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Abstract 

Purpose: With a single-case study on Oatly, this paper aims to examine how a life cycle assessment 

(LCAs) can help facilitate Corporate Social Innovation (CSI) in a purpose-driven company. The 

thesis contributes to research on organisational innovation and develops a novel theory on the 

development of sustainability strategies with quantitative methods.  

Design/methodology/approach: The paper is an in-depth single-case study of Oatly. Primary data 

was collected with Oatly's sustainability expert, Damberg and creative director, Ringqvist. 

Furthermore, we completed interviews with Israeli, a representative of Oatly's LCA partner, Carbon 

Cloud. Lastly, to deep dive into LCAs, we were able to interview Hauschild, a renowned quantitative 

sustainability professor at Danish Technical University. Our study is inductive and uses qualitative 

data to explore how actors shape the underlying mechanism of sustainability strategies. 

Findings: This project can provide research on the collaborative effects of LCA and CSI. Thus, with 

novel theory, we can suggest that the cooperative results of LCA and CSI can help companies 

integrate social innovation into their strategy and operations, which subsequently could help a 

company either maintain or gain a competitive advantage through sustainability. The LCA metrics 

were able to facilitate an increased level of institutionalisation of CSI at Oatly. Our research provides 

awareness of the underlying mechanisms and the conditions that encourage sustainable corporate 

development.  

Research implications: We have conducted a contextual study of the case company Oatly and the 

important actors involved. As a result of this, we are unable to objectively generalise on corporate 

implementation of sustainability practices, based on the conceptual consequences of our research.  

We've identified the need for standardisation of simplified LCA that apply to corporate logics. A lack 

of standardisation increases the risk of misleading data and biased agendas.  Further research may 

validate our framework on CSI and LCA, and look to explore potential methods of standardisation. 

Originality/value: The current research is novel because neither an empirical or a theoretically 

grounded conceptual framework has been suggested to examine how corporate social innovation and 

life cycle assessments relate to each other, and whether the theories provide a combinative value. 

With our study, we hope to shed light on the importance of sustainable governance, and the 

facilitation of a corporate culture that empowers quantification tools. 
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Introduction 

What has contributed to the increasing resource depletion and pollution of our environment? The 

common connotations are industrial chimneys, container ships, plastic in our oceans and the aviation 

industry. However, what you choose to cook for dinner is equally representative of a critical challenge 

for society at large: Climate change. According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO, 2020), livestock accounts for 14.5% of human-made greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions. Comparatively, air travel accounts for only 2%. Besides, we will have to feed two billion 

more people by 2050. DeClerck et al. (2019) state that “Global food production is the largest pressure 

caused by humans on Earth, threatening local ecosystems and the stability of the Earth system” (p. 

448). Thus, it is no surprise that there has been an intensification of pressure directed at individuals 

with the ability to act responsibly for environmental interventions. It has become generally recognised 

that ecological development should be brought into corporate governance and decision-making 

(Ormond & Goodman, 2015). To solve problems within the food industry, innovative solutions are 

required, and a dietary transition for consumers around the world. In Europe, the EU Commission 

has publicly called for the design of a set of profoundly transformative policies:  

The Commission will ensure that these strategic plans are assessed against robust 

climate and environmental criteria. These plans should lead to the use of sustainable 

practices, such as precision agriculture, organic farming, agroecology, agro-forestry and 

stricter animal welfare standards. (EU Commission, 2019, p. 12) 

As we become more aware of the environmental implications of specific industries, we are confronted 

with the predicament that industrialisation and businesses are rooted in a foundation of institutional 

logics that are driven by factors other than our environment. As a result of this, business management 

is grounded in an approach that demands monetary returns and thus, an inadequate ability to grasp 

the magnitude of external threats that reach beyond stakeholders. As a result of this, businesses fail 

to respond to challenges like an increasing political and societal focus on sustainability.  

Responsively, the leadership around the world has realised the gravity of climate change and 

declining biodiversity. Conventional industries, like the automotive industry and the energy sector, 

have paved the way for agile businesses that, with proactivity and innovation, can contribute to the 
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mitigation of climate change. With that, companies can diversify and grasp opportunities and new 

market shares. The roots of sustainable business are thought to have been derived when the term 

sustainable development (SD) appeared. With it came an essential notion that companies have not 

only responsibilities (corporate social responsibility: CSR) that reach beyond traditional compliance 

and economics, but also market opportunities. The term was first mentioned at the United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment in 1972 (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014). The UN cemented the 

idea that business, society and the environment are all interlinked (Carroll, 2008). Later, the 

Brundtland Report (1987) elaborated on the concept and mapped out how companies could achieve 

sustainable development. The report defined sustainable development as follows: “development that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 54). Notably, and as a significant step for businesses and academic 

development within the field of sustainable strategies, Grameen Bank was launched in 1975 by Nobel 

Peace Prize winner Mohammed Yunus. 

Grameen Bank was a microfinance project allowing less privileged individuals access to small loans 

(Mirvis & Googins, 2017). The project was fundamental, both for microfinance, but also for a 

discussion of institutional logics in general. Battilana and Dorado (2010) exemplify this progress by 

defining three types of logics: banking logic is where the goal is to derive rent or profit. With 

development logic, the company aims to create development and poverty alleviation. Lastly, 

emerging commercial microfinance logic facilitates “access of the disenfranchised to financial 

services while fulfilling fiduciary obligations toward depositors and investors” (Battilana & Dorado, 

2010, p. 1423). Grameen Bank and microfinance allowed for an expansion of what is possible with 

sustainability and capitalism. While micro-loans were derived from socially sustainable ambitions, 

the essence was that sustainability was not a question of saying no to profits. Instead, it was an 

opportunity to redefine the business model to potentially achieve new competitive advantages in new 

or old markets (Battilana & Dorado, 2010). 
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Problem statement 

Today, sustainability is taking up space in public discourse and is becoming a deciding factor for 

political elections at an increasing rate. Therefore, as we see an increase in conscious and well-

informed consumers picking sustainable products, businesses will allocate resources to compete for 

their purchases. Thus, market competition accelerates innovation and sustainable development 

advances.  

Through this project, we are suggesting the need to understand how a business manages the critical 

tension of innovating to mitigate climate change while deriving monetary returns and maintaining 

stakeholder satisfaction. To do so, we suggest that companies need both a strong corporate cultural 

foundation and calculable governance of sustainability factors. Herewith, we have located two 

concepts that have not been analysed concerning each other in the broader academic literature. To 

move beyond the logic of traditional Corporate Social Responsibility and adopt sustainability with 

strategic intent, authors Googins and Mirvis (2017) developed the theory of corporate social 

innovation (CSI). In addition, we suggest that the life cycle assessments (LCAs) method can provide 

a managerial tool that assists CSI through sustainability reporting. 

Furthermore, LCAs have gained a reputation for its ability to advocate sustainability with high 

regards to context. Thus, the LCAs have gained prominence for their ability to promote sustainability 

reliably and, some argue, more objectively than certifications and standards (Freidberg, 2014). 

Extensive literature exists on life cycle assessments, their theoretical benefits and challenges. 

However, these studies concern the tool and rarely use illustrative case studies to evaluate LCA 

applicability within different corporate cultures further. We will explore how an organisational 

environment influences the aggregate benefits businesses can gain from LCAs. Moreover, we will 

seek to contribute to practice-oriented studies on corporate social innovation by applying frameworks 

to study if and how Oatly has achieved a successful approach to sustainability. We will evaluate 

Oatly’s method using a practice-based LCA framework from Deloitte (2015) and a conceptual 

framework for CSI by Googins and Mirvis (2017). We were inspired by Broman and Robèrt’s (2015) 

suggestion for further research on CSI. 

The scholars encourage researchers to explore and further our understanding of how corporations 

integrate social innovation into strategy and operations. To do so, this study will examine the theories 
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on LCA and CSI, with an in-depth practice-based case analysis of the Swedish oat milk company, 

Oatly. Oatly was founded in 1993, by researchers at Lund University to promote plant-based milk 

and a sustainable food system. The researchers found that natural enzymes could provide oat milk 

with equal nutritional values as dairy-based milk. Since then, Oatly has used LCAs on their packaging 

and in their sustainability reports (2017, 2018), to challenge current consumption patterns. Thus, we 

suggest that Oatly will provide a compelling narrative on the collaboration between LCA and CSI. 

We will seek to develop a novel theory by exploring how the implementation of LCAs are affected 

by Oatly’s organisational culture, with the following research question:   

What is the combinative effect of Corporate Social Innovation and Life Cycle Assessments at Oatly? 

Purpose of Research  

In the 1950s, CSR emerged and brought with it a philanthropic intent among companies, and an 

awareness of the connection between the wellbeing of employees and their efficiency. Notably, 

Bowen wrote an essential article in 1953 called “Social Responsibilities of the Businessman”, 

pinpointing that businesses had to acknowledge that their power and influence bear a responsibility 

to care for society. Another vital scholar at the frontier of corporate responsibility was Frederick 

(1960), who cemented three ideas that established fundamental frames for CSR: “The idea of 

corporate managers as public trustees, the idea of balancing competing claims to corporate resources, 

and the acceptance of philanthropy as a manifestation of business support of good causes” (Carroll, 

2008, p. 26). For all that, it was not until the 1980s that we saw the term CSR evolve and claim a 

domain throughout industries (Carrol, 2008). The influential scholar Jones (1980), sought to redefine 

CSR in a time where criticism towards large corporations was on the rise. In his article, he upheld 

that companies should “voluntarily adopt” responsibilities that reach beyond “the traditional duty to 

shareholders to other social groups such as customers, employees, suppliers, and neighbouring 

communities.” (Jones, 1980, pp. 59–60).  

However, CSR remains a concept that relies on responsibility and governance via standards or 

legislation. With our research project, we seek to understand how businesses can accelerate their 

knowledge of the conjunction between people, the planet and financial profits. During our initial 

exploratory phase of research, we located a gap, as no literature seeks to understand the interaction 

and collaboration between LCA and CSIs. With this in mind, we sought to establish a case study that 
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would be able to illustrative the relationship between the two concepts. On that basis, we will conduct 

a single-case study of Oatly, to understand how small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) locate 

and address sustainability as an innovation opportunity. Moreover, we consider how niche products 

develop systemised innovation practices that ensure a maintained, sustainable competitive advantage. 

With this approach, we will develop a novel theory as to how the LCA works within a CSI 

environment and if the managerial approach affects its applicability. Thus, our thesis contributes to 

research on organisational innovation, the adoption of sustainability. 

 

Literature review and theoretical framework 

The purpose of this section is to explore the current literature on corporate social innovation and life 

cycle assessments and to build a strong foundation for our case-study analysis. We examine what 

theories paved the way for our contemporary concepts and how respective schools of thought 

approach the theory. To begin with, we will review the relevant literature. Hereby, we will outline 

the most important definitions, and then summarise the outcomes and points of convergence for 

current research projects existing in the academic sphere on Oatly. A comprehensive review of 

literature on CSI and LCA will be provided and will incorporate other relevant theories to strengthen 

the understanding of the theoretical context. Lastly, we will uncover any potential confluence between 

CSI and LCA based on their current literature and present the theoretical framework for our thesis. 

Setting the stage: Current research on Oatly 

This section provides a summary of current research projects on Oatly. We were able to develop 

assumptions about Oatly's strategy and approach based on current academic projects. The projects 

indicate a progressive perspective on sustainability and strategic use of tools that provide quantified 

governance.     

First, Patel et al. (2015) looked at the environmental benefits for Swedish farmers in transitioning to 

oats; the study was supported by Oatly with access to data but carried out independently. The study 
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concluded that farms could aid the reduction of acidification, eutrophication potential and ecotoxicity 

impact. However, the research did not provide an economic perspective, and it is unclear whether a 

transition from feed to food affects profitability. In conclusion, the study mentions that the results of 

the findings and potential impacts are highly dependent on social change. Thus, more consumers were 

transitioning to oat-based milk rather than dairy.  

Bocken et al. (2020) have looked at Oatly's ability to encourage sustainable sufficiency among 

consumers through marketing and internal supply-chain changes. Sufficiency-oriented strategies are 

confronting consumption patterns, to avoid overproduction and drain nature's resources. The authors 

use Oatly as a case to generalise how to generate sufficiency within business models in the food 

industry. Moreover, analysts (Marketline, 2015) have studied Oatly from an economic perspective, 

reviewing plant-based milk's (PBM) potential to gain a significant market share and compete with 

aggressive European dairy lobbies. Oatly's marketing has been a core focus in a number of research 

projects (Faull, 2018; Leden & Machin, 2020), and the company's ability to use sustainability as a 

tool to create a sense of community among customers is pinpointed as a unique characteristic. Oatly's 

approach to sustainability and disruptive marketing (another critical attribute of the company) have 

led scholars to study how their approach fits in with contemporary research on organisational 

innovation. 

In conclusion, a few of the above scholars (Bocken et al., 2020; Leden & Machin, 2020) recommend 

that future research on Oatly should explore strategies to engage stakeholders like government, 

society, and academia, to provide new conceptual frameworks on corporate sustainability. Thus, we 

will contribute to an analysis of Oatly's strategic use of LCAs as an approach to sustainability. We 

aim to understand how Oatly's company culture influences its sustainability strategy, and from this, 

how LCA is being used both as a controlling unit internally and externally as a transparent instrument. 

Our proposed analysis raises rather abstract questions on the quantification of highly complex and 

dynamic structures like sustainability. Quantification is necessary because LCAs are said to adapt 

well with corporate logics due to its calculable characteristics (Freidberg, 2015), which means that 

LCAs and sustainability innovation have ignited a more philosophical discussion of radical change 

in management control systems towards an alternative business future with an environmental input-

output based economy (Alcott et al., 2018; Narayanan & Boyce, 2018).  
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To analyse this, Oatly has published yearly sustainability reports since 2017. The annual reports are 

comprehensive and provide grounds for a compelling case of quantified corporate sustainability 

(Oatly, 2018, 2019). Furthermore, the company's creative director, John Schoolcraft, has participated 

in several public talks and interviews (Schoolcraft, 2019), in which he provides insights into Oatly's 

approach to institutional logics and strategy. Employing the secondary data and our primary data with 

our two main concepts, CSI and LCA, allows us to understand how actors involved interacting with 

contemporary sustainable tools and how the corporate culture affects the potential combinative 

outcomes. Similar to previous research on Oatly, studies on CSI and LCA have been isolated and 

tend to focus on either single departments or industry-wide discussions.  

To facilitate an adequate level of theoretical knowledge for our analysis, the following section 

outlines definitions of theories that appear throughout the project. Hereafter, we will explore the 

strategic benefits that can be achieved through the combination of LCA and CSI to apply it to our 

case. To do so, we will first examine and define the two concepts separately and subsequently present 

a theoretical skeleton of how we believe that the two concepts relate to one another based on current 

literature. In order to understand CSI properly, a brief introduction to CSR is needed as CSI is a 

product of CSR. We will highlight exactly where the theory around CSI has evolved from traditional 

CSR literature. Moreover, we will specify how Oatly are working with sustainability and how the 

strategy and opportunity have unfolded. Theories on eco-efficiency, innovation and sustainable niche 

opportunities in stagnant markets will also be included. 

 

Outlining the definitions 

In order to properly understand how we, throughout the thesis, understand several key concepts, the 

following section seeks to outline the definitions. 

Sustainability  

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) defined sustainability 

as that which accommodates the needs and expectations of the present day without diminishing the 

ability of future generations to meet theirs. However, many scholars refrain from defining 
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sustainability due to its complex and often dynamic nature. Instead, most studies narrow their focus 

on determining how sustainability relates to a specific area of research. Broman and Robért (2015) 

articulate why unifying an operational definition have its challenges:  

We have a balance to strike when it comes to such a definition. A detailed definition 

would be ambiguous for many people to agree upon and, in any case, unwise to lock 

our minds onto, considering the myriad possibilities that exist for sustainable futures. 

(Broman & Robért, 2015, p. 19) 

To narrow down and explain the domain from which we work with sustainability throughout this 

thesis, we will focus on the concept of eco-efficiency. Theory affiliated with eco-efficiency relates to 

environmental sustainability and is used within business and politics.  

Eco-efficiency 

We use eco-efficiency in our theoretical approach because it encompasses both cultural 

considerations and suggests the use of quantitative tools for SMEs. Thus, based on our observations, 

Oatly as per 2019 is a medium-sized company according to definitions from the European 

Commission. Scholars have found that eco-efficiency is a strategy that is prominent among SMEs, 

intending to disrupt and change large industries (He et al., 2017). Eco-efficiency was developed as a 

strategy for sustainable development after the term was mentioned in the Brundtland Report (1987). 

More recently, Aguirre et al. (2019) have defined the strategy as:  

"(...) a quantitative management tool which enables the study of life-cycle 

environmental impacts of a product system along with its product's system value for the 

stakeholders. (...) eco-efficiency has been recognised to be necessary to achieve 

balanced use of resources through the adoption of more sustainable strategies by 

employees." (Aguirre et al., 2019, p. 2) 

To evaluate and effectuate eco-efficiency as a strategy, businesses need to design systemised 

governance to monitor economic, social and environmental indicators. Aguirre et al. (2019) identify 

life cycle analysis as a specific tool to monitor environmental factors. 
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Life Cycle Assessment 

According to Hou et al. (2015), there has been an increase in the use of LCAs due to the growing 

public awareness of sustainable development, which has further developed the tool to be applicable 

corporate settings. Through their biometrical analysis, they found out that the amount of literature on 

LCA has grown exponentially over the past 16 years. The ISO standards have been revised several 

times since the first scientific publication in the 1990s, developing towards more intellectual maturity 

(Nilsson & Eckerberg, 2007). In general, there has been an increased awareness that conscious 

consumers will consider ethical criteria in products in the future, especially within food products (Roy 

et al., 2009), which raises the possibility of new market opportunities. Consumers are now demanding 

more information concerning the environmental impacts of a product's ingredients and packaging. 

Therefore, food companies seek to lower their environmental impact. (Deloitte, 2015; Hou et al., 

2015; Ortiz et al., 2009).  

In this paper, the word LCA will not refer to the method/tool or ISO standard but will instead be used 

as an overall term for the quantification of sustainability as seen and used by Oatly. It should, 

therefore, be understood as a life cycle thinking approach with sustainability as the core element and 

goal. In general, LCA will be mentioned from an environmental perspective, unless stated otherwise.  

Corporate Social Innovation 

LCAs provide a tool that can locate environmental impacts at the core of decision-making and 

corporate processes. We suggest that this requires a strategic and cultural adaptation of sustainability, 

for companies to: "Understanding the challenge and the self-benefit of proactivity" (Broman & 

Robèrt, 2015, p. 18). With an extensive literature review, we have identified a contemporary theory 

that embraces organisational social performance and stakeholder expectations. Corporate social 

innovation takes sustainability to the centre of business and management:  

whereas CSR can generate goodwill and enhance corporate reputation, 

CSI also aims to produce new sources of revenue and to generate a more socially 

relevant innovation system and corporate culture that can be a source of competitive 

advantage. (Albareda et al., 2016, pp. 5014–5015)  
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For our case, we adopt the definition of social innovation we see as most fulfilling and in line with 

other literature on CSI. Tracey and Stott (2016) define social innovation as: 

A broad range of organisational and inter-organisational activity that is ostensibly 

designed to address the most deep‐rooted 'problems' of society, such as poverty, 

inequality, and environmental degradation. (Alonso‐Martínez et al., 2018, p. 862) 

Adding to this, and linking the corporate ambitions with social innovation, Herrera (2015) continues 

with a definition of corporate social innovation: 

Social innovation is a measurable, replicable initiative that uses a new concept or a new 

application of an existing concept to create shareholder and social value. Identifying 

drivers, enablers, and barriers to idea generation, experimentation, and implementation 

is critical to understanding CSI institutionalisation. Herrera (2015, p. 1469) 

 

Moving Beyond Compliance: Bridging Business and Society  

Changes in the external environment bring opportunities to entrepreneurial and innovative businesses 

by opening gaps in markets that were otherwise dominated by large corporations. One demanding 

proposition that has confronted the field of business and management during the last decade is that 

of climate change. To understand our case, and the environment in which an opportunity arose, we 

consider how the market for sustainable plant-based milk developed for Oatly.  

Recently, an increasing number of scholars have started to identify that strategic adaptation of either 

social or environmental sustainability can contribute to a clarified competitive advantage and thus, 

improved business performance (Reuter et al., 2010; Orlitzky et al., 2003). A paradigm shift that has 

moved the fringe to the popular and allowed sustainable strategies to gain significant momentum 

amongst businesses. “In today’s world of intense global competition, it is clear that CSR can be 

sustainable only so long as it continues to add value to corporate success” (Carroll, 2008, p. 42). To 

understand how businesses can use their organisational innovation and capabilities to accomplish a 

competitive advantage with environmental or social initiatives, Hart (1995) developed the natural 

resource-based view. Hart’s theory was inspired by Barney’s (1991) resource-based view but 
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complemented the original with a perspective that considered the importance of external influences. 

Utilising the natural resource-based view deals with environmental factors. More recently, Hart and 

Dowell (2011) found that the external social and environmental issues affecting business have risen 

drastically of late, which reinforces the need for sustainable adjustment to the business model and 

core competencies. Then, in 2015, the United Nations published the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), a collection of 17 goals with 179 sub-goals, which are to be achieved before 2030. 

The Sustainable Development Goals are the blueprint for achieving a better and more sustainable 

future for all. They address the global challenges we face, including those related to poverty, 

inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, peace and justice. (UN, 2020)  

While the SDGs are not, as a concept, a concrete driver for new sustainable innovation and new 

business models, the SDGs provide a framework for inspiring ideas, measurable targets, and potential 

marketing leverage. The goals have helped shift the business dialogue so that there is a greater focus 

on critical challenges and relevant objectives. It seems as if the goals have hit a sweet spot between 

corporate intrinsic values and prospective growth and development. Consequently, the Business and 

Sustainable Development Commission (2017) developed a report titled “Better Business Better 

World”. The Business and Sustainable Development Commission aims to provide the SDGs with a 

commercial perspective, inspiring business leaders to embrace sustainable development and to seek 

innovative business models. Co-founders of the Business and Sustainable Development Commission, 

Mark Malloch-Brown and Paul Polman argue that a lack of direct corporate responsibility has delayed 

an actionable response from some business leaders. However, the co-founders say that it will be a 

necessity for businesses to accommodate a more sustainable model to ensure the future of firms. 

Many future markets will, through legal frameworks and consumer expectations, have sustainability 

as a requirement for entry. Such a perspective is cemented when considering the evaluation of the 

market that the SDGs represent: “Achieving the Global Goals creates at least US$12 trillion in 

opportunities” (The Business and Sustainable Development Commission, 2017, p. 14). Additionally, 

the report outlines the 60 most significant market opportunities related to Global Goals (see Appendix 

1). 
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Corporate Social Innovation 

The SDGs and the $12 trillion markets they represent have increased the number of businesses that 

look for ways of incorporating sustainability into their business models. Two scholars at the forefront 

of the global goals and strategising sustainability are Googins and Mirvis (2017). They have 

developed an innovative corporate strategy that re-imagines CSR as corporate social innovation 

(CSI). CSI derives from CSR regarding several dimensions (Mirvis, Googins, & Kiser, 2012) and 

some businesses are adopting the new approach to grow and meet contemporary stakeholder 

expectations. To understand the evolution of CSI’s prefix “social innovation”, we use the 

comprehensive conceptual framework of social innovation from Alonso-Martínez et al. (2018) (see 

Appendix 2) and Tracey and Stott’s (2016) definition.  

The affix corporate embodies the potential upside for businesses. CSI urges businesses to be strategic 

in their approach to sustainability, to adopt social and environmental innovation tools to optimise 

their supply chain (Albareda et al., 2016). CSI is meant to support leaders to adopt environmental or 

social innovation strategies at the core of the business, allowing them to build a sustainable 

competitive advantage. CSI empowers businesses to meet contemporary demands and innovate to 

adopt changes in the external environment; social, cultural, political, and physical. Such an approach 

ultimately improves economic sustainability by focusing on growth and strategic market expansion 

(Alonso-Martínez et al., 2018). Googins and Mirvis (2017) suggest three main drivers and trends that 

make CSI an advantageous approach: 

First, few large firms produce significant revenue growth, relying instead on cost-

cutting, reengineering, and industry consolidation mergers to meet profit targets. 

Second, many companies face increased public and stakeholder expectations to play 

their part in addressing social, economic, and environmental challenges. Third, they are 

grappling with a daunting “employee engagement” gap, especially among young people 

looking for meaning from work. (Googins & Mirvis, 2017, p. 3) 

To achieve and implement CSI, companies can follow a set of building blocks set by Googins and 

Mirvis (2017). First, they need a clear definition of an environmental or social purpose. Second, they 

should identify what business opportunity and business model the company can build around the 

purpose. Third, the company needs to find the right partners that they can innovate with. Fourth, the 
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process and offer need to be designed. Lastly, the company needs to continuously measure and 

improve based on both quantitative and qualitative results (Mirvis & Googins, 2017). Albareda et al. 

(2016) also describe the dimensions that CSI embodies, with a significant focus on how businesses 

need external sources to provide new ideas and innovations that can inspire sustainable development. 

To facilitate knowledge transfers, firms need to embrace strategic partnerships. 

Furthermore, Austin (2000) suggests that cross-sector partnerships can increase the chance of success 

of CSI. Businesses can advantageously engage in partnerships with research bureau’s and/or non-

profits. Cross-sector partnerships can allow businesses to tap into the specialised knowledge that 

NGOs or research bureaus possess. Thus, tap into insights that provide an increased understanding of 

sustainability. Accessing knowledge and facilitating knowledge-transfers is essential because of the 

diverse disciplinary nature of achieving corporate sustainability:  

1. “Multi-dimensionality and co-evolution.” 

2. “Multi-actor process.” 

3. “Stability and change.” 

4. “Long-term process.” 

5. “Open-endedness and uncertainty.” 

6. “Values, contestation, and disagreement.” 

7. “Normative directionality” (Köhler et al., 2019: pp. 2–3) 

Finding the right partners to deal with these issues and to facilitate a beneficial knowledge transfer is 

vital for sustainable innovation practices. 

“Innovation” instead of “Responsibility.” 

Broman and Robért (2018) assert that “Understanding the challenge and the self-benefit of 

proactivity” (p. 12) draws attention to the benefits of innovative and agile organisations. However, to 

achieve the theoretical benefits, companies need to manage a tension between sustainability, 

innovation and profits. To understand what successful innovation is and how it appears as an 

opportunity, we will look at the benefits of businesses being proactive and entrepreneurial. To 

maintain or gain a profitable market position, Ebrahimi et al. (2018) point to organisational innovation 

as a determining factor. Organisational innovation allows creativity to flourish and encourages a 
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healthy and adaptive approach to leadership. As reported by the OECD (2005), innovation initiatives 

have to present a degree of unfamiliarity to the business and improve a particular business activity or 

product. According to Merono-Cerdan and Lopez-Nicolas (2013), organisational innovation allows 

businesses to draw sustainable competitive advantages from fluctuating external markets because it 

suggests a strategic advance of corporate entrepreneurship. Such a characteristic implies “discovery, 

evaluation and exploitation of opportunities, and creation of future goods and services” (Shane & 

Venkataraman, 2000), which allows companies to adapt and exploit external changes in consumer 

behaviour. In a report from De Jong et al.’s (2013), the scholars present eight prerequisites of 

successful innovation: 

1. “Do you accept innovation-led growth as absolutely critical, and do you have cascaded targets 

that reflect this?” 

2. “Do you invest in a coherent, time-risk balanced portfolio of initiatives that are resourced to 

win?” 

3. “Do you have actionable and differentiated business, market, and technology insights that 

translate into winning value propositions?” 

4. “Do you create new business models that provide defensible, robust, and scalable profit 

sources?” 

5. “Do you beat the competition with fast and effective development and launch of innovations?” 

6. “Do you launch innovations in the relevant markets and segments at the right magnitude?” 

7. “Do you win by creating and capitalising on external networks?” 

8. “Are your people motivated, rewarded, and organised to innovate repeatedly?” (p. 1) 

The literature on the managerial methods in which organisations can become innovative is 

widespread. Burgelman (1985) describes a process of strategic renewal in which firms can reinvent 

their core competencies to gain new insights and develop new growth. Colabi and Khajeheian (2018) 

add that strategic renewal is an organisational manner in order to cope with “intra-organizational 

inappropriateness, extra-organisational challenges” (2018, p. 332). Adcroft & Mason (2007) adds: 

“Most managers have been brought up in and trained for, an environment of certainty, whereas they 

now have to cope with increased complexity, uncertainty and turbulence” (p. 14). Thus, strategic 

renewal brings innovation to the core of a business to cope with external changes and facilitate an 

integrated acceptance of the complexity that external environments bring (e.g. consumer behaviour, 

political legislation, new competition, sustainability, technological change). Thus, innovations and 
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transitions happen when new entrepreneurs recognise and react based on an observation of space in 

a market where the landscape is changing. These changes can happen at different levels but 

prominently require a challenge to the established order (Köhler et al., 2019). 

Institutionalising Corporate Social Innovation 

Based on De Jong et al.'s (2013) eight prerequisites of successful innovation, we can see that 

innovation needs to be implemented at different levels of the organisation with strategic intent. To 

understand how companies can facilitate the right intensity of investment in terms of capital and 

resources, Herrera's (2015) research suggests that CSI requires an intensive reframing of purpose for 

many businesses and a comprehensive institutionalisation of social innovation. Furthermore, Herrera 

(2015) highlights the gap that businesses experience between clarity of intent and achieving clarity 

in the desired results. To cope with this gap, leaders are urged to find a clear focus area or category. 

This study will focus on Herrera's (2015) focus area: environment and value chain management. 

Albareda et al. (2016) focus on the same topic via analyses of knowledge transfer for value chain 

enhancement among businesses. However, benefits and level of engagement with CSI depends on 

the significance of resources invested, alignment of business activities and willingness to create 

strong ties with strategic partners (Albareda et al., 2016; Googins & Mirvis, 2017; Herrera, 2015). 

Therefore, Herrera (2015) proposes a framework for the institutionalisation of CSI. It includes a 

strategic alignment of social innovation and the authorising of institutional structures to enable social 

innovation. Herewith, for our analyses, we will use Herreras figure on how businesses institutionalise 

social innovation: 
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Figure 1. The institutionalisation of corporate social innovation (Herrera, 2015, p. 1470). 

The figure demonstrates a useful framework to evaluate and analyse a given firm's commitment and 

approach to CSI. To assist the above model, we will incorporate a framework that shares many 

characteristics with CSI. Broman and Robèrt (2015) have developed a framework for sustainable 

strategic development (FSSD) to provide a comprehensive framework for the application of 

sustainable development. FSSD has been established to support organisations that adopt sustainable 

development at a strategic level, much like CSI. FSSD supports a more efficient managerial approach 

to institutionalise sustainability while being aware of the boundaries and trade-offs. The framework 

has five levels that define the dimensions of sustainability for organisations  

1. System: the relation and value of human practices. The organisation's institutional logics and 

the external (regional or global) systems that affect the businesses.  

2. Success: how the organisation defines the vision. To understand what is experienced as 

benefits or success. The scholars contend that the success criteria can, frequently, become far 

too definite or fail to be relevant to current operations or systems.  

3. Strategic guidelines: the actual framework for the implementation of a sustainable strategy. 

Businesses should consider the resources available and how they relate to the systems and 

vision in place.  

4. Actions: the conduct or concrete actions that actualise and expand the strategy. The actions 

should be continuously evaluated and framed.  

5. Tools: are described as "forms of support that are often required for decision making, 

monitoring, and disclosures" (...) "in the sustainability context include modelling, simulation, 

life cycle assessment, management systems, indicators, etc." (Broman & Robèrt, 2015, p. 22). 

A Company Culture for Corporate Social Innovation 

In a crucial piece of literature on innovation, Chavis and McMillan (1986) describe how a strong 

sense of leadership and purpose can increase the potential for beneficial community creation. One 

essential dimension of a healthy community is the shared emotional connection to a mission or 

ambition. As mentioned above, the system and success criteria should be emphasised from the top 

down. To create a coherent sense of purpose throughout the organisation. To do so, Herrera (2015) 

underlines the importance of people and culture for the institutionalisation of CSI, thus pinpointing 
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an essential task that companies need to make before ventures out into CSI. Namely, the company 

culture in place needs to be in a readiness mode and applicable to a sustainable and innovative focus. 

According to Davis (2000), the fundamental reality of human behaviour is that we are by default part 

individually and part socially driven. Managing this exact tension is and has been a distinct point of 

issue in management theory when demands and expectations from stakeholders have varied 

throughout history (e.g. The History of CSR: Consumer expectations and political regulations change 

over time (Carroll, 2008)). In his book The Geography of Thought, Nisbett (2015) claims that the 

cognitive style of western society is analytical systems thinking, which builds stable structures with 

quantitative truths. 

Moreover, when faced with the difficulty of defining non-economic results, corporations have relied 

on quantitative theory; most management theory derives from economic theory. Thus, management 

has primarily been a question of optimisation and scale. Interestingly, the essential dimensions of 

culture, as articulated by Hofstede (2010), paint a similar cognitive picture, indicating that European 

and North American organisations focus on independence and individual responsibility. This has 

implied a singular approach to management, assuming an environment of absolute certainty (Adcroft 

& Mason, 2007). However, ever-changing external environments have proven that the internal 

structures of corporations have had to adapt (Narayanan & Boyce, 2018). A control-oriented approach 

to a turbulent or complex situation has been shown to cause a weakening of the organisational 

positioning within a changing environment. Marvin (1988) adds: “We are not the first generation to 

wonder at the rapid and extraordinary shifts in the dimension of the world and the human 

relationships” (p. 3). This realisation has initiated a change towards a pluralist approach within the 

field of business and management. In what is appropriately described as the complexity theory 

approach, Adcroft & Mason (2007) states that business environments imply two types: a dimension 

of change, and complexity and turbulence. Complexity is described as: “diversity in environmental, 

sub-factors such as customers, suppliers, socio-politics and technology” and turbulence as: 

“dynamism in the environment, involving rapid, the unexpected change in the environmental sub-

dimensions” (Adcroft & Mason, 2007, p. 10).  To understand the context in which organisations are 

forced to adapt or change to achieve competitiveness, or where new niche entrepreneurs emerge to 

claim the opportunity. Khajeheian et al. (2018) define six changes that facilitate emerging markets: 

“(1) change in technology, (2) change in consumption habits, (3) change in demography, (4) change 

in law and regulations, (5) change in social demands, and, (6) change in values” (2018, p. 5). While 
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some businesses fail to answer to rapid changes, some businesses have also proven the ability to 

drastically improve their positioning by being able to adapt and rethink.  

To build an influential culture around sustainable ambition, leaders need to adapt their style. 

Martiskainen (2016) argues that leaders need to develop a capacity for less hierarchical 

communication and engagement. Employees and stakeholders need to develop a sense of integrity 

and genuine commitment. Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) use complexity leadership theory to define different 

types and dimensions of leadership behaviour:  

(1) leadership grounded in traditional, bureaucratic notions of hierarchy, alignment 

and control (i.e., administrative leadership), (2) leadership that structures and 

enables conditions such that complex adaptive systems (CAS) can optimally 

address creative problem solving, adaptability, and learning (referring to what we 

will call, enabling leadership); and (2) leadership as a generative dynamic that 

underlies emergent change activities (what we will call adaptive leadership). (Uhl-

Bien et al., 2007, p. 299) 

Innovative niches  

With relevance to the case in this study, we will narrow down on SMEs and their adoption of eco-

efficient innovation strategies. With regards to the context of Oatly, our focus will be on 

environmental innovation and the concept of eco-efficiency. Drawing on Herrera’s (2015) focus area 

environment and value chain management, we will explore how companies use eco-efficiency as a 

tool to optimise performances both economically and environmentally. Moreover, per Austin (2000) 

and Mirvis et al.’s (2016) claims that cross-sector partnerships can increase the chance of success of 

CSI, we will look at the typical types of knowledge sharing for eco-efficiency.  

Köhler et al. (2019) have defined a set of characteristics that allow us to understand how businesses 

encounter and take on sustainable transitions. To cope with the complexity and diverse nature of 

sustainable transitions, CSI emphasises an intense focus on sustainability-driven innovation. (Klewitz 

& Hansen, 2014; Schaltegger, 2011). An approach that encourages innovation-led sustainable 

differentiation, which allows businesses to gain market share in rigid markets. Once innovative SMEs 

surface, it results in a specific process on that given market, as explained by Köhler et al. (2019):  
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One important new topic is the destabilisation, decline, and phase-out of existing 

systems and regimes, which represent the “flip-side of transitions”. Existing systems 

may decline because of pressure from niche-innovations, but systems may also be 

phased-out deliberately to create a pace for the accelerated diffusion of niche-

innovations. (p. 6) 

Martiskainen (2016) also defines these movements as “grassroots innovations”. From an innovation 

perspective, the grassroots companies differ in their ability to facilitate innovative solutions, due to 

their lesser focus on profit and certainty. Sharma (2000) contends that SMEs’ lack of resources, 

compared to multinational enterprises (MNEs), hinders them from completing innovations at pace. 

This is a perspective that persists among several studies that characterise SMEs as having a modest, 

sustainable innovation commitment. Nonetheless, studies have indicated that SMEs can draw 

advantages from being adaptive and responsive to external changes like sustainability. Christmann 

(2000) has pointed to flexibility as a core prerequisite for sustainable innovations. Through the agency 

of SMEs’ size compared to that of MNEs, companies can potentially be quicker to acclimate new 

legal frameworks or changes in consumer behaviour with innovations (Yu, 2001). In agreement with 

the above, Bianchi and Noci (1998) state that dedicated sustainable strategies from SMEs can blend 

well with the entrepreneurial attributes that tend to exist among smaller enterprises, wherein the 

corporate hierarchy allows for shared values. Likewise, Ramus and Steger (2000) argue SMEs that 

adopt a sustainability strategy can drastically improve their employees’ engagement and performance. 

On the contrary, scholars have also found that some SMEs tend to suffer from stagnant management 

that fails to professionalise their communication processes. Therefore, the given company can fall 

short and fail to create a shared set of values (Smeltzer & Fann, 1989). Conclusively, as reported by 

the Sustainability Transitions Research Network (STRN) and Köhler et al. (2019), most SMEs that 

have emerged as a sustainable alternative in stagnant markets are new organisations that are yet to be 

included in most research. A tendency illustrated by the number of research papers on the topic of 

sustainable transition. In 2010, there were 5,000+ published works on the topic, and 2019 there were 

20,000+. Furthermore, Köhler et al. (2019) state that the development has expanded from what was 

primarily centred in the northern European countries to the rest of the world. Interestingly, the STRN 

will now have to monitor and develop new literature on sustainable SMEs that will arise from the 

sustainable transitions prevalent today. 
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Eco-efficiency  

Before the development of CSI and FSSD, in 1991 the World Council for Sustainable Development 

(WBCSD) acknowledged eco-efficiency was a vital strategy for businesses worldwide to mitigate 

environmental impacts (Madden et al., 2006). Furthermore, eco-efficiency has become a prominent 

managerial tool to strategically lower a firm's negative impact while improving economic 

performance. The concept can provide new innovative optimisations and has considerable marketing 

potential by locating focal points throughout the supply chain where companies can save time and 

money. Aguirre et al. (2019) have laid out five frequent advantages businesses can develop with a 

successful eco-efficiency strategy: 

1. "Increased economic growth." 

2. "Reduced pollutant emissions." 

3. "Compliance with environmental regulations." 

4. "Comparison of the performance and production levels of a company." 

5. "Monitoring economic, social and environmental aspects." (p. 4)  

Relating to Broman and Robèrt's (2015) theory, FSSD, companies need to develop strategies that 

embrace a sustainable vision with specific indicators of success. Adding to this, Aguirre et al. (2019) 

state that a firm's ability to evaluate the success of eco-efficient strategies is dependent on the 

accuracy of sustainable strategic indicators. To conceptualise how eco-efficiency appears within 

organisational strategies, Aguirre et al. (2019) have built a model with factors of eco-efficiency:  
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Figure 2. The conceptual framework for eco-efficiency factors (Aguirre et al., 2019, p. 7). 

Figure 2 presents a striking resemblance to CSI (Googins & Mirvis, 2017; Herrera, 2015) and FSSD 

(Broman and Robèrt, 2015), and we are starting to see similar patterns in theory on the successful 

implementation of sustainable strategies. Common for all scholars, is that they encourage case 

analysis of the different levels of an organisation. To generate knowledge with an in-depth analysis 

of how businesses approach sustainability. Therefore, we conclude that CSI and eco-efficiency can 

be used to explore the narrative at Oatly and how they have used LCAs and CSI to shape an eco-

efficient strategy.  

According to Klewitz & Hansen (2014), the most beneficial sustainable innovations are the at-hand 

tools or methods that emerge on the market. More specifically, tools and methods that can adapt to 

corporate logics and fit with the level of resources that businesses possess. Among ecologically 

sustainable innovations, life cycle assessments have drawn attention due to their unique ability to 



15.05.2020 Copenhagen Business School 

 28/136 

map and quantify business activities. In their attempt to define and promote eco-efficiency, the 

WBCD even mentions the need for tools to analyse and map out product and process life cycles:  

eco-efficiency is achieved through the delivery of competitively priced 

goods and services that satisfy human needs and bring quality of life while 

progressively reducing environmental impacts of goods and resource intensity 

throughout the entire life-cycle to a level at least in line with the Earth's estimated 

carrying capacity. (Madden et al., 2005, p. 3) 

Foot printing: Why is it essential for the EU and the food industry? 

Aguirre et al. (2019) point to environmental foot printing as a key method of improving an eco-

efficiency strategy. However, it’s not exclusively business that are adopting environmental foot 

printing. On December 11, 2019, the EU presented its new growth strategy. It is termed the European 

Green Deal, an ambitious new plan that will drastically accelerate Europe’s sustainable transition. 

The EU Commission has mobilised a minimum of €100 billion to support and encourage eco-efficient 

innovation, circular economies and sustainable business models. The goal is to establish a healthy 

level of biodiversity and to cut pollution to make the EU climate neutral by 2050 (EU Commission, 

2019). 

Previously climate change mitigation aims have been directed towards the use of fossil fuels and 

deforestation (Bryngelsson et al., 2016). However, the new ambitions have shed light on new sectors. 

An industry that is mentioned as an important sector for the new green European economy is the 

agricultural industry (EU Commission, 2019). The current food systems alongside energy and 

transport are the most significant sources of negative environmental impact (EEB, 2020; EU 

Commission, 2019; Hedenus et al., 2014). Bryngelsson et al. (2016) have formulated four categories 

that could see an acceleration of efforts towards sustainability in the field of agriculture:   

1. “increase in agricultural productivity and efficiency (e.g. of nitrogen use)” 

2. “implementation of specific technology options (e.g., low-emitting manure storage)” 

3. “change of human diets towards less emission-intensive food.” 

4. “reduction of food waste”. (p. 153) 
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One large and powerful industry within the food sector is the milk industry. Its most prodigious 

product, dairy milk, has seen a considerable loss of market share. According to Euromonitor (2020), 

there are several immediate threats to dairy production: health reasons, animal welfare, environmental 

impact, media campaigns, competition, and market saturation. In light of the European Green Deal, 

these threats have only been affirmed. Therefore, the milk market has seen a recent rise of alternatives 

to dairy milk throughout Europe and internationally (Fuentes, 2017). PBMs have historically been 

seen for a considerable period in China (primarily soy-based), and it was not until the mid-2000s that 

PBMs gained a notable market share (Mylan et al., 2019). Current data shows that the market is 

snowballing and is currently an $18 billion market worldwide (Euromonitor, 2020). Research 

indicates that consumers have started to accept vegan alternatives to traditional meat and dairy-based 

food due to rising ethical and environmental awareness (Euromonitor, 2020; Fuentes, 2017). 

According to Mylan et al. (2019), the European market is a complex sector for dairy alternatives due 

to the longstanding cultural standing that dairy farmers and dairy milk have had amongst consumers. 

The one-glass-a-day (pints in the UK) campaigns have influenced the dietary habits of many. 

Consequently, the PBM market was driven by niche communities up until the mid-2000s. However, 

Mylan et al. (2019) contend that the cultural strength of dairy milk has been one reason that PBMs 

have gained such a significant market share in short order. The generational shift was willing to 

contest the health benefits of the fat-heavy liquid. With effective – bordering on political – marketing, 

many PBM businesses have gained a loyal customer base and a strong market position (Euromonitor, 

2020). For example, Tesco has labelled the carbon footprint of its skimmed, semi-skimmed, and full 

fat, organic and non-organic milk, enabling consumers to choose milk with a lower carbon footprint 

if they so choose. These labels also advise consumers that ‘‘recycling this bottle reduces the carbon 

footprint by 40 g. (Goodman & Ormond, 2015) 
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Life Cycle Assessments 

In order to address environmental considerations and resource depletion, life cycle assessment (LCA) 

is a useful tool (Oscar et al., 2009). Interestingly, the framework for eco-efficiency encourages and 

underlines the importance of setting up indicators to monitor the results of concrete actions. However, 

Aguirre et al.’s (2019) company surveys indicate that 71% of the surveyed businesses did not 

implement an environmental management system to show environmental indicators or other tools for 

environmental control. LCA is an environmental tool that quantifies environmental burdens and the 

potential impact that the given activity, process or product has over its whole life cycle (Hou et al., 

2015). Each step is examined thoroughly, and therefore it differs from the classic “footprinting”. 

Where footprinting only focuses on a single metric, such as carbon emission of the given product, 

LCA is multiplexed taking several measures such as the depletion of the ozone layer and radioactivity 

into account at each stage of the life cycle (Deloitte, 2012).  

A brief history of LCA 

Life cycle analysis of products can be dated back to the late sixties, where the Coca-Cola Company 

funded a study to compare resource consumption and environmental releases associated with the 

containers of the soda. Some scholars argue that this was the commencement of LCAs (Hunt & 

Franklin, 1996; Meinrenken et al., 2014; SAIC, 2006). Similarly, Boustead calculated the total energy 

used in the production of different types of beverage containers (Jensen et al., 1997). Because life 

cycle analyses can be dated back for centuries, its relevance within public decision-making became 

more prominent in the 1990s, which is seen with the incorporation of LCA within the European Union 

and ISO standards (EMS1, EMAS 2and IPPC3) (Azafagic, 1999; Jensen et al., 1997). The 

standardisations are, according to Nilsson and Eckerberg (2007), precisely what is needed. Frediberg 

(2014) points to the old management axiom “you cannot manage what you cannot measure”. 

 

1 ISO 14000 Environmental Management Systems. 

2 The EU Eco-Management and Audit Scheme. 

3 Directive 2008/1/EC concerning integrated pollution prevention and control. 
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However, as she mentions, in order to make the LCA methods applicable to everyone, there is a need 

for simplicity in order for decision-makers to have faith in the results. LCAs started as an academic 

tool but have since been increasingly used within the corporate strategy (Deloitte, 2015; Freidberg, 

2014). 

ISO Standards 

As of the latest edition of the ISO 14040 (ISO, 2006), LCA is divided into four steps:  

• The goal and scope definition 

o The scope, including the system boundary and level of detail, of an LCA, depends on 

the subject and the intended use of the study. The depth and the breadth of LCA can 

differ considerably depending on the goal of a particular LCA. 

• The inventory analysis phase 

o The life cycle inventory analysis phase (LCI phase) is the second phase of LCA. It is 

an inventory of input/output data concerning the system being studied. It involves the 

collection of the data necessary to meet the goals of the defined study. 

• The impact assessment phase 

o The life cycle impact assessment phase (LCIA) is the third phase of the LCA. The 

purpose of LCIA is to provide additional information to help assess a product system’s 

LCI results to better understand their environmental significance. 

• The interpretation phases 

o Life cycle interpretation is the final phase of the LCA procedure, in which the results 

of an LCI or an LCIA, or both, are summarised and discussed as a basis for 

conclusions, recommendations and decision-making per the goal and scope definition. 

(ISO 14040:2006(en)) 

In the first stage, the limitations of the study are formulated. The goal and the scope of the analysis 

involve the defining purpose as well as the boundaries. The second stage is the inventory analysis, 

where data is collected from each unit, which is necessary in order to reach the previously defined 

goal. With the production of a physical product, this phase includes calculations on the energy input 

and output of all units involved according to the scope and the goal of the study. In the third stage, 

the LCIA phase is a way to evaluate the potential environmental impact, and it quantifies the overall 
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impact of resource consumption at different stages. It consists of three elements. The first element is 

the selection of impact categories, indicators of categories and characterisation models. The second 

element is the classification of the results from the LCI phase. It involves the assignment of the 

emissions, waste and resources used within the chosen impact categories. These converted results 

from the LCI phase become the final part of the LCIA phase. 

Moreover, there are several optional steps within the LCIA phase, which includes normalisation, 

grouping, and weighting. The last stage of an LCA is the interpretation phase, where conclusions are 

well-substantiated. The ISO standard has several steps to ensure whether or not conclusions are 

supported by the data and procedures used before results are published. 

Variations of an LCA can be seen, wherein the goal of the analysis is only to perform an inventory 

analysis and an interpretation. These are usually referred to as an LCI study. Typically, LCA is not 

used to address social or economic aspects of a product, even though it can be used for these aspects 

as well. However, according to Hellweg and Mila (2014), in the future, the scope of the assessment 

will expand to the social and economic aspects, because the current methodology can fail to deliver 

a holistic, sustainable perspective (Friedberg, 2014; Goodman & Ormond, 2015; Hauschild, personal 

interview, 2020).  

Comparing results of different LCA and LCI studies is only possible if assumptions and the context 

of each study are the same, which is why an ISO standard with requirements and recommendations 

is necessary in order to ensure transparency (ISO 2006). According to Hou et al. (2015), since these 

standards were formulated, LCA has become more formal and applicable on an international scale, 

as comparisons as well as applying the tool in different countries are easier. 

LCA as a managerial tool 

Life cycle thinking is an approach within business management that can be used to advance 

sustainability across the value chain, by directing, analysing and managing information about a given 

product (UNEP/SETAC, 2009). Based on our observation for this case, Oatly is using the metrics on 

their packaging and for their sustainability reports. Therefore, it is relevant to look at how Oatly uses 

LCA as a managerial tool.  
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In 2015, Deloitte released a report on how LCA can be used as a managerial and strategic tool when 

companies seek to achieve a particular sustainability goal. In the report, Deloitte aims to enhance the 

value of LCA seen from a corporate point of view, wherein they argue that LCA can be used for both 

internal and external stakeholders to identify areas within a product’s life cycle. Value can be added, 

which includes cost reduction and stronger brand identity. Furthermore, the report identifies seven 

scenarios where a given sustainability objective can be achieved by implementing LCA. We have 

used these scenarios to create dimensions of benefits, comparing Deloitte’s claims to other literature 

on LCAs. These scenarios can be applied to our case, Oatly, to see how they are used strategically 

and in practice and produce benefits from the quantification of sustainability. Where Deloitte’s report 

is making a case for when to use LCA in a given scenario, this paper will look at the report the other 

way around and use their scenarios as a way of identifying situations where LCA has been beneficial. 

This is done due to the assumption that Oatly has successfully been using LCA to achieve its 

sustainability goals. Therefore, we find it interesting to see if and how Oatly has used LCA in those 

scenarios in retrospect, in order to determine whether or not Oatly has benefited from them. Lastly, 

we will provide a critical point of view of the corporate usage of LCAs. Drawing on Freidberg (2015) 

and Björklund (2002), we seek to understand the challenges and techno-politics that a quantitative 

environmental system provides an organisation. 

Scenario 1: Reduce costs 

The first scenario is when a company’s goal of a sustainability project is to reduce costs. By 

quantifying the environmental impacts, the company can see which areas of each stage generate the 

most impact (Deloitte, 2015). Higher environmental impact is often correlated with a higher cost, 

such as higher energy or water bills or distribution costs (Lim & Park, 2007; Moro Piekarski et al., 

2013). In 2009, supermarket chain Sainsbury reported a 10% decrease in carbon emissions among 

their farmers, due to a recent operationalisation of a carbon measurement tool. Other large MNCs 

have initiated a similar strategy (Tesco, 2020; Unilever; 2017). According to Ormond and Goodman 

(2015), the British supermarket chain Morrisons was able to report that the tool Agri-Assist allowed 

the company and its farmers to lower their carbon emissions and raise profits as a result. In line with 

the above, Freidberg (2014) states that there are focal points that businesses need to address if the 

goal is to cut or reduce costs:  
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mostly on GHG emissions, energy and natural resource use, and increase 

water. This focus reflects not only relatively high confidence in the methods for 

modelling these impacts but also (and probably more importantly) corporate interest in 

footprint-shrinking measures that also shrink costs—that is, the proverbial ‘‘win-wins.” 

(Freidberg, 2014, p. 185) 

Therefore, LC’s do not need sustainable ambitions but can aid companies in their supply chain 

management of risks and costs. Moreover, they also allow companies to map out their international 

activities and create a more transparent and productive partnership with their suppliers. Kennedy et 

al. (2017) have interviewed product development teams on their process of integrating sustainability 

performance metrics in development:  

Critically, finding ways to minimise the product’s environmental footprint was not 

considered an extra difficulty by the development team (Interviewee I). On the contrary, 

it was considered key to achieving a low-cost production process and ultimately, the 

commercialisation of the product. (Kennedy et al., 2017, p. 719) 

Scenario 2: Improve brand value 

Deloitte’s next scenario is when companies seek to strengthen their brand value to gain a competitive 

advantage in their market. In this scenario, the LCA can be used to highlight the environmental impact 

of the product in question compared to others, or the change to a more sustainable product that can 

be used for marketing in order to be perceived as the environmentally friendly choice (Molina-Murillo 

& Smith, 2009; Moro Piekarski et al., 2009). As consumers worldwide are made more aware of the 

environmental and social impacts of climate change and pollution, buying behaviour will change, and 

more consumers will consciously choose sustainable alternatives (Dou et al., 2018). According to 

Fuentes (2017), companies that quantify and certify their sustainable initiatives can use the metrics 

to position their products on the market strategically. Notably, for products that are sold by retailers 

such as the supermarket, the competition is easily accessible, and displaying quantified environmental 

impacts can make the product stand out as a transparent and convenient alternative. The effects of 

eco-labelling have been researched and proven to have a considerable effect on buying behaviour 

(Dou et al., 2018). Research has shown that consumers will pay more for products with the right 

labels (Hicks, 2007). As mentioned throughout the review, there is comprehensive agreement towards 

a standardised but straightforward way of determining, analysing and using quantitative data to 
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discover environmental impact. According to a neurocognitive eco-label study, they were conducted 

by academics at Ningbo University in China, eco-labelling matters (Jin et al., 2018). It showed that 

participants in their test preferred to buy eco-labelled food compared to non-labelled food, as it 

induced more positive emotions. Previous studies on the same subject had the same results (Atkinson 

& Rosenthal, 2014; Jin et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, the neurocognitive study highlighted the aspect that their participants were students, 

making a case for students, and in general, younger generations, being more sustainability aware. 

Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014) argue that consumers cannot verify green attributes directly, and 

therefore must rely on eco-labelling, which adds another layer to the quantification of environmental 

impacts and LCA. Furthermore, it is suggested that policymakers, such as those affiliated with 

governments, should focus more on eco-labelling if the goal is to reorient consumers to greener 

choices. Freidberg (2014) draws parallels between the environmental metrics that an LCA generates, 

and the familiar nutritional metrics found on food labels. The data not just being quantitative 

information, but that it also acts as “discursive claims to comprehensiveness” (p. 179), meaning that 

the labels help design that consumers can appreciate and understand.  

Literature suggests that eco-labels might start a cycle, where better-informed buyers will choose 

greener products. Hence better-informed investors choosing greener companies, hence suppliers 

competing focusing on green adaption, fuelling overall innovation within companies, subsequently 

creating better choices (Freidberg, 2014; Fung et al., 2005). Freidberg (2014) argues that LCAs allow 

companies to move beyond standardisation and “eco-babble”. Compared to labels or standards, LCAs 

provide an in-context picture with ISO certified methods and give the consumer a deeper 

understanding of the full supply chain of a given product. Moreover, Mylan et al. (2019) stress the 

importance of sustainable transparency for consumers in Western Europe. LCAs provide niche 

companies with a chance to diversify and challenge the more influential players in the market. 

Research supports the claim that eco-labelling and LCAs can provide a competitive advantage for 

niche products. Hicks (2007), however, states that products using environmental labelling still have 

not gained a significant market share and remain a niche worldwide.  

Scenario 3: Sustainable product innovation and design 

The third scenario, as Deloitte (2015) states, is when companies seek to improve their design 

decisions towards a more sustainable or efficient alternative. An LCA can in this situation be used to 
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evaluate the materials and production processes from social, environmental and economic criteria 

(Bovea, M. et al. 2006; Parker 2008; Zampori & Dotelli 2014). The example provided by Deloitte 

(2015) is a company that chose plastic containers for their beverages, as an LCA study of possible 

containers showed that the flexible solution was the most sustainable, which is contradictory to 

popular beliefs among consumers. The LCA showed that due to plastic being washing machine-

friendly, its wash-water usage would be considerably lower than a steel or aluminium alternative. An 

example that resonates with Hauschild (personal interview, 2020) who mentions the scope as the 

critical factor within beverage packaging, as glass pollutes more during production, but could yield a 

lower impact, due to the glass being reusable. In a study by Bryngelsson et al. (2016), scholars use 

LCAs to research how to redesign dietary habits and food systems to meet the 2° climate target set 

by the EU. 

Further, Friedberg (2014) explains how food producers choose their packaging based on the amount 

of food waste and greenhouse gases. Likewise, Ormond and Goodman (2015) mention the online 

database, Ecoinvent, which encompasses over 400 different packaging formats. Allowing companies 

within any industry to develop products with considerations that reach beyond supply and demand 

but take into consideration the potential environmental implications of a product. However, these 

exact LCA databases and their results have also been critiqued, specifically regarding the choice of 

packaging (Owen-Illinois, 2010), which will be elaborated upon later.  

According to Bhander et al. (2003), active product development calls for decisions early on in the 

process, and are therefore often characterised by ill-defined concepts and ideas. Since future product 

behaviour is determined in the early stages, Bhander et al. (2003) argue that the entire life cycle of a 

product should be taken into consideration, stressing the need of implementing LCA from the 

beginning. This should not only be when specific environmental concerns are to be met, but also in 

order to lower environmental impact in general. Using LCA in product development is, therefore, 

advantageous, as it gives a unique opportunity to make environmentally friendlier products. 

Information on the impact of different products becomes more accessible, which makes it possible to 

select the product with the lowest environmental impact. On the same note, Bhander et al. (2003) 

mention the advantage of using LCA within product design, thus even designing a framework for 

product designers whether it is an entirely new or existing product. Newell Rubbermaid, the example 

provided in Deloitte’s (2015) report, successfully integrated LCA into the design of their new bottles, 
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as they found out that a plastic bottle would have the lowest environmental impact, compared to steel 

and aluminium. 

Scenario 4: Encourage suppliers to be innovative  

The fourth scenario is when companies want to engage their suppliers to innovate, making decisions 

that will increase sustainability efforts. Lower environmental emissions from suppliers can 

subsequently lead to lower costs. LCA can be used to calculate the footprint of the products or 

services that the suppliers contribute. Challenging them to lower their environmental footprint would 

be beneficial for both the supplier and the recipient on economic and environmental levels (Moro 

Piekarski et al., 2013). However, LCAs can also be used to pick the right supplier according to the 

sustainability objective. Ormond and Goodman (2015) argue: 

by turning the spotlight onto every day, non-iconic emission, product 

carbon footprinting has triggered a wave of supply-chain carbon literacy with the 

enrollment, or self-enrollment, of actors spanning farmers (and by association animals), 

consultants, dairy processors, suppliers, retailers and consumers. (p. 129)  

This apparent benefit has gained momentum, and several new tools have emerged to help businesses 

control and choose suppliers. Ormond and Goodman (2015) point to the Cool Farm Tool that allows 

farmers to track and compare emissions of livestock feed. Thus, the farmers can choose the most eco-

efficient feed to track and communicate results. The spillover effect caused by the empowerment of 

farmers to track emissions has motivated more suppliers to innovate towards sustainability. 

Furthermore, Freidberg (2014) states that using an LCA to footprint a supply chain can act as a form 

of authoritative corporate governance – governance that is not only used to ensure ethical standards 

but also track supply chain risks and quality. Friedberg (2014) highlights that quantification has a 

specific advantage, i.e. “rendering things comparable and thus rank-able” (p. 180). Which allows the 

business to use LCAs to encourage suppliers with metrics that are harmonious with institutional 

structures. Thus, LCA provides a tool with which a firm can develop policies, code of conduct and 

environmental ambitions with strict metrics. 
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Scenario 5: Improve reporting and communication 

The fifth out of the seven scenarios is when companies aim to enhance their communication of 

sustainable measures. Doing an LCA can help communicate environmental reports to stakeholders, 

especially in scenarios where companies have a goal to reduce their carbon footprint within a given 

range of years. Moreover, companies can use the results of an LCA on the label of their product to 

communicate the sustainability achievements to consumers. Several requirements based on ISO 

14025 should be met in order to label environmental impact, which the LCA can help with. As LCAs 

provide quantified results, the method falls under the category of calculable results. Statistics, 

accounting and econometrics, are well established as vital processes for businesses; LCAs merge well 

with these logics and can help stakeholders understand, compare and appreciate them as an 

“environmental economy” (Friedberg, 2014). Adding credibility is the fact that third parties conduct 

most LCAs, either consultants or standardised IT-solutions, once again comparable with accounting 

(Ormond & Goodman, 2015). Further, for consumers, LCAs can mitigate greenwashing and green-

communicational chaos by giving consumer access to context-specific data upfront (Ganczewski et 

al., 2020). 

Scenario 6: Ability to respond to governmental regulations 

The sixth scenario is when companies are under pressure by governmental regulations on the 

environmental impact, such as the EU’s 2005/32/EC directive on eco-labelling on products that use 

energy such as refrigerators. By making a detailed analysis through an LCA, these issues can be 

addressed, and the compliances can be met (Clark & de Leeuw, 1999). With LCAs business can 

ensure that they will be able to cope with political pressure and regulations, through third-party 

analysis, which encourages credibility of their environmental claims. Goodman and Ormond (2015) 

indicate that the most political initiatives are currently focused on GHGs due to the measurement’s 

relevancy for climate change and ability to be integrated into market structures since it is a common 

type of pollution. An example is GHG trading on the European market. Some governments have even 

started commissioning LCA studies for specific industries. Moreover, several government agencies 

have started building LCA databases. These databases are deemed open-innovation, and all 

businesses can access them, but the databases are also thought to lead the way for future governmental 

regulations (Freidberg, 2014). 
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Scenario 7: Creating better policies 

The last scenario that Deloitte (2015) describes in their report on how LCAs can help companies 

achieve a given sustainability goal is when the goal is to create better policies internally. Such as 

deciding where the new production facility should be in order to have the lowest environmental 

impact. Several governmental bodies are currently using LCAs to set the standards in policymaking, 

such as in the previously mentioned EU. 

Conclusively, Deloitte (2015) acknowledges the value-creating potential that LCAs can have for 

companies, and at the same time debunks the myths of LCAs being time-consuming, fatigue 

producing and expensive. By identifying the needs related to the given sustainability goal the 

company has set, a contextual LCA should be chosen. Thus, emphasising the relevance of simpler 

versions than a full ISO-certified analysis, such as LCAs that focus strictly on GHG emissions. 

Related to our case, Oatly engages with GHG specific LCAs and will, therefore, be interesting to use 

the seven scenarios as a conceptual framework, to explore whether the scenarios can be applied to 

Oatly case and how. 

Techno-politics and implications of corporate LCAs 

Even though ISO standards have been created to standardise LCAs, there are still plenty of 

unanswered questions and continuous need for guidance, when it comes to using LCAs in a corporate 

setting (Freidberg, 2015; Hauschild et al., 2018; Meinrenken et al., 2012; Ormond & Goodman, 2015; 

Reap et al., 2008ab). Therefore, to contribute to research, we suggest that Oatly’s narrative will be 

applicable as a compelling case, to broaden the perspective on the phenomenon of techno-politics 

with corporate LCAs. 

The ISO standards demand caution and transparency and provide several steps to ensure the 

completeness (ISO, 2006). However, ISO standards do describe how an LCA is a technique that 

considers all aspects of the environment, human health and resources, which according to Freidberg 

(2015) is never really achievable, as these factors in principle are impossible to grasp as absolute 

truths fully. Here, Hauschild et al. (2018) argue that bridging tools can help assess LCA data, where 

knowledge gaps are identified. Moreover, the fact that it is time-consuming and requires experienced 

judgment challenges the applicability, as data and findings could be outdated by the time the study is 
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done (Björklund, 2002). Especially with products that have complex supply chains, it can be costly 

to conduct the research, or even impossible as suppliers can refuse to share data (Hauschild et al. 

2018). Instead, LCA practitioners are determining what matters and what makes sense to measure, 

which adds a layer of contextual subjectivity. 

A famous example of this is what Freidberg (2014) calls the Diaper War, referring to the war where 

a reusable diaper company published life cycle reports on disposable diapers, that showed how their 

reusable cloth diapers were better for the environment. As a response, a disposable diaper company 

published their LCA study, claiming that their product had a lower impact. Scholars and experts could 

not agree upon which publication was right. However, several observations were made, claiming that 

both sides had neglected substantial impacts (Freidberg, 2015). This led to a report from a 

governmental task force that concluded how LCA publications could not be trusted before they were 

standardised correctly: 

Problems include comparisons of information that technically cannot be compared; 

references to only the positive environmental aspects of one product and only the 

negative aspects of the competing product; and misuse of such assessments by third 

parties (...). Moreover, the few product life cycle assessments that have been conducted 

by the business community have come out in favour of the manufacturer who paid for 

the assessment and against that manufacturer’s “target” competitor.” (Attorney General 

Task Force, 1991, p. 12)   

According to Freidberg (2015), the challenge in determining what matters in an LCA is that not even 

ISO-compliant studies are performed according to any standards, as no such method exists. Different 

products require different rules. How a given product’s life cycle is defined and assessed depends on 

the intended application of the results, as different audiences want different information. Authors of 

the ISO standard tried to prescribe a standardised method for this, but could not agree on one, which 

highlights the complexity of it. According to Björklund (2002), uncertainty arises due to the lack of 

knowledge about the value of quantity. She identifies 11 different types of uncertainty appearing in 

LCA models, which stretch from data inaccuracy and gaps to spatial variability and sheer mistakes. 

Uncertainty analyses have been proposed to ensure validity. However, these only serve as identifiers 

rather than lowering actual uncertainty (Guo & Murphy, 2012). Further, Reap et al. (2008a, 2008b) 

identified 15 unresolved problems in LCAs categorised within every four phases. Identical 
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throughout traditional LCA critique is the subjective boundary definition, high cost and data 

confidentiality and aggregation (Joshi, 1999). 

As Freidberg (2015) mentions, LCAs can be hard to apply (or somewhat uneasily applied), as 

assessing a product’s life cycle includes a potential moral dispute between the commercial demands 

and the practitioner’s own ethical and political views. Graduates of LCA-based programmes often 

enter consultancies or industry, which provides unparalleled access to data. Freidberg (2015) further 

states that it is widely known that gathering useful data is virtually impossible in purely academic 

LCA research, which is why the university-based practitioners often collaborate with industry and 

consultants. This is a current debate within the LCA community, as some academics despise the fact 

that the community is too focused on industry and the commercial aspects. This contributes to the 

growing impartial tendencies as the industry is getting more and more involved, pushing a 

commercial agenda (Freidberg, 2014; Ormond & Goodman, 2015). The scholars and experts 

highlight practitioner versus client credibility as the principal value within the community, meanwhile 

acknowledging that it can be hard to accomplish. The industry often wants quick and clear answers, 

which common academic assessments do not have. Owen-Illinois Inc. (2010) describes the dilemma 

and how it affects credibility: 

Widespread inconsistencies in carbon footprint assessments have made it nearly 

impossible to compare the impact of one packaging material with that of another. With 

many assessments used today only taking into account a portion of the full life cycle of 

a product, resulting in incomplete and inaccurate data. Customers are sometimes 

unknowingly making packaging decisions based on incomplete data.   

According to Friedberg (2015), this raises the question of the practitioner’s interpretations, as these 

can be necessary in order for clients to use and understand the findings. However, the translation of 

findings means excluding information that the practitioner finds irrelevant. Interestingly, corporate 

interpretations that some LCA practitioners would not accept as scientifically sound (Hauschild et 

al., 2018). Primary data from businesses can be unclear and dissuades as a result of a commercial 

agenda. Furthermore, for business and LCA practitioners to start from scratch and conduct full LCAs 

with primary data would be an extraordinarily resource-heavy and time-consuming task (Freidberg, 

2014; Joshi, 1999; Meinrenken et al., 2012; Ormond & Goodman, 2015). Thus, the use of secondary 

databases for LCA measurements has grown exponentially as they enable data to be widely applicable 
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and comparable. However, databases also become shaped by the agendas of the multiple worlds and 

industries they engage in, which, once again questions the impact of the intervention from commercial 

interests: 

Not surprisingly, by simultaneously inhabiting and translating information along a 

product’s supply chain, databases become shaped by the agendas of the multiple worlds 

and actors that they link. In particular, driven by the commercial desire to be recognised 

as ‘low carbon’, suppliers utilise secondary databases... (Ormond & Goodman, 2015, p. 

127) 

Food and agriculture: LCAs 

“LCA is not new, but in recent years both corporate and government interest in the field has 

skyrocketed. Moreover, although it originally focused on manufactured goods, today the subfield of 

agri-food LCA is booming” (Freidberg, 2014, p. 178).  

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) (2015), food 

production is expected to increase by more than 60% by 2050, thus severely increasing the 

environmental impact. While LCAs have general challenges, several scholars argue that these are 

especially present within agricultural food production and that several food-related challenges should 

be addressed in order to advance LCA methods. Notarnicola et al. (2016) point to the variability of 

agricultural systems as the main challenge, as food production is dependent on the geographical 

location, due to the differing soil and biodiversity. Freidberg (2014) and Reap et al. (2008) also 

highlight the spatial and temporal variations as challenges within agriculture. Even though possible 

incorporation of geospatial data could make LCAs more complete (Geyer et al., 2010), some 

industries might still prefer that a product’s environmental impact should not include geo-specific 

impacts (Newell & Vos, 2011). Notarnicola et al. (2016) suggest that there could be a need for 

possible semi-quantitative models for use in LCAs, thus finding a balance between qualities and 

quantities. However, Notarnicola et al.’s suggested approach would challenge conventional LCA 

methods. It could grant businesses the opportunity to use more subjectivity in LCA reports, which 

prohibits standardisation and level playing fields. However, Notarnicola et al. (2016) argue that the 

goal is to have scientifically sound measures, which require simplification in order to be applicable. 

Simplification will make LCAs more robust as a decision-making tool “that varies from individual 
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farm decisions up to national and international policymaking for more sustainable future food 

systems” (p. 406). Freidberg (2014) particularly highlights how the participation of big brand food 

companies in environmental foot printing disrupts the overall objective approach. The goal of their 

involvement in a company- and government-sponsored foot printing initiatives is to serve their 

business model, which can be used to strengthen their political position. 

Nevertheless, Freidberg (2014) challenges whether or not environmental foot printing, such as LCA 

studies, is practical on a full scale. Even though the use of LCA has increased, there are still the prior 

mentioned challenges with resources and suppliers not willing to give out information. Freidberg 

(2014) suggests that publicly available data could make foot printing more practicable, with data-

sharing platforms. 

In the end, companies and policymakers want plain facts, not debate, from a tool such as the LCA 

(Arratia, 2011). Governments are progressively involving themselves in LCAs, sponsoring and 

facilitating data collection, aiming towards a scientific and more objective framework and tool that 

is applicable for commercial interests (Hellweg & Milá I Canals, 2014). There has been a rise of 

third-party databases, which Freidberg (2014) mentions as a way of erasing the commercial interests 

that particular companies have. 

 

The theoretical linkage between Life Cycle Assessments and 

Corporate Social Innovation 

During our research, we located a gap in the literature. We did not observe a theory on the relationship 

between CSI and LCAs or other quantitative environmental tools. Thus, we suggest a need to address 

the apparent synergetic effects we identified between the two based on our literature review. Where 

LCA centres around quantifying the impact and has a rather comprehensive approach, CSI should be 

understood as a strategic focus within companies, serving a purpose equal to or higher than monetary 

profits. It is not a question as to whether a company practices CSI as a strategy or not, but instead to 

what extent the company does it. We identified several correlations between observations at Oatly 

and theory around CSI, indicating that the CSI frameworks could be applied to Oatly's strategy.  
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Research on the corporate use of LCAs has focused on the tool's interaction with different business 

activities (Deloitte, 2015; Fuentes; 2017). Moreover, LC As' calculable characteristics have ignited a 

more extensive discussion of their influence on sustainable consumer behaviour (Bryngelsson et al., 

2016) and ability to objectify sustainable corporate governance (Freidberg, 2014; Ormond & 

Goodman, 2015). Freidberg (2014) describes LCAs as being predominantly a "backroom" tool for 

businesses, primarily due to the implementation timeline and cost-heavy processes connected with 

commissioning an LCA. However, due to recent digitalisation of LCA databases and modelling 

engines, new offerings allow companies to focus on specific impact categories, avoid costly 

consultants and time-consuming LCA processes (Deloitte, 2015). A digitalised solution allows SMEs 

to use the LCA more strategically because it requires fewer resources and is faster to implement. As 

more SMEs starts to adopt LCAs, it will start to shape contemporary approaches to corporate 

sustainability. LCAs and sustainability innovation has also ignited a more philosophical discussion 

of radical change in management control systems towards an alternative business future with an 

environmental input-output based economy (Friends of Earth Europe, 2018; Narayanan & Boyce, 

2018). Therefore, we will seek to understand if organisational culture of an SME, Oatly, affects the 

applicability of LCAs as a comprehensive means of sustainable governance. We hypothesise that 

genuine and strategic centralisation of sustainability throughout an organisation's value chain will 

provide a beneficial infrastructure for LCAs. CSI and eco-efficiency provide us with a frame of 

reference to understand how businesses use sustainability and leadership structures to obtain a 

competitive advantage in a market (Googins & Mirvis, 2017; Herrera, 2015; Mirvis et al., 2016). 

Further, LCAs are recognised as a universal tool for achieving eco-efficiency, and the theory 

specifically promotes tools for environmental control at different levels of the organisation (Herrera, 

2015). Thus, we can address how SMEs use eco-efficiency as a method of differentiation to target 

the increasing number of consumers who value sustainable options.  

No literature exists on the relationship between CSI and environmental footprinting; consequently, 

we identify new ground for further analysis in order to address the potential synergistic effects. As 

previously mentioned, we identified studies on Oatly's approach to sustainability (Bocken et al., 

2020) and their ambitious aim to increase agricultural eco-efficiency in the milk industry (Patel et al., 

2015). We can confidently determine that Oatly will provide an illustrative case study, where LCAs 

and CSI have been effectuated. 
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Methodology 

This study seeks to develop an in-depth understanding of the relational value between corporate 

social innovation and life cycle assessments. To do so, we conducted an explorative case study of 

Oatly. To analyse, describe and build hypotheses about our case and widen our understanding of the 

relationship between CSI and LCA, we seek to articulate our underlying assumptions and define our 

approach to the philosophy of science. Thus, this section serves to describe our research design, 

hereunder a rationalisation of the methodology used to build both primary and secondary data, our 

approach to a case study and theoretical framework. 

Research Paradigm  

Kuada (2012) argues that researchers will aid the reader's ability to comprehend the flow, ideas and 

results of the study if knowledge of pre-existing assumptions and research directions are 

demonstrated throughout. In dealing with the complexity and dynamic nature of sustainability and 

with primary qualitative data, our research belongs to an ontology whereby social constructs consist 

of actors navigating impressionable systems that affect the subject of thought. In terms of an 

epistemological approach, we accept that as researchers, we operate within these systems as well and 

that as a result of this, actual objective knowledge is not possible. However, faced with the 

quantitative nature of LCA methods and research, we have had to create a sequential explanatory 

design, where we ask the question: Can the individuals involved substantiate a theoretical 

mechanism? Thus, we use the LCA analysis to figure what happens when actors interact with 

sustainable metrics and how such metrics shape their approach to management and sustainability.  

Commonly, scholars of research philosophy have emphasised business and management as either of 

two perspectives, Unificationism and Pluralism. According to Saunders et al. (2016), scholars who 

participate in a pluralist approach view business and management as complex and dynamic, and with 

these various approaches help heighten our understanding. On the contrary, unificationists argue that 

diversification limits the scientific value of research. We have approached our study with a pluralist 

appeal. It allowed us to understand the various academic fields and interpret the interviewee point of 

departure. As our study seeks to understand two areas, highly quantitative sustainable governance 
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(LCAs) and corporate culture (CSI), a pluralist approach allows us to comprehend and compare the 

two, to understand the relationships between the two theories. To aid our pluralist view on business 

and management, we have addressed the primary data with an interpretive approach (Kuada, 2012). 

An interpretive approach elevates the ability to understand interviewees' reasoning and decision-

making. Our primary data is qualitative data from interviews and therefore, carries a certain amount 

of subjectivity. With a pluralist interpretive approach, we can look at the process and topics through 

a holistic lens. Thus, the pluralist approach allows us to account for the different underlying 

connections at Oatly. As Eisenhardt explains about the single-case study: "(...) a research strategy, 

which focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single settings" (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 

534). 

Thus, an interpretive approach aligns with our epistemological and ontological assumption, which 

draws attention to the relevance of understanding the tensions between objectivism and subjectivism. 

Objectivism emphasises that research should not consider an actor's bias. Whereas, for this study, we 

embraced an ontological assumption that research is a result of the belief systems of the individuals 

involved. Collectively, social factors shape the ways we create phenomena and interact with 

technologies (Kauda, 2012).       

Therefore, we will use an interpretive approach to explore how the actors at Oatly and Carbon Cloud 

construct a narrative, to take account for decision-making with regards to LCAs and CSI. Encouraged 

by Eisenhardt (1989), we will use the case-study method to build theory. Eisenhardt suggests that 

knowledge derives from different systems and perspectives of a given area of research. Therefore, 

we suggest that managerial decisions emerge from the juxtaposition of contradictory or paradoxical 

evidence. Overall, we conducted an inductive study because we develop a novel theory based on a 

research question and primary data collection. However, according to Saunders et al. (2016), purely 

inductive research is rare and difficult to manage, which is also the case for our project, as we do 

have deductive elements in our research process. Purely inductive processes do not consider pre-

existing theories, but our research and problem statement is based on an observation of a gap in 

current literature and theory (Kauda, 2012).  
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A content-based literature review approach 

To follow Eisenhardt's grounded theory method, we initiated an investigation with literature and a 

theoretical framework to construct a foundation for our research: "A priori specification of constructs 

can also help to shape the initial design of theory-building research" (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 536).  A 

comprehensive literature review and analysis helped us facilitate in-depth analysis discussions of 

primary data. The theoretical framework helped us develop tentative hypotheses about LCAs and 

corporate sustainability. Thus, before the collection of case-specific empirical data, we conducted a 

thorough content-based literature review as suggested by Brown et al. (2016), to analyse and 

ground our research question. Creating a set of searching strings is an accepted and systematic 

method for efficiently finding adequate theory:   

Life cycle assessment related:  Corporate social innovation related: 

Sustainability   Managing sustainability 

Environmental sustainability  Corporate social responsibility 

Sustainable development   Sustainable innovation 

ISO standards   Innovation strategies  

Foot printing    Sustainable policies 

Life cycle thinking   Social innovation 

Sustainable reporting tools   Eco-efficiency 

Systemised sustainable reporting  Sustainable organisational leadership 

Eco-innovations   Institutionalisation of sustainability 

To review our literature, we followed Czarniawska’s (2014) three-stage act of interpretation. Firstly, 

we used an explanation to understand what the text was about and determine relevance and context. 

Secondly, we used an explanation to understand why the theory was developed, what school of 

thought it originates from and how it relates to a broader context. Lastly, the third stage includes 

exploration, which we used to critique, compare and develop a new hypothesis. Exploration is a 

particularly important step for our study since we are dealing with two theories that have not been 

directly linked before. To develop a novel theory based on our findings, we need to use exploration 

to compare and critically reflect on CSI and LCA theory. To facilitate a comprehensive analytical 

process, we have structured the review thematically with conceptual frameworks from relevant 

literature (Deloitte, 2015; Googins & Mirvis, 2017; Herrera, 2015). 
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The single-case study  

Flyvbjerg (2001) revisits the case study as an appropriate social science method: “The view that one 

cannot generalise based on a single case is usually considered to be devastating to the case study as 

a scientific method” (p. 73). In his chapter, “The Power of Example”, he suggests that opportune and 

well-chosen case studies will allow students to attain higher levels of learning based on real practical 

experience and to build theory. Flyvbjerg adds that to approach understanding-oriented or action-

oriented perspectives, the case study can allow the scholar to analyse in-depth agents and causes. 

Based on Flybjerg’s table Strategies for the Selection of Samples and Cases, we have conducted an 

information-oriented selection of cases “To maximise the utility of information from small samples 

and single cases, cases are selected on the basis of expectations about their information content” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 79). The aim of our project is not to achieve statistical generalisation, but rather 

to provide an analytic generalisation that will develop and amplify theories. As it fits with our 

inductive approach and based on our theoretical observations, we were able to locate a case where 

we could assume that CSI and LCAs were present and from this, build new novel theories. 

Furthermore, as a sub-category, our case counts as a deviant case, because we are looking at a rather 

contemporary approach to corporate sustainability.  

Primary data collection 

Before the case selection, we created a few criteria for the selection process:   

1. The organisation needs to be a niche innovation-driven SME. 

2. An indication that LCAs are being used internally and externally. 

3. Show a strong emphasis on sustainability.  

4. The product serves as a sustainable alternative.  

5. It is located preferably in Scandinavia in order to conduct in-person interviews. 

Based on the above criteria, we contacted Cofoco (restaurant chain/hotel/catering), Naturli (plant-

based food company), Able (corporate catering) and Oatly. Interestingly, all companies were 

somehow in the food industry. We also found a few apparel companies, with a robust and sustainable 

focus, but they did not use LCAs. Thus, with an information-oriented selection of a deviant case, we 
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chose Oatly based on their apparent commitment to sustainability. Our first observation was their 

packaging with carbon footprinting, then their Sustainability Report (2018), where they engage with 

a contemplative approach to sustainability:  

We are convinced that we are—and our products for sure are—a necessary part of the 

world’s transition to eating more plants. So we believe we have to find the temporary 

(if not-so-perfect) production solutions that make it possible to meet the current 

consumer demand (...) (Oatly, 2019, p. 9)  

Through our review of articles, journals and public talks by Oatly representatives, we were able to 

determine that the company presents an opportunity to test our research question. With this, the 

analytical frameworks presented with CSI and LCA theory were, to a degree, applicable to the case 

and primary data.  

Interviews 

Primary data for this project was collected with a qualitative, open and holistic approach. This helped 

us achieve a pluralist and holistic comprehension of the topic. Qualitative data was believed to be 

most relevant and fitting for the given area of research, as it provides a method that will develop an 

increased understanding of the deeper connotations within small-scale contextual single cases. We 

conducted semi-structured interviews with key individuals relevant to our case and topic. Semi-

structured interviews facilitate a flowing conversation, which helps us investigate the intentions and 

personal beliefs of interviewees. Semi-structured interviews are not apprenticed with a specific 

philosophy of science paradigm; nonetheless, semi-structured interviews are rarely appropriate for 

positivist hypothesis-based deductive studies. Customarily, semi-structured interviews are used for 

interpretive studies with a critical realism point-of-view (Hussain & Kristensen, 2016). The semi-

structured interview is also adequate because it allows the interviewer to guide the conversation 

towards relevant topics concerning pre-existing research (Czarniawski, 2014). Thus, we did not 

prepare the interviews with an end goal in mind, but rather with a theoretical perspective. Before the 

meeting with the interviewees, we developed interview guides (Appendix 3). This approach enabled 

essential methodological practice that allowed us to operationalise our theoretical perspectives. 
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The interviews were conducted at Oatly’s headquarters in Malmö, Sweden, with creative director 

Martin Ringqvist and sustainability expert Abigail Damberg. Both gave consent for us to use the data 

and to quote them in our thesis. Before the meetings, we formulated semi-structured interview guides 

based on our pre-existing knowledge of LCAs and CSI concerning Oatly, which we then tailored to 

the position of the interviewee. Importantly, we also agreed to consistently request examples and 

concrete illustrations and examples from the interviewees. We did so to establish a better 

understanding of the interviewees’ worldview and role in an event or process. Furthermore, to 

understand the corporate culture at Oatly, we requested an explanation of company-specific word use 

and concepts. After completion of the interviews, we transcribed the Oatly interviews manually 

(Appendix 4), as it allowed us to be accurate and to revisit, categorise and analyse answers about our 

theoretical framework. 

Moreover, we sought to explore Oatly’s ecosystem, and in doing so, we located their LCA partner, 

Carbon Cloud, an agency that offers a new solution to businesses interested in working with LCA:  

CarbonData enables much quicker and less resource-demanding calculations than with 

traditional life cycle assessments (LCA). Nevertheless, several essential emission 

sources are calculated with higher accuracy. (Carbon Cloud, 2020)  

Within Carbon Cloud, we were able to interview regional manager (Denmark), Etty Israeli, who had 

also worked with Roskilde Festival to implement carbon data on all food stands. Her expertise and 

third-party relationship to Oatly provided us with a new perspective and essential considerations. 

Apart from Carbon Cloud, we also interviewed Michael Hauschild from the Danish Technical 

University, a professor renowned for his work on quantitative sustainability assessments. With 37 

books and 215 articles to his name, we were able to review challenges specific to our case and with 

Hauschild, we were provided with a highly academic perspective. Both Hauschild and Israeli provide 

our study with credibility and necessary leverage to our discussion. 

To reference our interviewees during this thesis, we included a “personal interview” note, reading as 

such: (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). Moreover, direct quotations consist of a timestamp, for 

example: (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020: 1h 30). The overall method of reference will be 

adapted to the APA style as recommended by Copenhagen Business School.  
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Secondary data collection 

We carried out an in-depth collection of literature and theory, specific to our topic, allowing us to 

develop an insightful literature review to establish case-specific theoretical knowledge. Thus, a 

comprehensive secondary data collection allowed us to ensure the credibility of the interviewee 

claims. We performed a comparative content analysis with secondary data. Concerning our interviews 

with Oatly, this included careful review of talks, sustainability reports and websites. To support this, 

we conducted a comprehensive collection of secondary data, both qualitative and quantitative, based 

on specified criteria. The primary tools and engines used for the collection of secondary data were at 

the Copenhagen Business School library (before coronavirus lockdown), and LibSearch, Google 

Scholar, Oatly’s website, Statista for market reports and quantitative predictions. Lastly, we used 

YouTube to find talks and other interviews, not conducted by us.  

Our literature and theoretical frameworks were able to help us develop analytical hypotheses and 

categories. For example, we were able to find a practice-based review of corporate use of LCAs from 

Deloitte (2015). With the scenarios, we were able to analyse Oatly effectuation of LCAs. Likewise, 

we were able to use Googins and Mirvis’ (2017) “building blocks of CSI” to explore Oatly’s 

managerial approach to sustainability and innovation.   

  

Validity 

To ensure a substantial quality of research, we provided the triangulation of our data (Hussain & 

Kristensen, 2016). Both primary and secondary data were gathered from various independent sources. 

Primary data was collected from the case company (Oatly), a third-party partner (Carbon Cloud) and 

an unrelated academic expert (Hauschild). We also interviewed two Oatly employees from different 

departments to provide researchers with a comparable foundation, in terms of internal collaboration 

and processes at Oatly. Moreover, we gathered secondary data from different sources and various 

fields of research. Both qualitative and quantitative sources were used to ensure that different specific 

methods were represented. Moreover, we ensured that the secondary data was gathered from 

reputable sources, hereunder CBS LibSearch, Google Scholar, Elsevier and Emerald Insights.   
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Limitations 

Our case study is highly contextual, and therefore we will be able to develop novel theory, but we 

will not assume generalisation of the conclusion. Our use of contextual qualitative data with 

employees at Oatly and Carbon Cloud, will not develop objective truths, but will instead provide an 

in-depth understanding of how a network of actors and theories interact to develop a system. As a 

result of this, our demographic context (Scandinavia) makes our case exclusive and, with this, we 

will not be able to develop generalised conclusions that apply to other contexts. To develop 

generalisable theory, research would need to develop multi-case studies. 
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Analysis  

Our analysis will be structured thematically in order to provide a coherent presentation of findings 

and comprehension of theories. Initially, we will provide a case introduction to offer a diligent 

account of the context that allowed Oatly's solutions to gain traction as a disruptive movement. Based 

on the case introduction, we will explore how Oatly used niche characteristics to claim an opportunity 

amidst changes in consumer behaviour with an eco-efficiency strategy. Then, to encompass the 

different ways that Oatly has used LCAs, in retrospect, we will use Deloitte's (2015) seven scenarios. 

The scenarios' practical nature provides a sufficient overview and can act as pillars of how businesses 

interact with LCAs. Lastly, to analyse the interplay between the LCA and CSI at Oatly, we will use 

Googins and Mirvis' (2017) building blocks of CSI to analyse how the leadership approach structures 

and enables conditions for expanded corporate use of LCAs. Lastly, based on our findings, we will 

provide a conceptual framework for the relationship between LCA and CSI. The framework will also 

provide bases for a broad discussion of the implications and barriers LCA and CSI can have 

respectively and collectively.  

 

Introducing Oatly 

Oatly was founded back in 1994 outside Malmö. Today, the company has several oat-based products: 

milk (organic, for baristas, with a mango or chocolate flavour), yoghurt, sour cream, heavy cream, 

vanilla cream and, in a few select markets, ice cream (Oatly, 2020). Oatly operates and sells its 

products in 20 countries, in 7,000 grocery stores and is expected to have had a $200+ million revenue 

in 2019 (Marketline, 2019). The company has recently penned a deal with Starbucks to deliver non-

dairy options, plans for opening five factories worldwide before 2021 (Fields, 2020) and a potential 

IPO during this or next year. This IPO is being compared to that of Beyond Meat, a US-based 

company that was recently valued at $7 billion after its IPO implementation (Fields & Pianese, 2020). 

Oatly is currently responsible for 36.4% of the US oat-milk category. While the category serves a 

minuscule fragment of the total plant-based sales, oat-based products are thought to have strong 
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potential as consumers become increasingly aware of the environmental implications of almond-

based milk (Marketline, 2019).  

Oatly was founded as a result of breakthrough research from a local university. Oatly was able to 

commission a patent for an enzyme technology that made the oat milk a nutritional and sustainable 

alternative to dairy milk (Oatly, 2020). The solution, developed initially by food scientist Rickard 

Öste, made Oatly the first company to commercialise oat-based milk (Marketline, 2015). During the 

1990s-2010s, Oatly and other PBM brands were struggling to gain a noticeable and sufficient market 

share. The product was almost exclusively consumed by lactose intolerant or vegan individuals, partly 

because dairy milk was a cultural must-have for many households and the dairy corporations were 

aggressive with lobbyism and marketing budgets (Marketline, 2015; Schoolcraft, 2019). Current 

creative director John Schoolcraft described the pre-2013-Oatly as dull. The product was great, but 

there was no brand (The Challenger Project, 2016). Thus, in 2012, new CEO Toni Petersson and 

Schoolcraft set a new agenda for Oatly after recognising the potential of a sustainable and nutritional 

milk alternative: "We have to be fucking fearless" (Schoolcraft, 2019). 

Oatly was rebranded entirely to achieve a contemporary feel and energy. Internally, Petersson and 

Schoolcraft got rid of the rigid and conservative business structures to open up for creativity, 

disruption and innovation. This included closing down the marketing department to eradicate 

bureaucratic procedures (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020; Schoolcraft, 2016). Oatly succeeded 

in adapting a grassroots approach; their marketing quickly developed a loyal community following 

increasing in demand. Their visual and communicative identity was reframed to develop a rebellious 

and optimistic consumer-friendly profile. Not only was the product great, but Petersson and 

Schoolcraft wanted to educate the consumer – "It is like milk, but made for humans" (Schoolcraft, 

2019). According to scholars Ledin and Machin (2020), Oatly achieved a sense of "emotional 

capitalism" marketing that created a loyal and robust community merging political activism with 

ethical shopping. The new brand opened up new sales channels, and soon after supermarket chains 

were retailing Oalty (Marketline, 2019). Hereafter, two stand-out events took place to create the 

perfect storm, which is credited for Oatly's meteoric rise to fame.   
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Figure 3. Oatly packaging, pre-Toni Petersson administration vs current.  

LRF Mjölk sues Oatly 

Just a year after a full rebranding and new rebellion, the increasing attention from consumers and 

somewhat provocative campaigns resulted in a 174-page lawsuit filed by LRF Mjölk, the Swedish 

(dairy) milk lobby. LRF Mjölk sued Oatly for specific marketing campaigns, claiming that they were 

false and misleading (Ledin & Machin, 2020). This was when Petersson and Schoolcraft decided that 

"We have to be fucking fearless" should be their strategic approach from thereon. Thus, the company 

published the full lawsuit on their website, running full-page ads in all major Swedish newspapers 

and deciding to write a song with the lyrics (Schoolcraft, 2019):  

It is like milk 

Made for humans 

Wow, wow 

No cow 

No no no 

Subsequently, Oatly spent £700,000 rolling out the "It is like milk but made for humans" campaign 

throughout the UK (Faull, 2018). Ultimately, Oatly lost the lawsuit; the slogans and campaigns were 

banned in Sweden, and conglomerate Arla started running TV campaigns with the slogan "milk is 
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milk" (Goldberg, 2019). Nonetheless, the lawsuit and subsequent loss was not a waste of time for 

Oatly. Their campaigns were hugely successful, and consumers in Sweden and many other European 

markets were drawn by the "standing up to the bully" narrative (Goldberg, 2019). The PBM products 

gained a political activism-type value for the ethical consumer. The company gained a loyal customer 

base as a result and are still running their anti-milk campaigns today (Ledin & Machin, 2020). Oatly 

even registered ownership of the fictional names used by Arla in their "milk is milk" campaigns and 

printed them on their packaging. Now consumers could buy Oatly "pjölk" and "bröjlk" in Swedish 

supermarkets (Schoolcraft, 2019). 

The Barista Edition: $25 on eBay    

In 2016, Oatly entered the market with a unique sales and marketing approach. The company relied 

entirely on word of mouth and confidence in the quality of their product. The US sales reps were 

asked to give away their "Oatly Barista Edition" to high-end speciality coffee shops around the US. 

The baristas quickly became advocates for the products and worded rapidly spread throughout the 

coffee and vegan community (Marketline, 2019). This was at a time when the PBM market was 

already growing rapidly worldwide towards the $16 billion marks, and particularly in the US, where 

half shoppers were already purchasing PBMs (Ledin & Machin, 2020). Soon a select few US 

supermarkets ran the Oatly products, but demand was so high that Oatly sold out within a few days. 

The still-small Swedish factory was not able to cope with the US demand, and supermarkets ran out. 

Consequently, the word-of-mouth marketing and perceived high-end standard of Oatly products 

resulted in Oatly milk being sold second-hand on eBay for a remarkable markup (Ringqvist, personal 

interview, 2020). Since then, Oatly has drastically increased their production and even built a New 

Jersey-based production site to cope with the rising demand and have begun the construction of a 

second one (Damberg, personal interview, 2020; GOED, 2019). Moreover, in light of increasing 

awareness of the environmental implications behind soy- and almond-based products, oat milk sales 

increased by 636% between 2018 and 2019. To capitalise on this opportunity, Oatly announced that 

1,300 Starbucks locations will be testing their PBM options and will be selling their products via 

Amazon (Lucas, 2020).  
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From Niche towards Mainstream: Oatly's Opportunity 

"(...) more than 540,000 people in the UK are now vegans (p. 8)., which is triple what that number 

was a decade ago. Since over half of those UK vegans are between the ages of 15 and 34, it looks 

like the meat-and-dairy-free trend is going to continue. Furthermore, it is not just happening in the 

UK." (Oatly, 2019)  

A changing food industry only added to Oatly's sudden success. Political pressure and changes in 

consumer behaviour pressured established companies to adapt and allow space for niche players like 

Oatly. Indeed, it helps to refer back to the US$12 trillion markets as identified by the Business and 

Sustainable Development Commission (2017). Looking at Appendix 1, Oatly is working with one or 

more of the market opportunities connected to the SDGs, most important of which are "dietary 

switch" and "reducing food waste in the value chain". Correspondingly, Khajeheian et al. (2018) 

define six changes that facilitate emerging markets. relevant to Oatly, we see: "change in consumption 

habits'", "change in social demands" and "change in values." Oatly and many other dairy and meat 

alternatives have experienced growth in recent times, as consumers have started to accept plant-based 

alternatives. PBMs are not only an alternative, but they also have a significantly lower environmental 

impact than conventional products. Therefore, plant-based options are not only a dietary alternative 

but have also become a political and value-based option (Dou et al., 2018; Hou et al., 2015; Roy et 

al., 2009). As a result, the alternative dairy market is expected to more than double between 2018 and 

2026 (Statista, 2019). Comparatively, Oatly's biggest competitor, Arla Foods, have seen their net 

sales plateau and slightly decrease over the last few years. This tendency applies to Arla's top three 

markets: Great Britain, Sweden and Denmark (Statista, 2019), and Selby (2017) credit the dairy 

industries' struggles with growth to oversupply and without an increase in consumption. Interestingly, 

the markets that have decreased for Arla are also Oatly's biggest markets, alongside the US (Oatly, 

2019). 

According to Kôhler (2019), above-market transition-process can be defined as a sustainable market 

transition; wherein grassroots innovations cause a destabilisation or disruption to the existing system 

(Martiskainen, 2016). Oatly's rebranding emphasised and embraced the niche characteristics of 

sustainability. By virtue of the organisation's smaller size, the rebranding happened within a year 

(Schoolcraft, 2019), demonstrating their ability to adapt and change. According to Yu (2001), this 

swiftness and lack of bureaucracy are why SMEs can acclimate to external changes and challenge the 
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more prominent players. This allows SMEs like Oatly to facilitate an institutional logic where 

profitability is directly related to the eco-innovation that constructs the foundation of its existence. 

For Oatly, the eco-innovation is to provide a nutritional and sustainable alternative to dairy-based 

products. Thus, it is of vital importance to Oatly that they continue to be innovative and maintain the 

position as a sustainable solution. Aguirre et al. (2019) argue that this requires: 1. the identification 

of appropriate environmental measures and 2. implementation and promotion of environmental 

control tools. 

 

Life cycle assessments 

Oatly has achieved the above niche characteristics as a sustainable alternative and have remained 

rebellious and highly confrontational in their approach to marketing campaigns. Schoolcraft (2019) 

argues that it comes from a company that has strategically decided to be “fucking fearless”. However, 

we believe the ability to take such an approach is rooted in confidence that their product and value 

chain can cope with contemporary consumer expectations and political pressures – and maybe more 

importantly, a certainty that their competition is not. According to CEO, Petersson, he sees 

sustainability as a structured belief system, one that relies on science. Thus, Oatly recognised the 

purposeful potential of adopting sustainability as a core value. To do so, Petersson emphasised the 

importance of the latest scientific tools (Goldman Sachs, 2020). To remain confident that they are the 

preferred environmental and sustainable alternative to dairy milk, Oatly has been using LCA methods 

to develop comprehensive sustainability reports and to find supply-chain hotspots where there is room 

for eco-efficient improvements. Taking into account Köhler et al.’s (2019) characteristics of corporate 

sustainability processes, we can suggest that Oatly has engaged with LCA methods to mitigate “open-

endedness and uncertainty” and “values, contestation, and disagreement” (pp. 2–3).   

Furthermore, Oatly also uses the LCAs to provide comparable ground towards their competition. The 

ISO standard (2006) states, comparative LCAs are only possible if assumptions and the context of 

each study are the same. Interestingly, Oatly sees themselves as being a direct substitution for milk, 

thus repeatedly comparing the environmental impact of their oat milk on the impact of conventional 

milk. As their annual reports show, oat milk production has a considerably lower environmental 

impact than the production of conventional cow milk (Oatly, 2019; Röös et al., 2016). These are 
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numbers they gladly publish in their annual sustainability reports, as their primary purpose of a 

greener planet is fuelled by transparency (Oatly interview, 2020). In 2017, Oatly released their first 

sustainability report, with the intent to describe “how Oatly contributes to the global goal and how 

we work to maximise our usefulness for the planet and humankind”. According to Oatly (2020), the 

environmental impact of their oat milk after the consumer has taken it off the shelf is considerably 

lower, hence their focus in their report is solely on the cradle-to-shelf product process, which acts as 

the goal and scope of their analysis.  

Aguirre et al.’s (2019) survey indicated that 71% of surveyed companies did not have a management 

system that showed the environmental impact and Deloitte (2016) states that “LCAs are mostly 

applied at a product level nowadays” (p. 13). Interestingly, Oatly has been using LCA for various 

activities and actively applied the results to decision-making processes. In this following section, we 

will explore how their use of an LCA contributed to organisational benefits concerning Oatly’s 

sustainable ambition, supply chain optimisation and increased brand value.  

Quantifying green ambitions with CarbonData 

In 2013, Oatly started to cut the first turf with environmental footprinting. With the Swedish bureau 

RICE, Oatly created reports between 2013 and 2016. The commissioned reports back then were 

primarily focused on creating eco-efficient supply chains: “We realised that the production, not 

shipping or packaging, of the actual oat milk, had the highest impact – so we switched from natural 

gas to biogas and that massively dropped those emissions” (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 

59:20) 

However, RICE was only commissioning ISO-certified LCAs, and for a scale-up company like Oatly, 

this was not sufficient. To conduct the ISO-certified reports, data collection could take up to two 

years. As stated by Freidberg (2014) and Hauschild (personal interview, 2020), the ISO standards are 

rarely sufficient in corporate settings, and most of the time, merely excessive. Damberg (personal 

interview, 2020) states that within the two years that it took to complete the LCA reports, Oatly had 

changed suppliers, packaging and more. Therefore, the scenario in which the RICE reports were 

commissioned had changed entirely, which limits the applicability and value of the LCA data. To 

cope with this problem, Oatly initiated a partnership with another Swedish-based bureau called 

Carbon Cloud that conducts simple and digitally based LCAs. The reports that Carbon Cloud generate 
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are not ISO certified and will focus on GHG emissions, but the speed at which the reports are 

generated, and the ease-of-use presents excellent value to an SME like Oatly (Damberg, personal 

interview, 2020). Originally, Carbon Cloud had reached out to Oatly to initiate a strategic partnership, 

with the ambition of using Oatly as illustrative case story for their LCA tool. For a few years, Oatly 

was unable to allocate resources to begin the partnership, but in 2017, the partnership started, and 

Carbon Cloud began testing their solution with Oatly. Oatly did not have the resources to invest in 

the solution, so the deal was to use CarbonData emphatically throughout their marketing channel 

(Israeli, personal interview, 2020).  

According to Aguirre et al. (2019), a significant shortcoming is the lack of digital tools available to 

SMEs to aid management with monitoring of sustainable initiatives. To solve this, Carbon Cloud 

offers a more straightforward and faster-digitised LCA tool for the food industry. 

CarbonData enables much quicker and less resource-demanding calculations than with 

traditional life cycle assessments (LCA). Nevertheless, several important emission 

sources are calculated with higher accuracy. The calculations are thus more advanced 

at the same time as they are quicker and easier to perform.” (Carbon Cloud, 2020)  

The product is called CarbonData, and the purpose is to: “(...) support a world in a transition to 

climate-smart eating habits” (Carbon Cloud, 2020). The company claims that its service can minimise 

business risk, increase customer loyalty and reduce climate footprints (Carbon Cloud, 2020). Stefan 

Wirsenius have built the fundamentals of Carbon Cloud’s solution CarbonData as a PhD project and 

through 20 years of research. The data is gathered from RICE, commercial products and other 

undisclosed sources. A calculation engine called ALBIO allows customers to enter specifics about 

their supply chain and get a carbon footprint. Carbon Cloud scientists then verify the data. According 

to Carbon Cloud (2020), there are seven potential benefits of using climate footprint data on food 

products:  

1. Reduce business risks connected to coming climate policy. 

2. Increase customer loyalty through transparency and quantitative climate labels on your 

products. 

3. Win procurements with reliable third-party data on climate footprints. 

4. Highlight your awesomeness compared to your competition or benchmarks. 



15.05.2020 Copenhagen Business School 

 61/136 

5. Reduce climate footprints with quantified climate footprints throughout the production chain 

and hotspot identification. Focus efforts where you get the most bang for the buck. 

6. Save time with climate calculations more than 90% faster than traditional LCA-based 

methods. 

7. Save money with climate calculations 90% cheaper than traditional LCA-based methods. 

The above characteristics allowed CarbonData to be a part of the actual framework for the 

implementation of a sustainable strategy at Oatly. Individually as a tool for: “decision making, 

monitoring, and disclosures” (Broman & Robèrt, 2015). After strictly using the reports for supply 

chain optimisation, Oatly started looking into how the reports and numbers could be used as a 

consumer-facing system (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). Back in 2013, the idea was to 

collaborate with an undisclosed supermarket chain. Even without previous LCAs, Oatly were 

confident that their products would have an environmental “advantage” compared to its competition. 

Ringqvist (personal interview, 2020) states that Oatly contacted a supermarket chain with the idea to 

have both nutritional and environmental facts visible upon purchase. The idea was approved, but 

during conceptualisation the estimated timetable was 3–4 years. For an entrepreneurial and ambitious 

business like Oatly, this was not satisfactory, and from there, as the second-best option, the carbon 

footprint was printed directly on the carton’s packaging.  

We did it because the food industry stands for 25% of all emissions and it lacks 

transparency, so we thought we needed to do it. Furthermore, we also used the chance 

to encourage other companies to do it. (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020: 9:30)  

To achieve this, Carbon Cloud conducted measurements on carbon emissions from every step of the 

food production process. A digital biophysical model developed by Swedish scientists allows Carbon 

Cloud to offer an adaptive and user-friendly option for all types of companies, SMEs to MNCs. Israeli 

(personal interview, 2020) states that conventional LCA reports are time-consuming. For many 

entrepreneurial companies, the results tend to be inadequate because the scenario changes before the 

measurement are done. Thus, Carbon Cloud developed a tool that fit the corporate scene and 

momentum. Their low-priced and agile tool made it suitable for a fast-paced firm like Oatly. Carbon 

Cloud allowed Oatly to test hypotheses and implement new initiatives. Moreover, Carbon Cloud 

allowed Oatly to enforce an environmental management system to empower the sustainability 

department and govern by metrics instead of standards.  
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To understand where in the value chain and how Oatly were able to benefit from using LCAs and 

review the claimed potential from Carbon Cloud, we will use the Deloitte scenarios as a framework 

to comprehend our findings and categorise our theory on LCAs. 

Reducing Costs 

The majority of companies that use LCA do so to optimise their supply chain. Logically, reducing 

energy and material use per unit increases your profit, and LCA has proven to be an effective way of 

surveying operations for unneeded expenditure (Lim & Park, 2007; Moro Piekarski et al., 2013). 

Aguirre et al. (2019) add to this by underlining that eco-efficient strategies can allow the business to 

compare "the performance and production levels of a company" (p. 4). For most companies, this 

becomes a win-win situation, the ability to reduce costs and increase gross margins, and use GHG 

mitigation as a marketing initiative and cope with political targets and regulations. During our 

interview, Damberg (personal interview, 2020) further explained how Oatly aims towards lowering 

water and energy usage, in order to reduce costs. To achieve this, Oatly are effectuating R&D efforts 

at their main facility in Landskrona. When they commission LCAs of the Landskrona facility, they 

give a more complete picture of the activities, and new technologies can be tested as Oatly has 

complete authority. From this, Oatly have been able to localise and optimise water and energy usage 

and experience immediate cost benefits:  

The primary examples in the business where we have seen monetary and environmental 

savings are with energy reduction and with packaging. With packaging, we see that the 

move to lower climate impact materials (within the carton-type products that we use) 

has reduced costs over time. (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: email)  

Aside from one initiative: "It has cost us more to implement the biogas in Landskrona, but we knew 

that it was the right thing to do when it came to reducing our climate impact" (Damberg, personal 

interview, 2020: email). Furthermore, looking at future solutions, LCAs can also provide forecasts 

with data on the impact of eco-efficient initiatives. As stated in the Deloitte (2015) report, many 

sustainable businesses are looking for circular initiatives, to reduce the usage of costly resources by 

reusing materials that would have ended up as waste. The data-driven approach that LCA provides 

makes it possible for Oatly to identify areas of improvement, whether it is water, energy or material 

usage. Moving forward, Damberg continues:  
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We are currently building an extensive water cleaning system here in Sweden. Partly 

due to government regulation and wastewater, since we grow and produce so much 

now. But the aim here is to do something circular with the water in the future because 

it could pay off environmentally and economically. (Damberg, personal interview, 

2020: 1h 03) 

For Oatly, a big challenge has been rapid growth with supply/demand challenges, forcing them to use 

new suppliers, where they lack complete authority: "We were growing rapidly over there (USA), so 

we needed an environmental handle on all the suppliers" (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 1h 06). 

An LCA aided their supply-chain management of risks and costs, which was especially helpful during 

growth. Nonetheless, Oatly has not been able to decrease its environmental footprint during recent 

growth. However, LCAs allowed them to track the development, locate new pollution hot-spots and 

from there start to develop solutions.  

Improved Brand Value 

Hey Food Industry, Show Us Your Numbers! (Oatly packaging) 

According to Molina-Murillo and Smith (2009) and Fuentes (2017), LCAs can give a product a 

significant advantage among certain groups of consumers. A product that is perceived as 

"environmentally positive" with the right label or information can help niche sustainable businesses 

stand out from conventional and typically cheaper products (Dou et al., 2018). According to Carbon 

Cloud, their carbon footprint data can leverage brand value in two ways: "Increase customer loyalty 

through transparency and quantitative climate labels on your products" and "Highlight your 

awesomeness compared to your competitors or benchmarks" (Carbon Cloud, 2020).  

Since 2013, Oatly has been using LCAs to prove its sustainable advantage in comparison to regular 

cow milk (Damberg, personal interview, 2020; Oatly, 2019). Even though Oatly was established in 

1993, they rarely referred to their products as a sustainable milk alternative for the food industry as a 

whole, but merely a milk alternative for vegans or individuals with lactose intolerance. However, 

with the new CEO and strategy in 2013, LCA data made it possible for Oatly to realise the opportunity 

of being a sustainable brand. Where Oatly previously targeted lactose-intolerant people, LCAs made 

it possible for them to target new audiences and trends, as the environmental impact of oat milk is 
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considerably lower than cow milk (Oatly, 2019). Coincidentally, the example provided in Deloitte's 

report (2015) is centred around a plant-based milk brand that wanted an LCA to understand the 

environmental impact their milk had, in comparison with conventional dairy milk. This brand then 

used the LCA data to boost its existing marketing strategy that already proclaimed the health benefits 

of a plant-based diet over an animal-based diet, by further adding the environmental benefits. An 

example that, in many ways, resembles the case of Oatly, and how they used LCAs to boost their 

existing marketing strategy that was centred around health benefits.  

As previously mentioned, the idea from Oatly was to develop a partnership with supermarkets to 

display carbon footprinting. However, due to an insufficient timetable implementation strategy, Oatly 

started to print the "cradle-to-shelf" carbon footprint on their packaging with a provocative message 

along with it: "Hey food industry, show us your numbers". Ringqvist describes:  

the response was – total silence, no one said anything. But people picked 

up on it and thought it was cool. And little by little, it helped other small companies 

approach companies like Carbon Cloud to see what they could do. It was a cool way to 

gain some power as a smaller seller of foods, with a sustainable focus. Because finally 

there was something the big guys could not replicate." (Ringqvist, personal interview, 

2020: 9:30) 

Not only have the LCAs been used for packaging, but Oatly are also using the measurements for their 

yearly sustainability report. In the report, LCAs are used to develop milestones and goals, which 

implies a hands-on transparency that keeps the engaged consumer on their toes (Oatly, 2019). Ledin 

and Machin (2020) have explored how Oatly have been able to engage and capture the ethical shopper 

by giving the packaging and marketing a political-activist character. Oatly has been successful in 

creating a sense of "meaning-creating principles" 'for consumers by strategically being the alternative 

to dairy milk and choosing the environment as a means of comparison. According to a neurocognitive 

eco-label study (Jin et al., 2018), eco-labelling makes sense as consumers prefer eco-labelled 

products, because they evoke positive emotions within the customer. According to Fuentes (2017), 

companies can strategically benefit from positioning themselves as having sustainable products, 

especially for products sold in supermarkets. It is obvious that the labelling of carbon footprinting is 

used by Oatly as a strategic move, enhancing their brand value for competitive differentiation. 

Moreover, in their reports and at events Oatly are very vocal about the difference between using 
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LCAs and the carbon emissions goals from conventional dairy producers (Petersson, 2020). "So how 

do we further reduce the climate footprint of our products? The LCA study provides a clear answer 

(...)" (Oatly, 2019, p. 39). As Brady (2003) states, trust is the real competitive advantage of being 

sustainable, which Oatly effectively gain through their transparent external communication: 

We have not paid attention to how we are perceived as a brand. We are more trying to 

do practical things and actions for real and then describe this, in a tone of voice that is 

fun, entertaining and to engage a community. Make things feel genuine, by just sharing 

the stuff we actually do, without painting an idyllic picture. (Ringqvist, personal 

interview, 2020: 1:50)  

This statement shows how Oatly's main objectives are centred around transparency and 

trustworthiness. Even though Ringqvist states that they do not pay attention to how people perceive 

them as a brand, the statement makes perfect sense as Oatly are trying to be as genuine as possible. 

If Ringqvist openly stated that they paid a lot of attention towards the brand reception, it could be 

argued that they only aimed for sustainability in order to be perceived in a better light and not because 

it felt right. In other words, Oatly do not want to tell us that they value sustainability, but rather show 

it. Another pertinent example of this is their 2018 sustainability report, which, on the front page, 

labels their sustainability results as "slightly worse than last year" (Oatly, 2019). However, they 

explain that the reason behind the worse numbers are due to their steep global growth from 2017 to 

2018. By doing this, Oatly manages to cater for potential adverse reactions by being transparent and 

addressing the issues themselves. They even manage to turn it into something positive by addressing 

the negatives. As Brady (2003) further states, companies that are known as being responsible can 

capitalise on the competitive advantage that responsibility and sustainability offer, exactly as seen in 

the case of Oatly. Brady (2003) states that these companies are going faster than the flow – faster 

than what is necessary for terms of CSR in today's market – and are therefore improving their brand 

perception with strategic intent.  
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Sustainable Product Innovation and Design 

From its humble beginnings, Oatly was founded to be an innovative and sustainable alternative to 

dairy milk. Now, Oatly is continuously developing new initiatives based on the fundamental purpose 

to produce a:  

plant-based drink that was in tune with the needs of both humans and the planet, and it 

is our idea to continue to make the best, most amazing liquid oats that you will find 

anywhere. Hope you are okay with that. (Oatly, 2020)  

This relates to Bhander et al. 's (2003) theory of active product development. The environmental 

aspects and implications of a product should be considered from the earliest stage of 

conceptualisation. Since Oatly was founded by researchers from Lund University with the goal to 

facilitate more sustainable food systems, we can rest assured that eco-innovation was a part of product 

development. Today, Oatly is using its production site at Landskrona as the leading R&D facility. 

With a synergy between expert nutritionists and environmental considerations, new products are 

developed. Of course, the products are oat-based, which provide them with an environmental 

advantage to begin with, in comparison to the dairy-based competition (Damberg, personal interview, 

2020). To decrease the environmental impact of their packaging, Oatly are actively commissioning 

LCA reports and research projects for this purpose as well. Their packaging supplier, Tetra Pak, 

conducted an LCA study on possible packaging solutions, concluding that a carton solution was the 

best choice. Further, new products will be made with the environment in mind. Oatly's strategy is to 

get into new markets, convert customers to their sustainable alternative and after that improve their 

products for the better. All of this is done through LCA data that determines whether or not their 

product is a sustainable alternative, and secondly, how they can make this product even more 

sustainable. Interestingly, Oatly has made moves into several different markets with this tactic. This 

includes the ice cream market, which gained mixed reactions because it contradicts the Oatly mission 

statement: to help society transition towards healthier eating habits for people and the planet. 

However, it solidifies Oatly's product development strategy, as they move into new markets with new 

products is determined through LCA data. 
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Encourage suppliers to be innovative 

Pillars 1 and 2 of Oatly's sustainability strategy are "Resource efficiency" and "Super suppliers", and 

with LCAs, they want to inspire and regulate suppliers to increase their eco-efficiency. Oatly 

describes their supplier strategy as: "that all our resources (...) (raw materials, energy and packaging) 

should be sustainably produced, efficiently used, and preferably also reusable or recyclable" (Oatly, 

2019, p. 19). In 2019, Oatly finished their factory in New Jersey and had begun planning a brand-

new facility in Utah, to cope with the increasing demand in the US market. This allows Oatly control 

of their products without outsourcing. However, their oats, packaging and transport are outsourced, 

and Oatly uses the Carbon Cloud partnership to guide decision-making. With the CarbonData tool, 

Oatly can continuously figure out where their impact lies throughout their supply chain. 

 

Figure 4. Overview of data points from CarbonData reports (Carbon Cloud, 2020). 

Oatly was able to report that only 6% of their total GHG emissions come from their production 

facilities. Oatly's emissions, numbering 49%, come from the cultivation of ingredients, 25% from 

transport and 15% from the packaging. All of the above arrive from suppliers. Oatly's suppliers 

include transport services, packaging and oat farmers. In light of recent growth, Oatly have had to 

attract new suppliers, in particular agricultural suppliers, which has been accompanied by challenges 

in ensuring sustainability standards (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). As they are getting their 

oats from new suppliers in new markets, encouraging them to change is hard, especially in cases 

where Oatly is not the supplier's biggest client. It can be argued that it becomes a dilemma as to 

whether or not penetrating the new market is worth the cost, as Oatly must compromise on core 

sustainability values. However, their strategy is to grow within these markets, obtain significant 

market share and then encourage their suppliers to be innovative and more sustainable. Thus, Oatly 
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has developed a sustainability index with a code of conduct and sustainability assessment. In 2018, 

84% of suppliers signed a code of conduct to comply with human rights and workforce wellbeing, 

and underwent a sustainability assessment (Oatly, 2019). From here, Oatly wants to assess all 

suppliers and develop tighter regulatory guidelines. The main focus will be oat suppliers, because 

LCAs indicate that GHG emissions from oat cultivation remain unchanged (Oatly, 2019):  

we got to farming, and now that is our focus. How to transition from feed 

to food and how can we treat the soil in the best way possible. To avoid the realisation 

of GHGs from the soils. So now we are working on a farming project with the suppliers, 

so it can capture more carbon and hold it. (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 59:20) 

Furthermore, to cope with increasing demand, Oatly are not only trying to improve the standards of 

current suppliers, but also encourage farmers to transition from dairy production or feed to food. An 

explorative study supported with data from Oatly by Patel et al. (2015, p. 1) suggests the "(...) 

potential for reduced climate impact through production of oat drink instead of cow's milk, while still 

preserving grazing services for biodiversity conservation." However, the study concludes that to 

achieve "semi-natural" farming for biodiversity, consumers need to increase their consumption of oat 

drinks significantly.  

Improve reporting and communication 

Damberg (personal interview, 2020) notes that their partnership with RICE consultants resulted in a 

278-page report that required an expert to digest. As part of the partnership with Carbon Cloud, their 

scientist helped Oatly understand and use the comprehensive report. From there, Oatly started using 

the CarbonData tool, which provides the Oatly sustainability team with comprehensible data, which 

empowers the internal team to use it efficiently: 

The model calculates with high precision how significant emissions of different greenhouse gases 

that are generated at each process step along the production chain. The results are communicated in 

a pedagogical and comprehensible way to the user. (Carbon Cloud, 2020) 

Back in 2018, Oatly published its first sustainability report for 2017. The report created a system for 

future reporting, outlining the topics, challenges, goals and methods. The main goals were presented 

as the "overall corporate footprint", which considered the cultivation of ingredients, transport, 
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packaging, energy consumption, production facilities and other, per one litre of oat milk (Oatly, 

2018). With LCAs, Oatly has been able to track their progress from past years and develop carbon 

emission mitigation targets for the coming years. From 2016 to 2017, the GHG emissions decreased 

by 7% and the goal for 2020 is 0.28 GHGs per liter produced or a 17.6% decrease. Therefore, Oatly's 

public goal is to reduce carbon emissions by 25% between 2016 and 2020 (Oatly, 2019). In 

comparison, Arla's current sustainable ambition is to reduce carbon emissions by 30% by 2050 

(Astrup, 2019). This is a noticeable difference, which could be fueled by two contrasting ways of 

approaching sustainability, one as a responsibility and the other as a strategic opportunity, which has 

been mentioned previously (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020: 1:50). Thus, Oatly are very keen on 

letting their actions do the talking, because they are confident that when it comes to sustainability 

they will come out on top in comparison to their competition. Interestingly, Oatly failed to reach their 

2018 goals of 0.28 GHG per liter and reported an increase to 0.398. For this, Oatly is transparent in 

their reasoning and openly determine the report "worse than last year". The increase is a result of 

drastic growth and supply/demand challenges, forcing Oatly to acquire new external suppliers. 

Moreover, Damberg (personal interview, 2020) argues that their numbers remain comparable with 

the dairy industries, who, even with 2018 numbers, have a 80% higher GHG emissions. With this, 

Oatly remains a sustainable alternative on the market. Carbon Cloud adds that their data includes 

industry-wide standards and that their methods ensure comparability:  

All substantial and relevant steps and processes that cause greenhouse gas emissions 

are represented in the model. This approach ensures that all food products are calculated 

in the same way and can be fairly compared to each other. (Carbon Cloud, 2020) 

Looking at Arla's 2018 CSR report, there is a focus on health, organic certifications and a "Science-

Based Targets" certified sustainability strategy for 2020 (Arla, 2019). Science-Based Targets is a 

certification that aligns corporate targets with climate science, ensuring that companies meet climate 

mitigation targets set by governmental institutions (Science-Based Targets, 2020). Freidberg (2014) 

examines the difference between governing by standards and certification compared to quantitative 

metrics. LCAs provide Oatly with a strategic opportunity in that they report a cradle-to-grave 

measurement with third-party bureaus, and thus appear more objective compared to certifications. 

Additionally, as mentioned, Oatly has used LCAs and carbon footprinting for their packaging. 

According to Ganczewski et al. (2020), governing and communicating with LCAs provide consumers 

with comparable metrics based on a standardised methodology. LCA empowers the consumer by 
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presenting product-specific data, whereas certifications can issue communicational chaos and 

potential greenwashing.  

Furthermore, LCAs give Oatly the ability to localise supply-chain hotspots and engage stakeholders 

in their methodology with accurate targets (Ormond & Goodman, 2015). Lastly, Oatly's yearly 

sustainability report contains significantly more quantitative metrics compared to, for example, Arla's 

CSR reports. Oatly's ability to use metrics and set objectives with LCA methods adds to the 

development of a sustainable economy. The calculable nature of LCAs provides Oatly with a report 

that has synergetic characteristics with economics, which could help institutionalise sustainability. 

Conclusively, Ringqvist and Damberg (personal interview, 2020) remained adamant that real impact 

and real credibility of the sustainability reports would come when more big players or governments 

interact to facilitate a comparable ground for consumers. Friedberg (2014) adds to this: "Numbers 

govern partly by rendering things comparable and thus rank-able" (p. 180). Which compares to the 

process that nutritional values have been through, where consumers were able to build an awareness 

(e.g. 2000 calories/day). 

Similarly, if more brands started printing GHG emissions on their packaging, there would be grounds 

for comparability and increased awareness. Whether LCAs and carbon footprint can replicate and 

follow in the footsteps of nutritional values, will require an increased political and corporate 

adaptation of LCA to educate and inspire consumers to understand their individual impact. According 

to Ganczewski et al. (2020), calculable metrics mitigate "the sin of no proof" and "sin of vagueness" 

(p. 72) concerning greenwashing.  

Ability to respond to governmental regulations 

transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with a modern, 

resource-efficient and competitive economy where there are no net emissions of 

greenhouse gases in 2050 and where economic growth is decoupled from resource use." 

(European Commission, 2019, p. 2)  

In late 2019, the EU published the European Green Deal, a deal that has cemented the fact that the 

EU will focus heavily on sustainable transitions in the coming decades. In the deal, impact 

assessments are mentioned several times, and so is agriculture. According to the International Food 
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Policy Research Institute, the GHG emissions curve has been flat for a few years, and the last decline 

was a result of government intervention and regulation (IFPRI & the European Union, 2020). 

Therefore, GHGs will be a focal point for the EU Green Deal. The European Environmental Bureau 

(EEB) backs this with a position paper that states: "reducing CO2 and non-CO2 emissions from 

agriculture by 45% by 2030 and 60% by 2050 (from a 1990 baseline)" (EEB, 2020, p. 1). This change 

should also be supported by political incentives towards healthy and sustainable food consumption 

in Europe. 

Furthermore, EEB underlines the importance of quantitative time-bound targets that will aid the 

ability to develop insights and support appropriate initiatives. According to a study by Bryngelsson 

et al. (2016), LCA studies indicate that the EU targets require a significant dietary change, specifically 

a 50% reduction in meat and dairy consumption among European consumers. For companies, LCAs 

provide a means of quantitative governance throughout the supply, thus, the ability to set targets in 

accordance with governmental requirements (Deloitte, 2015; Goodman & Ormond, 2015). Moreover, 

to signify political interests, Carbon Cloud has recently initiated a partnership with Compass Group 

to introduce climate labels in the Swedish parliament's canteen (Carbon Cloud, 2020). 

The above prompts an apparent synergism with Oatly's use of LCAs and their campaign, "Hey food 

industry, show us your numbers!" The EU's targets are undoubtedly an advantageous political 

initiative for the company, which indicates that Oatly is well aware of the potential that their product 

has for a sustainable food transition. Their LCA studies will help them authenticate this. Interestingly, 

it seems that Oatly have, not only acted in answer to government regulations, but also went beyond 

what governments legislate. In light of increased sustainability goals in politics both nationally and 

in the EU (Bryngelsson et al, 2016; European Commission, 2019), we suggest that Oatly have 

recognised this as an opportunity to be at the forefront of business that supports a sustainable 

transition to encourage new regulations and point the way. Such an approach will eventually make 

life even harder for the plateaued dairy market (Statista, 2019), who could struggle to cope with new 

regulations and standards. Therefore, it seems that Deloitte's (2015) sixth scenario implies more of a 

CSR logic, whereas Oatly and CSI emphasise a proactive approach to sustainability (Googins & 

Mirvis, 2017). LCAs have made it possible for Oatly to accurately set science-based standards and 

compare these with the measurement from dairy-based milk. Thus, Oatly is well aware that tightened 

agricultural, environmental regulations will increase their advantage in the market. According to our 
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interviewees, Oatly is currently not lobbying for tighter regulations due to budget constraints, but are 

finding other ways to pressure politicians to take action:  

We need it to be mandatory for the food industry. Because you have to print the 

nutritional value – we thought we are not the same for the climate footprint. Either you 

take a bunch of money and go to Brussels to lobby for this change. We do not have that 

kind of power. So, we started a petition in Germany. In Germany, if you can gather 

50,000 signatures, the government has to debate it. So, we did that and managed to get 

67,000 within a month. In June, we will present the idea and suggestion for the 

government in Germany. We have gathered researchers and scientists to help us. 

Because if they are willing to do it, hopefully, they will say, "This is cool, but it has to 

be an EU standard, and then they will pass it on to them", and that will have a significant 

impact. (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020: 9:30) 

This is a strong example of how Oatly have realised their sustainable advantage. Pushing for 

government regulations on GHG emissions will tighten the space for dairy and agriculture that 

requires a high GHG emission land use.   

Creating better policies 

Where the last of Deloitte's seven scenarios focuses more on governmental bodies, it also addresses 

internal policy decisions, as companies can have goals of reducing impact. As the last scenario, it 

rounds up how embedded sustainability is internally at Oatly. Oatly have adopted climate change as 

a core part of their belief system (Petersson, 2014). To institutionalise their ambition to mitigate 

climate change, Oatly have been using CarbonData that provides GHG emissions reports, from which 

Oatly can shape their policies. Oatly's policies shape both internal processes and supplier-related 

assessments. In their 2018 sustainability report, Oatly stated that all suppliers would be subjected to 

a sustainability assessment as a part of their new policy and code of conduct. As mentioned in the 

earlier scenario, Oatly does not always succeed in choosing the most sustainable option. However, 

they openly address this as their strategy. By prioritising growth first, Oatly can turn the market over 

faster and then afterwards optimise on sustainability. However, this can be criticised as the question 

arises whether their sustainability mission and overall purpose purely have roots in financial gains. 

Concluding earlier, sustainability has become Oatly's competitive advantage within the milk market, 
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mainly due to its internal purpose-driven strategy. As they are continually pushing their agenda 

towards green innovation, LCA data becomes crucial within the organisation as the internal reporting 

system. Therefore, it can be argued that for Oatly, there is a correlation between improving LCA data 

and a higher financial yield. 

Interestingly, Oatly somewhat fits into all of the scenarios. It seems as if Deloitte (2015) made the 

report for companies to reach one specific sustainability goal as a part of their CSR strategy. The fact 

that all of the scenarios applied to Oatly shows the big difference between traditional CSR goals, 

being a separate field within a company that needed to be done, and CSI, which acts as an embedded 

strategy that centres around innovation through eco-efficiency and sustainability. 

 

An interconnected relationship: LCAs & CSI 

To explore how Oatly's managerial approach and LCAs interact at different levels of the 

organisations, the next part will look at how Oatly has been using LCA to monitor and foster their 

purpose. We suggest that Oatly's centralised and strategic focus on eco-efficiency and innovation 

stems from a contemporary approach to management, where sustainable innovation and economic 

growth goes hand in hand. At Oatly, we observe that the purpose and ability to grasp the challenge 

was there from the start, as the product originates from a highly scientific development process 

(Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020). However, as Petersson took over Oatly, the business 

implemented a strategic focus on niche characteristics, bringing them to the front line of disrupting a 

conservative milk industry. The niche characteristics went from being an impairment to being a 

competitive advantage.  

To analyse Oatly concerning the managerial approach CSI, we will use Googins and Mirvis' (2017) 

building blocks to encapsulate Herrera's (2015) institutionalising social innovation and FSSD by 

Broman and Robèrt (2015).  
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Purpose 

Googins and Mirvis (2017) argue that businesses need a collective corporate vision to attract and 

inspire the right activities. In Oatly's 2018 sustainability report, they have included an interview with 

Nancy Brocken, a professor of sustainable business management at Lund University in Sweden. In 

it, talking about sustainability, business and purpose, she states:  

One traditional answer might be "to make as much money as possible", but it is better 

to think more deeply and, for example, ask "how can we contribute to more sustainable 

and healthy living?" Then, with the primary purpose as a starting point, you can think 

of other aspects (...) (Oatly, 2019, p. 13) 

In an interview with Goldman Sachs (2020), Petersson was asked if he had any ambitions of becoming 

a CEO of a food company, to which he answered, with little hesitation, "No". Toni Petersson was a 

former serial entrepreneur and had sold companies and was economically well off. To no surprise, 

the Goldman Sachs' interviewer questions Petersson's decision to accept a CEO knowing his 

economic situation. However, Petersson brings light to a motivation that reaches beyond profits. 

While travelling and visiting his family in Costa Rica he saw, firsthand, how climate change affected 

the locals there. Petersson wanted to aid the transition towards environmentally friendly infrastructure 

and consumption, and business was his area of expertise (Goldman Sachs, 2020). It seems that 

Petersson's personal experience with climate change shined through during the rebranding. The 

company adopted sustainable food systems as their purpose with an increased sense of urgency. Their 

marketing, use of LCA's and corporate structure was tailored to end endorse the mission, shaping a 

set of ideologies that infuse the organisation  

As Ramus and Steger (2000) state, SMEs that adopt a sustainable strategy with strategic intent can 

improve their employees' engagement and performance by facilitating a clear set of shared values and 

beliefs and a clear goal to work towards. 

We put climate change at the centre of everything we do. Creating this purpose was 

super important. Maybe more important than anything else was to articulate the culture 

and put this in the centre of everything. Every decision. (Goldman Sachs, 2020, p. 5:26)  
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For businesses, an accepted means of existence is profit, and for Oatly, their competitive advantage 

and profit lies with their ability to remain a sustainable alternative. At this level of the organisation, 

we propose that LCAs can materialise Oatly's purpose. It is no secret that defining sustainability can 

be challenging and that the institutional logic of a company determines how they frame and approach 

the topic (Ormond & Goodman, 2015). While an LCA does not necessarily tell us a full truth 

(Freidberg, 2014; Hauschild, personal interview, 2020), it does provide a focus and path to specific 

eco-efficiency related challenges. Thus, when Petersson claims, "We put climate change at the centre 

of everything we do (...)", LCAs give the organisation a partially objective method of doing so. This 

approach allows Oatly to find direction and determine what assets and competencies are relevant to 

their purpose.  

Purposeful Culture 

FSSD's application procedure encourages leadership to research and comprehend the sustainability 

challenge and find its opportunities and design a solution with relevant goals. Not to mention 

expansive literature on the drivers of successful innovation that pinpoint the importance of strong 

leadership and purpose (Chavis & McMillan, 1986). Thus, niche businesses that focus on the 

sustainable disruption of a market can build a loyal community with the right approach to leadership, 

culture and communication. Herrera (2015) also argues that purpose is a vital way to increase 

stakeholder engagement. Damberg explains:  

So, sustainability is embedded throughout the organisation, so we are not necessarily 

the custodians of sustainability. We create the reports and check for the legitimacy of 

our initiatives, but everyone works with sustainability. That is why engaging our 

colleagues is so vital. (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 55:19) 

The clear intent from management at Oatly allows a focus and "license to innovate" to all the 

employees. Albareda et al. (2016) turn focus to the same topic via analyses of knowledge transfer for 

value chain enhancement among businesses. For businesses to remain agile, the internal and external 

knowledge transfer has to be centralised to the purpose and goals to ensure a beneficial intensity of 

investments to CSI. At Oatly, during the rebranding, Schoolcraft (2019) disestablished the marketing 

department, as he believed they were a core source of bureaucracy, doubt and anti-innovative 

behavior. Oatly then consisted of a creative department at the core of the company. This department 

sat in on meetings with the sustainability department, the HR department and CEO and is responsible 
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for execution – "to simply talk about the cool stuff we do" (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020). As 

Ringvist continues:  

It is about empowering everyone because we believe we have the best sustainability 

team, the best nutritional teams and so on. It is about seeing things from different 

perspectives to create a dynamic brand and company. Hereby, the brand does not 

differentiate from the actual company culture. And everything is supported from the top 

because they trust the specialist that they hire. (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020: 

7:32) 

Oatly have a flat hierarchy, which ensures connection to purpose and full understanding of vision 

among all employees. This allows Oatly to quickly roll out new initiatives and be proactive on the 

market. The company can quickly assess trade-offs and continuously stay on top of the mission. Not 

only that, but the anti-bureaucratic structure allows Oatly to attract and empower the right 

competencies aligned with the purpose, which ultimately guides sustainable product innovation. As 

Damberg continues:  

In general, it is very clear that we were never a company that is just setting out to make 

huge profits and be sold. But we have a clear purpose that engages most of our 

employees, and that is to create a social and environmental change within the food 

industry. We want to make it easy for people to drink what is right for them without 

being reckless in terms of the environment. (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 1h 

19min).  

The above indicates an awareness that the purpose beyond profits highly drives Oatly's employees. 

Thus, without the purpose and managerial emphasis, their human resources could lack the drive and 

competencies needed to deliver. Moreover, Googins and Mirvis (2017) state that empowering your 

employees with hands-on interaction with purposeful tasks will increase intrapreneurship and growth.   

Bring employees to the centre of the effort. Successful companies are soliciting and 

rewarding employees for social and environmental innovation. They are also using 

societal engagements to develop the next generation of socially-conscious leaders. 

(Googins and Mirvis, 2017, p. 16)  
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To underscore the importance of "employee intrapreneurship", we illustratively refer to a concept 

developed by Ericsson named the "Collaborative Idea Management Program". The idea is to let all 

employees engage with innovative solutions relevant to the core goals of the company. This 

establishes engagement and proactive market innovation. At Oatly, there has been an 

uncompromising focus on restructuring all departments to maximise the innovative outputs. As 

mentioned above, the marketing department has been removed in an attempt to empower ideas and 

new concepts with an increased ability to implement them. Ringqvist (2020) mentions a practical 

example of how the organisation encourages intrapreneurship – at the Oatly headquarters, there is a 

big wall where all employees can post their ideas. These ideas are examined, and all departments can 

exchange views on how to approach the idea (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). 

Strategic Intent  

As mentioned in our analysis of Oatly's niche innovations and characteristics, their drastic growth 

opportunity was due to a change in consumer behaviour and expectations. However, Oatly had been 

trying to address this opportunity since the 1990s. Oatly was founded based on a scientific exploration 

of alternatives to dairy milk that were nutritional and more sustainable. Natural enzymes are added 

to the oat milk, making it a sufficient alternative to dairy milk for vegans or individuals with lactose 

intolerance (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). The sustainable attributes were not the focal point 

until their rebranding. However, since then, Oatly has developed several management systems that 

direct attention toward and maintain accountability in relation to both environmental and health 

standards. First, Oatly has a sustainability team that manages and explores how Oatly can maintain 

and/or improve environmental standards (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). The company is very 

vocal about their comprehensive sustainability report in which key figures and objectives are 

advertised every year. To ensure credibility and relevance of their sustainable measures, Oatly uses 

their LCA as the backbone of the reports. Interestingly, Oatly's reports and mission statements have 

apparent parallels with recent political initiatives such as the European Green Deal (2019) and recent 

dietary changes among consumers (Statista, 2019). This vitalises Googins and Mirvis' (2017) claim 

that social and environmental issues are business opportunities.  



15.05.2020 Copenhagen Business School 

 78/136 

Oatly's pillars of a sustainable strategy 

According to Damberg (personal interview, 2020), there are four overall pillars of sustainability and 

strategy at Oatly: "1) resource efficiency, 2) committed co-workers 3) super suppliers, 4) upgraded 

society" (...). Below we will introduce the pillars one by one, and analyse how Oatly approaches 

them. 

Resource Efficiency: Shares characteristics with eco-efficiency; it describes Oatly's way of 

identifying appropriate environmental measures that can reduce pollution and mitigate climate 

change while reducing costs and improving the health benefits and taste of the product. Notably, their 

"flagship" production site in Landskrona is subject to resource-efficient innovation. Damberg 

mentions that the LCAs: "(.. )give us hard data about why one decision is better than the other (..)". 

Moreover, at the Landskrona site, one example of how Oatly works with resource-efficiency is: "(..) 

as a result of the LCAs are the switching from fossil fuel to biofuel in Landskrona. And then the 

agricultural section is the biggest hotspot for us, and we continuously use LCA to figure out solutions 

(Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 1h 10m).  

Committed Co-workers: Is connected to what we explored as benefits to strong leadership and 

purpose. To emphasise this, Oatly is actively conducting private events, talks and "lunch n talks" 

about the mission, sharing ideas and examining problems. According to Herrera (2015), Oatly needs 

to develop systemised incentives for intrapreneurship to institutionalise CSI through people and 

culture. Googins & Mirvis (2017) elaborates and states that an increasing number of employees are 

keen on working at companies that engage with social innovation. Damberg (personal interview, 

2020) states that there has been an extra focus on the mental and physical health of employees during 

the current growth period. In light of the engagement levels, employees can have a tendency to push 

themselves a bit more; Oatly have started several initiatives to ensure that their employees avoid 

burnout. This includes mindfulness and physical activity. The company culture at Oatly is described 

as flat and organic. According to Ringqvist (personal interview, 2020), Petersson's (CEO) door is 

always open to all employees. The distance between department and leadership is minimal to ensure 

effectiveness and avoid bureaucracy.  

Super Suppliers: Works in synergy with the pillar "resource efficiency", and this pillar of the strategy 

is closely connected to Deloitte's (2015) scenario on how to encourage suppliers to adopt sustainable 

initiatives with LCAs. Oatly is commissioning LCAs and research projects to explore how their 
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suppliers can become more resource-efficient and sustainable: "(...) we use life cycle analysis to look 

at biodiversity, water, energy and of course carbon footprinting" (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 

48:07). Oatly is researching how farmers can transition towards more sustainable agriculture and 

from feed to plant-based feeds: "(...) we are working on a farming project with the suppliers, so it can 

capture more carbon and hold it" (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 59:20). Additionally, in 2015, 

the company commissioned a study that compared the opportunity costs of land when producing 

either oat drink or cow's milk on a Swedish farm (Patel et al., 2015). Furthermore, some Oatly 

suppliers even carry out their own LCAs. Damberg (personal interview, 2020) mentioned that Tetra 

Pak regularly carries out carbon measurements. Thus, Oatly have used their innovative and 

environmental ambitions as a gauge for judgment for their choice of suppliers. However, during 

recent periods of extreme growth, both Damberg and Ringqvist (personal interview, 2020) 

acknowledge the difficulty of balancing supply/demand struggles with sustainability standards. While 

LCAs provide a calculable tool for environmental ambition, they do take time to implement. 

Therefore, Oatly remains dependent on suppliers, who by their own initiative have implemented 

sustainable farming methods. Moreover, this specific challenge is why Damberg (personal interview, 

2020) states that their in-house production remains Oatly's focus. Adjustments can be implemented 

quickly and with full control. 

Upgraded Society: Involves investing heavily in events and educational activities to help society 

transition towards healthier eating habits for people and the planet. Only partners with different non-

profits, educational platforms, festivals, concerts or schools to talk about the challenges and solutions 

to mitigate climate change within the food industry (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). This 

strategy is relevant to Bryngelsson et al. 's (2016) analysis that demand-side changes are vital for the 

EU to reach climate change mitigation targets. Damberg (personal interview, 2020) mentions that 

Oatly, with carbon footprinting and bold marketing, are hoping to sway European consumers towards 

sustainable consumption, and they are doing so in collaboration with Carbon Cloud and One Planet 

Plate at festivals. This activates an engaged and knowledgeable young demographic, who are willing 

to transition their dietary habits.  

The institutionalisation of CSI with LCAs 

Looking at Herrera's (2015) Figure 1 for the institutionalisation of social innovation and the above 

pillars of strategy, we start to see a pattern of wide-ranging alignment. Oatly's mission to disrupt the 
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dairy industry with sustainable alternatives for the ethical shopper provided them with a strong 

business context. The reframing in 2013 specified strategic considerations, which established a 

contemporary sustainable governance structure and strategic application of eco-innovation 

throughout the full value chain. Herrera's (2015) Figure 1 includes three areas of institutional 

elements. These elements are crucial for Oatly's ability to embed social innovation as a logic of the 

organisation. Looking at the above strategic considerations and Oatly's use of LCAs to govern 

sustainability, we can categorise the three as follows: 

Stakeholder engagement: Oatly's central policy for stakeholder engagement is pursuing an "upgraded 

society" a complete framework that works towards a sustainable dietary transition among consumers. 

LCAs guide Oatly commitment and stimulated by consumer expectations and political ambitions, 

and the main driver is the mitigation of GHG emissions. Additionally, LCAs provide a means of 

alignment for communication and engagement, used in yearly reports, marketing and at public events. 

Operations: For Oatly, two pillars of strategy encompass the policy for operation: "resource 

efficiency" and "super suppliers' '. Oatly have commissioned LCAs throughout their supply chain to 

determine hot spots. From there, they have advanced a strategy to mitigate GHG and improve 

biodiversity during cultivation of oats, and continuously improve packaging and transport. Oatly's 

sustainable focus reaches beyond the industry standards, and LCAs allow them to govern by 

comparable metrics, instead of standards and certifications. This enrols suppliers to co-create eco-

innovative solutions and drive internal processes.    

Organisation: An apparent criterion of success connected to the above elements of institutionalisation 

appears to be Oatly's corporate culture and organisation-wide connection to a sustainable strategy. In 

2013, a single-mindedness was infused in that Oatly's profit, and means of existence is directly 

attached to their ability to be the sustainable alternative on the market. Thus, Oatly have created 

policies to ensure that the right competencies are allocated towards their sustainable purpose. The 

corporate culture is highly supportive of social innovation, and bureaucratic elements have been 

restricted to ensure focus and adaptability. Oatly: "promises to be a good company" (2018, p. 15), in 

an attempt to facilitate a holistic approach to sustainability. Which, with the pillars of strategy has 

shaped a set of ideologies that infuse the organisation. To support the ideologies and to facilitate 

continued innovation, Oatly's use of LCAs are helping both employees and stakeholders take 

sustainability to the next level and let the metrics guide decision-making throughout the value chain. 



15.05.2020 Copenhagen Business School 

 81/136 

For some companies, primarily with a CSR strategy, the goal is to isolate and communicate the proper 

initiatives. Governing by standards and certifications can, in some instances, paint an unjustified 

suggestive picture (Ganczewski et al., 2020). 

Partner 

For Oatly, Carbon Cloud has been a vital partner in facilitating practical and useful LCA 

measurements of farmers, production and transport (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). While 

governing by standards also requires third-party partners, the standards remain a responsibility and 

provide incomplete information restricted to certain parts or elements of the supply chain. As 

Freidberg (2014) puts it: “(..) companies had no choice but to join the ‘green frenzy’ of standard-

setting” (p. 183). Oatly’s partnership with Carbon Cloud gives concrete actions to their eco-efficient 

strategy and aligns the approach with seemingly objective metrics. However, we can conclude that 

Carbon Cloud’s approach is not ISO certified and that the metrics are only commissioned to explain 

one element of environmental impact, e.g. carbon footprint. While the consequence is that the reports 

do not provide a full sustainable account, we can determine that Carbon Cloud’s efficient digital tool 

was able to help Oatly achieve a science-based perspective. Oatly did try their luck with full ISO-

certified LCAs back in 2013 with RICE Institute, and however, due to costly and lengthy processes, 

the methodology was not befitting Oatly’s momentum. By the time the report was done, the results 

were inoperable (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). Moreover, their packaging partners, Tetra Pak, 

have been using LCA to evaluate the environmental impact of cartons. Damberg (personal interview, 

2020) mentions that Oatly was able to use these measurements from Tetra Pak to compare GHG 

emissions of glass packaging with the carton that Tetra Pak’s use. 

Outside their LCA-related partners, Oatly has been able to develop a harmonious ecosystem with 

different groups and sectors. Oatly tends to steer clear of traditional marketing and sales methods. 

Thus, they engage with individuals or organisations with comprehensive knowledge about an 

unfamiliar culture and context: 

companies may need legitimacy with, and connections to, local interests and users. 

Partner organisations can facilitate engagement with local communities and non-

traditional customers and provide access to stakeholders beyond the usual corporate 

reach. (Googins & Mirvis, 2017, p. 10)  
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In the US and Asia, Oatly uses former baristas as sales reps, to with their important partners, speciality 

coffee shops (Ringqvist, personal interview, 2020). In Europe, Oatly is present at many festivals at 

food stands and in collaboration with NGO One Planet Plate to inspire a younger demographic to 

change their dietary habits (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). Likewise, we also see Oatly’s 

initiative in Germany, where the company has managed to collect 65,000+ votes and have the 

opportunity to present their ideas on carbon foot printing to the government (Ringqvist, personal 

interview, 2020). To test eco-efficient and environmental impact, Oatly is supporting independent 

agricultural research (Patel et al., 2015). This influences their decision-making and collaboration with 

farmers. Damberg (personal interview, 2020) states that their primary focus now is to mitigate GHG 

emissions and increase biodiversity with their farmers in Sweden.  

Process 

The above example demonstrates how Oatly attracts innovation-ready farmers through cross-sector 

partnerships with local Swedish scholars, which serves to explain how Oatly have built a culture and 

strategy that embrace co-creation leading to disruption of the food industry. With LCAs, they have 

been able to govern innovation and reporting to engage a diverse set of stakeholders. Their emotional 

and philanthropic purpose of mitigating climate change (Goldman Sachs, 2020) establishes a creative 

and innovative culture. With LCAs, they can scientifically control and focus on ensuring market fit 

and opportunity alignment. Looking at Googins and Mirvis (2017) and their innovation processes 

relevant to CSI, the process shares characteristics with a participatory innovation process and positive 

intent. Participatory innovation processes include the engagement of both internal resources and 

multi-party partnerships towards a sustainable strategic purpose. Oatly’s partnerships with Carbon 

Cloud, festivals and baristas were able to increase the applicability and awareness of their innovative 

solutions to disrupt a conventional dairy industry. Based on our interviews with Ringqvist and 

Damberg, it seems that from 2013 and onwards, positive deviance was a vital element of the 

community-creation. Their marketing and internal culture were changed to avoid regular cultural and 

commercial habits, towards embracing sustainability and innovation. Remarkably, their approach to 

marketing became hugely successful after 2013. Pre-2013 was the usual suspect; a target audience 

analysis narrowed down on that lactose intolerance and vegans, and while that might have been the 

market at that time, the product had a broader potential that was not realised due to the commercial, 

institutional logics. Then, in 2013, Petersson reframed the logics to match the purpose of the product 
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elevating the potential and process. To avoid greenwashing and communicational chaos, Oatly 

implemented a strategic scientific governance structure to aid managerial decisions and internal 

prioritisation. This facilitated courage and determination to enter the dairy market, instead of working 

around it. 

Results 

Taking into consideration recent changes in consumer behaviour and political initiatives, we suggest 

that Oatly has succeeded in creating an extremely marketable eco-efficient alternative to disrupt the 

dairy market. They have been able to institutionalise CSI with LCAs as a governing body. 

Considering De Jong et al.’s  (2013) eight prerequisites for successful innovation, we can suppose 

that the CSI approach has led Oatly to “accept innovation-led growth as critical” (p. 1), and that they 

have been able to accelerate, scale, extend and mobilise with their solution. To explore how Oatly’s 

eco-efficient strategy materialised with CSI and LCAs, we will use Aguirre et al.’s (2019) conceptual 

framework of eco-efficiency factors. The framework encompasses an overall process of 

institutionalisation of eco-efficiency with strategic indicators and operative indicators to make 

decisions.  

Factor 4. Monitoring and environmental control. “This factor proposes a means of identifying the 

right actions to measure the environmental impacts of SMEs (...)” (Aguirre et al., 2019, p. 7). To 

identify the appropriate environmental measures, Oatly has commissioned LCAs, which indicated 

that current innovation should focus on the cultivation of oats, packaging and transport. Previously, 

the focus had been on production, but with innovative solutions, this part of the overall GHG 

emissions present a bare 6%. Thus, LCAs provide a tool for control and management of 

environmental impact.  

Factor 3. Organisational culture. To empower and justify environmental governance, Oatly has 

facilitated a corporate culture of sustainability. Encouraged from the leadership and down after the 

re-branding in 2013. A definite purpose and open communication are implemented to increase 

stakeholder engagement. To encourage personal commitment and responsibility within the 

community, Oatly is very vocal and proactive towards the dairy industry to activate the ethical 

shopper. Moreover, their somewhat controversial campaigns serve as an educational concept that 

facilitates discussion, a discussion that Oatly remains comfortable with, under their LCAs. 
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Factor 2. Knowledge of internal and external customers about the environment. Oatly was founded 

with a scientific DNA, to promote health and sustainable food systems. The learned trait has been 

maintained, and to generate knowledge about clean production and eco-efficiency, Oatly has 

supported independent studies and created well-documented practices. To encourage and improve the 

right internal knowledge sharing, Oatly hires specialised individuals, and have created a dedicated 

sustainability team that interacts with all other departments and sits in on managerial meetings. 

Factor 1. Environmental management system within an organisation. With an intense and strategic 

centralisation of sustainability concerning Oatly activities, the company has developed a set of 

policies, processes and procedures that have institutionalised eco-efficiency. Aguirre et al. (2019) 

state that:  

The objectives of this factor in the conceptual framework of eco-efficiency are to 

establish a series of environmental guidelines in a company, to define the strategies, and 

to document the support and policies that have been integrated (...)” (p. 6) 

Oatly’s yearly sustainability report, their Supplier Sustainability Index, sustainability department and 

third-party partnership with Carbon Cloud are among the artefacts that have materialised as an 

environmental management system within the organisation. They provide Oatly with a fundamental 

understanding of what environmental impacts their products possess and a mechanism of systemised 

reporting for management of the tension between sustainability and profit. In that, we can discuss 

how Oatly prioritises the two. To do so, and to deep dive into how businesses like Oatly manage the 

tensions between profit and sustainability, Googins and Mirvis (2017) ask the question:  

Considerations of the financial returns on CSI hinge very much on a company’s intent 

when investing in this arena and how it funds the effort. Is it more interested in, and 

motivated by, benefits to the business or society? (p. 14) 

Damberg (personal interview, 2020: 1h 31) continues, when asked about the motive from investors 

and the board:  

I cannot speak for the board, and why they have invested, whether it is for-profit or 

because of the mission. Probably a mixture. However, there seems to be a consensus, 
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which is that we cannot possibly greenwash our way through this and that we need to 

walk the talk to stay relevant. It is our selling point and what the company stands for. 

Thus, if Oatly manages to be sustainable, the investment will purely aid Oatly’s purpose. If that 

purpose presents a marketable opportunity, then both investors and stakeholders will be satisfied. 

However, if Oatly starts to compromise on their sustainable focus, they are stakeholders educated 

enough to question the decision-making. Which means, Oatly’s ambitious approach to purpose and 

reporting comes with an increased answerability. 

 

Boundaries of LCAs: Implications for the CSI approach 

The above findings could indicate a beneficial multidunial relationship between LCA and CSI, where 

the metrics provide a governing body to Oatly purpose, allowing them to stay on the path and engage 

stakeholders. However, throughout our research, we have observed circumstances that provide a 

contradictory narrative to Oatly’s ideological foundation and purpose. Oatly’s transparent handling 

of sustainability has brought them ahead of the curve. Thus their engaged and educated stakeholders 

will be quick to question initiatives that fall out of the category. We have located three specific 

instances that have turned heads and forced Oatly to provide reasoning. In the following section, the 

three instances will be discussed where Oatly, to some degree, failed in staying true to their purpose 

and ideology. The examples provide grounds for interesting reflections on the shortcomings of LCAs 

in a corporate setting. Furthermore, we will summarise the examples, by administering an exploration 

of how businesses, like Oatly, will have to deal with a complex and continuous balance between 

social and economic value.  

Waste management 

The first example of LCA coming short in the case of Oatly is when it was made public that Oatly’s 

oat residue was sold to nearby pig farms. Initially, it served as an eco-efficient way of utilising waste. 

However, it promoted animal-based food products, which in all essence is against their ideology and 

belief system. Eventually, they took action and made changes to how they handled their oat waste, 

which did not include pig farms. The way Oatly solved the oat waste issue is, however, a great 
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example of how promoting a sustainable and healthy ideology is being monitored by stakeholders, 

leaving them with no choice but to oblige. Afterwards, Oatly openly admitted how this was probably 

one of the most complex issues that they yet had faced (Oatly, 2019), as their scientific approach 

promoting eco-efficiency alone could not provide them with the “right” choice. This is how they 

wrote it in their report: 

This time, however, we found science alone could only provide partial answers. Instead, 

our meetings have been filled with philosophical discussions: How do we stay true to 

our overall objective of long-term systemic change by shifting consumption of animal-

based food products to plant-based food products without having to make decisions 

along the way that conflict with our belief system? How can we always make the right 

decision when every option has a new set of implications? (Oatly, 2019, p. 37) 

It shows how an entirely objective approach could have its limits. Where LCA has both helped Oatly 

gain their competitive advantage, and it has helped them internally benchmark environmental results. 

We suggest that it has failed to keep Oatly accurate to their purpose, in the case of handling their oat 

residue, suggesting that LCA should not be used uncritically. Ideologies and values are not accounted 

for in LCAs, and therefore the scope of the study in a company like Oatly should always be purpose 

centred.  

Healthy ice cream? 

The second example is the introduction of Oatly’s ice cream. It encountered some criticism, as it 

contradicted Oatly’s ideology of ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being. The reaction was 

addressed with Oatly stating that their nutritionists were out of the office that day” (Damberg, 

personal interview, 2020), but was still controversial. After all, profit is an institutional prerequisite, 

and the ice cream could be argued a logical product expansion since the current supermarket freezers 

are predominantly filled with dairy-based ice cream. As Damberg says (personal interview, 2020), 

LCA shows that it is still better for the environment to consume their oat-based ice cream than 

conventional dairy-based ice cream, thus preserving their status as a sustainable alternative. It 

resembles Hauschild (personal interview, 2020) who states that: “(...) you should not appraise your 

product as sustainable, you can, however, with adequate tools like LCA, say that your product is a 

sustainable alternative” (Hauschild, personal interview, 2020: 25:04), which is precisely what Oatly 
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did. It indicates that from an ice cream market-specific point of view, they stayed true to their 

sustainability ideology by providing people with a sustainable alternative within ice cream offerings. 

However, if Oatly’s ideology additionally is to promote healthy lifestyles overall, it can be argued 

that producing ice cream promotes the opposite. In this case, Oatly used it purely as an eco-efficient 

tool which arguably counteracted their values. It again shows the complexity of the issues that arise 

when CSI oriented companies are growing, as purpose and ideologies might be challenged. By being 

ahead of the norms in terms of sustainability, these cases force Oatly to prioritise either sustainability 

or growing.  

Deforestation 

The last example of LCA coming up short in our case of Oatly is their use of palm oil in several 

products. It is fascinating since Oatly openly identifies their use of palm oil as one of its biggest 

sustainability risks (Oatly, 2018). It could be a way of acknowledging the sustainability issues that 

exist within several oil industries as there has been considerable recent polemics surrounding several 

vegetable oil industries, especially palm oil, with deforestation as the biggest issue. Oatly (2017) 

addresses this by stating that they are “well aware of the problematic production of palm oil and there 

is a lot left to do for this production to be sustainable” (p. 40), only to follow up and justify it by 

stating that, “At the same time, the oil palm is extremely productive and provides much oil, which 

means that it is an important crop on the globe in the long term” (p. 40). Looking at the first statement, 

it is widely recognised that the mainstream production of palm oil as of now is highly unsustainable 

(WWF, 2020). As an example, Indonesia lost at least 1,240,000 hectares of forest over the period 

2009 to 2011, which was mainly due to the crop of crude palm oil (Greenpeace, 2013). Oatly is 

actively contributing to the improvement within this sector by only using traceable Roundtable on 

Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) certified palm oil. However, in a Greenpeace (2013) report called 

Certifying Destruction, the validity of RSPO is highly questioned as the amount of deforestation, and 

forest fires that are happening even within its certified members are alarmingly high. Greenpeace 

(2013) claims that RSPO is not producing anything near to truly sustainable palm oil and that a lot of 

the Indonesian deforestation stems from RSPO certified production. Looking at both of Oatly’s 

sustainability reports, it is interesting to see how scarcely the issues surrounding palm oil are 
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addressed4, especially since Oatly themselves address palm oil as being their biggest sustainability 

risk. On the FAQ of Oatly’s website (2020), Oatly does address the issues of palm oil in their products 

more elaborately, but it can be argued that they still fail to give clear answers as to how to solve these. 

Answers are mostly centred around justifying the use of palm oil. Meanwhile, they state that they 

strongly oppose deforestation and exploitation by using RSPO certified suppliers, contradicting the 

points in Greenpeace’s report. It becomes an argument that is neither cleared or answered through 

quantities, as it suggests that the LCA did not include the potential deforestation that their use of palm 

oil has caused. In a report, the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) (2016) acknowledges that LCA is 

a useful tool for understanding environmental impacts of production processes, but states that it has 

its limitations when it comes to forestry being at the start of the supply chain. This includes the 

extraction of natural resources, such as palm oil, which could question LCA’s applicability as a stand-

alone tool to Oatly’s products that consist of palm oil. In the same report, FSC (2016) concludes on 

the use of LCA by stating: 

In conclusion, judgments based on LCA as a stand-alone tool are particularly troubling 

because of its significant limitations in characterising some of the most pressing 

environmental and social challenges of our time, including biodiversity loss, land-use 

change, threats to ecosystem services, 39 violation of indigenous rights, poor labour 

practices, and circularity (the capacity of a product to be repaired, reused, or recycled). 

(p. 4) 

Afterwards, the WWF (2016) published a report stating how LCAs should be used with FSC 

standards for the best results, acknowledging an LCA’s limitations when it comes to forest 

management. palm oil is indeed regarded as an incredibly efficient crop, producing more oil per land 

area than other vegetable oils. Producing the same amount of soy or coconut oil requires between 

four and ten times more land, which would shift the problem to other parts of the world. Furthermore, 

it is an important crop for many emerging economies, with many farmers relying on palm oil (WWF, 

2020). As Hauschild (2020, personal interview) mentioned, sustainability is constantly a game of 

trade-offs, as sustainable alternatives often do shift problems to other parts. Therefore, all possible 

 

4 2017 report (10,000+ words total): 163-word paragraph addressing their use of palm oil 2018 report (20,000+ words 

total): 223-words paragraph addressing their use of palm oil 
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results should be considered. Looking at it from this point of view, it becomes evident that palm oil 

could be a better sustainable option than other oils, especially in terms of land use. Avoiding palm oil 

would further have fatal consequences for several emerging economies (WWF, 2020). It brings the 

argument back to Oatly’s statement, “How can we always make the right decision when every option 

has a new set of implications?” It is therefore hard to conclude whether or not using palm oil is indeed 

good or bad for Oatly. However, addressing the above more clearly could help Oatly in figuring out 

whether or not to use palm oil and potentially help Oatly in fulfilling their sustainability purpose. 

A need for bridging tools 

A way of avoiding LCA being misused, as in the three examples, is to strategically seek solutions 

that compensate for the lack of LCA knowledge in the business community. Hauschild et al. (2018) 

address this claim of LCAs solely belonging to the realm of eco-efficiency, and argue that LCAs can 

quickly, and actually should, be used interchangeably with other approaches if necessary. Especially 

in situations where eco-efficiency is not the only sustainability goal. Hauschild et al. (2018) make a 

case for standalone LCA studies only being used in situations where it is useful in determining 

environmental improvement. Similarly, Scerri and Thomas (2010) identifies several gaps in a purely 

quantitative approach to indicator-oriented sustainability initiatives, hence suggesting that such 

sustainability indicators should be developed through a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

measures. Therefore, it could be argued that in order for Oatly to keep making future decisions based 

on sustainability that goes beyond eco-efficiency, different approaches, standards or guidelines are 

needed as bridging tools to help support the LCA data itself and the interpretation of it. Importantly, 

these tools should not be based on quantities. Hauschild et al. (2018) state explicitly how the challenge 

with LCA and product development specialists is to ensure that product development specialists have 

the right amount of LCA knowledge and that potential lack of LCA knowledge is compensated for, 

which should be done through bridging tools. LCA data in Oatly’s case showed that the sale of oat 

waste to pig farms would be eco-efficient and that palm oil is perhaps the most efficient oil crop. 

Therefore, the examples make it clear that there is a need for bridging tools that could ensure that 

LCAs are done in a way where it serves the company’s purpose, customers and stakeholders. Bridging 

tools would erase the gaps that occur when being eco-efficient is not the only goal towards 

sustainability. These bridging tools should be addressed and identified at a managerial level whenever 

LCAs are done (Hauschild et al. 2018). An example of a bridging tool in our case with Oatly is the 
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fact that LCAs are claimed to be insufficient when it comes to forest products being at the start of the 

supply chain (FSC, 2016). By implementing FSC standards to complement the LCA data whenever 

Oatly is using palm oil, data will be interpreted more precisely. The three previous examples of Oatly 

misusing LCA emphasises the importance of them staying true to their purpose and their CSI 

approach for future purposes. LCA should be seen as highly useful for CSI strategies in order to 

benchmark results that serve the company purpose. However, in cases where LCA is not sufficient, 

a proper executed CSI strategy will allow the company to identify gaps, readjust, and seek appropriate 

bridging tools to compensate for LCAs’ shortcomings. 

 

Coping with growth and commercial ambitions 

The examples and need for bridging tools, contribute to a broad reflection of how Oatly has managed 

the tension between social and economic value. Oatly's decision-making during a period of rapid 

growth has indicated an imbalance between profits and sustainability, questioning their ability to stay 

on track with their ideologies. Apart from the handling of oat residue, palm oil and ice cream, we 

observed that from 2017 to 2018, their GHG numbers have increased due to expansion. Which begs 

the question: Where do Oatly go from here? Will they be increasing the profitability, while lowering 

the environmental footprint if the growth continues? Oatly recognises the dilemma themselves, as 

they in their Sustainability Report 2018 (2019) mention how they are doing worse than last year, seen 

from a numbers' perspective. However, Oatly explains that this is due to their rapid growth, which 

has forced them to compromise on purpose. "Can we handle it? How do we manage our growth and 

still keep everything sustainable?" as they continue:  

When a company grows as quickly as we are growing, more resources are going to be 

needed. It is just part of the deal. To try to meet the demand in 2018, we had to increase 

our proportion of production partnerships. Even though our own Landskrona production 

plant has gotten its energy from renewable sources since 2016, many of the new 

partnerships we managed to find could not offer the same kind of energy solutions. 

(Oatly, 2019, p. 9)  
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This raises the bigger question of sustainability as an overall term. Hauschild (personal interview, 

2020) mentions how sustainability, in the end, is a game of trade-offs, where one initiative inevitably 

impacts other areas. As an example, Hauschild states that one of the most significant issues at the 

moment is the decline in biodiversity, which partially is due to the increase of global welfare and 

social sustainability. Additionally, the world's population is growing, which creates the need for more 

land to be cleared in order to make space for more homes. Higher population density is widely known 

to be correlated to poverty, which means that people eventually, due to an increase in welfare, will 

spread out even more. Such factors are seen as positive from a social sustainability perspective. 

However, they are at the expense of an irreversible decline in biodiversity (Hauschild, personal 

interview, 2020).  

 

Figure 5. Corporate social innovation spectrum (Googins & Mirvis, 2017, p. 14). 

It can be argued that Oatly's heavy focus on environmental impact allows and forces them to 

compromise on other aspects of sustainability as a whole. Nonetheless, as Brady (2003) argues, 

companies that go faster than the flow in terms of being sustainable will be known as the responsible 

ones in the herd. Looking at Googins and Mirvis' (2017) CSI spectrum, we can start to place Oatly 

somewhere in the blended-value realm. The company has categorically recognised a direct 

conjointment between their ability to perform in terms of social value and their economic value. 

Petersson, Oatly's CEO, answers some of these questions regarding growth while staying true to their 

ideologies in the company's 2018 report (Oatly, 2019), saying that sales numbers are merely a result 

of what Oatly stands for and that spreading their ideology is their primary focus. Being a company 

that gains a competitive advantage, and with comes sales, through their sustainability ideology, Oatly 

must make sure that they stay true to their purpose, in order not to encounter potential backlash from 
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their engaged community. As their ideology and sales act as synergies, one cannot conclusively say 

whether Oatly is pursuing this ideology for the sake of the ideology itself or because it generates 

sales. Perhaps this is not relevant at all, as it could be argued that this synergy is ideal for future 

businesses in order to uphold a sustainable planet. However, specific actions could initially indicate 

a prioritisation. In 2015, the company switched from fossil fuel to biofuel at their factory in 

Landskrona. This implementation turned out to be a costly option, indicating a pro-environment 

prioritisation, but could be that these actions solidify Oatly as an environmentally friendly company, 

which in the end will benefit them financially as well. Looking at it in 2020, it is interesting to see 

how Oatly deals with maintaining sustainability through their rapid growth: 

Nevertheless, we are still working on our 2020 goal of reducing our GHG emissions 

per litre of a product by 25% (2016 baseline). We do not currently think that we will hit 

that target, unfortunately. Mainly due to the rapid growth we have been experiencing 

and the new factories, suppliers and packers, it has been hard to control all those 

activities in terms of carbon foot printing. (Damberg, personal interview, 2020: 1h 28) 

This demonstrates a dilemma where Oatly has taken the stance of prioritising growth and afterwards 

optimising on environmental impact. The reason behind this being possible, without compromising 

too much on core values, could be their transparent and direct communication externally which 

ensures stakeholders that things are done in order to spread their ideology. As mentioned earlier, 

Oatly appears transparent as they often address the negative sides of their business. With this 

approach, Oatly provides an indication that they are willing to change for the better wherever possible, 

which is helped by their openness, transparency and direct communication with stakeholders. 

Consumers are well-informed, and the community surrounding the brand strengthens through 

dialogue. Oatly openly admits that their growth has consequences, but states in their report that "you 

need to understand exactly what impact you are trying to "scale up"– and how you can minimise the 

potential negative impact" (p. 13). As stated earlier, sustainability is a multicomplex term that does 

not necessarily have any truths but is instead subject to relativity.  

In conclusion, however, we can suggest that the examples of less-sustainable initiatives and the 

problematic tension between economic vs social value are. Unavoidable for Oatly. In hindsight, Oatly 

struggles are the essence of why CSI matters. Oatly has placed themselves at the front-line of 

sustainability, which has increased accountability. Thus, Oatly has moved beyond standards and 
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governmental legislation, onto the untested domain, which, due to lack of reference points, will instil 

a process that carries characteristics of "learn as you grow".  

 

A proposed framework for the institutionalisation of 

corporate social innovation and life cycle assessment 

Based on our learnings with Oatly, we will propose a framework that explains the relational value 

between CSI and LCAs, and how to institutionalise the two. We argue that the broadly accepted 

approach, CSR, is based on a logic of responsibility rather than strategic intent. Moreover, Googins 

and Mirvis’ (2017) research indicates that sustainable initiatives arrive from bottom-up pressure and 

are rarely included in strategic considerations because shareholders and investors are motivated by a 

purely monetary ambition. Thus, social or environmental initiatives are typically seen as costly 

endeavours, far away from core business activities and value creation.  Consequently, Googins and 

Mirvis (2017) argue that sustainable initiatives derive from a philanthropic intent or as a result of 

government regulation, and internal development of green initiatives relies on employee 

volunteerism. This limits the potential for green managerial tools, and systemised reporting and 

stakeholders do not expect transparent, sustainable governance. 

Moreover, volunteerism and responsibility logic limit the firm’s ability to drive return on investment 

from CSR related initiatives. Therefore, companies that encourage a CSI approach with top-down 

pressure will be able to strengthen their sustainable initiatives with quantitative metrics. This 

improves the ability to enforce an innovative internal culture and encourage all stakeholders with 

policies that carry “calculable characteristics”. However, with a CSI approach, we can conclude that 

being ahead of the curve limits the possible reference points, which can result in missteps, like the 

once we have seen in the case of Oatly. We have explored three examples where Oatly has struggled 

to prioritise economic vs social value and where LCA have not sufficiently ensured the sustainability 

of an initiative.  

Based on our findings and theoretical observation, we will propose a framework for the 

institutionalisation of corporate social innovation and life cycle assessment. The framework will seek 
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to explain how LCA’s and CSI work contemporaneously and how business can develop a beneficial, 

sustainable strategy with the two concepts.  

   

 

Figure 6. A conceptual framework of the relationship between CSI and LCAs.  

Findings from Oatly, and theory on CSI, LCAs and eco-efficiency, has shaped the above framework, 

which illustrates the proposed flow and processes that shape the beneficial connection between LCAs 

and CSI. CSI provides the business with a robust, purposeful foundation, thought out with an intent 

to develop a profitable business model around an environmental innovation. Importantly, 

environmental innovation will provide a competitive advantage. Thus, LCAs provide a means of 

strengthening the understanding of how to communicate, improve and govern eco-innovation. With 
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quantitative metrics and direct governance, this relates to the purpose and gives businesses the ability 

to centralise activities around its purpose continuously. The framework takes account of the observed 

shortcomings and difficulties that Oatly has experienced. As follows, we have encouraged 

consideration of bridging tools to ensure an increased holistic approach to sustainable strategies. 

These bridging tools are crucial for Oatly in order to pursue their mission through their CSI strategy 

rightfully, and in order for them to keep using LCA as a product development benchmarking tool. 

Bridging tools could, in this case, have been anything that could have helped Oatly identify the 

mishap in giving their oat residue to pig farms as an example. Looking at Figure 6, a conceptual 

framework of the relationship between CSI and LCAs, it could, therefore, be proposed that, in terms 

of eco-designing products or solutions, bridging tools should be regarded as a critical element, 

especially in areas where LCA data is used as benchmarking. Bridging tools could even be the CSI 

elements itself, as purpose and ideology could act as benchmarks for how the LCA should be used. 

In hindsight, it could be argued that this was precisely what Oalty failed to do. They defined the scope 

and goal to address their waste management with an objective approach, instead of using their mission 

and values to determine the scope and goal. We will argue that sustainable philosophy and ideology 

are also contextual and not static. The framework itself should, therefore, not be used as a step-by-

step approach, but be understood as a layered additive framework, where every piece adds value to 

the previous layers. 
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Discussion 

For our discussion, we will seek to explore the applicability of our proposed framework. We will 

discuss how it contributes to current research on LCA, CSI and corporate sustainability in a 

generalised setting. We will review why the supposed shortcomings of LCAs, and CSI materialise and 

how they affect our empirical results.  

Application of the conceptual framework of the relationship between CSI 

and LCAs  

The contextual setting of our study should be taken into account to evaluate the level of 

generalisability. Oatly was founded with sustainability at its core, and in essence, the oat milk is 

relevant due to its sustainable attributes (i.e. lower GHG emissions). Therefore, it remains unclear if 

our framework will apply to businesses that are not, by default, sustainable. The LCAs and CSI have 

not been evaluated as a tool for sustainable transitions, but rather, as a tool for increased focus and 

institutionalisation. To assess the framework as a tool for sustainable transitions would require further 

research, which considers the appropriate mechanisms. Now, with our conceptual framework, we will 

discuss and critically assess the findings with emphasis on the boundaries of LCAs and CSI. 

CSI and LCA shortcomings 

Our findings suggest that there are several potential benefits when incorporating LCAs as a core part 

of a CSI strategy. The collaborative effects between CSI and LCA yield the highest output when 

LCAs are used critically and when the purpose of the company is prioritised. Prioritisation of holistic 

sustainability means that whenever LCA is used, it is essential to identify potential gaps that the LCA 

cannot sufficiently address, and herewith the bridging tools that can minimise these (Hauschild et al., 

2018). The three examples of situations where LCAs were used haphazardly by Oatly and, thus, not 

perfectly aligned with their CSI purpose, highlight the consequence of not compensating for such 

knowledge gaps. The gaps in knowledge could be due to the absence of data points, which makes it 

hard to conclude to what degree Oatly is to be challenged for. It can, however, be argued from a 
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sustainability standpoint that vital information is absent from Oatly’s sustainability reports, and they 

fail to address it comprehensively and truthfully. In Oatly’s (2018) sustainability report, they state 

that they have received more background data since the previous report on the palm oils that they use, 

which caused their emissions figures to increase. Not being able to acquire all necessary LCA data is 

an issue, which opens up a discussion on what amount of data is required in order to publicise 

findings. In Oatly’s case, they remain transparent by showing the numbers they have access to, but 

on the other hand, non-informed readers would not recognise potential flaws or omitted numbers. It 

would be hard to argue for deforestation being sustainable, and in the end, Oatly comes up short. 

Likewise, in the ice cream situation, it can be argued whether or not Oatly went against their values, 

as they developed a sustainable alternative, but with their “nutritionist being out of office”. The LCA 

was used to justify their choice from a scientific perspective, once again illustrating that Oatly were, 

potentially, exploiting the notion of LCA painting the whole story. The LCA did provide 

environmental justification but was unable to render their health and nutritional values. Lastly, during 

the oat residue situation, Oatly did, on the other hand, openly admit their mistake and misuse of LCA. 

Their scientific approach only provided them with partial answers, indicating that more bridging tools 

should have been included in order to interpret their LCA data better and more precisely. In the palm 

oil situation, however, Oatly has still yet to adequately address the issues surrounding the 

deforestation and loss of biodiversity that is happening when producing palm oil, especially since it 

is one of their self-proclaimed most significant sustainability risks. Greenpeace (2013) argues that 

the production of palm oil today has many faults, and both the FSC (2016) and WWF (2016) 

acknowledge the limits of LCAs in forest management.  

Therefore, Oatly should revise their way of interpreting their data when it comes to their use of palm 

oil with bridging tools to ensure legitimacy and aggregate knowledge. It also questions to what extent 

it is possible to make definitive conclusions with LCAs when potential valuable data is absent and 

therefore not accounted for. If LCAs possess a habitual inclination to mislead businesses in search of 

real sustainability, it is paramount that research, including ours, emphasises the importance of 

locating gaps in LCA knowledge to remain clear-sighted. 
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The responsible ones in the herd 

The situations presented above should not be seen as a claim that Oatly is greenwashing their 

products, but it raises questions as to how LCA data can be used in a corporate setting. It can be 

argued that it is Oatly’s responsibility to inform and debunk potential misconceptions. The issue of 

commercial agendas in LCA studies arises, as Oatly’s LCA is solely centred around their GHG 

emissions. Oatly themselves mention their use of palm oil as their most significant sustainability risk. 

It can, therefore, be argued that the scarce references to palm oil in both of their sustainability reports 

(2018, 2019) is misleading and that in order to proclaim themselves as a transparent company who 

prioritise sustainability above anything else, these issues must not be marginalised. The palm oil 

dilemma implies an ambiguous prioritisation that dissociates Oatly’s actions from their core purpose. 

Employing this, their sustainability reports act no differently than the regular CSR reports that act as 

reputational management tools. The common notion of an LCA capturing the whole story is exploited 

in a situation where crucial data might be missing for one reason or another. Whether intentional or 

not, there will always be data that for some reason is absent – either due to the practitioner leaving 

out what was found to be irrelevant, or the company leaving out negatives.  

The three mentioned situations (waste management, ice cream, and palm oil) could be a result of the 

unavoidable terms in a CSI-approach. Oatly is continuously breaking the boundaries, scouting for 

innovation, which is essential in understanding why they sometimes might de route from their 

purpose, as these grounds are new, and no reference points are available for them to be guided by. As 

Brady (2003) suggests, these companies go faster than the flow and end up being the responsible 

leaders of the herd. After all, Oatly is a company operating in a capitalistic market, where profits are 

a must in order to survive. Thus, questions can always be asked as to whether or not it is necessary 

to use a product such as a palm oil when sustainability is prioritised above anything else. Considering 

that palm oil is such a small part of Oatly’s products, it shows that their constant goal is to improve 

overall and that they are actively working towards serving their purpose. With RSPO being the most 

significant community within sustainable palm oil production, it can be hard to blame Oatly for 

choosing suppliers that should be practising sustainable production, but in reality, are destroying 

forests. 

Moreover, we do not know if there are underlying incentives and the consequences of removing the 

ingredient are unknown to us. Similarly, Oatly’s strategy when emerging into new markets is to 
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capture the market at first, then transform the supply chain towards sustainable solutions (e.g. 

shipping products from Sweden to Australia, instead of setting up local production) (Damberg, 

personal interview, 2020). There can always be instances where companies will prioritise certain 

aspects in order to empower reputation, such as Oatly concentrating on GHG emissions. However, a 

CSI approach should aim towards addressing potential mishaps, which, for now, is up to the company 

itself. This could all be argued due to the lack of cross-industry standards in determining what matters 

and when. 

Who determines what matters? 

Our findings show that LCAs are still being used commercially to fit into specific agendas. It seems 

to be a returning issue of subjectivity within the field, as commercial agendas are unbalancing LCA 

studies and publications. It becomes a more considerable discussion on grasping sustainability and 

emphasises the importance of determining what is relevant.  

Freidberg (2015) mentions that a fully-fledged LCA is scientifically required to be absolute, meaning 

that all perspectives, from environmental to social, should be considered. However, this is not 

achievable, Freidberg (2015) argues, as it is impossible to grasp all possible factors of sustainability 

fully. This raises questions as to whether or not it is possible to quantify and measure sustainability, 

and if so, to what extent and what implications when applied to the corporate realm? LCA is a tool 

developed by scientists that aim towards absolute truths. However, faced with the complexity and 

dynamic nature of sustainability, the LCA community itself acknowledges that this is not necessarily 

possible. Paradoxically, LCA science tends to become highly contextual and subjective, based on 

values, motives and ideas that should ultimately serve environmental improvement. Interpreting LCA 

results is not as simple as saying that ten is better than five, but should be interpreted based on the 

given context. Faced with the idea that we will never reach the goal of absolute sustainable truths is 

somehow acceptable within a purely scientific realm, as more or new truths are always to be 

discovered. However, the corporate world has its boundaries in accepting such vague and open-ended 

conclusions. 

Furthermore, the practitioner’s role and the determination of context adds subjective value to the 

study (Damberg, personal interview, 2020; Freidberg, 2015), which somehow contradicts the real 

essence of LCA as an objective quantitative tool. This is especially the case as LCA is being used 
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commercially and agendas are being pushed because corporations are commissioning their studies. 

An LCA practitioner is quoted as saying this about the commercial agenda in LCA studies:  

Because in the long term if you (as a practitioner) do not stay credible (...), then that 

backfires (...) because, paradoxically enough, the industry wants to have this facade of 

credibility; [they say] “we are commissioning this study because we want an 

independent point of view.” Then they will go out of their way to try and make it partial.  

However, through the backdoor (...), so that is the difficulty. Nevertheless, it is part of 

our job. (Freidberg, 2015, p. 15) 

Since authors of the ISO standards could not agree upon standards in determining the intention of 

application of LCA results, thus, studies can be scoped and angled liberally. The lack of standards 

causes issues, as misbelief and corruption can occur (e.g. “the Diaper War”). However, Hauschild et 

al. (2018) mention that LCAs should not necessarily be carried out to full-extend, if a less detailed 

screening is sufficient, which fits with Deloitte’s argument on simple LCAs being sufficient in given 

scenarios. As Freidberg (2014) argues, corporations demand facts and facts are more comfortable to 

comprehend and translate when presented quantitatively. Despite this, ISO-certified LCAs simply do 

not allow data being accessed quickly at this point, which forces companies to find faster alternatives, 

such as Oatly turning to Carbon Cloud for LCA data (Damberg, personal interview, 2020). Our study 

shows that there is a need for a standardised method for determining what matters in a particular 

product category across all relevant industries, in order to eliminate commercial agenda and make the 

tool more objective.  

Working towards standardisation 

Our proposed theoretical framework on the collaborative use of LCAs and CSI is relevant since there 

is a lack of standards among simplified versions of LCA. All the challenges that might occur during 

the process of using an LCA could come down to the need for a standardised way of determining, 

analysing and using LCA data commercially, which is what Oatly indeed pursues. Standardisation 

would lower not only the importance of the practitioner’s interpretations but also minimise the 

number of biased publications. It seems like the higher the need there is for an LCA, the more 

qualitative it is, the harder it is to define standards, which is a crucial methodological concern. As of 

now, the ISO standard is exclusive to the full quantitative LCA, and companies themselves are 
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allowed to determine the intended application, scope and goal of the study. Freidberg (2015) 

underscores how measuring what matters is highly complicated, as different types of products require 

different measures. An LCA’s boundaries stem from the philosophical question surrounding ideology 

and methodology. Its quantitative approach as Notarnicola et al. (2016) state: “to promote LCA as a 

decision-making tool, both for industry and government policy, more robustness, reliability and 

representativeness are needed” (Notarnicola et al., 2016, p. 405). 

Furthermore, LCAs generally focus on the environmental side of sustainability. It becomes complex 

when arguing what degree of LCA study is required when. Deloitte (2015) argues that according to 

what the intended results are, different levels of LCA are required, depending on the given scenario. 

It is a way of justifying the use of LCA lite versions, just as Hauschild et al. (2018) suggest. The use 

of an LCA in a CSI strategy should, therefore, be used to such a degree that it would not evoke 

potential mistrust. An LCA should, therefore, complement the CSI strategy at a company like Oatly, 

and be used accordingly. The risk of LCA studies being understood as the whole story could and 

should, therefore, be addressed, primarily since Oatly, in this case, uses it to ensure credibility. 

Standardisation would eradicate the instances where Oatly struggled to remain sustainable. Pure 

quantitative data could not indicate that selling ice cream could be against Oatly’s core values in 

being healthy, or that selling their oat residue to pig farms was actually against their core values, even 

though it was eco-efficient. Neither could it help Oatly in showing the potential risk of RSPO certified 

palm oil contributing to deforestation and loss in biodiversity. Applying such an approach to LCA 

could be the first steps towards standardising both the task of determining what matters when and in 

smaller and easier applicable versions. Until then, our suggested framework could be seen as an 

interim solution. 
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Conclusion  

The research was conducted with an interpretive approach, through an exploratory qualitative data 

collection using semi-structured interviews. Relevant secondary data was used to construct the 

theoretical framework. The overall aim of this study was to analyse the collaborative effects of CSI 

and LCA, through a single-case study of Oatly, to understand how Oatly’s strategy allowed them to 

use LCAs beneficially. Our research was carried out to study the following research question: 

What is the combinative effect of corporate social innovation and life cycle assessments at Oatly?  

This paper can conclude that Oatly has benefitted from the collaborative use of CSI and LCA. 

Furthermore, it can be found through our primary and secondary data that Oatly’s strategy resembles 

the framework of CSI and that they have used LCA as a benchmarking tool to facilitate their ideology 

and purpose. As CSI promotes social innovation, we can conclude that Oatly’s use of it makes 

sustainability their competitive advantage, where Oatly can serve and communicate their purpose and 

ideology through their use of the LCA. Based on a review and the conjunct application of CSI and 

LCA, this paper presents a framework (Figure 6) that clarifies the connections and coherence between 

these two concepts. As LCA might come up short in specific situations, it is, however, essential to 

identify gaps where LCA can not sufficiently assess a proper sustainable solution that serves their 

purpose. Relevant bridging tools should, therefore, be identified and used to scope the LCA and 

interpret the data more precisely effectively. At Oatly, LCAs have been used within several 

departments and for various initiatives, thus contributing to research on LCAs and organisational 

innovation. With an in-depth understanding of the circumstances that have provided dilemmas for 

Oatly, we were able to offer suggestive steps that business can take to mitigate the boundaries of 

LCAs. Oatly’s partnership with Carbon Cloud illustrates a methodology that increases agility and 

applicability of limited LCAs, which contributes to research on LCAs in corporate settings. 

Moreover, this paper concludes that ISO-certified LCAs are resource-heavy, and therefore not 

necessarily the best solution, as simpler versions can be adequate. It paves the way for third-party 

databases, such as Carbon Cloud, to provide companies with data that merges well with the 

framework for CSI. LCA and CSI endorse sustainable initiatives with increased stakeholder 

engagement and relevance of eco-innovations. Our findings relate to Herrera’s (2015) appeal for 
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contextual narratives, as we see at Oatly, as they provide the academic sphere with an in-depth 

understanding of factors that can influence CSI:  

Currently, when attempting to understand CSI and social innovation in general, detailed 

narrative descriptions such as the one in this study may be more helpful in 

understanding CSI and building systemic theory than a large-scale. Nevertheless, a 

superficial survey of many companies would be (...). (Herrera, 2015, p. 1473). 

Corresponding with the above, we have also contributed to the heightened understanding of potential 

solutions to Aguirre et al.’s (2019) factors and significant shortcomings of current eco-efficiency 

theory:  

The lack of the design of methodological guidelines for the implementation of eco-

efficiency aimed in particular at SMEs (...) Limited management experience in 

environmental management and operational issues. (Aguirre et al., 2019, p. 5)  

Future research 

We hope that our case study can help business managers in showing how sustainable innovation can 

be practised through the combinative effects of CSI and LCA. Future case studies should explore 

situations and parameters within which sustainability is at the core of functions. We suggest that the 

complexity and dynamic nature of sustainability should encourage continuous research on corporate 

approaches that apply to different contextual settings. Concerning CSI and LCA, our findings indicate 

an encouraging potential for the institutionalisation of sustainability to achieve a combinative effect. 

However, our discussion provides awareness of the boundaries and challenges that Oatly struggle 

with, from a sustainability perspective. Therefore, future research should try to understand and 

suggest solutions to the critical challenges with LCA as an appropriate tool. Shortcomings include a 

lack of bridging tools for LCAs and the standardisation of agile LCAs. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Business and Sustainable Development 

Commission (2017): Better Business Better World 
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Appendix 2: Alonso‐Martínez et al. (2018). The influence of 

financial performance on corporate social innovation. 

Wiley. 

 



15.05.2020 Copenhagen Business School 

 115/136 

 

Appendix 3: Semi-structured interview guides 

Oatly  
Damberg: 

1. A brief introduction to Oatly: Founding mission to now  

2. The overall approach to sustainability and core values 

3. Organisational set up in relation to sustainability 

4. How does the sustainability department interact with other departments 

5. Use of life cycle assessments 

a. Partnership with Carbon Cloud 

b. The impact of quantitative sustainability: Eco-effectiveness and minimizing risks 

c. Limitations and downsides of working with LCA's  

6. Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

 . Why is it not organic? 
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a. Has Oatly done any surveys or research on the influence of packaging attributes on consumer 

behaviour? 

b. What are your primary environmental impacts (hot spots) in the life cycle of the products 

7. The role of leadership to advance strategic sustainable development.  

 . Does LCA affect leaderships decision.making at Oatly?  

8. A sustainable strategy 

 . Organisational setup and new innovation 

a. Sustainability reporting  

b. Where is Oatly heading? 

c. New products? 

d. Organic 

9. Based on your observations: Is eco-sufficiency structurally compatible with the existing market logic? 

 

Ringqvist:  

1. What describes the brand identity Oatly wants to have among consumers 

2. How is the creative department set up at Oatly? 

3. How does the creative department interact and collab with the sustainability department? 

4. The idea behind the use of quantitative eco measurements on packaging  

5. What are your most successful marketing campaigns? 

a. How do you measure this 

6. Have you experienced an increase in customer loyalty? 

7. Has Oatly done a survey on The influence of packaging attributes on consumer behaviour? 

8. “Hey Food Industry, show us your numbers” - Has anyone showed you/us their numbers?  

 

Carbon Cloud: 
Israeli: 

1. Hvem er Carbon Cloud? 

a. Hvordan startede I? 

b. Kantine case - resultat?  
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2. Hvem er jeres kunder? 

3. Hvordan blev du (Etty) involveret med Carbon Cloud? 

4. Hvordan er samarbejdet med Oatly opstået? 

 . Er det opstillet KPI’s eller ROI indikatorer? 

5. Oplever I at flere og flere virksomheder går op i LCA? 

 . Ser I at LCAer bliver brugt mere og mere som en strategisk tilgang for virksomheder, i forhold 

til mere traditionel CSR? 

6. Hvordan adskiller jeres løsning sig fra tidligere? 

7. Har I fortaget målinger på effekten af LCA på forbrugernes adfærd? 

8. Hvilken del af produkters life-cycle ser i at madindustrien halter mest bagud? 

9. Hvordan minimerer jeres kunder business risk med jeres løsning? 

10. Hvad er jeres kunders key takeaways? Har i lavet undersøgelser?  

11. Har LCA’s anno 2020 akilleshæle og hvad fokuserer Carbon Clouds R&D på? 

12. Carbon Cloud software er 90% hurtigere end traditionelle LCA løsninger. Går kunden på kompromi 

med noget for tidsbesparelser skyld? 

13. Hvordan forholder Carbon Cloud sig til en stigende mængde af åbne databaser: Ecoinvent/OpenLCA 

14.  

15. Hvad kan LCA’s betydning for madindustrien blive? 

16. Er det I Carbon Clouds ambitioner at udvide produktporteføljen til andre industrier?  

17. Hvad ser du som de største barrierer i forhold til at implementere LCA i madindustrien? 

 . Adskiller barriererne sig fra små virksomheder til store? 

a. Er det et problem for mindre virksomheder at konkurrere med større i forhold til nye krav? 

18. Hvordan ser du LCAs betydning for madindustrien i fremtiden? 

19. Hvordan ser du LCAs betydning på tværs af industrier fremover? 

 

DTU 
Hauschild: 

1. Hvor er Life-cycle Assessments i dag sammenlignet med for 10 år siden,  

a. Vigtigste fremskridt  
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2. Hvordan kan virksomheder bedst muligt bruge QSA i 2019. Intern afdeling, konsulenter, 3rd party 

audits.  

3. Er LCA kun relevant for virksomheder med en grøn agenda? 

 . Oplever I at flere og flere virksomheder går op i LCA? 

4. Hvad har gjort DTU til “world-leader” indenfor LCA forskning? 

5. Samarbejder DTU med erhvervslivet med henblik på at få flere virksomheder imødekomme QSA?  

6. Hvordan arbejder i med at standardisere LCA målinger, så det er lettere for virksomheder at 

implementere? (Carbon Cloud: En LCA “agent” koster 8 mdr aflønning) 

 . Er det vigtigt at standardisere LCA? 

7. Hvilke begrænsninger mener du at LCAen har ift bæredygtighed som helhed? (eks med forbrugerrådet 

tænk med at mennesker vasker billigt tøj mere = social implications) 

8. Carbon Cloud er et forskningsbureau som laver LCA forskning for virksomheder. Det gør med en 

“modelled climate footprint with cradle-to-gate perspective” 

 . Carbon Cloud antager:  

i.Save time with climate calculations more than 90% faster than traditional LCA-based methods 

ii.Save money with climate calculations 90% cheaper than traditional LCA-based methods 

a. Does carbon clouds approach and set up provide a glimpse into how you think companies can 

work with QSA’s in a credible way?   

9. Hvor skal LCA hen? 

10. Hvad kan regeringen, EU og UN gøre mht LCA?  

11. Er der nogle industrier som går mere op i det end andre? 

 . Hvilke? 

a. Hvilke burde efter din overbevisning gøre det mere? 

12. Hvilke begrænsninger mener du at LCAen har ift bæredygtighed som helhed? (eks med forbrugerrådet 

tænk med at mennesker vasker billigt tøj mere?) 

13. Har I nogle tal på, hvordan flere og flere benytter sig af LCAer? 
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Appendix 4: Oatly Transcription + emails 

 

Company: Oatly  

Location: Oatly headquarters, Malmö  

Interviewees: Abigail Damberg (Sustainability Expert), Martin Ringqvist (Creative Director) 

Date: February 6th, 2020 

 

1:50  Loris:  

What describes the brand identity at Oatly? 

 

Martin: 

We haven’t paid attention to how we are perceived as a brand. We’re more trying to do practical things and 

actions for real and then describe this. In a tone of voice that is fun, entertaining and to engage a community. 

Make things feel genuine, by just sharing the stuff we actually do, without painting an idyllic picture. Research 

projects and political stuff, that’s what we share. We actually don’t do any research or KPI related marketing 

or brand studies. We just do things that we genuinely want to do. Which has been very successful so far, at 

least I would say so.  

 

I was at a marketing agency before, where we actually did the re-branding of Oatly back then. We saw the old 

packaging, and it was very pan-European multi-corporate food organisation. But it was just a small company 

with purpose-driven individuals who wanted to change the food industry. So we rolled back a lot of the ideas, 

to let people know that we’re a small company that wants to inspire change - not being afraid of being 

innovative.  

 

4:20  Jonas:  

What is the organisational set-up around marketing?  

  

Martin:  

It’s very different, from any other business I’ve seen or heard about. Especially now, because it does not have 

an agency. When the new CEO, Tony came in some years ago, the first thing he did was to kick out the 
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marketing department, because he never felt that an actual department didn’t contribute to anything, except 

ruin good ideas. So, instead decided that it should be a creative department that influences all the other 

department. Which is not a in-house, big difference being, if it is in-house there will always be a marketing 

department telling you what to do. The creative department is now 35-40 people in the centre of the company, 

which functions and draws in all other departments within Oatly. It influences all departments, very closely 

linked to the sustainability team, supply and sales, packaging and so on. We maintain a creative culture 

everywhere. and no one is giving us an agenda. Our job is to stay attuned to what is going on in society and 

within the company to ultimately stay ahead and let everyone know how our initiatives (such as carbon 

footprinting) is relating to what consumers and stakeholders want. With this set-up the company, all department 

stay creative. For example this idea of putting climate footprint on the packaging, it came from another 

department, and we thought it could be a first mover thing for the PBM market. Then we briefed ourselves on 

ideas and drawed in every department to get their view on it. We limit bureaucracy with this process, which 

means that we’re faster at implementing new initiatives. We don’t push certain products with SoMe strategies. 

We just do cool stuff and talk about it without any certain KPI or underlying ambitions. 

 

7.32 Loris: 

 How would you typically collaborate with the sustainability team?  

  

 Martin:  

Very dynamic, the collaboration goes both ways. Ideas are thrown in-between all  departments. It’s also Tony’s, 

the CEO, philosophy will also share ideas and you can share ideas with him. He does have a veto. It’s about 

empowering everyone because we believe we have the best sustainability team, the best nutritional teams 

and so on. It’s about seeing things from different perspectives to create a dynamic brand and company. 

Hereby, the brand does not differentiate from the actual company culture. And everything is supported from 

the top because they trust the specialist that they hire.  

 

9.30 Jonas: 

Could you talk a bit more about the process behind the carbon footprinting, and how that came 

about?    

 

 Martin:  

Everything started with one media guy. Who ashed the question: you have price pr kilo and nutritional 

descriptions in supermarkets. Shouldn’t we have the carbon footprint on the shelf in the store? So we contacted 

all the big chains in Sweden, and asked could we do this. They were all really interested and on board, but 
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further research showed that it would take 3-4 years to implement. So we said, we don’t have 3-4 years before 

we act on this. So we started using it on our packaging.  

 

And also, one reason we did it was that the food industry stands for 25% of all emissions and it lacks 

transparency, so we thought we needed to do it. And we also used the chance to encourage other companies 

to do it. As you can see (shows packaging) it says “hey food industry, show us your numbers”. And the 

response was - total silence. no one said anything. maybe because it was a very broad shout-out. But people 

picked up on it and thought it was cool. and little by little it helped other small companies approach companies 

like carbon cloud to see what they could do. It was a cool way to gain some power as a smaller seller of foods, 

with a sustainable focus. because finally there was something the big guys couldn’t replicate. 

 

Also, we need it to be mandatory for the food industry. Because you have to print the nutritional value - we 

thought we isn’t it the same for the climate footprint. Either you take a bunch of money and go Bruxelles to 

lobby for this change. We don’t have that kind of power. So we started a petition in Germany. In Germany, if 

you can gather  50k signatures, the government has to debate it. So we did that and managed to get 67K 

within a month - so in June we will present the idea and suggestion for the government in Germany. So we’ve 

gathered researchers and scientist to help us. Because if they are willing to do it, but hopefully they will say. 

This is cool, but it have to be an EU standard and then they will pass it on them. And that will have a big 

impact.  

 

13.20  Loris:  

Has any competition, like the milk-industry, started using it?  

 

Martin:  

No, not really. Actually Naturli, the danish brand has started using it. Actually claiming that they came first, 

which is fine (haha). Does matter, the more that do it the better. Interestingly, there’s been a push back from 

the milk industry. Because they are saying, you can’t just put a carbon footprint, you need to take a number 

that compared with the nutritional values as well. That is the only way they can try and contest it, because out 

milk it 75% less carbon footprint. So in their world, they want to tell everyone that there is no nutritional value 

to our drink, and that that, it why we have a low carbon footprint. With the same logic, tap water would be the 

worst thing to drink, because there is no nutritional value there. Milk has proteins and vitamins, but you don’t 

need all that in one product anymore. They’re trying to find ways to avoid climate footprint. But our thing is, 

why not let the users decide. They should know both the nutritional value and climate footprint. Back to the 

transparency thing, the big milk companies are not used to this.  
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16.31 Jonas: 

We talked about an idea: Everyone has the 2000 cal’s imprinted in their minds. What about pushing the kilos 

of Co2 that each individual can use per week with the food we buy?  

 

Martin:  

We’ll sure if everyone was pushing it. That would be amazing. Back to the supermarket idea, that’s what we 

wanted. A more standardized version. We do a lot of events, the Grammys and festivals. Then we try to count 

the climate footprint that the food we service emissions. We try to use the planet plate, which explains how 

much each plate can emission. We’re just a small player in this, and we need more onboard to really inspire 

and educate the consumer. An online food store has actually counted 6000 products, so you can count it as 

you buy from them. 

 

19.1  Loris:  

Switching back to the marketing process a little bit. How do you at Oatly iterate and process 

these ideas?  

 

Martin:  

Well, we don’t test ideas much. We work on the stuff we like, till we think it’s cool enough to show. We ask the 

different departments what they think. And then ideas spring from there. We have a giant wall here in the office 

where everyone can chip in with their ideas and then we review the wall once in a while.  

 

21.15 Jonas: 

How you noticed how different markets have responded to you brand and communication?  

 

Martin:  

We have different approached in different markets. We actually got sued by the milk lobby in Sweden. And 

that lawsuit has put it into like a war like a scene, which has been fantastic to use. Gave us a chance to bring 

our message through. Some markets that “battle” isn’t there yet. therefore we have a barista approach, we sell 

to the barista shops only. because it gives us a good brand among consumers. Which worked well in the US. 

Also because we don’t have the resources to pick a fight with the US milk industry yet. Therefore we’re not as 

vocal about sustainability and nutritional facts on those markets - more about the quality of the oat drink. Also, 

it pays to be a Swedish company, both in Asia and the us that is usually connected to quality and 
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consciousness. Even though the products in the US is made from Canadian oats and we have a factory in 

Jersey.  

 

Take for example blue bottle coffee. we were delivering to them and they rode a wave of barista-quality and 

became huge. Just sold for many millions to Nestle. We actually built a brand from being in their stores and 

also other local shops with great quality, and we totally sold out. we cant cope with the mass. for a while, you 

could buy our products on eBay for like $250 because we couldn’t deliver. that was pretty cool and got media 

attention.  

 

Also, our sales force is not educated or experienced salespeople. It is entirely made of former baristas. They 

genuinely like the product. and they visit cafes to show our product. Then the strategy is to go in and help 

around the shop and let them try it.  

 

26.20 Loris:   

That goes along with the kind of transparency you display with your comprehensive 

Sustainability Report. Where you admit to the fact that rapid growth implies a few humps on the 

way to achieve better sustainable production. 

 

Abigail:  

We are always trying to implement new sustainable initiatives. But growth is definitely a challenge because we 

have to respond to the demand from our established markets. But overall we’re moving forward. Another 

challenge is the fact that we get a lot of our oat from suppliers and encouraging them to change is harder, 

especially those where we are not the biggest client. We’ve only just started the relationship with many of 

them, because of the growth.  

 

Even flying products to Australia is still better than buying milk from local cows. We’ve used carbon footprint 

analysis to determine that.  

Martin:  

I think that people think the impact of shipping is higher than it actually is. For us, it is a big factor, because our 

production emissions are so low. But for milk, the emissions from production are huge compared to shipping.  

 

Abigail:  

Food miles is quite a myth. The actual production is the worst. However, we try to shy away from comparison 

when it comes to sustainability and set our own numbers. But, with LCA’s we do kind of compare with the milk 
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industry because there are more LCA’s done there. And that provides a basis for understanding the numbers. 

Also because the comparison gives meaning to consumers. Cheese, for example, has a higher footprint than 

rice and chicken, which is something i didn’t know. But with increasing research, it is something that is being 

brought to the awareness of conscious consumers.  

 

Martin:  

We actually did a campaign here in Sweden called “ditch milk”. Where we said, ditch milk and you will emission 

75% less carbon. Inspired by an old campaign from the Swedish health service: saying ditch alcohol. And it 

created huge discussions everywhere because it touched something cultural.  

 

Abigail:  

This one gave us a massive reach. Positive and negative. Which is what we want to do. Milk industry really 

tried to push back - like Oatly wanted to take something away from the consumer and also talk about 

biodiversity and that we need open plains with different species. But what we noticed is that many media 

outlets started talking and debating this. Which is really cool - because what we need right now is to lower the 

impact of product and of course maintain biodiversity. But cows need feed as well, and that does not come 

from the biodiverse forest I can tell you. In essence, it takes a lot to change attitudes. You need to hear the 

message many times and be convinced over a long period of time to change habits. 

 

Martin:  

Or, what we’re trying to do in Germany and maybe the EU, and maybe Sweden is the other way around. 

Change the habits, and then the attitudes. But that has to be done with politics, to set strict policies. If you 

remember you were allowed to smoke indoors, then the policies came and people were furious. Now it’s fine, 

and even if you talk about it, it seems crazy that people could smoke indoors and even in planes. We have a 

public affairs expert that stays on top of this, to see where we can interact and bring our input. For example, I 

used to work with Volvo trucks and the EU control the emissions that is allowed from these trucks. And once 

in a while, they lower the allowed amount and the companies say no way that isn’t possible. But the EU follows 

through every time and of course the truck companies make it happen.  

 

(...) talking local politics and parents, not relevant. 

(...) Martin leaves.  

 40.50 Jonas:  

Could you (Abigail) tell us a little about your role and how you got introduced to Oatly?  
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Abigail:  

After my bachelor, then I got into CSR and started working with it at a bank in London. And then I heard about 

free education and masters in Sweden and specialized in biodiversity and companies. After that, I went back 

to the bank and worked with CSR. but I got tired of the fact that sustainability was not at the core of the 

company. So we moved back to Sweden, because of the work/life balance and nature. I applied to companies 

with a social purpose. Hereby, I can be a fully engaged employee where I can put myself in one with the 

purpose.     

 

I work with strategy at Oatly. Both internal and external of how we communicate what we do to become more 

sustainable. We do a lot for the employees so that they can stay ahead and feel like they’re on board. We do 

that via monthly talks, lunch and learns and many more things. we also have a thing called upgraded society. 

It is about the plant-based strategy because we think this is the way to go. We go to conferences and try to 

make sustainability go from Niche to the mainstream. I am going to steal what one of my managers said. 

Sustainability used to be about sacrifices. How can you sell that. That’s why we focus on creating something 

better, something that tastes better is good for you and is sustainable. Making it easier to live a sustainable 

life for consumers. Hereby, we focus on events, festivals and always help students in spreading this message.  

 

48.07  Loris:  

Purely from a sustainability perspective, how do you approach such a complex concept at 

Oatly?  

 

Abigail:  

We approach it from 4 perspectives. 1) resource efficiency, 2) committed co-workers 3) super suppliers, 4) 

upgraded society.  

 

Historically we’ve focused on a very environmental approach, now we’re starting to add the social aspect of 

plant-based food for health. We use life-cycle analysis to look at biodiversity, water, energy and of course 

carbon footprinting. The latter of which we use most in communication because we feel that is what people 

understand. We also work very tirelessly on water and energy with our suppliers. We actually have a project 

with 10 feed producers, where we’re switching their production to oat. We did a pilot project med Adam, a 

farmer who got in touch via SoMe - he wanted to prove that this transition was beneficial, with great results. 

We switched 16% of his acres to plant-based production and reduced the emissions with 50%. Furthermore, 

it was profitable and it serves as a great example and he could feed more people per hectare. We also try to 

partner up with researches during these projects to ensure neutrality. Then lastly, we focus our communication 

on the “trends” or the things that consumers want to hear about - which right now is carbon emissions. In 
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essence, upgraded society is about the full food industry and transitioning towards less meat and less dairy. 

Both for our employees, but also in terms of the events we choose to participant in.  

 

55.19 Jonas:   

 How do you, as a sustainability expert at Oatly, interact with other departments 

 

 Abigail:  

So sustainability is embedded throughout the organisation, so we are not necessarily the custodians of 

sustainability. We create the reports and check for the legitimacy of our initiatives, but everyone works with 

sustainability.  That’s why engaging our colleagues is so vital. We even have to watch out for climate anxiety. 

And it’s not hard, because Oatly tends to attract engaged employees when it comes to sustainability. However, 

we do try to employ diverse people, which I think we need to become mainstream. The sustainability 

department also holds different initiatives to constantly inspire the employees to think in the lanes that adapt 

to our strategy. These are internal and external, where we figure out how to focus on what we call upgraded 

society. So ted talks, internal talks and so on.  

The big issue is however, still that we’ve been challenged by supply/demand. Therefore, most of our time, and 

the same goes for the other departments, have been spent on figuring out how to continue to be sustainable 

in periods of extreme growth. Talking to our suppliers, conducting LCA’s figuring what solutions are available, 

and what we can change to optimize the use of water and minimize pollution.  

Also, many would say that this is enough, that we deliver a sustainable product and that we’re doing society a 

favour by focusing on that. But for us we want to continue to improve and make society a better place. Our 

team will always have new ideas and stuff to implement. What is we do manage to become mainstream.. that’s 

the question. When will other pbm become our direct competition, and by then, it will be about - who is the 

most sustainable of the sustainable?  

 

59.20 Loris:  

We spoke with Carbon Cloud on Tuesday. We spoke about you, the partnership and how it 

came about. How have you experienced the partnership?  

 

Abigail:  

As I understood we’ve tried LCA’s before with RICE a Swedish bureau in 2013. We did that to try it out and 

found out what we could improve. We realised that the production of the actual oat-milk had the highest impact 

- so we switched from natural gas to biogas and that massively dropped those emissions. Then we got to 

farming, and now that is our focus. How to transitions from feed to food and how can we treat the soil in the 
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best way possible. To avoid the realization of GHGs from the soils. So now we’re working on a farming project 

with the suppliers, so it can capture more carbon and hold it.  

 

Back to Carbon Cloud. We did studies with RICE in 2013 and 2016. It took a lot because they were looking 

at  all the categories within LCA’s, and they needed so much time to gather data from us, our suppliers and 

packaging. It was hard to manage for Oatly, especially being a growing company without endless resources. 

I think it goes to  show our commitment to sustainability, that we did it anyway. Carbon Cloud then offered a 

simpler more digital tool. and we wanted something more quick, and carbon cloud could offer us data to present 

within 6 weeks. Whereas RICE took months. Carbon Cloud they wanted to  make the reports 

more  understandable to the consumers and more  accessible to companies with Oatly size. and they wanted 

to make the calculations conservative and always choose  the so to say worst case. To 

never  underestimate  our scenario … and the board and leadership at Oatly liked their approach. Also, 

because they were a small research bureau they were willing to work with us for a price that fitted our budget 

and we promised to grow with them. That’s really how the collaboration started.  

 

1h 03 Jonas:  

Did you the changes you made back in 2013/2016 as a result of LCA’s minize business risk 

and did it pay off economically?  

 

Abigail:  

I’ll have to check, and get back to you on that one.  

Certainly where we’ve looked at minimizing the water and energy usage. It has an immediate cost benefit 

effect.  

We’re currently building a big water cleaning system here in Sweden. Partly due to government regulation and 

waste water, since we grown and produce so much. But the  aim here is to do something circular with the 

water in the future because it could pay off environmentally and economically.  

 

1h 06 Jonas:  

Staying with LCA’s. How do you use it in you work? Are there any downsides, upsides.. 

 

Abigail:  

While I am not an expert. My first task at Oatly was to read through a LCA that we’d had commissioned in the 

US. We were growing rapidly over there, so we needed an  environmental handle on all the suppliers. We had 
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co-packers, and we were building our own factory in Jersey. So we did a case scenario of what would happen 

when we start our own factory. And what could that look like. So they gave us a 278 report on the case. That's 

the downside btw. some  companies working with LCA’s make the process really complicated. And that makes 

it really inaccessible to many people and making it hard to use for many companies.  Which hinders the 

motivation for many. Carbon Cloud actually helped us understand the report from the american firm. We used 

the report to see where the impacts were. fx when we used hydro power at our site in Quebec vs fossil fuel in 

minnesota (which we no longer use). We also commissioned it to look at dairy, soy and almond to compare 

the pollution of each type. It looked at  9 environmental impacts. Unfortunately however, because the full 

report  took almost 2 years to complete, which it shouldn't have. The results were almost useless, because by 

the time it was done, we had different suppliers and packaging. So the company moved faster than the 

analysis.   

So now we’re looking at doing a new one with Carbon Cloud. Looking at climate first and then other things 

later. All in all, we’ll use the learnings we get from them and our factory in Landskrona, which it sort of our 

model factory because we own it  completely. We’ll use that to shape our new ventures and expansion. 

Innovation springs out of that factory, because it is our first one. Figure out  how to take it  one step further to 

achieve positive - biodiversity positive or  water positive - so not only be neutral, but take it one step further to 

be environmentally positive in production.  

 

1h 10 Loris: 

 So how do the LCA integrate with the strategizing at Oatly?  

 

 Abigail: 

So we use them a lot in decision-making. And it if definitely a strategic decisions to let them inform us, and 

give the reports a valuable mandate during our expansion and growth.they will give us hard data why one 

decision is better than the other. 

So for the biggest changes as a result of the LCA’s are the switching  from biogas to biofuel in Landskrona. 

And then the agricultural section is the biggest hotspot  for us, and we continuously use LCA to figure out 

solutions. So from the craddle to grave perspective, we’ve found that the early stages (agriculture and 

production) are by far the biggest  impacts. While a lot of  focus is towards the packaging and shipping, this 

isn't necessarily where it should be. Tetra pack actually did a study that we used in our packaging decision. 

Looking at glass versus our current solution. Where it concluded that the glass would have to be used an 

unrealistic number of times before it was better that the current. So the energy used to make it is to high to 

make up for it reusability. Plastic does not work either, because of fossil fuels and pollution. Paper like we use 

not is good. And that was independently verified by other researches - and so it ours btw. we always have 

researcher look at either carbon clouds or whoever is doing them to verify them.   
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1h 13: Loris 

 What about the critics?  

 

 Abigail:  

That’s where we use LCA actively. Show them the hard numbers and let them do the talking. 

 

1h 16 Jonas:  

 Apart from the one mentioned, have you been able to innovate with LCA’s?  

 

Abigail:  
I’ll have to ask. We’re are looking at electric vehicles, and setting targets. We’re finalizing internally. But, I don’t 

know if I can tell more about that now. We’re also looking at 2029 targets. And we’re going to let LCA’s inform 

and help us guide within the guidelines we set ourselves. From what we know about our current carbon 

footprint, we will use that to set targets. We do have quite an organic process, but it controlled by an educated 

authority with data and values.  

 

1h 19 Jonas: 

 So what is the managerial approach, what is the encouragement?  

 

Abigail:   

we’ve actually just added more leaders. And we joke about the fact  that we now have official titles and stuff. 

But our sustainability leader, we have our Signe (head of sustainability) with the leadership board to make sure 

that that voice is always heard and to inform everyone. Our leadership has a talk every month to talk about  our 

mission and our results in terms of business and sustainability.  

In general it is very clear that  we were never a company that is just set out to make huge profits and be sold. 

But we have a clear purpose that engages most of our employees, and that is to create a social and 

environmental change within the food industry. “We want  to make it easy for people to drink what's good for 

them, without being reckless in terms of the environment” 

 

In essence it important that we’re values based and that  profitability is in focus, but not a means of 

compromising on the environment part. It is important for us to make sure that we replace the alternative and 

not just become another product. Therefore we hope to indicate this in our sustainability report, that we’re 

actually replacing parts of the diary market.  
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(Switching offices) 

 

1h 28 Jonas:  

 What are the future goals for Oatly? 

 

 Abigail:  

I can’t answer that question very well.  We just had a new leadership team come in, and they’re working on 

the goals for 2029. But, we are still working on our 2020 goal of reducing our GHG emissions per litre of 

product by 25% (2016 base line). We don't currently think that we’ll hit that target, unfortunately. Mainly due to 

the rapid growth we’ve been experiencing and the new factories, suppliers and packers, it's been hard to 

control all those activities in terms of carbon footprinting.   

 

1h 31 Jonas:  

So now it's about getting the eo-system on board?   

 

Abigail: 

Yeah, so we expect that demand will peak during the next 10 years. Which means we will hope to streamline 

our activities to then be more innovative. Therefore our goal will then be to inspire new products and improve 

our current with even better environmental production. Therefore, our 2029 goals will be even more ambitious. 

As we grow we will also be able to push our suppliers towards more sustainable solution. Also to remain 

competitive at a time where PBM’s become more mainstream and we will have another type of competition. 

Taste and positive impacts.  

 

I can’t speak for the board, and why they’ve invested, whether is for profit or because of the mission. Probably 

a mixture. But there seems to be a consensus which is that we can’t possibly greenwash our  way through this 

and that we need to actually walk the talk to stay relevant. It is our selling point and what the company stands 

for.  

   

Our strategy is, how do we get into new market and reach new consumers with the absence of government 

intervention. And once we feel secure on those markets with productions and everything. from there we start 

to innovative on top of our  normal offering and make small or big twitches.  
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1h 37 Loris:  

So what about the new markets; how is your approach there?  

 

Abigail:  

China and India is a good example of what we’re trying to do. Those markets are rapidly developing a taste 

for diary and meat. And its being pushed by big industries with very cultural impressions like “milk will help you 

grow taller”.. We want to try and change that, help develop  a taste for non-dairy and plant based. So that 

when the middle class grows with 3 billion or so within 2050, they have healthier habits for the environment. 

In Sweden for example we have started projects with school to also offer the students oat milk. In China we’re 

doing the barista strategy as well to make plant based seem cool and connected to quality. 

 

We also try  to maintain the fact that we offer  a product that is replacing something and is not just another 

product to aid the ever-rising consumption. Also, one of our values is health, so that is a selling point we need. 

That’s why we add calcium v12 to the product because it's hard for vegans to get those nutritions. This lets us 

remain a replacement with the desired health benefits. We actually also created ice cream with mixed 

emotions. We call it a luxury product to help aid people’s transition towards plant based. And it is more 

environmentally good to eat oat based  ice cream, but  not necessarily healthy. That’s why we say “our 

nutritionist was away from the office” when we made the ice cream. 

 

Email correspondence following the interview:  

 

06-02-2020: Abigail 

I have actually found out the answers to two of your questions: 

1. how consumers reacted to the ice cream – we did have a few comments and criticisms about the fact 

that it wasn’t particularly healthy, but, as I mentioned, we did say that we agreed but the product 

provided a good stepping stone into eating more plant based food (whether you think that’s a good 

enough justification that’s up to you 😊), but it wasn’t a lot of comments. 

2. Survey in new markets – yep we do consumer insight surveys to see what they think about plant 

based, and we look at things like Google searches for vegan recipes etc. so that helps us decide which 

markets to go into, as well as looking at whether it’s possible to supply that market (we’ve had to hold 

back a bit in some markets where we haven’t had the supply we needed). I also asked the sales team 

about whether we went into a market to create the need for more plant-based and they said that is 

what we did in Sweden initially – we were ahead of the times, but now veganism/eating more plant-

based/eating more healthy food is spreading quite rapidly. 
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17-02-2020: Abigail 

I have got the answers to your other questions: 

• Cost/benefit – it has actually cost us more to implement the biogas in Landskrona, but we knew that it 

was the right thing to do when it came to reducing our climate impact. The main examples in the 

business where we have seen monetary and environmental savings are with energy reduction and 

with packaging. With packaging we’re seeing that the move to lower climate impact materials (within 

the carton-type products that we use) has actually reduced costs over time. 

• Climate change and communication – I asked my manager whether the media’s focus on climate 

change had any influence over why we especially talk about climate impact externally and she said 

that it wasn’t. We chose climate impact to focus on because of what I said before – it being more 

‘visible’ and easier to communicate, as well as being a huge and urgent challenge that we need to 

tackle asap 

 

Question: 29-03-2020 

One question we forgot to ask that you might be able to help us with: Oatly has been around for a while, but 

has the goal always been connected to sustainability or did this become a strategic priority once the market 

for it grew rapidly.  

• Hope I am making sense - of course, oat milk has always been a more sustainable alternative to dairy 

milk. But, maybe focus was just on creating a new type and better-tasting milk in the early stages?   

 

31-03-2020: Abigail 

This is a question that I asked when I first started too, and this is the answer I got: 

Oatly’s goal has always been about sustainability but more through the lens of resource efficiency (feeding 

oats directly to a human, rather than indirectly through a cow) and to provide a nutritional drink for those with 

allergies (soy, lactose etc). It was only really in 2013 when we got a new CEO that the communication of these 

values of sustainability and health started to become more clear, and were developed further i.e. not just 

thinking about sustainability in terms of resource efficiency but other measurements as well (e.g. climate impact 

and biodiversity loss) and for sustainability and health, it was not just about those with allergies but a more 

mainstream move to a healthier more plant-based diet. 

 

Question: 29-04-2020 

We've come across a question related to Oatly's pricing and social sustainability. To explain, I'll quote a Tabi 

Jackson Gee from Refinery29:  



15.05.2020 Copenhagen Business School 

 133/136 

“Comparisons are constantly drawn between fashion and food in terms of ethics, sustainability and production 

practices. But there is also a common, resounding air of snobbery and elitism. Buying ethically sourced coffee 

beans and getting your food delivered in a neat little box from Hello Fresh is great, sure. But if a struggling 

mother of four had to choose between that and buying the same things for a third of the price at Lidl, could you 

judge her for opting for the latter?” 

While Tabi uses a few emotionally weighted depictions, the essence is; the environmental alternative tends to 

be a pricier option. Hereby, not a sufficient product for less privileged households, and is it then sustainable? 

In Oatly's case, at least in Danish supermarkets, 1l is double the price of organic milk. Has Oatly given any 

thought to this dilemma?  

 

05-05-2020: Abigail 

All is well but we’re not back in the office yet. I have heard things are easing off in Denmark, but being hidden 

away in a summer house sounds lovely! 

I completely understand where you’re coming from and I had the same question when I started, so here is the 

answer I found (with an additional German context – because of the Petition we have there) plus a few of my 

thoughts on this matter: 

My thoughts: 

Often the more sustainable products will cost a bit more than ‘conventional’ products partly because the 

sustainable products are often not yet being produced at scale e.g. cows milk vs oat milk – cows milk systems 

have been around for a very long time and have developed efficiencies which have meant that they can reduce 

their costs whereas producing oat milk is still small scale and has no-where near developed the efficiencies 

that cows milk has developed. The other part of it is that often sustainable products do cost more because the 

producer is paying the ‘real price’ or closer to the real price of the material and labour they are using (the price 

they should be paying to enable a decent living wage and to support sustainable 

farming/growing/mining/resource extraction practices) i.e. it costs more for a Fairtrade chocolate bar because 

the people growing the chocolate are actually being paid more (fairly) for their work and they are using more 

environmentally friendly processes which may cost more to implement. Sustainable items don’t always have 

to cost more though, by becoming more energy efficient and using resources wisely there are also monetary 

savings in the long term, but it takes time. 

Regarding Oatly: 

Oatly is considered expensive relative to cows milk (in Sweden we’re not any more expensive than other plant 

based milks), but we would argue that cow’s milk is too cheap. The ‘real’ price of cows milk is higher than we 

see in the shops today because of a number of subsidies (see below for details) and that retail shops ultimately 

set the price. We sell our oat drink to them for a certain price (sorry we can’t be transparent about this but it’s 

confidential info which we can’t share because it would be unfair to the retail sector) and then the shops add 

what ever margin they decide on top of that price. The price that we set for our oat drinks we think is fair 
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because it allows us to carry our own expenses, without subsidies, invest in new plants creating employment 

to meet the fast growing demand, as well as invest in research and development to drive the change towards 

a more sustainable, plant-based form of nutrition. 

We’re not sure if our price will decrease in the future as we become more efficient at producing oat products, 

because we have ambitious sustainability projects which may cost more (at least in the short term so that we 

won’t be able to pass the savings on for quite a while). All of this, I know, doesn’t help with the pricing issue 

for people on lower incomes in the short term – it just explains our price. So this could be turned into a bigger 

discussion around why people can’t afford the ‘real’ price of sustainably produced food and how governments 

should be supporting them. For our part our HR team are ensuring that all our employees are paid a decent 

living wage which covers living expenses and provides some disposable income, so that they can afford to 

buy sustainably produced food for example if they want to. We also encourage all our suppliers to do the same 

although we have no way of tracking this.  

There are also thoughts about charging more on luxury Oatly products e.g. ice cream to use that to subsidise 

the price of more staple products like the medium-fat oat drink (replacing medium fat cows’ milk) to make it 

more affordable for low-income households (although this is just a thought of mine, it hasn’t been discussed 

in the business yet and probably won’t be for a while until we’ve got a more well established production 

system.) 

  

I hope that answers your question (sorry it’s so long but I wanted to give you a good answer to this question). 

I hope my answer isn’t too politician like, but come back to me if you have further questions/if anything isn’t 

clear/doesn’t sound right. 

Subsidies 

In addition to the general agricultural subsidies that all farmers receive from the EU and member states, the 

dairy sector has been additionally subsidised and regulated since the post-war period until today. 

There are several examples of EU policies that impede the development of the plant-based segment. Here 

we’ll go into depth of some of them: 

1. Subsidy by buying up the overproduction 

For decades, the state and the EU have been buying up the unsold quantities of milk and storing them or 

reselling them. In 2017, the EU  stored 380,000 tonnes of milk powder, which has caused storage costs of 

about 10MIO EUR. This is to be understood as a subsidy (which in the end is paid indirectly by the taxpayer), 

which tries to stop the further decline in prices. This system does not follow the logic of the market economy 

of supply and demand. 

2. Subsidy through aid packages 

Due to the overproduction and the unnaturally low price, many farmers can no longer live from the proceeds. 

To counteract this, there is the "Voluntary Coupled Support" programme at EU level, which subsidises 

industries that are in difficulty. The dairy industry will receive 21% of the total budget in 2019, while the cereals 
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sector (which includes oats) will receive only 2.5%. After the milk crisis in 2015/2016 there were two EU aid 

packages (for milk and pig farmers). Together (EU + Germany) German milk producers received EUR 581 

million in aid in this context. 

3. Subsidy through school milk programme 

In 2017, the EU has introduced a school programme to encourage the consumption of fruit, vegetables and 

dairy products. Of the total EUR 250 million for the programme, EUR 100 million is earmarked for subsidising 

school milk (EUR 11 million of which is for Germany). The programme does not provide for subsidies for 

children who, for example, suffer from milk protein allergies or do not drink cow's milk for ethical or religious 

reasons. The already existing price difference between cow's milk and milk alternatives will thus become even 

more serious for pupils. In addition, participating schools are required to display posters at the main entrance 

in a clearly visible manner that reflect the health benefits of cow's milk. This form of mandatory marketing is 

also to be understood as subsidisation. 

4. subsidy through reduced value added tax 

In many EU countries milk is subject to a reduced VAT rate, in Germany for example only 7% instead of 19%. 

This represents an indirect subsidy, as the state favours certain industries. Unlike milk, milk alternatives do 

not benefit from this subsidy; they are subject to a tax rate of 19%. 

Due to this inequality in the subsidisation of milk vs. plant drinks as well as economies of scale (plant drinks 

or oat drinks are still much smaller than cow's milk) and an economically logical and sustainable pricing, plant 

drinks are more expensive than cow's milk. Furthermore, the pricing mechanisms of cow’s milk do not reflect 

the real costs, i.a. does not internalise the externalities. The price of cow's milk is unnaturally low and leads to 

more and more dairy farmers having to give up their businesses (despite subsidies) and is therefore not 

desirable. Furthermore, the cost of a litre of cow's milk does not correlate with its carbon footprint; the actual 

‘cost’ of milk is much higher than what we see today. 

Appendix 5: Carbon Cloud Interview, Etty Israeli 

Company: Carbon Cloud  

Location: Copenhagen Business School 

Interviewees: Etty Israeli 

Date: February 4th, 2020 

Attached as soundfile 
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Appendix 6: Michael Hauschild Interview, DTU 

Location: DTU 

Interviewees: Michael Hauschild 

Date: February 10th, 2020 

Attached as soundfile 
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