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Executive Summary

The purpose of this report us to evaluate BP’s strategic leadership, organisational design and corporate governance following former CEO Bernard Looney’s 2020 top-down restructure. It critically assesses the operational friction and reputational fallout caused by attempting to rapidly transition a 100-year-old hydrocarbon firm into an integrated energy company amidst global disruption.
Applying foundational frameworks, including Agency Theory, Institutional Decoupling, the AAA Framework, Global Mindset and Cross-Cultural Communication theory, the analysis reveals a fundamental disconnect between BP’s public ESG commitments and its operational capital allocation. In a hyper-transparent digital era, attempting to manage competing stakeholder demands through strategic code-switching and green marketing while directing over 95% of capital toward fossil fuels eroded institutional legitimacy across both activist and investor bases. Furthermore, executive leadership displayed a critical deficit in Emotional Intelligence and cultural adaptability during global cost-of-living and energy crises.
To rebuild market trust and deliver long-term value, BP must eliminate symbolic decoupling and separate green capital expenditure under audited ESG disclosures. Leadership should decentralise governance away from London HQ toward a structure that empowers regional authority. Crucially, BP must adopt a multi-speed energy transition strategy that balances Western decarbonisation mandates with the distinct socio-economic dependencies and energy security needs of the Global South.
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Introduction

BP is a global, energy giant that operates across 72 countries worldwide (BP, n.d.). BP has historically positioned itself as an industry pioneer and announced its ‘Beyond Petroleum’ rebrand in 2000 (BBC, 2000), and later its net zero ambitions in 2020 (BP, 2020). The organisation has received heavy criticism in recent years due to its more recent shift away from renewable energy, and its returning focus to investing in oil and gas, often being branded as a “greenwashing” organisation (Clean Creatives, 2024). 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 marked the first clear shift in strategy for BP, with the organisation seeing record profits (BBC, 2022) and changing its strategy from investing in renewable energy sources, to increasing its current oil and gas security, arguing that the world needs an orderly transition (Mainwaring, 2023). However, some have criticised BP’s shift as a strategic move to increase shareholder returns (Elton, 2024).
BP faces a complex challenge of managing its responsibility to shareholders, which some argue should be its primary or only focus (Friedman, 1970), and its responsibility to stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2004). Looney’s “Net Zero by 2050” strategy (BP, 2020) was an attempt by BP to satisfy its wider stakeholders: climate activists, legal regulators and green consumers. However, surging energy prices in 2022 (Bolton, 2026) lead investors to demand higher returns and ultimately, Friedman’s shareholder first theory became the driving force behind BP’s strategy.
This report will critically evaluate how BP’s global leadership navigates the complex challenges facing a global organisation including managing domestic vs. global leadership, intercultural relationships, and environmental stewardship. The report will also analyse tensions between the commitment to Stakeholders and Shareholders. The report will explore opposing global leadership theories and their relevance in today’s volatile global environment.



Critical analysis

Global vs. Domestic Leadership and Organisational Reset

Domestic leaders operate in one market, usually under a single government and one legal system. Global leaders operate across multiple countries with conflicting laws, regulations, political systems and economic development. They must also navigate different cultural and societal differences (Luthans et al., 2009). When setting corporate strategies, BP must consider all of these factors across 72 countries while also balancing their stakeholder and shareholder interests.
Ghemawat’s (2007) AAA Triangle Framework which suggests that global organisations will often struggle to balance three key factors: aggregation, adaptation and arbitrage. BP has shown this struggle, prioritising aggregation, in their attempts to create a global strategy which primarily focuses on the needs of their domestic, London HQ. While focusing on their global net zero targets, BP may have neglected local market needs of developing regions (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989), which contributed to their controversial strategic shift.
In 2020, former BP CEO, Bernard Looney announced BP’s global net zero by 2050 or sooner plans (BP, 2020). The plan outlined 10 aims for BP globally, which resulted in BP dismantling their traditional regional silos and replacing them with four global teams. The public announcement from BP raised questions for many (Kronick, 2020) and some felt that the change was only a PR stunt (Gibson, 2020).
BP’s approach to the change is often seen as flawed as the organisation failed to consider some of the key principles of a global corporate change. Javidan and Bowen’s (2013) Global Mindset focuses on three key pillars: intellectual capital, psychological capital and social capital. It can be assumed from the drastic announcement that BP had not given proper consideration to its organisation’s readiness to change or built the trust required from staff and stakeholders for the change to be successful. 
Seemingly overnight, BP attempted to steer away from their 100 year old core business model, a change which would normally require strong incremental learning to develop new routines, manager mindsets and supply chains for a business that had, for many years, one specific purpose and commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). This top-down mandate would have created heavy operational friction throughout BP.
The apparent lack of preparation likely led to confusion for local managers who had conflicting local performance targets and global targets (Galbraith, 2010). Noble (1999) suggests that the top-down approach may have caused further difficulties due to conflicting reward structures where the strategy set in London may have lacked the incentives regional and local managers had been given to continue their current work. This argument is further supported by the Agency Theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) which demonstrates that regional managers will likely act in their own self-interest due to their bonuses and key performance indicators, rather than actioning the global strategy set by London HQ.
In addition to financial incentives, Bower & Gilbert (2005) suggest that middle and regional managers act as “capital gatekeepers” or the actual deciding factor of where capital flows. They argue that corporate strategy comes from where the capital flows, rather than what the CEOs say. Financial reporting (Goldman, 2023) reports that BP’s internal rate of return targets were significantly lower for renewables at 6%-8% in comparison to the target of 10-20% for oil and gas. This drop in expected returns likely caused pressure and conflict for regional managers balancing global targets and profitability.
Two years after BP’s shift to a green focus, energy prices soared following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine (House of Commons, 2026). Despite the soaring energy prices and increased uncertainty surrounding gas and oil supply, BP reported record earnings of £23 billion in 2022 (BP, 2023). In response to heavy criticism, then CEO Looney backed BP’s record profits (Johnson, 2023) claiming that the profits were needed to invest in future oil security. In clear contrast to this statement, BP rolled back their commitment to investing in renewable energy. A clear gap was forming between what BP were saying and the actions it was taking. Shareholders had once again become the primary focus for BP.
In only two years, BP had made a commitment to move towards cleaner, renewable energy, satisfying local EU targets, and then walked back from that decision to prioritise its shareholders (Bindman, 2026). BP’s fast changing strategy is a clear example of the conflict that global businesses experience when their ESG goals and regional financial demands do not align, with financial pressures often winning as per Friedman’s (1970) theory.


Intercultural Leadership, Emotional Intelligence and Communication Tensions

Western and Northen European cultures are sometimes referred to as Low-context, where communication is generally direct, data-heavy and explicit (Hall, 1976). BP’s announcement and move to greener strategy may have made sense and been better received in a Low-context environment. However, BP failed to consider its operations within High-context countries, where communication is heavily reliant on relationships, unspoken trust and long-term mutual benefits. Global leaders must adapt their leadership style while working across different regions and BP’s failure to do this will likely have led to mistrust, disagreements and push-back on the drastic changes being suggested (Meyer, 2014).
The heavy emphasis on environmental sustainability in Western cultures would have been a driving factor behind BP’s decision to shift its focus in 2020 (BP, 2020). The move to greener energy would have addressed several EU targets (European Commission, 2019) (Bioenergy International, 2018) and placed BP in a better position with climate activists, where the organisation is often criticised (OECD Watch, 2019). However, the one size fits all approach did not account for the needs, values or cultures of other regions where BP operated. In developing nations there is more emphasis on economic development, poverty reduction and security for the nation (Sovacool, 2012). For these regions, BP’s drastic decision may may have caused unease and worry, particularly as leaders had not considered the trust and level of communication needed in those regions (McEvily et al., 2003).
Goffman’s (1959) research suggests that global leaders may use impression management to appear more legitimate and preferential to their key audiences. Applying this theory to BP their “front stage” would be the attempt to appear as green and forward-thinking, while there “back stage” would be their continuation of conventional oil and gas operations in non-Western regions. Goffman notes that when audience segregation fails, it ultimately leads to tension and misalignment. BP had created a misalignment between their PR message and public commitments or symbolic communication vs. their ongoing oil and gas work and shareholder promises or substantive communication (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990).
The cross-cultural leadership challenge is one that all global leaders will face, and many will struggle to succeed with. Today’s digital communication environment makes it increasingly difficult for global leaders to effectively code-switch (Molinsky, 2007) between their front stage and back stage where audiences can often access communications going to them and their counterparts. The contradictory communication can delegitimise communications to both stages. In BP’s case, this led to accusations of greenwashing (OECD Watch, 2019) and push back from shareholders (Wilson, 2024).
Emotional intelligence has been at the forefront of leadership discussions for many years, with many noting it as one of the most important qualities in domestic and global leaders (Goleman, 2006). During the COVID-19 pandemic, emotional intelligence (EQ) and empathetic communication was more important than ever (Dirani et al., 2020). However, in 2021 when energy prices skyrocketed and many were choosing between heating and eating, BP showed a severe lack of EQ in their communications with then CEO, Looney referred to the company as a “cash machine” (Pratley, 2021).
How global leaders communicate, particularly during crisis, heavily impacts their stakeholder trust (Youngblood, 2010). BP’s communication during this time destroyed public trust in the company and further contributed to the company’s greenwashing accusations, again, emphasising the importance EQ when managing stakeholder expectations (Freeman et al., 2004). BP’s lack of EQ not only affected their public image but caused direct financial implications with the UK introducing Energy Profits Levy (EPL), costing BP approximately £1.5 billion from 2022 to 2024 (BP, 2023) (BP, 2024) (BP, 2025). 
In a hyper-transparent global environment, communication styles, cultural intelligence and EQ must be at the forefront of global leaders’ approach. Failure to consider these factors has eroded both stakeholder and shareholder trust in BP, weakening their credibility and legitimacy. This erosion of trust has led to many feeling that BP is negligent and irrational (Suchman, 1995). True global leadership requires aligning communication and action, giving consideration to EQ and cultural intelligence in both communications and actions.
In evaluation BP’s global strategy, a critical tension emerges between the climate priorities of Western nations and the economic realities of developing economies in the Global South. While European regulators and Western investors have interests in rapid decarbonisation and strict ESG compliance, developing regions where BP operates, such as Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia, face severe energy poverty and must prioritise affordable and reliable energy to drive growth and security (Sovacool, 2012). For executive leaders in BP, this creates a difficult challenge and decision, restrict fossil fuel investments to satisfy Western regulations and investors or continue its fossil fuel investments in developing regions. Restricting fossil fuel developments could harm developing regions, whereas continuing developments directly contradicts Western demands. The situation is equally ethically and economically challenging. This global inequity demonstrates that BP’s executive leadership is required to work within a fragmented global political economy, where Western environmental stewardship directly conflicts with the immediate security and economic growth needed in the Global South.


ESG Governance and Greenwashing Critique

Under growing pressure from European sustainability regulations and climate policy, BP’s leaders looked to position themselves as a leader in global decarbonization. However, this created a fundamental conflict between meeting public societal expectations and maintaining its core function, to create profit from traditional fossil fuels (Freeman, 2010).  To manage the conflicting demands, BP created an ESG framework which focused on its own operational emissions, such as using greener energy sources across its internal refineries and production facilities (BP, 2022). At face value, the framework gave BP the greener image that they wanted and looked good to investors, but the framework omitted Scope 3 emissions, which represent consumer combustion of petrol of gas, which makes up approximately 90% of BP’s total carbon footprint (Busch et al., 2022). 
Wanting to project a transformative green identity, BP’s leadership launched heavy global marketing campaigns emphasising low-carbon investments. However, mandatory financial disclosures exposed a severe contradiction between BP’s green marketing campaign and their actual capital spending. In 2019, ClientEarth filed a complaint against BP, demonstrating that while BP had spent millions on green advertising campaigns, such as “Possibilities Everywhere” and “Keep Advancing”, the company still put over 95% of it’s annual capital into core fossil fuel assets (ClientEarth, 2019). In February 2020, after facing regulatory scrutiny, BP voluntarily removed the campaign and announced an end to its corporate reputation advertising. In the investigation it was found that ClientEarth had a legitimate claim against BP (UK NCP, 2020). The situation showed a clear leadership oversight: in an era of mandatory reporting, external regulatory scrutiny and public access to information, companies such as BP cannot use marketing as a strategy to appease one audience while acting in contradiction (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).
BP’s organisational crisis is an example of what theorists define as decoupling, or the intentional separation of an organisation’s formal and symbolic policies (Westplat & Zajac, 2001). Organisations will often do this to try and satisfy both societal expectations and operational demands. However, trying to isolate the distinct audiences collapsed under digital transparency. BP’s actions had the opposite desire and alienated both shareholders, offering confusing inconsistencies in their strategy and stakeholders by reinforcing greenwashing allegations (Ashforth & Gibbs,1990). The resulting reputational damage demonstrates that strategic decoupling is unsustainable when external monitoring mechanisms actively cross-reference corporate narrative against capital spending.
Ultimately, BP’s strategic plan highlights the structural boundaries of corporate ESG governance within a capitalist framework led by shareholder needs (Friedman, 1970). When global events and geopolitical shocks drove fossil fuel margins to record highs, executive leadership quickly abandoned it’s low-carbon target to prioritise short-term shareholder gains. The rapid change demonstrates that voluntary environmental stewardship remains secondary to fiduciary legal obligations under existing corporate law (Oliver, 1991). Without legal and systemic regulatory interventions, such as standardised carbon pricing, multinational organisations such as BP will continue to treat ESG commitments as symbolic risk-management exercises rather than genuine motivation for sustainability and transformation.




Conclusion and recommendations

Former CEO, Bernard Looney’s 2020 top-down restructure created immense operational friction for BP. It confused regional managers, upset green activists and ultimately failed due to a lack of global mindset (Javidan & Bowen, 2013) and EQ (Goleman, 2006). The organisation failed to consider its different audiences when declaring itself a “cash machine” during a poverty crisis (Pratley, 2021). Additionally, when placed under pressure by shareholders, BP immediately returned to its fossil fuel profit generation (Friedman, 1970). The attempt to appease all parties through code-switching (Molinsky, 2007), while only focusing operational efforts on its historical core purpose cost BP trust and reputation with all its audiences (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990). BP have shown that in a digital transparent era, organisations cannot hide their actions behind marketing, while also being required to report on their actions and capital gains (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).
In order to rebuild public trust and convince shareholders that BP has a clear and comprehensive strategic plan, leadership must end symbolic decoupling (Westphal and Zajac, 2001). BP should consider its green transformations separately from its core functions, ensuring that future projects are planned in accordance with ESG, while maintaining their core position in developing countries. BP should better collaborate with its regional locations and work to create a strategic plan that does not encompass its entire operation but instead views its position within different regions (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989). Global leadership development would benefit leaders within BP, focusing on EQ, cultural intelligence and cross-cultural communication styles (Meyer, 2014) (Dirani et al., 2020).
An increasingly complex world means increasingly complex strategic management. BP should move away from rigid top-down London leadership and properly allocate resources to regional areas. A Western and Global South split may be appropriate to focus on both Western developments, while continuing to support developing regions.
Global energy leaders such as BP face an ever-growing challenge of balancing strict European regulations, which demand immediate decarbonisation within Western nations and the demands of the Global South, where developing regions rely heavily on affordable fossil fuels to combat energy poverty and drive economic growth (Sovacool, 2012).  Effective global leadership will require a multi-speed energy transition where Western targets are not mandated onto developing markets. BP can navigate the complex paradox but must give equal consideration to all parties and cannot continue its usual operations while masking behind green intentions.
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