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ExxonMobil would like us to think of its energy forecasts as 
an objective view of the world. The company’s Outlook for 
Energy – the latest released today – predicts that oil and 
gas use will continue growing at least into the middle of this 
century, with oil providing the largest share of energy
supplies in 2040 and clean energy making only a small 
dent.1

This short brie ng shows that in order to reach this 
conclusion, ExxonMobil has to rely on some very
questionable assumptions about the future: 

• It assumes that current growth rates in renewable  
energy now collapse;

• It assumes that technological developments in  
electric vehicles stall;

• It assumes that governments take minimal action   
on climate change not just now but throughout   
the next two decades; and

• It assumes that climate change will not be limited to 2°C.

The brie ng also shows how ExxonMobil got its predictions on renewable energy 
wrong before, and how it diverges from other forecasters in its view of the energy 
future.

According to Steve Coll’s biography of the company, ExxonMobil  rst published 
its Outlook for Energy in 2005 as part of a campaign to persuade policymakers 
in Washington DC – starting with the White House – that continued growth in 
oil use was inevitable. Research by ExxonMobil’s public relations department 
had identi ed that one of the best ways to do this was to release its forecast to 
the public, targeting “informed in uentials” including policymakers, thinktanks, 
 nancial analysts and economists.2

Nonetheless, ExxonMobil portrays the outlook as an objective analysis, “to help 
promote better understanding of the issues shaping the world’s energy future”. 
For policymakers to accept it in this light would be rather like going to a tobacco 
company for its expert forecast of smoking trends. 
Instead, readers should see ExxonMobil’s Outlook for what it truly is: a wish list 
of the company’s desired future, dressed up as a portrait of the real world.
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To reach its conclusion about a future centered on fossil fuels, ExxonMobil 
apparently misses the recent rapid growth in renewable energy, and assumes 
a sudden slowdown of that growth: 

• The other major sources of energy statistics all report that the use of wind 
and solar energy has been growing at rates averaging 25-28% per year. 
ExxonMobil is alone in reporting much lower growth rates of just 6.5% 
( g.1).

• Looking forward, the International Energy Agency and Bloomberg New 
Energy Finance forecast growth rates for wind and solar of between 10% and 
14% over the period 2012-2025. ExxonMobil, on the other hand, projects 
growth of just 7.4% ( g.2),4 even as renewable energy becomes cost-
competitive with natural gas ( g.3).

EXXONMOBIL 
BLIND TO 

RENEWABLE 
ENERGY 

GROWTH 

Fig.1: ExxonMobil vs 
others on recent average 

annual wind+solar 
energy growth3

Fig.2: ExxonMobil vs IEA 
and Bloomberg New Energy 

Finance scenarios:
projections of growth rates 

of wind+solar usage5

3
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• This would not be the  rst time ExxonMobil has under-forecast the growth 
rate of renewables. ExxonMobil’s  rst published Outlook in 2005 projected 
that wind and solar would account for 1% of total world energy production by 
2030. Wind and solar achieved this share in 2012, after 7 years rather than 
25 ( g.4).

Fig.3: Cost competitiveness 
of wind and solar in 

various countries6

Fig.4: Wind and solar 
usage: ExxonMobil’s 2005 

under-projection7

(million barrels of oil 
equivalent per day)
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NOT PLUGGED 
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Fig.5: EV battery cost 
projections (McKinsey)13

Fig.6: EV competitiveness 
vs oil-fueled vehicles 

(UBS)14

Wind and solar power are primarily used in electricity generation, and 
therefore compete more directly with coal, gas and nuclear. But for 
transportation, the technological contest is between oil and electric vehicles 
(EVs).8 It is harder to forecast future growth of EVs, given their earlier stage of
development compared to renewable energy. 
However, again we see ExxonMobil projecting lower growth rates than other 
analysts, based on an assumption of a stalling of technological developments:

• The Electric Vehicle Initiative – which comprises 15 member governments 
from the countries with largest vehicle markets – has targets of EVs 
comprising 2% of cars on the road and 4% of sales by 2020,9 with annual 
growth rates of 80% per year during that period (2012 growth, the  rst year 
after full commercialization, was 100%). Investment bank UBS projects 
EVs to account for 10% of European vehicle sales by 2025.10 In contrast, 
ExxonMobil’s Outlook for Energy forecasts that EVs will account for only 
about 5% of the global car  eet by 2040.

• Until its previous edition of the outlook, in December 2013, ExxonMobil’s 
based its pessimism on assuming that high battery costs – the biggest 
determinant of EV competitiveness – will hold back the growth of EVs.11 
Battery costs are in fact falling fast, and are generally expected to fall by 50% 
by 2020 ( g.5). As a result, UBS forecasts electric vehicles could be cost-
competitive with oil-fueled vehicles by 2020, even without subsidies
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ExxonMobil publishes its outlook four days before the end of the COP 20 
climate summit in Lima, Peru. This is the last summit before a 2015 deadline 
to agree a deal in Paris on all countries cutting their post-2020 emissions. In 
predicting continued expansion of greenhouse gas pollution at this moment, 
the company sets itself against the prevailing eff orts and intentions of most 
governments.

For ExxonMobil’s predictions to be right, it has to assume not only that talks in 
Lima and Paris will fail to deliver signi cant results, but that action on climate 
change will consistently fall short – at all jurisdictional levels – for the next 
two decades.16 This in turn requires assuming no signi cant political impacts 
due to extreme weather events becoming more frequent and damaging, due 
to economists warning increasingly of economic damage, or due to military 
leaders drawing attention to a worsening security landscape due to climate 
change.

• The latest science indicates that for average global warming not to exceed 
2°C, global GHG emissions have to be reduced by up to 70% by 2050 and 
fall to zero soon thereafter.17 Yet ExxonMobil sees emissions continuing to 
grow until 2030 and then remaining roughly level until 2040. (This leveling 
is because ExxonMobil forecasts a reduction in coal use – conveniently, 
not anything that would aff ect its own business in oil and gas, which it sees 
continuing to grow).

• For the outlook period up to 2040, ExxonMobil’s forecast emissions curves 
exceed those of the International Energy Agency’s New Policies Scenario, 
which the IEA says would extrapolate to warming of 3.6°C by the end of this 
century. For the earlier part of that period until 2025, ExxonMobil’s forecast 
tracks the IEA’s more severe Current Policies Scenario, which the IEA ha 
substantially above the IEA’s 450 scenario, designed to give a 50% chance of 
staying within 2°C ( g.7).

• In a series of scienti c studies, the World Bank has found that warming of 
around 4°C would be “devastating”, with the inundation of coastal cities; 
increased risks for food production and far greater water scarcity. The Bank 
concluded, “Finding ways to avoid that scenario is vital for the health and 
welfare of communities around the world… A 4°C world can, and must, be 
avoided.”19

Fig.7: Total CO2 emissions 
(GT/y) under Exxon and 

IEA scenarios18

76

• In responding to investor concerns about climate change earlier this year, 
ExxonMobil used its Outlook to argue:

“ExxonMobil believes that although there is always the possibility that 
government action may impact the company, the scenario where 
governments restrict hydrocarbon production in a way to reduce GHG 
emissions 80 percent during the Outlook period is highly unlikely. The 
Outlook demonstrates that the world will require all the carbon-based 
energy that ExxonMobil plans to produce during the Outlook period.”20

No-one expects to predict the future with a high level of accuracy; the most 
we can do is to model how things might develop under various assumptions 
and scenarios, and try to use that analysis to guide our actions. What our 
calculations show is that ExxonMobil’s forecast is based on the unlikely 
scenario of several assumptions about the future all turning out to be correct:

• Renewable energy growth rates plummet
• Electric vehicles do not signi cantly penetrate, in spite of falling battery costs
• Climate talks in Lima and Paris fail to decide on major emission reductions
• There is no signi cant action to slow climate change in the next two decades.

No doubt such a future would be good for ExxonMobil’s business. It would also 
be very bad for most human beings. Fortunately, it is not a plausible projection 
of the future.

Decision-makers would be best advised to treat ExxonMobil’s outlook merely 
as a view of the company’s desired outcomes, based on convenient and 
collectively-unlikely assumptions.

CONCLUSION 
HOW TO READ 

EXXONMOBIL’S 
OUTLOOK

EXXONMOBIL 
BETS ON 

DANGEROUS 
LEVELS OF 

CLIMATE CHANGE

• This year, ExxonMobil has accepted that battery costs are falling, but doesn’t 
change its forecast for EVs, claiming other, unspeci ed barriers. “Even 
though battery costs are likely to fall in coming decades, electric vehicles will 
continue to face signi cant challenges as other alternatives also improve”.15
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