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Abstract 

Corporate storytelling can be an instrument for evidence-based management. This requires that the prevailing stories 
are built upon verifiable facts. Archival records are perhaps the best source for identifying these. A sound culture for 
storytelling should be built upon good archives actively used to verify and develop narratives about the company. As an 
example this article presents a short analysis of multimodal texts from the Norwegian oil company Statoil based on 
common theories of texts and narratives. We found that archival records from Statoil’s first years of activity give 
evidence that the company has been living up to its value statements. The company’s current values; open, courageous, 
hands-on & caring, thus seem to be well founded in the corporate history. The value statements therefore may be 
regarded as suitable guiding concepts for robust corporate storytelling. 
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1. Introduction 

Storytelling has emerged as a phenomenon attracting interest when studying or developing organizations during 
previous decades. Denning (2012) claims that corporate storytelling must be authentic and rely upon facts. Stories 
are often developed based on real events inside or outside the organization. When actively using storytelling as a 
means for governance, or when studying prevailing stories in an enterprise, it is relevant to collect facts about the 
events on which they are founded. Such facts may be sought in the historical archives of the company. 

Still the awareness of the possibilities of using historical archives for contemporary organizational analyses, strategic 
planning and operational purposes seems low. All too often archives are perceived as useful only as a source of 
evidence about previous decisions and practice for legal purposes, or as traces of the past solely of interest to 
historians. 

The purpose of this article is to present a theoretical platform for contemporary corporate storytelling based upon 
documents and archival material. Based on theory, the use of corporate storytelling in a large oil company will be 
examined as a case study. 

2. Material 

2.1 Statoil ASA as a Case Study on Corporate Storytelling 

Our case is based upon stories relating to the Norwegian company Statoil ASA in connection with it’s 40th 
anniversary celebrations in 2012. The story about Statoil is very much the story about how Norway became an oil 
nation. Today it is a fully integrated oil and gas company with an extensive international portfolio. Its activities are 
spread over 35 countries, and the company has approximately 23 000 people employed. It is one of the world largest 
sellers of crude oil. 

In June 1972 the Norwegian Parliament decided that state involvement in the petroleum industry should be divided 
into three areas: political, administrative and commercial (Tønnesen & Hadland 2011). The political part was held by 
the Ministry of Industry (with a separate Ministry of Petroleum and Energy set up in 1978). It was responsible for 
shaping the goals for the petroleum sector, as stipulated by the Parliament and Government. The Norwegian 
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Petroleum Directorate (NPD) was established to take on the administrative role. It would be responsible for resource 
management and safety regulations within the industry. To manage the Government’s commercial interests, The 
Norwegian State Oil Company, was established. It would later only be known as Statoil, which was the acronym 
suggested by the board at their meeting the 29 March 1973 (Note 1). The company was formally established on the 
18 September 1972, and the headquarters were located in Stavanger.  

At present Statoil builds its’ activities based upon the following four values: open, courageous, hands-on, caring. We 
will use these four concepts as part of our analytic framework. 

This project is designed as a single case study, using Statoil ASA as a longitudinal and critical case to test an 
established set of theories (Yin 2003). We will challenge and if possible confirm that theories on narratives and 
storytelling can be useful when analyzing contemporary and historical texts related to values and strategic 
development in a large company. Yin (2003) claims that the sources of evidence for case studies can be divided into 
six groups: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observation, and physical 
artifacts. We will use contemporary documentation and archival records as our sources. 

Our contemporary documentation is mainly found on the public website of Statoil ASA (www.statoil.com). 

Records of historical value in Statoil are owned by Corporate Communication, and administered by the GBS 
Document Center. The records are prepared, catalogued and deposited at the Regional State Archives in Stavanger, 
and the term used is Corporate Historical Archive. All in all, more than 2500 shelf meters of oil and gas records are 
deposited at the State Archives in Stavanger. Historical records from all the big oil and gas companies operating on 
the Norwegian continental shelf are represented, as well as subcontractors, labour unions and other organizations. 
Statoil is by far the largest single contributor with about 1200 shelf meters. Statoil and the Regional State Archives of 
Stavanger have cooperated since 2006, and last year the contract was extended for another 4 years.  

BP has so far not deposited any records. However, in the period 2013-2015, the company will deposit an estimated 
200 shelf meters through the project Cultural Heritage Valhall. This is a project between the National Archives in 
Stavanger, the Norwegian Oil Museum, the Norwegian National Library and BP to document the Valhall field for 
posterity. 

All the archival records are catalogued and made searchable at the website www.arkivportalen.no. Some of the 
material has also been digitized, although this is just a small amount so far. Statoil has agreed to have the first year of 
Board Meetings in Statoil (1972-1973) digitized and made open to the public. These documents can be found on our 
website ‘Digital Archives’ (http://www.arkivverket.no/eng/content/view/full/10740), and gives a unique look into the 
establishment of a state owned oil company. The Statoil Corporate Historical Archive is large and diverse, and it is 
difficult to say anything general about it. What is well documented is the time between the establishment of the 
company in 1972 till mid 80's, the so called pioneer days. Here we can study decision making processes, day to day 
activities, extraordinary activities and internal procedures. 

The archival records can also reveal relations between employer and employees, the company’s relations to society, 
government, local communities and other companies. What we lack is more documentation of social life, both on- 
and offshore. We hope there are platform logbooks kept somewhere, but have not yet been able to locate more than 
two. And we know there are a lot of archival records still left in various units of Statoil, for instance with Legal and 
E&P International. Statoil has also recently sold their downstream branch - which poses new questions and 
difficulties in retrieving this type of material.  

3. Method 

3.1 Stories, Narratives and Epics in an Organizational Perspective 

Storytelling exists in the intersection between orality and literacy (Ong 1982). It may be regarded as the process of 
conveying stories. The distinction between a story and a narrative is not an obvious one. In literary theory a narrative 
is defined as a story, whether told in prose or verse, involving events, characters, and what the characters say and do 
(Adams & Harpham 2009). A story, then, may be used as a description merely of the sequence of events in time 
(Adams & Harpham 2009). The story is the raw material from which the plot is constructed (Murfin & Ray 2003). A 
narrative may then be a story or a telling of a story (Murfin & Ray 2003). 

One possible slightly different stance is described by Gabriel (2000) defining stories as emotionally and symbolically 
charged narratives, which do not present information or facts about events, but they enrich, enhance, and infuse facts 
with meaning. Another, more neutral definition, is story as the telling of a happening or connected series of 
happenings, whether true or fictious (Agnes & Guralnik 2004). 
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any concern for the evidence that has been accumulated. We claim that corporate storytelling combined with active 
use of archival records can be conveyors of accumulated evidence and experiences, in raw as well as in interpreted 
fashion. Pfeffer (2008) further claims that to implement evidence-based management, companies must be committed 
to make decisions based upon facts, and employees must stop relying on their own judgments and insights. 

How does this fit in with storytelling? Corporate narratives may be regarded as institutional judgments, at least when 
they build upon facts that can be documented and openly discussed. The interpretations that directly or indirectly are 
part of a narrative may be regarded as explorative ideas and constructions that in the aftermath should be scrutinized 
and tested. Again according to Pfeffer (2008) companies striving for evidence-based management should view their 
organizations as unfinished prototypes, and conduct experiments to see what works and what doesn’t. Good 
corporate storytelling then should firstly be founded in facts and secondly be object for continuous criticism at all 
relevant levels in the organization. 

We think that there is no big need to distinguish between a story and a narrative, though it may be sensible for 
analytical purposes to regard a story as a sequence of facts and a narrative as the interpreted telling of the facts. 
Sticking to this structure, members of the company management could easily train themselves in an everyday 
approach to analyzing corporate storytelling. The story ideally could be verified on basis of archived records, and the 
corporate discussions could concentrate upon the interpretations. 

A first step for increasing own competence in critical analysis of corporate texts and corporate storytelling could be 
to read the minutes of meetings of the top management group and the last annual reports searching for traces of facts 
or judgments related to the company’s core values, more or less like we have done with a few texts from Statoil in 
this article. 

To achieve this situation the company must have a strict and predictable culture for selecting and storing texts of 
different types. This does not only require that defined procedures are followed. The status of the archives has to be 
acknowledged by the managemet and the employees. It is possible to get an indication of the status of the archives 
when trying to identify it in the organizational chart. Often it is not possible to spot the archives there. 

The archives should not only be associated with documents stored in boxes or in electronic files. Rather, they should 
be regarded as sources nourishing the creativity of the company, not least by trigging explorative storytelling. 
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