divided into social and environmental highlights. In the 

environmental highlights of the year Volvo announce that they have started to revitalizing 
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their product portfolio towards more resource efficient vehicles and improving environmental 

performance of their operations. Moreover they mention that they are aware that their 

approach to the environment matters to the society, and goes on to say that manufacturers and 

users of cars have significant environmental impact.  

Other environmental highlights of 2015 include technological innovations that will help with 

environmental performance. The most important innovations according to Volvo are their 

new Twin hybrid motors. They mention that they provide the power without the compromise. 

This was also discussed on their Twitter and Facebook page, and the same phrase “Power 

without compromise” was used there.  

A graph showing the Co
2
 emissions of their vehicles over the last 10 years and projected 

emissions for the coming 5 years is presented, and they talk about how they plan to reduce the 

Co
2
 emissions of their car fleet in the future. Electrification of the automotive industry is 

mentioned as a big part of reducing total Co
2 

emissions of their car fleet.  

The highlights chapter goes on to describe how 95% of the materials in their cars can be 

recovered and 85% can be fully recycled, but does not really go into any details about it.  

In the report Volvo uses some case stories in between the highlights that tell the story of some 

specific environmental work done during the year. The first one is presented after the 

recycling part and talks about how they managed to save over 1000 tons of metal in 2015 

from recycling.  

Moreover in the highlights chapter, they discuss the energy efficiency of the company and 

what they have done to become more energy efficient during the year. They state that with 

various projects at their plants they managed to save about 42 GWH of energy during the 

year, that their total carbon emission in Europe was reduced by 4% and that the total water 

consumption used in their factories was reduced by approximately 6%. They also mention 

that they have launched several projects to reduce the waste; one example of this is an 

initiative to increase the amount of used metals with the body components plant in Sweden.  

Volvo goes on to talk about how they have restructured their whole logistics operations to 

enhance overall efficiency during the year. This restructure will provide them with the ability 

to calculate the total Co
2
 footprint of their logistics. It will be a priority in 2016 to analyze this 

data and identify what they can do better.  
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The environmental highlights chapter is ended with 2 graphs describing the total emissions of 

their operations during the last 15 years, and showing the water consumption per vehicle over 

the last 5 years.  

After the highlights chapter comes a chapter about their 10 year sustainability plan 

“Omtanke”. Here they go into more detail about the goals and what they are doing to achieve 

them. They mention that in order to achieve the goal of climate neutral operations they need 

to be more energy efficient and secure natural energy resources.  In order to deliver 1 million 

electrical cars by 2025 they mention that they will offer a broader portfolio of hybrid and fully 

electrical cars. They will also promote market acceptance, which can be seen actions of on 

social media already where a lot of the posts are about the electrification, and the new 

developments in the electrical vehicles.  

The 2015 sustainability report is ended with a sustainability scorecard, where they provide the 

relevant environmental figures. This includes numbers about energy consumption, waste, 

water consumption, emissions per vehicle and emissions of operations in various locations.  

In 2016 Volvo Cars used an integrated style of reporting on sustainability, which meant that 

the sustainability report was a part of the annual report. The report is following the GRI 

Standards guidelines which are the update to the G4 guidelines used previously. Similarly to 

the year before they do not have a specific chapter dedicated to environmental issues, and no 

part dedicated to the different aspects of sustainability.  

In the introduction chapter, environmental performance of their vehicles is presented as a 

central part of their brand strategy and those environmental issues is one of their strategic 

focus areas. The vision for the future is also mentioned as to mainly selling electrified cars.  

Furthermore they mention that by using resources efficiently they reduce the environmental 

impact of their operations and goes on to talk about the ambitious goal of being climate 

neutral by 2025, which was set in the previous year’s sustainability program. They also 

mentions to have started using a system where a customer can exchange their old Volvo car 

when purchasing a new one, the spare parts from these vehicles can be remanufactured and 

sold to help realize both environmental and financial goals. They present a short case story, of 

how they managed to reduce the Co
2
 emissions from the plant in Ghent. This was done by an 

innovative heating solution which involved transporting hot water which was heated by 

renewable energy from a neighboring factory of Stora Enso.  
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The report continues to talk about evaluating suppliers and partners criteria. They mention 

that all partners and suppliers must meet a certain sustainability criteria, and environmental 

standards is one of them. The code of conduct for business partners to Volvo also involves 

caring for the environment. The report also lists the various risks for the company, and of 

them are connected to environmental aspects. The risk is the ever-changing laws in the 

automotive industry and new environmental laws, mainly in the US and in Europe where it 

could be cause for change to environmental plans and policies. The report is fairly repetitive, 

and whenever environmental aspects are discussed they mention their commitment to the 

environment because of various reasons.  

In the end of the report the Sustainability scorecard is presented. It has the same structure as 

the one from 2015’s report, and includes figures and numbers for most environmental issues. 

There is however a final part of the sustainability governance chapter which that was not 

included in the previous year. A survey has been done during the year to see what topics the 

stakeholders of the company find most important. The result of this survey is presented as a 

final part of the report. Stakeholders find fuel efficiency and car emissions as the top priority 

for the company to deal with. Other environmental aspects the stakeholders found important 

were the social and environmental requirements on suppliers and partners, energy efficiency 

of the operations and emissions in production. Two environmental aspects did not have the 

same priority as the other ones according to the stakeholders. Materials, recycling and waste 

were not seen as very important along with environmental management.  

The 2017 report is similarly to the 2016 report integrated into the annual report. It is written 

with the help of the GRI Standards which was also used in 2016. The report starts of by 

mentioning electrification as one of the larger goals for the company, while sustainability and 

“leveraging global presence” is mentioned as part of their general strategy. In the brand 

strategy summary, they present their customer promise as protecting what is important to you 

as a customer. They mention how protecting the environment is a big part of keeping their 

customer promise. The product promise is mentioned as having safe products and products 

that have a small environmental impact.  

A presentation of their sustainability program “Omtanke” which was started in 2015 is made 

here which reminds the reader of the commitments that they have taken upon themselves. 

Volvo goes on to talk about how sustainability is in their DNA, and what their role in society 

is with the impact of the company and its products. The section covering the sustainability 

program “Omtanke” is ended with a picture of that have the text: “Care for people and the 
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environment runs through Volvo Cars history. We are guided by our sustainability program 

Omtanke, which runs through our corporate strategy, and is vital to our future success”. The 

picture looks a lot like something you would expect to find on the company’s social media 

pages, where the message often is delivered with short messages and pictures. The report is 

continued by a short chapter regarding the production in the company. They talk generally 

about the electrification of the automotive industry, and describes that they have sold 14% 

more electric cars during 2017.  

Future mobility is the name of the next part of the report. This mentions that there are three 

focus areas for the future of mobility; Autonomous driving, electrification and vehicles being 

connected with the world. Steps taken to achieve the goals set for the company is briefly 

described.  

In a chapter called procurement they discuss their high standards for business partners and 

suppliers, similarly to what they described in the 2016 report. They also talk about sustainable 

purchasing and responsible sourcing of materials as key points to be more sustainable as a 

company. They go on to talk about their product portfolio in the report. Some numbers 

regarding emissions per vehicle and resource efficiency of their products are presented along 

with a graph showing the total Co
2 
emissions of their European car fleet.  

Logistics and manufacturing is in the middle of a large expansion at the moment to increase 

resource efficiency and reduce Co
2 

emissions. This is being mentioned playing a big part of 

achieving the goal of having climate neutral operations by 2025. Energy efficiency, water, 

waste and other emissions is being discussed, and explained what they do to reduce the 

consumption of. The information provided here is backed up by a set of graphs and figures 

showing their development over time regarding energy efficiency and Co
2
. 

In the last parts of the report a directors report is included that discussed the company’s 

commitment to the environment and electrification as a big goal for the company. Just like the 

year before, results from a stakeholder survey is presented. The results is almost identical to 

the year before, with Fuel economy and emission voted the most important topic for the 

company to work on ,while environmental management was voted least important by the 

stakeholders involved in the study. The report is just like the other years ended with a 

sustainability scorecard, where numbers and figures showing the environmental performance 

are presented.  
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Graph 9: Volvo sustainability report 

 

Volvo’s move to an integrated style of reporting in 2016 has seen the structure of the 

sustainability report change quite significantly. Although the 2016 and 2017 reports are 

integrated within the annual report of the company, the whole report still has a big focus on 

sustainability. Of course it contains chapters such as financial statements which do not really 

talk about sustainability topics, but through the whole report, sustainability and environmental 

issues are heavily discussed. Throughout all of the reports Volvo uses lots of visual elements 

to help describe and show off their products and actions. On average they had the most 

pictures of all the studied companies, while having the least amount of pages in their reports 

on average. Some of the topics discussed can be seen through all three reports studied. The 

10-year sustainability plan “Omtanke” is something discussed presented in all of the studied 

reports. Other statements and figures regarding the various GRI indicators are also discussed 

through all the reports as can be seen in the graph below.  Much like on social media, 

electrification in the automotive industry is a heavy focus area through all of the studied 

reports, while it’s also the centerpiece of Volvo’s long-term sustainability plan.  
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4.4 Volkswagen communication of environmental issues in social media and 

sustainability reports 

4.4.1 Environmental communication within social media 

Volkswagen uses Twitter and Facebook to communicate with their stakeholder about 

environmental issues at a fairly high rate, though most of the posts made across the both 

social media websites is about the products and services indicator. All of the posts on both 

Twitter and Facebook have had a picture or video attached to it, helping communicate the 

message of the post further. One problem encountered while collecting data from 

Volkswagens Facebook page was that they have an automatic region lock on their Facebook 

page, much like the one Renault had on their Facebook page. Even though we were at the 

“global” Facebook page with over 33 million followers we were locked to content from the 

Swedish social media team of Volkswagen. This meant some of the content published were of 

more local nature, however the majority of the posts connected to the GRI indicators were not 

of a local nature. 

In 2015 Volkswagen posted a total of four posts connected to the environmental indicators on 

their Twitter page. Out of the four posts from the year, three were pictures of their hybrid or 

electrical cars and a short amount of information about their performance. The text that was 

posted along with these pictures were often not really connected to electric vehicles or 

electrification, which made the posts seem more like a promotion of their new car, rather than 

information and specifications of their electric cars. During the fall of 2015 Volkswagen were 

involved in a major scandal, regarding their diesel motors and their performance. Although 

this is somewhat related to environmental issues and Co
2 

emissions we have chosen not to go 

into detail of the scandal. One of the posts during the year however discussed the scandal, and 

stated that it was being concluded and mentions sustainability and emissions questions for the 

company moving forward.  

In 2016 Volkswagen posted a total of five posts regarding the environmental indicators on 

their Twitter page. These were much like the year before often posts with a picture of an 

electrical car. Some of the posts shows pictures and talks briefly about their fully electric 

concept car-line called “ID” which are set to release in 2020, but were revealed in the 

beginning of 2016. One post included a video talking about the technical information about 

their hybrid and electrical cars. Where they presented a new technology that generates 

electricity when braking and using the car in general which helps save energy overall.  
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In 2017 the amount of posts on their Twitter page that were related to the environmental 

indicators heavily increased. A total of 31 posts connected to the environmental indicators 

were made during the year. Although the amount of posts heavily increased, the topics of the 

posts stayed fairly similar. Most of the posts were either pictures or promotions for their new 

all electric concept car, which is set to release in 2020, or pictures and some information 

about their hybrid cars. 29 of the 31 posts during the year were either about their electric 

concept car, or the hybrid cars they have for sale right now. This leaves two out of 31 posts to 

be about anything other than their products. Of the two remaining posts, one was a video 

about the future of Volkswagen, where they talked about the electrification in automotive 

industry. And the other one were a picture with a short text about the electrification in the 

industry.  

Below is a figure showing the various indicators communicated about from the Volkswagen 

during the years 2015, 2016 and 2017.  

As can be seen in the figure above the focus of communication is primarily on their products 

and in 2017 the amount of posts heavily increased regarding the indicator products and 

services.  

Volkswagen uses Facebook to communicate about environmental issues with their 

stakeholders a bit more than Twitter in general.  In 2015 they posted a total of fifteen posts 

connected to the environmental indicators. A clear majority of these posts are similar to what 

was seen on Twitter. Most of the posts is about their hybrid cars, often accompanied with a 

picture of a loading car or a video similar to a commercial you would see on TV.  They had 

some posts during the year that provided a bit more information though. One of the posts talk 

about an innovation in their electrical cars, and describes it as the future of parking. 

Apparently the new innovation makes the electric cars able to find parking spots on their own 

where they can charge up. Another post provided a link to where you could read more about 

their electrical cars and their general environmental visions and goals. Unfortunately the link 

provided did not work anymore. In the end of the year they posted a test for their customers to 

take. The test would tell the customer if they were more suited to a hybrid electric car or a 

pure electric car. This were one of the few posts that actually engage customers in some way, 

although we could not see much further discussion in the comment section of the post.  

In 2016 they posted a total of fifteen posts connected to the environmental indicators on their 

Facebook page. Similarly to previous year and on Twitter the focal point of the post is their 
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electric and hybrid cars. They promote these through pictures and videos in most of the posts 

connected to the environment. Some more interesting topics could be found though. These 

were actually local information connected to the Swedish page. First there was a short 

preview of the results of a customer survey, there was a hyperlink to the full results, but 

unfortunately it did not work anymore. The survey were taken by owners of Volkswagen 

hybrid cars in Sweden, and the preview of the results revealed that what most owners are most 

happy about with their hybrid car is that they can do all their commuting exclusively on 

electricity. The other local post was a twenty minute video from a seminar at Almedalen 

political week. We have not seen any other videos posted even coming close to twenty 

minutes long. The video was as previously mentioned from a seminar where an employee of 

Volkswagen discusses the future of the automotive industry, and the shift from fossil fuels 

toward electrification. This is something that we did not see at all from the other companies in 

the study, and one explanation for it may be that it was on the Swedish Facebook page. 

Another post in the summer of 2016 describes their goal of releasing 30 electric or electrical 

hybrid car models before 2025, and at the time of the post they had two fully electric and two 

hybrids on the market. In the end of the year, they published a post saying that they are 

committed to continue to take care of their customers’ vehicles and their confidence.  

In 2017 Volkswagen posted a total of sixteen posts related to the environmental indicators on 

Facebook. The theme of electric vehicles and electrification is still the focal point during 

2017. Majority of the posts is, just like the other years, consisting of a picture or video of their 

latest electrical or hybrid car, sometimes paired with some specific information about the 

vehicle. Some of these posts that stands out in 2017 are one where they present their Passat 

GTE model and calls it a “Super-environmental car”. The thing that stands out about this one 

is that they urge customers to switch to fully electric or hybrid cars. Another post talks about 

their activity at Almedalen political week in Sweden, where they will show their new concept 

electric car and talk about how they plan to “electrify Sweden”.  

The most interesting finding from Volkswagens Facebook during 2017 however is not an 

actual post made by the company, but one of the few signs that Facebook can be used as a 

two-way communication channel. In the comment section of one of the many posts where 

Volkswagen is promoting their new electric concept car-line “ID”, a stakeholder asks the 

company what they are doing to make sure the “ID” car-line stays affordable, and what the 

total cost of ownership of the car is measured to be. This sparks a response from Volkswagen 

where they provide more information about the car, most interestingly that making sure the 
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“ID” car-line stays affordable is vital to reaching their vision of delivering 1 million electrical 

cars by 2025.   

Graph 10: Volkswagen Twitter 

 

Graph 11: Volkswagen Facebook 

 

Electric vehicles and electrification as a concept is the major focal point for Volkswagens 

environmental communication on social media either in the format of presenting their latest 

electric or hybrid vehicles or the electrification concept in the automotive industry. Regarding 

the indicators discussed by Volkswagen on social media, products and services is the 

standout topic as can be seen in the graphs presented. Much like other companies in the study, 

most posts made on Twitter and Facebook had a picture or video attached to it helping 

communicate the message.  
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4.4.2 Communication of environmental issues within the sustainability report 

Volkswagen presents their report in a rather unique way in comparison to the other companies 

in the study. They do not have a formal Pdf version of their report available, but when 

searching for the publication it takes the reader to a webpage which includes all the parts of 

the report which makes it easier to navigate through the report.   

The report does have extensive chapters which it divides it content within, and the chapter 

regarding environment starts off with mentioning the main global challenges the company 

meets. Climate change, resource availability and urbanization is mentioned as the main global 

challenges in the 2015 report. Just like Volvo Cars, Volkswagen has a 10 year program for 

their sustainability activities. Their program is called “Together”, and the main purpose of this 

is to make significant contributions to achieving a reality where cars have fewer negative 

environmental impacts. They also plan to launch a major electrification initiative with the 10 

year plan.  

The environmental part of the sustainability report is divided in to several minor chapters 

regarding the different indicators. This starts off with environmental management. In this part 

they mentioned that they have set a goal for themselves to be the leading environmental 

company in the automotive industry. Three main targets have been identified to achieve this 

ambitious goal;  

- Continuously reduce carbon footprint. 

- Minimize resource consumption and conserving the finite resources by using 

innovative and efficient products and processes.  

- Create environmental awareness throughout the company.  

Following the environmental management chapter they talk about products, and as for the 

future of products, Volkswagen sees immense leaps of innovation in the automotive industry 

within the near future. Electrification will make a lot of new vehicles come in to the markets 

and even though there is still a focus on the lowering emissions it will reduce as electric cars 

take over the market. They go on by saying that their product development process lays the 

foundation for maximizing fuel economy and resource efficiency of their vehicles. 

Volkswagen also states that they have invested 11.9 billion Euros in research and 

development during 2015 to improve the functionality, safety, quality and environmental 

compatibility of their products. A picture of a car was attached, with information about its fuel 

consumption and emissions, very much like the kind of pictures and posts you would see on 
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their Facebook and Twitter pages. Along with the picture is also a graph showing the 

reduction of Co
2 

emissions of their cars over the last five years. Furthermore they mention that 

they were one of the first manufacturers to commit to reduce the average Co
2
 emissions to 

95g/km by 2020, and that by being one of the first to set these goals they are one of the 

forerunner in the industry. A long with this information is another graph showing the 

reduction of CO
2 

emissions per vehicle of the last five years.  

The report continues by discussing how resource efficient factories and vehicles will look in 

the future. They mention that this is something that is currently being researched to be able to 

continue developing new innovative solutions. Minimizing the consumption of raw materials 

is a pivotal concern for them, and therefore Volkswagen insist of using quality assured 

recycled materials in almost all vehicle components. This does not only help reduce the 

carbon footprint of the company, but also makes sense financially. Volvo finishes the section 

by mentioning that they are using renewable raw materials whenever possible, along with a 

graph showing the various percentages of raw materials used to make a Volkswagen Golf car.  

The report continues with a chapter about their production, which they start of by saying that 

the main goal regarding production is to reduce the levels of five key environmental 

indicators in their production process. The 5 indicators are; Energy, water consumption, 

waste, Co
2
 emissions and VoC emissions. The goals set were to reduce these by 25% from a 

set of baseline values from 2010. They provide a status report on their progress with these 

goals, and show the current percentage changes. They go into more detail about how they plan 

to reach the goals they have set for themselves and present their different targets to be able to 

continuously reduce the percentage levels. Biodiversity is discussed briefly within the report, 

and the only thing mentioned really is that there are committed to protecting the biodiversity, 

and that it has been a part of their mission statement since 2007. They mention that by 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions and utilizing materials and resources as efficiently as 

possible they contribute to protecting the biodiversity. Logistics and transport is also 

discussed within the environmental chapter of the report. Logistics plays an important role for 

Volkswagen in reducing their total CO
2
 emissions and they must optimize the whole product 

chain in order to achieve their set goals. Volkswagen finishes of the section discussing the 

different ways of transporting and the environmental consequences of them.  

Lastly the report includes a facts and figures chapter, where they present all relevant data and 

graphs showing their environmental performance.  
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The 2016 sustainability report from Volkswagen is available in PDF format and the same 

webpage structured format that was used in the 2015 report. Just like in the 2015 report there 

is a chapter dedicated just to the environmental issues.  

The environmental chapter of the 2016 report starts off with their company goal or vision for 

environmental issues. This is stated as; to make each new generation of vehicles more eco-

friendly than its predecessors. They continue by saying that it is their goal to be a role model 

in all things related to the environment, and to achieve this they have a set of guidelines. The 

guidelines are as follows;  

- Additionally to just addressing the challenges of climate change with reducing CO
2
 

emissions, their approach covers all environmental resources such as conserving 

water, soil and air quality. Other than that they also want to conserve energy and raw 

materials.  

- Employ a holistic approach by researching, democratizing and developing 

environmentally friendly innovations to significantly reduce the environmental 

impacts of their operations.  

- By setting ambitious goals and acting as a driving force in both the production and the 

use phase of their products they significantly reduce environmental impacts 

throughout the entire product lifecycle 

- Communicate measures, achievements and projects as transparently as possible.  

Furthermore they mention that engaging the workforce in the environmental issues is 

important to be able to reach their specific environmental goals and implement their strategy. 

To do this you have to have a well informed and accomplished workforce available to you. 

They also discuss their 10 year goal that was presented in the 2015 report, and how they aim 

to sell 1 million electric vehicles by 2025. Other than delivering new electric vehicles they 

also focus heavily on maximizing fuel economy and resource efficiency of their vehicles. 

Volkswagen spent 11.5 billion dollars in research and development in 2016, much of which 

were spent on efficiency enhancing technology. 

The environmental chapter, just like in the previous year, contains various subchapters 

discussing the different GRI indicators. The production and logistics subchapter begins with 

stating the goal of lowering 5 key indicators by 25% to the 2010 baseline. This was discussed 

in the 2015 report and they present the progress of their work each year in the sustainability 

report. Furthermore they talk about how they are using material flow management as a tool to 
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analyze and evaluate material flows in production and see the associated environmental 

impacts. This helps them communicate processes more transparently and makes it easier to 

take action for reducing environmental impacts and cutting production costs. They also go 

into detail about how they are doing with the reduction of water consumption, energy, Co2 

emission, waste and VoC emissions. They further discuss water consumption by mentioning 

that they did analyze their water footprint back in 2013 and identified the processes of 

production that consumed the most water. The section covering Biodiversity is almost a word 

for word copy of the 2015 biodiversity section. They briefly mention that they are committed 

to protecting biodiversity and that it is in their mission statement, but not any real actions or 

goals for their work on the topic.  

All in all the 2016 report is fairly similar to the 2015 report in regards to structure and content. 

Some of the goals and visions of the company seems to either have changed or they formulate 

it in a different way, but the 2016 report mainly follow up on the topics the 2015 report 

covered.  

Volkswagens 2017 report is not precisely following the same pattern as the ones from the 

previous years. The sustainability report is no longer available as a standalone webpage, and 

only accessible through a pdf document. For the 2017 report, Volkswagen have shifted to 

using the updated GRI standards, rather than the G4 guidelines as their reporting guidelines. 

There is no longer an environmental chapter, solely dedicated to communicate the 

environmental issues through either.   

The sustainability report is started with a letter to the stakeholders, in which they talk briefly 

about “Together”, their 10 year sustainability plan which was created in 2015. Volkswagen 

states that to be able to reach the goals of the sustainability plan, it does not just take great 

effort, but a lot of money as well, and Volkswagen will be investing more than 34 billion Euro 

over the next few years to increase electrification, autonomous driving and digitalization in 

their vehicles. The report is structured into 4 large different chapters, starting with an 

introduction chapter which includes strategy and management thoughts. Following is a 

chapter on products and production, another one on people and lastly there is an appendix 

including a GRI content index and supplementary information.  

The introduction chapter is started by going over their “Together” sustainability program, in 

which they explain what the goals are and what they are doing to reach them. This is 

something that have been included in every Volkswagen report we have observed in this 
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study, and no real new elements to it have been added through the years, except some status 

reports on where they are with their goals.  

The chapter continues to describe the sustainable management of the company. Some of the 

broader goals of the sustainability activities are described and a picture showing the key 

action areas of sustainability for the company within the three categories; Strategy & 

Management, People & responsibility and Products & production. Furthermore they talk 

about supplier management, and mention that only by working closely with suppliers they can 

ensure that they comply with the sustainability standard set by Volkswagen. The sustainability 

with suppliers’ relations is based on three key concept criteria; requirements, monitoring and 

development. They go on to mentioning that the requirements set on the suppliers include 

environmental protection, transparent business relationship and duty of care to build 

responsible supply chains.  

The products and production chapter, which is could be seen as an unofficial environmental 

chapter, as it contains the same parts as the previous year’s environmental chapter for the 

most part. The chapter is started by stating that they want to be seen as the environmental role 

model within the automotive industry and to reach this they have identified three key targets. 

This is something that also have been included in both the 2015 and 2016 report before this. 

Furthermore they present what they have done during the year to make their vehicles more 

fuel efficient and less environmentally impactful. They also present the research they have 

done on the subject of emissions and e-mobility during the year. Much like the previous years 

they go on to talk about each of the key environmental indicators. As mentioned previously 

Volkswagen have set a goal of reducing 5 key indicators by 25% compared to a baseline set 

2010, in the 2017 report they continue to talk about the status on these goals and what they 

have done to achieve them. The 5 indicators that they are focusing on reducing are water 

consumption, energy, waste, Co2 emission and VoC emission. Graphs are also being 

presented, showing progress over time with the various indicators, often over a 5 year period. 

In the previous years they had a page dedicated to biodiversity within the reports, but in the 

2017 report there is no real part dedicated to just that but the same message communicated 

through the previous report can be found within the text of the other parts of the report.  

In the appendix chapter they present figures and numbers for the relevant environmental 

indicators, and showing their progress over time with various tables and graphs. This is much 

like the facts and figures in the previous reports. Something that is new to the 2017 report 



   
 

67 
 

however is the GRI content index. In the index they have a page reference to where the 

various GRI indicators are being discussed, helping with navigation of the report.  

Graph 12: Volkswagen sustainability report 

 

The format of the Volkswagen sustainability report changed quite a bit over the years. The 

2015 report was not available in pdf format as of writing this thesis, and both the 2015 and 

2016 were mainly presented as a webpage covering the sustainability report. In 2017 however 

they changed the format to be a more standard pdf report. Throughout the year’s big focus in 

the reports have been on electrification in the automotive industry and their 10 year 

sustainability plan. This is something talked about in all of the reports, and electrification is 

something we see is heavily discussed on Volkswagens social media sites as well. 

Volkswagen is one of the two companies in this study that actually provides information on 

all the GRI indicators we decided to include in the study. Interestingly the products and 

services indicator is not really heavily discussed within the sustainability reports, but is the 

one indicator that stands out when looking at the indicators discussed on social media.  
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Chapter 5: Analysis 
When comparing social media with sustainability reports, the differences between the two are 

far more obvious than the similarities. The differences are not only more obvious, there are 

definitely more differences between the two channels than there are similarities. One of the 

largest differences we have found during this study is the structural and content differences 

between the sustainability reports and social media. On Facebook and Twitter the messages 

communicated are often shorter, straighter to the point and accompanied with a picture or 

video to help communicate the message. Twitter as a platform, does not allow the posts 

posted on their page to be over 140 characters, which forces companies to communicate their 

message with fewer words and a picture can help a lot with making sure the message gets 

through. Facebook does not have the same character limit as Twitter but the messages over 

the both sites looks roughly the same. We have also seen posts being identical over Facebook 

and Twitter, which could argue that the both pages serve the same purpose of communication 

but towards different audiences.  

While the posts are shorter and straighter to the point on social media, the structure in 

sustainability reports has been more linear. Many of the reports observed in the study have 

followed the same formula, which sees the reports started with a presentation of the strategies, 

goals and vision of the company, including the environmental targets and strategies. This is 

followed by going through the various environmental indicators the company feel relevant on 

reporting on and the report is often ended with a sustainability scorecard or an appendix with 

figures and relevant numbers. This formula can be seen through most of the reports, 

regardless if the report had a chapter dedicated to environmental issues or not.  

Regarding content, there is both similarities and differences between social media and 

sustainability reports. The similarities are often something important, like special 

environmental events or project, or the companies’ general environmental strategy and vision. 

Although the topic of the content often can be similar the message itself often varies heavily 

between the two channels. This goes back to the structure of the two channels, where 

sustainability reports allow the company to go into more detail about something specific and 

on social media the company they can only present the information in short and provide a 

hyperlink for the readers that want to know more. This correlates to a study by Reilly & Larya 

(2018) which argues that social media is an informal communication channel while 

sustainability is a formal one.  
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One topic that have been ever present for all the companies in both sustainability reports and 

social media is the electrification of the automotive industry. All of the companies included in 

the study have ambitious targets set for delivering electric vehicles to the public, and a lot of 

the posts on social media connected to the environmental indicators were about new electric 

vehicles or advances in the electrification technology. 

One of the bigger differences we have found however also lies in the content. In this study we 

have used the GRI environmental indicators to determine what environmental topic is being 

communicated about in social media and the sustainability reports. Through our quantitative 

data collected from both the sustainability report and social media sites we can clearly see a 

different focus on topics between the two platforms. In social media, a large majority of the 

posts made by the companies were about their products and services. Although this is an 

indicator definitely covered in the sustainability reports, they do not communicate about it so 

much more frequently than the other indicators. In social media we have as previously 

mentioned seen a large majority of posts being about the indicators products and services, 

along with some of the indicators overall and the emissions, which is covering 

communication about general environmental strategy or vision from the company. The other 

indicators have barely been mentioned in social media other than in rare cases which shows 

the focus on social media is the products and services of the company.  

In the sustainability report however we have seen more spread information about the various 

environmental indicators. Nearly every indicator is communicated about in every 

sustainability report submitted by the companies in the study, with some exceptions. 

Biodiversity is one of the indicators that is not being communicated about very much in either 

the sustainability reports or social media. Two of the companies in the study have some brief 

information about biodiversity in their sustainability reports, while the others did not mention 

it over the three years we studied. The other indicator we have not found any information 

about in either the reports or social media is the supplier grievance indicator.  

One of the biggest differences between social media and sustainability reports as a 

communication channel is that social media is a two-way communication channel while 

sustainability reports is a one-way communication channel. This means that on the social 

media sites, Facebook and Twitter, stakeholders who read the message communicated by the 

company have the chance to give instant feedback or response to the message. The potential 

this creates for social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter is something that have been 

talked about a lot in previous studies such as the ones from Uzunoglu et. Al. (2017) and Kent 
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& Taylor (2016). These two previous studies do however have different opinions on the usage 

of social media as a two-way communication channel. Uzunoglu et. Al. (2017) mentions that 

the importance of communication through social media comes from the platforms ability to be 

a two-way communication channel, while Kent & Taylor (2016) mentions that there is 

potential for two-way communication but it is not at all used as well as it could be by most of 

the companies who are active on social media. In this study we have seen proof of the 

potential that is two-way communication where discussion has been created between the 

company and a stakeholder. As previously stated, a specific post from Volkswagens Facebook 

account sparked some discussion with a stakeholder, where information about Volkswagen 

electrification plan were revealed in the comments. We have also seen that companies try to 

engage their stakeholders more with posts that end with a question for their stakeholders to 

answer n the comment section. Even though the companies have tried to engage more we 

have not seen much relevant responses to the post regarding environmental issues.  

Stakeholders reading sustainability reports will get a page or more where the companies’ CEO 

has the word and talks about strategy, vision and goals, while stakeholders reading social 

media will only get a quotation from it, in a short sentence or two. This is not as content-

broad and information rendering but more specific and put in posts where it is suitable and 

precise. This pattern of giving less but more specific information on social media outlets gives 

us the impression that it is aimed to stakeholders that are not intending to be more involved in 

the company than purchasing their products and services, namely consumers. As an investor 

though, you would want to have more information-rich communication in order to make good 

decisions, and if the intention is to make sustainable investments the sustainability report (or 

annual report if environmental issues is integrated in it) provides full disclosure on the topic 

and would therefore be the channel to go to. While social media roughly only presents two of 

the eleven GRI environmental indicators; products and services, and emissions, we see this as 

being more market oriented as well, in alignment to what the study by Colleoni (2012) said 

about communication in social media being more marketing oriented. 

Communication through social media as a whole is also seen as more marketing oriented 

according to a study by Castelló-Martinez & Ros-Diego (2012). This furthers our belief that 

the environmental information posted on social media is more marketing oriented and 

targeted to the customers and consumers who follow the company on social media. In our 

empirical study we have found that information communicated on social media is more 

marketing oriented.  
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We have also found that social media and sustainability report appears to have different target 

audiences. In social media a lot of the communication regarding the environmental indicators 

circulates around the products of the company.  In sustainability reports the variation of topics 

is larger. This proves that there is a different focus on the topics of the environmental 

indicators communicated through the two channels. Products and a vehicles emission can be 

seen as very relevant and interesting information for a customer or consumer type of 

stakeholder, while spread information about the environmental indicators in the products, 

production and company as a whole may be more important to a different kind of 

stakeholders. The informative communication through the sustainability reports can be seen 

as more interesting for an investor type of stakeholder. Since social media is a more 

marketing oriented communication channel as stated by Castelló-Martinez & Ros-Diego 

(2012) it makes sense that focus is on communication of the indicators most interesting to 

customer or consumer type of stakeholders.  

Volkswagen along with BMW have plenty of posts on social media that provides some 

specifications of a certain car when they post a promotional picture of it. These posts often 

include information about the specific cars Co
2
 emissions and fuel consumption. We have 

after reviewing these posts decided not to include them, unless they have additional 

information that can be related to the environmental indicators. A large majority of these posts 

did not relate to environmental issues at all, other than the small amount of information about 

the emissions and fuel consumption. If we included these types of posts it would only distort 

our results, since these posts have no real connection to environmental issues. The reason for 

these types of post is the EU directive from 1999 which mentions that consumer information 

about the specific vehicles fuel consumption and Co2 emissions should be available when 

marketing passenger vehicles (EU, 2000). Interestingly it is only the two German companies 

BMW and Volkswagen which had these posts. They were also the companies we found to 

have the most posts about a specific car they were promoting.  

Out of these four companies we found that Renault provided links to websites where you 

could order or lease their vehicles. These posts provided aid to consumers to easily attain one 

of their cars. Worth mentioning is that the car they mainly promoted were ZOE, which is a 

purely electric car, and it was almost always communicated with the fact that it could drive 

400 km on a single charge. When looking at these kind of posts you get quick and easy 

information about the vehicle while, while when reading the sustainability reports you get 

more information but not as straight forward as in some social media posts. For example, the 
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companies could in their sustainability reports give background information and enlighten the 

reader about specific parts regarding the vehicle and its production process.  

What we also noticed were that the companies used video clips in aiding their communication 

on both the social media channels. These video clips could differ in content and orientation. 

While some were quite obvious a commercial for a vehicle, much as one you could see on 

TV, others were more informational about plants or new projects for instance. One video clip 

that stood out from the most came from Volkswagens Swedish Facebook page, where they 

presented a twenty minute video in which they talked about the electrification in the 

automotive industry as a whole. BMW had another video that stood out, in which their CEO 

talked proudly about their Storage plant for batteries in Leipzig. It showed the plant both from 

the outside and the inside, with aiding text along the way to quickly point out the facts and 

good things about it. The video clips were about two minutes long in which you got a good 

review of the plant and was quite enjoyable to watch, we might add. In comparison this 

information in BMW’s sustainability report 2015 was very vague, they later added more 

content to it the two following years, but then again, this was only presented the last year on 

social media. This leaves stakeholders who only read their social media activity uninformed 

of facilities where you can store your car battery and recharge it for a second life, thus further 

sustainability. Stakeholders who read their sustainability report on the other hand, could have 

a bit hard to find the section where they present the Storage plant and will have to read up to a 

half page about it instead watching a video clip about it.  

Graph 13: Average pictures and pages in the sustainability report 
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clearly see a different focus on visual elements from the different companies. As seen below 

in the graph we present this data as the average amount of pages and pictures for each of the 

companies studied. One problem that was encountered doing this was that the 2015 report 

from Volkswagen was not available in PDF format, which meant we could not count the 

pages and pictures of the actual report, therefore we have calculated the average pictures and 

pages from the 2016 and 2017 Volkswagen sustainability report. The results showed us that 

Volvo was the company which most heavily used visual elements within their sustainability 

report, interestingly while having the least amount of average pages of their reports. On the 

other side of the spectrum is Renault, who had the most amount of pages in their reports, all 

while having very few visual elements used. On average the Renault report consisted of 448 

pages, with an average of 18 pictures each year. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
The ending chapter presents conclusions of the study, followed by the proposal to future 

research and our study contribution.  

Here we will present the conclusion drawn from the findings of this study. The purpose of this 

study was to describe the differences and similarities in the way firms in the automotive 

section communicate their environmental responsibility in the annual and/ or sustainability 

reports in comparison to communication in social media.  

Firstly we can conclude that there are major differences between the two communications 

channels covered in this study. Some of the examples showing the differences is the structure 

and type of content communicated in the channels. The language used in social media differs 

from the language used in sustainability reports. In social media it is accepted for the 

company to use a more informal and casual language while in the sustainability report the 

company is expected to use a more formal language. This correlates to what Reilly & Larya 

(2018) said about social media being informal while sustainability reports are more formal. 

The variation in content regarding the environmental indicators also vary quite a bit, as 

communication in sustainability reports tend to discuss most of the GRI environmental 

indicators while in social media there is a heavy focus on the indicators Products and services 

and Emissions.  

While there are clear differences in the content published in the various channels, we can 

conclude that some content is being communicated in both social media and sustainability 

reports. Topics such as general environmental strategy and vision, and the concept of 

electrification in the automotive industry is something that is being communicated in both of 

the studied channels. What these two communication channels share is the fact that they are 

means for the companies to establish legitimacy in society (Schaltegger & Hörisch, 2017). 

This is increasingly important as pressure from society to act sustainable has risen (Rupley et 

al. 2017). 

Another similarity between the communication in sustainability reports and social media is 

the usage of visual elements. In social media most of the messages published is accompanied 

with either a picture or a video to help communicate the intended message. This can also be 

seen used in sustainability reports where pictures and various figures are used to help 

communicate the messages, which Hrasky (2012) mention in a study about the usage of visual 

elements in sustainability reports.  
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We can also conclude that the usage of social media as a two-way communication channel is 

not used very frequently. In the study we have seen examples of it used as a two-way 

communication channel but not very frequently in the posts about the environmental 

indicators. In past studies it is mentioned by both Kent & Taylor (2016) and Uzunoglu et al. 

(2017) that two-way communication social media websites such as Facebook and Twitter 

provide a huge potential for companies to build relationships with their customers. Kent & 

Taylor (2016) however argues that this potential is not realized by companies’ right now, 

which goes along with what we have seen in this study.  

In this study we have found that there are a difference in the target audience for the two 

communication channels. As previously mentioned social media messages communicate more 

about topics that could be more related to consumer interests while the sustainability report 

communicate a more informative message more interesting to investor interests. The different 

target audiences we see the companies trying to communicate towards are different types of 

stakeholders to the company. Social media being more marketing oriented as mentioned by 

both Colleoni (2012) and Castelló-Martinez & Ros-Diego (2012) also speak for our 

conclusion that environmental issues communicated through social media is more targeted 

towards customer and consumer type of stakeholder.  

6.1 Propositions to future study 
We would like to propose further investigation of social media as a two-way communication 

channel. We have found that there is usage of it as a two-way communication channel when 

communicating about environmental issues, but not very frequently. Would be interesting to 

research more about this within other industry sectors and if there is a difference around the 

world. Another reason why we might not see social media being used as a two-way 

communication channel might be that we have exclusively observed posts about 

environmental issues, which brings forth the question if there is more dialogical 

communication when the topic is something more directly tied to customers and consumers.  

We have found electrification to be an important subject within the European automotive 

industry’s communication. It would be interesting to see if electrification as a concept is as 

heavily focused in other parts of the world as it is in the European automotive industry.  

We would find it interesting to see a similar study to ours done, but investigating another 

industry, such as the fashion industry for example. It would be interesting to see if the results 
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would be similar regarding environmental issues in an industry that does not have the same 

focus on environmental issues as the automotive industry.  

6.2 Study Contribution 
This study provides a theoretical insight to how environmental issues are being communicated 

in various channels. The contribution of this study is first of all for the stakeholders interested 

in environmental aspects of a certain company. The study provides a description of what a 

stakeholder might expect to find looking at the various communication channels of a certain 

company.  

Another contribution of the study is to give an industrial insight of the communication 

regarding environmental aspects of the automotive industry. This could be useful for various 

stakeholders interested, for example environmental organizations.  

Another contribution might be towards companies in the automotive sector, to see a broad 

picture on how environmental issues is being communicated in the industry which could help 

advance their own communication about environmental issues, which could lead to a 

competitive advantage.  

6.3 Critic of the study 
Our study could have had a better conceptual framework in the sense that it could have been a 

little more relevant to what our main focus in our research question has been, for example 

communication. Although it covers basic concepts like CSR, sustainability and legitimacy 

which gives the reader an understanding to why firms communicate environmental issues, we 

could have let those parts solely be in the first chapter. As for our choosing of the European 

automotive industry, it may be seen as a limitation since it does not consider communication 

about these subjects on a global scale. Another shortage we had was that we were not able to 

access some of the firm’s archive or original archive on social media, they either did not exist 

or was locked to a Swedish translated page, which lead to us not getting the exact data that we 

wanted for this study.   

6.4 Ethical reflection 
We can see that the studied companies have taken regard of ethics since they all seem to be 

very conscious about the environment. We see our studying of these companies as a fully 

ethical approach since nothing and no one has come to harm’s way. We accessed fully official 

documents available for the public from the companies in this study, which means analyzing 

them will not harm the companies in any way. We believe that the environment and the world 

would benefit if other sections took regard of ethics as well.  
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Appendix 1: Tables 
Table 1: BMW Twitter 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Materials 
 

1 
 Water 

   Effluents & Waste 
   Energy 
  

1 

Proucts & Services  7 3 2 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 
  

1 

Overall  1 1 6 

Supplier env. assessment 
   Emissions  2 1 1 

Total 10 6 12 

 

Table 2: BMW Facebook 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Materials 3 5 
 Water 

   Effluents & Waste 
   Energy 
   Products & Services 10 16 6 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 
   Overall 1 1 2 

Supplier env. assessment 
   Emissions 5 4 

 Total 19 26 8 

 

Table 3: BMW Sustainability Reports 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Materials 53 60 76 

Water 62 68 72 

Effluents & Waste 61 61 62 

Energy 161 170 154 

Products & Services 54 71 63 

Biodiversity 1 1 1 

Transport 26 33 37 

Overall  114 149 167 

Supplier env. assessment 4 4 2 

Emissions 183 225 240 

Total 719 842 874 

 



   
 

81 
 

Table 4: Renault Twitter  

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Materials 
   Water 
  

1 

Effluents & Waste 
  

1 

Energy 
  

1 

Products & Services 5 5 17 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 1 

  Overall 8 5 11 

Supplier env. assessment 
   Emissions 8 1 2 

Total 22 11 33 

 

Table 5: Renault Facebook 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Materials 
   Water 
   Effluents & Waste 
   Energy 
   Products & Services 6 9 5 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 
   Overall 2 6 2 

Supplier env. assessment 
   Emissions 5 1 2 

Total 13 16 9 

 

Table 6: Renault Sustainability report 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Materials 84 96 75 

Water 69 76 68 

Effluents & Waste 92 96 87 

Energy 95 89 89 

Products & Services 23 24 29 

Biodiversity 6 6 5 

Transport 32 20 24 

Overall  69 47 45 

Supplier env. assessment 0 0 0 

Emissions 97 100 90 

Total 567 554 512 
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Table 7: Volvo Twitter  

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Material 
 

1 
 Water 3 

  Effluence & Waste 
   Energy 
   Products & Services 2 2 3 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 
   Overall 2 3 3 

Supplier env. Assesment 
   Emission 
   Total 7 6 6 

 

Table 8: Volvo Facebook  

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Material 
   Water 
   Effluence & Waste 
   Energy 1 

  Products & Services 3 2 3 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 
   Overall 1 2 4 

Supplier Env. Assesment 
 

1 
 Emission 1 

  Total 6 5 7 

 

Table 9: Volvo Sustainability report 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Material 34 25 19 

Water 28 26 23 

Waste 28 24 24 

Energy 69 52 57 

Products and services 21 14 15 

Biodiversity 0 0 0 

Transport 3 10 11 

Overall 28 29 27 

Supplier env.assessment 8 30 52 

Emission 73 70 69 

Total 292 280 297 
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Table 10: Volkswagen Twitter 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Material       

Water       

Effluence & Waste     

Energy       

Products & 
Services 3 4 28 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 
   Overall 
  

2 

Supplier Env. Assesment 
  Emission 1 1 

 Total 4 5 30 

 

Table 11: Volkswagen Facebook  

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Material 
   Water 
   Effluence & Waste 

  Energy 
   Products & Services 11 7 14 

Biodiversity 
   Transport 
   Overall 1 4 2 

Supplier Env. Assesment 
  Emission 

 
2 

 Total 12 12 16 

 

Table 12: Volkswagen Sustainability report 

Indicators 2015 2016 2017 

Material 47 51 115 

Water 62 69 72 

Waste 35 39 77 

Energy 50 54 79 

Products 15 21 20 

biodiversity 13 11 25 

Transport 16 17 25 

Overall 88 50 80 

Supplier env. 
assesment 6 8 15 

Emission 86 70 155 

Total 418 390 663 
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Appendix 2: Individual reflections 
Sandro Dahlström: 

The work with this thesis has been challenging as it has been fun, collaborating with a good 

guy I kind of knew previously, though I had never done a school task with him. But we joined 

forces and decided to combine our fields, being accounting and marketing. In the beginning 

we had some minor issues and uncertainties regarding a good area of research, and our 

research question changed a few times but eventually it all turned out good and doable. CSR 

was something both were fine having as a topic, and when looking at the relevance of its 

environmental dimension in todays’ society, we thought it would be fitting relating it to the 

automotive industry. To keep the study modern and fun we wanted social media as the 

counterpart to sustainability reports, when looking at the environmental-related 

communication from different automotive firms. We also thought this was the way to involve 

marketing to the study, while sustainability reports relate to accounting, being the newest 

addition to annual reporting (not to dismiss “communication” which we thought covers both 

fields).  

When we worked, we worked good and I feel my research skills has improved, alongside my 

co-op skills since this thesis has been a lot about trading ideas, discuss, compromise and 

divide labor – which has also put pressure on being independent and doing your part. We have 

both worked in school and from home, both together and apart, and have had very helpful and 

insightful meetings with our supervisor Adina along the way. Worth mentioning is that we 

both are kind of confident that we will get school assignments done coming deadlines, which 

naturally have led to a little procrastination. The incredible amount of “free-time” during this 

semester has also led to a higher demand on taking initiative and being responsible, having 

persistence has been crucial as well. I believe this course alongside the parallel method course 

has aided my ability in working with huge amounts of information, our data collection was 

just massive, and reading other students’ studies to top it off, which I believe has sharpened 

my critical glasses as well, which could be of benefit when reading all kinds of texts in the 

future. I have also realized the importance of motivating or strengthening all that you write 

when it comes to academic writing, and how to properly do so. 

Lastly, I have gotten a nice insight into how European automotive firms differ in 

environmental engagement, what products and services they have to offer, and how their 

communication looks in two different communication channels. This could probably aid me 

in the future if I am to buy a vehicle. I believe automotive firms are aware that their 
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environmental engagement reflects their profitability and will continue to improve their 

environmental friendliness, yay! 

 

Henrik Virén:  

The process of writing a thesis has been a very different experience compared to other 

assignments and exams during my time at the university. It has been the most challenging and 

time consuming project I have ever been assigned, but at the same time it have been 

interesting and fun to really dive into a subject and research it. Collaborating with a friend I 

knew before the project started have been really fun and rewarding and it has strengthened our 

friendship in my opinion. As we came from different fields in our education we had to 

combine our two fields marketing and accounting. To combine two fields that seems so 

different was a very hard task in the beginning of writing this thesis and it took some time 

until we finally settled on a subject to write about that we were both comfortable with. We 

had a pretty clear idea from the beginning that we would like to do something related to 

sustainability as it is a subject that have been very relevant over the last couple of years and 

we felt it could relate to both marketing and accounting. When we finally pin pointed our 

study towards the communication of environmental issues within the automotive industry it 

felt like that we had a subject that could relate to both accounting and marketing and was 

actually quite interesting. I have learned a lot about the automotive industry and how seriously 

the industry is taking environmental change which gives me new perspective on the industry 

as a whole. I have also learned a lot about companies communication both in informal medias 

such as social media and in more formal ones like annual and sustainability reports which I 

think will help me going forward into the working role as a marketer.  

Cooperating with Sandro has been a quite enjoyable experience as I feel we have different 

strengths and weaknesses in our writing, and have complemented each other well. During the 

process of writing this thesis I have learned a lot about co-operating with a partner, writing 

and reading scientific materials and being more independent in my work. Having to do 

everything by ourselves really puts a new pressure on you as a student as there are only you to 

blame if something goes wrong. Of course we have not been all alone in this process of 

writing as we have had excellent help from our supervisor Adina during this trying time. Our 

meetings with Adina have always been insightful and rewarding as it gave us new perspective 

on problems we were stuck on or just reminding us of how we can do better in different areas. 
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Lastly it has been a major challenge writing the thesis in English instead of Swedish. At the 

start of the project I thought it would not be as challenging as we are in contact with the 

English language on a daily basis, but actually writing a scientific thesis in English is different 

as we have not really used the English language quite like this before.  

 

 


