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On November 24, 2020, after Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos named the first recipients

of  his  $10  billion  Earth  Fund  dedicated  to  combating  climate  change  ,  a  story  by

Business Insider  cast some doubts on the true motivations of the celanthropist. The

article  was titled  “While  Jeff  Bezos spends billions  on his  'Earth  Fund,'  Amazon  is

reportedly monitoring climate change groups including Greta Thunberg's as potential

threats” . A spokesperson from Amazon responded that their team of analysts monitors

everything, including weather, power outages, and large community gatherings. 

These stories fit in the conversation around big brands or multinationals’ impact

on the environment,  and what they are doing about it.  With the growing interst  and

awareness  for  environment-related  issues,  multinational  corporares  have  been

increasingly under the spotlight for their impacts on the environment, especially in the

food industry. This paper examines how multinational corporates present themselves as

environmental-friendly. In this respect, I will focus on the case of the world's largest food

company Nestle and how they fit  into this conversation. A glance at the company’s

archive of news and press releases reveals multiple news stories and press releases

relative  to  environmental  issues  and  climate  change.  From  embracing  the  Paris

Agreement to working on reducing their carbon footprint to 25% by 2030, and creating

plant-based burgers, Nestle seems to have a solid project and desire to lead the way in

climate change efforts. Besides, the company has been recognized by various bodies

for their action to abide by the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),

one of which is tackling climate change. 

This paper aims to explore how Nestle imagines and projects the ideal company

that is environmentally friendly. A critical discourse analysis of Nestle’s press releases
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available on the company’s website illustrates three strategic movements that work to

improve and maintain the company’s image. I argue that through the power afforded by

access to discourse , Nestle imagines and articulates the ideal green multinational, and

while doing so constructs the desired eco-friendly consumer. 

From corporate citizenship to green marketing and greenwashing 

Any discussion about corporates and their connection to environmental issues

should acknowledge that this nexus falls under the tab of businesses’ moral and ethical

obligations referred to  as corporate ethics,  corporate citizenship,  or  corporate social

responsibility (CSR) . These expectations have been categorized into four groups that

Carroll termed the four “faces of corporate citizenship”; a series of rules that a business

should  follow  to  be  considered  a  good  corporate  citizen  (p.  1),  and  maintain  the

appearance of legitimacy .  In this respect,  businesses must be profitable (economic

responsibilities),  obey  the  law  (legal  responsibilities),  engage  in  ethical  behaviors

(ethical responsibilities), and give back through philanthropy (corporate contributions).

Aside  from the  first  requirement,  every  other  expectation  in  this  list  speaks  to  the

relationship  between  corporates  and  their  external  stakeholders,  including  their

employees, consumers, communities where they are located, the local government, and

ultimately the natural environment . Developing a strong CSR practice appears since

then as a tool for enhancing and managing corporate legitimacy . 

Therefore, caring for the environment became an important aspect of the image

that  companies  want  to  project  about  themselves  to  fulfill  the  requirements  of  a

responsible  corporate  citizen.  Moreover,  a  growing  positive  attitude  toward  green
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lifestyles offers opportunities and create competition for what has become the green

market industry . This is a key aspect that these companies strive to leverage to their

profit. The notion of environmental responsibility sits then, at the forefront of businesses'

efforts  to  cultivate  an  appealing  brand  identity  and  secure  a  strategic  market

positioning . Behind this trend is the assumption that consumers, with a growing interest

in  environmental  issues,  will  be  more  likely  to  select  products  from  eco-friendly

companies; a phenomenon called corporate environmental legitimacy . Per Bansal and

Clelland  (2004),  corporate  environmental  legitimacy  is  about  ‘‘the  generalized

perception  or  assumption  that  a  firm’s  corporate  environmental  performance  is

desirable, proper or appropriate’’ (p. 94).

In light of the desire for achieving this type of legitimacy, businesses around the

world have worked to exhibit commitments to sustainability and environmental causes,

starting in the late 1980s and early 1990s . This generated a trend in environmental

marketing, a phenomenon that  conceptualized as green marketing. It  encompasses

efforts and initiatives by a company to design, promote, price, and distribute products in

a manner with promotes environmental protection . The goal here is to satisfy human

needs and wants with yet minimal damage to the natural environment. This position

received  immediate  criticism  from  environmental  advocates  and  scholars  who  saw

beyond  green  marketing  an  excessive  and  evil  project  that  they  denounced  as

greenwashing . It was New York Environmentalist Jay Westerveld who coined the term

“greenwashing”, which became the buzzword referring to insincere, dubious, inflated,

and misleading environmental claims . The term refers to practices including making

favorable environmental claims without addressing true ecological issues , presenting
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as  an  achievement  what  is  mere  compliance  to  ecological  regulations,  and  calling

consumers to “save” the planet by purchasing green products without any consideration

to the anthropocentric aspect of a consumerism culture  . 

Most  importantly,  green  marketing,  and  by  extension  greenwashing  employs

multiple  discursive  strategies  to  achieve  intended  outcomes.  These  are  conveyed

through  media  and  communication  means,  thus  putting  in  perspective  the  role  of

advertising  agencies,  external  and  internal  public  relation  entities  that  create  and

disseminate corporate self-branding texts like press releases.

Environmental branding and press releases 

Even though journalists have maintained a certain reserve with public relations

and  corporate  organization’s  promotional  tendencies,  the  contingencies  of  their

profession force them to accept and reproduce their messages. The practice is even

more widespread when it comes to environmental-related events and questions, seeing

that these unfold over time and are therefore not fit for the twenty-four news cycle. Also,

climate change, resource depletion, and biodiversity loss all lack the unexpectedness,

suddenness,  and  unambiguity  that  mobilize  public  attention  around  an  issue  .

Otherwise, reporting about the environment only spikes during black swan events like

natural  disasters  (the  burning  of  the  Amazon or  forest  in  California)  and ecological

incidents authored by corporations (oil spill by BP in 2010 or Exxon Valdez in 1989). 
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Companies  having  to  forge  a  green  identity  for  themselves,  especially  in  a

growing  environment-awareness  context  chose  to  exhibit  their  commitment  to  the

environment  by creating self-promoting texts  subsidized through the public  sphere .

Journalists, knowing that they cannot cover all newsworthy events in person, rely on the

information subsidies provided by these companies . Research has shown indeed that

up to 84% of texts created by the corporate sector appear in newspapers almost without

any modification , especially press releases . Press releases are brief ready-to-publish

texts that are written following the style and structure of news reporting by adopting a

third-person perspective  and using  past  tense even for  events  that  are  yet  to  take

place . 

Once  they  find  their  way  into  the  public  sphere,  these  texts  can  work  to

disseminate the agenda and discourse of their author companies, and thus establish

their  power  and  dominance  through  the  “privileged  access  to  discourse  and

communication” .  Van Dijk has etched the means of determining and measuring the

power  and  dominance  of  groups  (including  multinationals  like  Nestle).  These  are

reflected by the extent to which they have control over (access to) discourse, the reason

being that discourse control is not only “a form of social action control, but also and

primarily that it implies the conditions of control over the minds of the people, that is, the

management of social representations” (p. 257).    

Method 

The  goal  of  this  paper  is  to  explore  how  Nestle  imagines  the  ideal  green

multinational, and how their articulation of this image through press releases projects
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the ideal green consumer. To this end, we looked through the organization’s website,

pulling from their media page where press releases and news stories are stored. The

rich database offers more than 1,000 articles spanning the years of 1999 through 2020.

Out  of  this  archive,  we  searched  through  106  stories  published  from  January  to

December 2019, the year when the climate crisis has been identified as one of the most

important public issues in the UK, Canada, Germany, Italy, Brazil, France, Poland, and

the US . Also, 2019 is the first complete year with the highest amount of environment or

climate-related stories in the organization’s archive. 

To  identify  stories  related  to  Nestle’s  action  relative  to  the  climate  and  the

environment,  we  queried  for  texts  employing  environmental  or  Corporate  Social

Responsibility  (CSR)-related  terminologies  including  “sustainable”,  “sustainability”,

“environment”, “environmental”, “ecology”, “ecological”, “deforestation”, “recycling” and

“climate”. As a result, the corpus collected for analysis comprises a total of 38 stories

published between January 15th and December 5th, 2019. 

To show how these stories represent the ideal green multinational corporate and

by extension,  the adequate  green consumer,  the subsequent  analysis  follows three

movements present in Nestle press releases. These relate to discourse about the type

of actions taken by the multinational, the parties they are working with for credibility, and

the set of behaviors and experiences that are created for their consumers worldwide.  

Analysis 

Even though press releases are relatively short, the ones studied here manage

to  convey  either  expressively  or  not  three  segments  of  Nestle’s  environmental
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discourse. These are: what the organization is doing, whom they are willing to work with

to accomplish the intended outcomes, and how these actions could be translated into

the decisions and behaviors of consumers who are mindful of their diets’ impacts on the

environment. 

Defining the leading multinational that “walks the talk”

All the stories analyzed here are about events where Nestle appears as the main

actor in the process of implementing a decision, or the one being recognized for its

efforts  by an external  entity.  To this  end,  many stories link their  content  to  various

commitments that the organization has publicly announced often with a timeline and

deadline. Nestle’s commitments are as various as achieving “zero deforestation in its

supply  chain  by  2020”,  ”making  all  its  packaging  recyclable  or  reusable  by  2025”,

“increasing the rPET content in its water bottles to 35% globally by 2025”, “committing

to a circular economy of plastic”.  

The word “commitment” indicates a voluntary pledge and a self-binding decision

to do something without any reference to external reasons or factors that may have

influenced or even enforced it. This is the language of corporate social responsibility

that chooses to verbally ignore or conceal the moral and ethical obligations expected

from  a  corporate  citizen.  The  economic  implications  of  these  decisions  are  not

mentioned or addressed, which might give the impression that they are difficult  and

probably costly decisions for the group. However, they are willing to pay the price and
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undergo  the  sacrifice  to  show  how  much  they  are  committed  and  care  about  the

environment. 

The  commitments  and  decisions  thus  expressed  appear  voluntary,  without

coercion, presenting Nestle as a group that knows what to do and embarks on a self-

motivated journey to achieve it.  The deadlines and timetable suggest  a self-policing

ability that a responsible corporate should have. The implications are multiple but can

be boiled down to Nestle being able to hold itself and key stakeholders like its suppliers

accountable to these commitments. When commenting on the group’s implication in the

funding  of  a  radar-based  forest  monitoring  system,  Benjamin  Ware  Nestle’s  Global

Head  of  Responsible  Sourcing  declares  that  “No  longer  can  anyone  claim  to  be

unaware  of  the  deforestation  risks  around  their  supply  chains”  (Nestle,  November

2019). Here, the multinational through one of its elites takes control of the definition of

any organization that depends on a supply chain. In this way, Nestle is leveraging its

power  of  access  to  discourse,  to  amplify  its  achievements,  but  ultimately  set

expectations  and  the  standards  that  others  have  to  abide  by,  regardless  of  their

capacity to do so. 

In case no other organization in the food industry succeeds in meeting those

standards,  Nestle  remains  and holds  the  first  place in  the  stated  innovation.  Many

articles  make  sure  to  highlight  that  specific  aspect  of  the  group’s  actions.  They

represent Nestle as the first company in the food industry to “use  satellite monitoring

across all its palm oil supply chain”, “create an Institute of Packaging Sciences, the first

of its kind in the food industry”, “launch the first-ever non-dairy soluble coffee lattes”,
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etc. Being the first is important here to the brand’s reputation, as it reinforces their goal

and agenda of holding first place in the food and beverage industry. 

Once Nestle has created an Institue for Packaging Sciences, it is inserting itself

in the development of sustainability as a field of knowledge and production. The institute

is run by field experts who are doing cutting-edge research on a much-needed solution

to  the  entire  food  industry:  sustainable  packaging  to  avoid  the  presence  of  non-

degradable materials  in  the  landfill.  This  is  part  of  the creation  or  contribution  to  a

knowledge  system  on  sustainability  science  and  the  presence  of  academics  adds

credibility  to  the  agenda.  Not  only  is  the  company recreating  its  products,  but  also

contributing  to  the  development  of  intellectual  and  professional  specialties.  These

aspects  are  rendered  in  the  stories  by  highly  performative  word  choices  and

terminologies  including  “ground-breaking”,  “cutting-edge  technology”,  “breakthrough

innovation”, “leading”, “pioneer”, “shaping a waste-free future”, “driving new behavior”,

“paving  the  way  for  global  recycling  scheme”,  “pioneer  environmentally  friendly

packaging materials”.   

In this way, the company ascertains its place as the first corporation to provide or

contribute solutions to a global crisis. This is part of a process of regulating the world of

green consumers  by guiding or  shaping their  choices,  experiences to  the  extent  of

creating both the ideal eco-friendly company and the green consumer. 

Defining the ideal partnership 

The  emergence  of  the  ideal  partner  for  achieving  eco-friendly  goals  was

suggested in these stories through the recurring manifestation of verbs like “join”, “co-
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found”,  “co-produce”,  “co-create”,  “partner”,  etc.  These  are  often  employed  in

conjunction  with  the  highly  performative  expression  discussed  above  to  represent

Nestle’s ability for openness and their willingness to go the extra mile in assuming their

corporate  social  responsibility.  They  are  also  a  manifestation  of  power  that  works

through  a  process  of  identifying  and  gaining  allies  as  a  way  to  upholding  its

commitments. Finally, these indicate Nestle’s transboundary influence, resourcefulness,

and ultimately fitness for knowledge creation when it comes to eco-friendly solutions.

Take, for instance, this observation by Jean-Marc Duvoisin, CEO of Nespresso on their

partnership  with  Swedish  bike  brand  Vélosophy  to  produce  a  bicycle  made  from

recycled aluminum coffee capsules: 

 “Through our collaboration with Vélosophy, we’re illustrating to coffee lovers the

potential  of  recycling  their  aluminum Nespresso capsules.  By  using  recycled

capsules to make beautiful  bicycles,  Vélosophy brings sustainability and style

together to create a truly meaningful experience, bringing to life the importance of

recycling” (Nestle, August 2019). 

There are various phenomena at play in this passage; one of which is Nespresso

assuming the role of the leader or teacher by verbally stating that it is illustrating the

process and possible outcomes of recycling. The intended audience here is their group

of  “coffee  lovers”,  which highlights  the  power  relation  at  play  with  the  brand in  the

commanding place and its consumers as followers whose decisions are dictated by the

multinational. This puts pressure on the consumers while suggesting inertia on their

part,  which is conveyed by only  referring to  them as “coffee lovers”  as if  that’s the

definition of their identity. So, their whole existence is reduced to their relationship with
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coffee,  which  is  reductionist  and  dehumanizing  with  the  result  of  not  knowing  the

potential of recycling their aluminum Nespresso capsules. This first sentence fits in the

discourse that strategically works to legitimize the power of the speaker “but also to

control the minds of recipients in desired ways” .

The second sentence of the passage illustrates another power relationship, this

time  between  the  multinational  and  the  relatively  smaller  Swedish-based  business.

Even though Duvoisin salutes Velosophyy’s ability to bringing “sustainability and style

together”,  this  expertise  and  genius  are  verbally  reappropriated  to  serve  Nestle’s

reputation.  For  instance,  the  press  release reporting  on this  partnership  in  Nestle’s

archive  is  titled  “Nespresso  takes  recycling  up  a  gear  with  coffee  capsule  bike”.

Meanwhile, Velosophy who designed the bike reports a slightly different story on its

website where the title reads “Introducing RE:CYCLE” thus highlighting the name of the

collaboration with Nespresso. Also, Velosophy’s article on the partnership is written with

co-creation and shared credit in mind as they say “We’d like to think that the RE:CYCLE

bike is the perfect blend of our two brands. It embraces Vélosophy- and Nespresso’s

shared values. It is high quality and design, all whilst being made for everyday use”

(Velosophy, 2019). These two partners seem to have slightly different ideas of what

their collaboration entails, at least when looking at how they talk about it. The discourse

around the partnerships does not work to promote the other organization but rather

functions as strategies by Nestle to reinforce its image. 

Companies  that  are  not  in  partnership  with  Nestle  are  still  targeted  by  the

multinational. The group urges other businesses to be like them, thus translating the

assumption that Nestle holds the truth and constitutes the model every organization of
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its kind should follow. Take, for instance, the last paragraph of the press release on

Nestle verifying three-quarters of its supply chain as deforestation-free. 

“Nestlé,  therefore,  invites  other  consumer  goods  companies  to  adopt

innovative  satellite  monitoring  services  to  accelerate  efforts  to  achieve

deforestation-free  supply  chains  and  transparently  report  on  their  progress.

Nestlé calls for urgent collaboration as immense challenges remain. By inviting

others to embark on this journey, Nestlé hopes to inspire further collective action

towards sustainable supply chains and help transform the whole industry.”

Again,  Nestle  appears  here  as  the  one  calling  the  shots  by  telling  other

organizations what to do and even summoning them for “urgent collaboration”. 

Manufacturing the consent of the consumer

Once the ideal green corporate is discursively created by the articulation of what

it should be doing and whom to partner with, the picture of the desired consumer begins

to take shape. This emerges out of a series of strategic references and hints to cultural

norms  and  practices  that  purposely  constructs  Nestle’s  consumers'  identities.  This

consumption discourse unfolds subtly and is accepted by the clients because it does not

conflict with their own construction of self . Seeing that they are already thinking about

ways for lowering the environmental impact of their diets and constructing their identity

relative to the environment, they welcome the framework and choices offered by Nestle

through  consumption  discourse.  Caruana  et  al.  (2008)  contend  in  this  respect  that

“through this  process of  offering a well-defined and stable space for  self-cultivation,

consumption discourse simultaneously acts to remove any dilemma.” (p.  261).  As a
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result,  Nestle’s  consumers  think  they  are  independently  enacting  their  agency  and

constructing  their  food-choice-related  identity,  but  are  unconsciously  moving  and

existing in the space created and controlled through the discursive strategies of the

multinational. This is a manifestation of how control and access to discourse enables a

group to expand its influence, and hence hegemony . 

Nestle goes even further than just offering a space for self-construction via food

choices. On the one hand, the company goes beyond suggesting what to purchase, to

imagining and discursively constructing the very personal experience of the consumer

with the food, by telling them how it should taste. Take for instance this passage from

the press release on Nestle launching new 100% plant-based burgers in Europe and

the US. “The new burgers allow even meat lovers to enjoy a veggie burger that hardly

differs from a traditional burger. They even make the sizzling sound of a regular beef

burger  during cooking.”  (Nestle,  April  02,  2019).  The double usage of  the intensive

“even”  indicates  an  effort  to  stress  uniquely  details  and  comparative  degree  of  the

veggie  burgers.  Also,  appealing  to  the  cultural  element  of  the  “sizzling  sound  of  a

regular  beef  burger  during  cooking”  is  a  way for  the  multinational  to  appropriate  a

system of knowledge and speak to a hyper-local group of consumers, again who are

called to freely enjoy their food in the framework controlled by Nestle. 

On the  other  hand,  the  company prescribes the  itinerary  of  the consumer  in

spaces  like  the  grocery  store.  By  announcing  where  to  find  their  products,  Nestle

predetermines the direction and experience of their desired consumers in their favorite

store. As a result, there’s no much choice left to the client, as the multinational through
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the power afforded by access to discourse, defines not only what goes on their plate but

also their buying or shopping habits. The following passage is an illustration: 

“The Garden Gourmet burger is 100% plant-based, with natural protein from soy

and  wheat.  Natural  plant  extracts  –  beetroot,  carrot,  and  bell  pepper  –  help

create the look of a beef burger before, during, and after cooking. The burger will

be found in the chilled or frozen aisle, complementing Garden Gourmet’s existing

range of products.” (Nestle,  2019). 

While indicating one product, the group makes sure to connect this one

with its other items as a way to push the consumer further in adopting its brand. At  the

end of the day, these series of indications force or oblige the consumer to engage in

discourse or behaviors that as desired by the powerful actors , in this case, Nestle. 

Concluding remarks 

The desire to maintain a business alive, especially in western capitalism, can

easily  be associated  with  multiple  behaviors  and actions from the  corporate sector.

Some of these tend to have regrettable outcomes on the powerless and necessitate the

monitoring and regulation from a third party. Corporate Social Responsibility might have

offered the best avenue for external stakeholders to have an eye on the existence of

corporate citizens. The growing awareness for environmental issues at the global level

since the 1960s and 1970s has definitely sparked a new paradigm and new sets of

priorities for businesses who want to continue appealing to their audiences. This along

with the new wave of eco-celebrities creates enough incentives for green marketing and
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eco-friendly discourses to emerge, thrive, and even shape the future of society at every

level. 

The case of Nestle documented here shows how a multinational can penetrate

the  public  sphere  and  push  an  agenda  that  not  only  reimagine  its  own relation  to

environmental issues but also construct the ideal green consumer thanks to the power

of  access  to  discourse.  Nestle’s  strategy  for  achieving  this  goal  evolves  around

presenting itself as the ideal leading company in the food industry, as one group that

knows the potential of partnerships. These features of the multinational’s discourse end

up articulating an image and identity of the adequate green consumer whose existence

can be defined by food choices and mindfulness for the environment. 

One of the implications of this study relates to companies’ ability to check the

boxes of corporate social responsibility or present the four faces of corporate citizenship

by using strategic communication. The issue of power relations, especially whose voice

makes it to the public sphere, transpires from these texts when we know that press

releases  tend  to  be  disseminated  without  scrutiny  expected  from  gatekeeping

institutions. Finally, the study also speaks the question of who is authorized to speak for

the  environment  when  every  stakeholder,  including,  corporates,  local  communities,

consumers, activists,  and governments often entertain some conflicting interests and

values. 

This study is limited by its focus on only multinational,  and one year of  their

organization communication practices. However, this little scratch on the surface offers

a way to continue the conversation on the power of multinationals who often overwhelm

relatively small economies, especially in the global south. These ones, not being in the
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position of making demands or regulating the actions of strong groups like Nestle, allow

harmful behaviors to take place in their territories. Future research may explore these

questions  from  the  audience  or  consumers'  perspective  by  looking  at  ways  and

strategies  employed  by  marginalized  groups  to  resist  the  discursive  practices  of

capitalism,  for  instance.  Another  avenue  of  research  is  looking  at  the  extractivist

practices of these corporations and how they are discursively negotiated concerning the

Anthropocene, communities whose resources are being commodified, etc. 
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