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Abstract

Various industries and corporations have been under scrutiny for their environmental impacts,
which has, to some extent, resulted in increasing demand for company accountability and
responsibility. Within this call for corporate accountability, the “animal industrial complex™ has
additionally faced critique regarding its treatment of non-human animals. However, it has been a
corporate challenge to adequately promote both environmental sustainability and animal welfare
while achieving economic objectives in the animal industrial complex.

This thesis employs a single case study design to explore Arla Foods’ promotion and
framing of economic goals, animal welfare, and environmental sustainability. I will further
examine how and why the company’s economic objectives and promotions, and the associated
frames, might create tensions or not within its corporate social responsibility (CSR) reporting. To
approach this topic, I utilize the tragedy of the commodity framework. The theoretical framework
serves to understand the driving forces within the political-economy system and what its
implications might entail. Additionally, frame analysis is utilized to analyze how Arla Foods
communicates about its operations.

The results show that Arla Foods emphasizes its commitment to developing a business that
can provide high milk prices to its owners, i.e., the farmers, being a leader in environmental
sustainability, enhancing cows’ welfare, and striving to improve the company’s relationships with
its stakeholders. Arla Foods recognizes that promoting animal welfare and environmental
sustainability is somewhat challenged by organizational growth, yet not contradictory. Efficiency
measures are essential in the company’s actions to reduce environmental impact, even though some
actions and results are noted to be insufficient. Arla Foods is interpreted as attempting to align
actions, the results, and how it is framed through relativisation. By comparing the company and its
actions to those of other companies, the framing can shift focus from the company’s isolated result

to the relative accomplishments of other companies.
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1 Introduction

Various industries and corporations have been under scrutiny for their environmental impacts. This
scrutiny has sometimes resulted in increasing demand on company accountability and
responsibility (Detzel et al., 2022; Fraser, 2022; Hayek et al., 2020; Pepper, 2019; Poore and
Nemecek, 2018; Rosi et al., 2017; Velander, 2024; Srinivasan, 2022; Joensuu et al., 2015; Brennan
and Merkl-Davies, 2014). Within this call for corporate accountability, the “animal industrial
complex” (Noske, 1997) has additionally faced critique regarding its treatment of non-human
animals (Buller & Morris, 2003; Eadie, 2012; Lancaster & Boyd, 2015; Muhammad et al., 2022).
However, it has been a corporate challenge to adequately and simultaneously promote
environmental sustainability and animal welfare in the animal industrial complex while achieving
economic goals (Feeney et al., 2024; Fraser, 2022; Meijboom et al., 2023; Painter, 2016; Velander,
2024). At the same time, the efforts to work simultaneously on all three dimensions are often
overlooked in prior studies, which typically focus on only one or two of these areas (Clay et al.,
2020; Feeney et al., 2024; Gottlieb et al., 2022; Meijboom et al., 2023; Velander, 2024).

In this thesis, I turn to the dairy company Arla Foods to conduct a single case-study with
the purpose of exploring actions, framings, and possible tensions that relate to the company’s
economic objectives, animal welfare, and environmental sustainability. The industrial and
institutional system, to which Arla Foods belongs, has been noted for a discrepancy between
“essence” and “appearance” (Norman, 1971). It is, in other words, a difference between the content
of the production system, i.e., its operating parts and processes that constitute the production
system, and its appearance. The appearance focuses on the production system's form, i.e., how the
system aims to portray itself to gain legitimization. What should be noted, however, is that the
thesis is limited in the data collected about Arla Foods and is therefore not complete in
understanding the whole essence of the company. Still, Arla Foods serves as an informative case
in the dairy sector for several reasons. First, it is one of the largest dairy processors globally, placing
sixth in 2023 and seventh in 2024 (Feuss & Ledman, 2024). Second, the company, together with
other corporations, has also been criticized by Greenpeace for its environmental impact and
uncertain solutions. Third, Arla Foods partially acknowledges its role in the problem but continues
to portray its business as the solution (Arla, n.d.e). Lastly, Arla Foods has also attracted media
attention recently for animal mistreatment and violations of animal welfare regulations (Evans,

2025; Fegan et al., 2020; Langseth, 2022).



As such, I draw on “The Tragedy of the Commodity” framework (Longo et al., 2015), and
focus on “commodification” and “technological rationalization” (Buzby, 2015; Gunderson, 2013)
to investigate possible tensions and contradictions in Arla Foods promotion of economic goals,
animal welfare, and environmental sustainability. In short, the tragedy of the commodity
framework focuses on the drivers of ecological rifts and the processes that transform nature, or
anything, into commodities. A process in which technological innovations and advancements play
a central role. To capture the potential discrepancy between the content and the form of Arla Foods,
the theoretical perspective of the tragedy of the commodity is combined with “frame analysis”
(Goffman, 1986; Entman, 1993). Frame analysis concerns how a communicator selects information
to emphasize certain aspects of reality to an audience. The receivers will gain different perceptions
of an event depending on the selected information. So, to scrutinize how Arla Foods deals with
issues related to their economic objectives, animal welfare, and environmental sustainability, I will
examine the company’s Corporate Social Responsibility reports (CSR). These reports are salient
to corporations communicating about environmental and animal welfare issues. However, the
reports do not always align with actual actions or anticipated outcomes (Feeney et al., 2024). By
selectively emphasizing or obscuring certain information of “reality”, CSR reports risk creating a
misleading image of the company and its activities (Waddock, 2008). The significance of
examining CSR reports is further highlighted as the EU in 2024 published new directives on
corporate sustainability reporting (EU, 2022), demanding more transparent and self-reflexive risk
assessment by companies about their business activities. This thesis can provide a basis for

comparing results before and after the implementation of the new directives.



1.2 Purpose, Aim, & Questions
The purpose of this thesis is to explore Arla Foods' promotion and framing of economic goals,
animal welfare, and environmental sustainability. I further aim to examine how and why the
company’s promotion of economic objectives, animal welfare, and environmental sustainability,
together with the associated frames, might create tensions or not within the company’s CSR
reporting, posing the following questions:
e How does Arla Foods frame its promotion of economic objectives, animal welfare, and
environmental sustainability?
e Do the efforts to achieve economic objectives create tensions in promoting animal welfare
and environmental sustainability?
e In addition, why do the economic objectives of Arla Foods align, or come into
tension, with the company’s promotion of animal welfare and environmental

sustainability?

1.3 Background

In this section, I provide a brief overview of Arla Foods as a company and delve into the criticisms
aimed at the company concerning environmental impact and animal welfare. Additionally, in some
places, I address issues related to the broader dairy industry as well. In 2000, the dairy cooperative
Arla Foods was founded by merging Denmark and Sweden's largest cooperative dairy producers
(Arla Foods, n.d.d). Since then, Arla has expanded to include more cooperative owners in other
European countries such as the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg, and the UK.
However, their business reaches globally in countries such as Canada, the USA, China, Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, and Lebanon (Arla, n.d.b). The company’s main operations concern the production

and processing of raw milk (Arla, n.d.a).

1.3.1 Environmental Impact

In 2024, Greenpeace released a report, “Turning Down the Heat”, on the environmental impact of
the dairy industry. In the report, Greenpeace stated that Arla Foods had exaggerated its total
reduction of emissions. The company was further criticized for the decision to focus on sources
that account for 4% of the total emissions rather than on the larger supply chain that accounts for
96% in total (Greenpeace, 2024). The practiced and suggested technical solutions to reduce, for

example, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions were perceived as uncertain and risk causing a rebound



effect (Greenpeace, 2024). In a report by Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
(FAO) and the Global Dairy Platform (GDP), the two organisations stated that the dairy “[...]
sector’s GHG emissions have increased by 18 percent between 2005 and 2015 because overall milk
production has grown substantially by 30 percent, in response to increased consumer demand”
(2019, p. 7). The increase in absolute emissions was attributed to both a rising number of animals
and shifts in sector production efficiency. Although global milk yield rose by 15 percent, the
significant improvement in production efficiency is viewed as a factor leading to higher absolute
emissions. Efficiency is interpreted to lower emissions when the number of animals decreases
(FAO & GDP, 2019). Moreover, in 2023, a Swedish court convicted Arla of misleading
sustainability advertising claims (Coyne, 2023). The process counsel at the country’s consumer
watchdog, Konsumentombudsmannen (KO), expressed the following regarding the court’s
decisions, ‘The ruling is good because many consumers want to shop with regard to the
environment but may find it difficult to know what climate footprint a product leaves. Therefore,
it is extra important that companies take their responsibility and do not exaggerate in advertising’
(Coyne, 2023). In relation to the ruling, Arla Foods highlighted the complexity of communicating
about sustainability (ibid.).

1.3.2 Animal Welfare
The dairy industry has been recognized for its physical and psychological impact on cows and
calves. Cows and calves have been shown to face mental consequences due to early separation
after birth, and physical complications from limited movement and exercise (loannidou et al.,
2024). It was found that separating the calves from cows between four and seven days after birth
causes them more stress. In addition, the separation was seen to specifically result in higher heart
rates for cows (Ste¢hulova et al., 2008). However, removing the calves the same day as they are
born, or if they were put in individual housing, can lead to social and adaptation challenges
(Gaillard et al., 2014). Furthermore, due to cows’ high and constant milk production, cows
experience physical issues such as lameness, hoof lesions, sole ulcers, laminitis, and heel horn
erosion (Manske, 2002; Roche et al., 2024). In addition, the dairy industry and Arla Foods
specifically have been acknowledged for the mistreatment of non-human animals by news media.
In 2020, Uppdrag Granskning, a Swedish investigative journalism branch on SVT news,
reported that more than 200 farms violated the animal protection law in 2019, and that 38 of these
farms delivered milk to Arla Foods (Fegan et al., 2020). In the control reports by the County



Administratives, cows were reported dirty, injured, sick, and skinny (Fegan et al. 2020).
Additionally, on one farm, calves showed apathy and lean bodies. In a later control, four out of the
seven calves were found dead. The county administrators had also reported that, in one farm, a
larger group of cattle was in poor physical health and “[own translation] unacceptable manure
polluted” (Fegan et al., 2020).

In March 2025, a farm delivering milk to Arla in the UK was, through undercover
footage, displayed “abusing cows, slapping new-born calves and allegedly denying the animals
veterinary care” (Evans, 2025). Alick Simmons, former UK government deputy chief veterinary
officer and former Food Standards Agency veterinary director highlighted the mistreatment of
animals and the breaches against the Animal Welfare Act 2006. Simmons stressed that ‘abuses
occurred at a farm linked to a company presenting itself as an industry leader raises serious
questions about oversight and accountability’ (Evans, 2025, para. 11). The intensified production
in the animal industry has been further acknowledged by Arla-farmers as potentially decreasing
environmental sustainability and animal welfare. In 2023, Arla-farmer representatives submitted a
motion to the board of Arla Foods, raising concerns around the proposed 'Sustainability Incentive
Model' and pointing to the increased intensification in production and higher demand for industrial

monocultures (Greenpeace, 2024).

2 Previous Research

This section provides an overview of the animal industrial complex and the influences of modern
political-economic processes. Additionally, studies on the environmental impact of the animal
industry and its effects on non-human animals will be presented. However, to display corporate
framing and how CSR reporting is utilized to legitimize its operations to stakeholders, studies on

other industries will be included here as well.

2.1 The Animal Industrial Complex

From the mid-20th century, the farming system underwent significant changes in how it was
operated and how it was structured. With the rise of the new industrial and institutional system the
animal industry was shaped according to its logic (Noske, 1997; Longo et al., 2015). The farm
system and its production were, as a result, intensified and shifted towards larger multinational

industries intervening and controlling more stages of production (Noske, 1997; Weis, 2013). The



new presuppositions constructed by the institutionalized farming system resulted in fewer but
larger farms to “[...] maintain a large number of animals and push them through with factory-like
speed” (Noske, 1997, p. 26). With this development, there was also an increasing reliance on
technological advancements to remain competitive or simply stay afloat in the industry (Noske,
1997). Between the years 1950 and 1984, the World Commission on Environmental Development
stated that meat production tripled, and milk production doubled (WCED, 1987). As the population
of animals grew, their transition from natural grazing areas to indoor housing, along with the
increased provision of fodder premixes and highly concentrated seeds, amplified the environmental
impact of animal agriculture (CEAS, 2000, pp. 60-61; Noske, 1997, p. 32). When non-human
animals were in natural environments, they were integrated into agricultural production through a
nutrient exchange with pasture and soil (Longo et al., 2015). However, transitioning to industrial
settings, the concentrated feed consumption leads to a net surplus of minerals for Nature (Noske,
1997; CEAS, 2000). Harmful substances have been found in manure and waste, impacting air, soil,
surface waters, and drinking waters. This has further led to eutrophication, acidification, and
chemical pollution (CEAS, 2000; Noske, 1997; Pope et al., 2021; Greenpeace, 2024).

Like all other industrial production within the capitalist economic system, animal farming
was organized to be profit-oriented, with the primary purpose of transforming non-human animals
into commodities (Harrison, 2013). However, non-human animals are not only reduced to food
products, but also socially constructed for human purposes (Buller & Morris, 2003). For human
animals to consciously consume non-human animals, there are attempts to conceal the subjectivity
of the latter (Buzby, 2015). The diminishing of subjectivity draws on pre-existing structures of
domination. Buzby (2015) means that the notion of human ‘exceptionalism’ enables and justifies
the suppression and killing of the others, i.e., non-human animals. Nonetheless, consumers are led
to believe and “[...] accept the illusion that non-human animals are content and cared for until sent
to a "humane’death” (Buzby, 2015, p. 39). This is important as the corporation's image and

appearance must resonate with consumers’ expectations.

2.2 Framing and Reporting of Sustainability & Welfare

The concept of frames and framing, in short, concerns the selection of certain information to
enhance the importance of that information to emphasize one particular part of “reality” (Entman,
1993; Goftman, 1986). Framing in CSR reports, can then be used to highlight certain aspects and

efforts to demonstrate one specific side of a company and thus legitimize its business practices.



Corporate communication is further shaped by policies, civil society, and socio-political events
(Arvidsson & Sabelfeld, 2023). Adopting the communication to demonstrate consideration of these

aspects is beneficial to the branding and legitimacy of the company.

2.2.1 Framing of Environmental Sustainability

When examining a corporation’s environmental sustainability performance, Delmas and Blass
(2010) emphasize the importance of approaching the subject not only from the dimension of
environmental strengths but also from environmental concerns. Relying solely on the ‘best in class’
approach risks overlooking the possibility of a corporation being the worst performer in other areas.
The risk of missing possible environmental concerns further highlights the importance of critically
analyzing CSR reports. For example, in the chemical sector, it was found that the more “advanced
reporting” and the more engaged the companies were in “pollution prevention activities”, the
bigger impact they had on the environment (Delmas & Blass, 2010, p. 256). Furthermore, the Secil
Group, which is based in the cement industry, framed issues relating to climate change broadly.
The company addressed climate change from ethics, communication and relationships, efficiency
and effectiveness, law and regulations, and financing and investment (Melchiades Soares, 2023).
Secil Group’s broad framing of climate change issues indicates, for Melichiades Soares (2023, p.
237), an organizational concern for its impact on the environment and society. However, as further
noted, the company’s sustainability reporting is also viewed as strengthening the company’s
reputation as socially responsible. Moreover, Wood et al. (2025) examined how the red meat
industry framed the various effects of red meat. In total, four main frames were noticed. The first
frame pointed to a lack of scientific consensus and researchers’ insufficient knowledge about the
Nordic context of food and farming systems. The second frame described red meat as a nutrient
that provides the consumers with a lot of vitamins, minerals, and protein, insofar as contributing to
health benefits that non-red meat alternatives cannot provide. The third and fourth frames highlight
the environmental, social, and economic elements that the livestock sector provides. Livestock
farming was framed to enhance carbon sequestration, open landscape, and soil fertility in grazing
systems. In addition, it was further presented as essential to crop rotation and nutrient cycling, as
well as to biodiversity (Wood et al., 2025). Lastly, red meat production was articulated to be the
appropriate way to use the land to ensure food security, value culture, and provide employment

(Wood et al., 2025).



2.2.2 Framing of Animal Welfare

The framing of non-human animals influences what improvements that is imagined and presented.
In a study by Vigors (2019), farmers in Scotland were interviewed about their perception of positive
animal welfare. The farmers displayed three main frames “[...] positive welfare as (i) good
husbandry; (ii) proactive welfare improvement; and (iii) the animal’s point of view” (Vigors, 2019,
p. 9). Good husbandry mainly focused on the health of the cows, and one approach to achieve good
welfare was to ‘measure, manage, measure’ (Vigors, 2019, p. 10). The high welfare of cows was
equalized with access to needed resources, low stress levels, and good performance in milk
production. Farmers in the proactive frame had a similar focus but perceived that current practices
needed to be improved. The farmers expressing this frame highlighted a will to go beyond current
practices of welfare. Lastly, some farmers emphasized the need to account for the animal’s point
of view. However, Vigors (2019) means that this does not go beyond the frames of good husbandry
and proactive welfare, the farmers rather try to think about these aspects from the viewpoint of the
non-human animal. In addition, throughout the farmer’s framing, there was consistently a
perspective of ‘happy-healthy-productive’ animals (Vigors, 2019). This is a similar framing to what
can be found on dairy companies’ websites (See Arla, n.d.c) and social media. Most of the content
is picturing “happy ecological animals” and avoids the illustration of everyday lives (Buzby, 2015,

p. 48; Linné, 2016, pp. 728-29).

2.3 Position of Thesis - Frame Analysis and Industrial Farming System
Prior research has explored numerous aspects of the animal industrial complex and its relation to
the environment and animal welfare. Previous studies have further examined how corporations
encounter the challenge of achieving economic goals, sustainability, and animal welfare, both in
pairs and separately. The examination of corporate framing strategies around its products and
operations has also been scrutinized. Still, this thesis contributes to a deeper understanding of how
economic objectives might create tensions, or not, in the promotion of environmental sustainability
and animal welfare. In addition, examining not only the actions of Arla Foods but also its framing,
the thesis can contribute further knowledge about how corporations utilize various framings in
relation to the company’s economic goals, animal welfare, and environmental sustainability in its
CSR reporting.

The significance of frame analysis in conjunction with the examination of the

industrial and institutionalized farming system is illustrated through the concepts of essence and



appearance, as outlined by Marx (Norman, 1971). These concepts emphasize a disparity between
the content of the production system and the form it assumes. Arla Foods’ own CSR reporting,
together with modern political-economic structures and prior research on the animal industrial
complex, concerns the content. Frame analysis is attached to the examination of Arla Foods’
appearance. Using the concepts of essence and appearance analytically enables the examination of
possible discrepancies between the corporation's framing and the company’s practices and mode
of production. Norman (1971) brings a short quote from Marx to demonstrate the relevance of
considering the two concepts, ‘... all science would be superfluous if the outward appearance and
the essence of things directly coincided’ (Marx, 1909, Trinitarian Formula section). Based on the
anticipated discrepancy between essence and appearance, the two concepts operate to highlight
how Arla Foods frames the promotion of economic objectives, animal welfare, and environmental
sustainability, and thus how that appearance reflects how the company operates their businesses.
However, as the thesis is limited to CSR reports in its data collection, the full essence of Arla Foods
cannot be captured. This notion must be further considered when interpreting and discussing the

results.

3 Theory

To analyze Arla Foods CSR reports, I apply the tragedy of the commodity framework, outlined by
Longo et al. (2015), to understand driving forces in the political-economy system and what its

implications might entail.

3.1 The Tragedy of the Commodity

The framework was initially developed—in part—as a response to “the tragedy of the commons”.
The tragedy of the commons concerns the exploitation of natural resources due to unrestricted
properties, i.e., resources not restricted as private property. The tragedy of the commodity
framework focuses on the drive to turn nature, or anything, into commodities to enhance exchange
values (market value) and increase profits. The tragedy of the commodity framework examines
“[...] the processes by which human social systems (institutions) and natural systems (ecosystems)
interact with and shape each other” (Longo et al., 2015). It further extends to an [...] analytical
framework to historically assess environmental degradation under capitalist development” (Longo

etal., 2015, p. 31).



In the capitalist economy, there is a never-ending pursuit for capital accumulation and
profits, which is premised on continuous growth. Commodification and technological
advancements are central to enabling growth, increased efficiency, and capital accumulation. The
systemic economic growth imperative “[...] shape[s]the material exchanges with ecological
systems, and as they progressively transform ecosystems or exceed natural limits, they produce
ecological rifts in the cycles and processes that maintain ecosystems” (Longo et al., 2015, p. 33).
As outlined by Longo and Clausen (2011), the qualitative aspects of a commodity, its use value,
are finite and thus not the target of commodification. However, a commodity's quantitative aspects,
its exchange values, are endless, and thus the process by which surplus value and profit can be
created and obtained. Therefore, the transformation of natural resources, or of anything, into
commodities does not aim to take advantage of their use value but rather their exchange value. The
role of the commodity and the accumulation of capital are highlighted by Marx as the “continuous
transformation of capital-as-money into capital-as-commodities, followed by a retransformation of
capital-as-commodities into capital-as-more-money” (Heilbroner, 1985, p. 36). Increasing surplus-
value through the logic of circulation relies on the amount of capital and the number of
commodities available for circulation. In other words, there is a need to accumulate capital and to
turn, for example, milk or by-products of processed milk, into an increasing number of
commodities (Longo et al., 2011). The drive to transform money into commodities, in order to
generate more money, is also central to the process of exhausting natural resources and

deteriorating nature (Longo et al., 2015).

3.1.1 Commodification

Non-human animals are turned into various commodities, such as food, clothes, decoration, and
entertainment. Farm animals are adapted “[...] to production criteria and economic expectations of
the technological and institutional production environment” (Bos et al., 2018, p. 88). Non-human
animals are integral to commodity production and exchange values, and they face the implications
for the aspiration of technical advancements to “[...] increase profits and continue circulating and
accumulating capital” (Gunderson, 2013, p. 267). Concerning the commodification of dairy cattle,
the methods used to convert cattle into commodities intensify the processes involved in milk
extraction, such as forcible impregnation, the removal of calves shortly after birth, restricted

movement, and exercise due to cramped conditions (Gunderson, 2013; Ioannidou et al., 2024).
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Non-human animals are turned into commodities and are increasingly exploited through
technological advancements and interventions (Mandel et al., 2022; Painter, 2016). Moreover,
when the industrial and institutional system experiences ecological barriers and constraints around
increased production or extraction of natural resources, technological advancements serve a
necessary purpose of developing new possibilities to use the same or other resources in different
ways, as well as making another location possible, or creating new technologies to increase

production efficiency (Longo et al., 2015).

3.1.2 Technological Rationalization

In the animal food industry, technological rationalization aims to advance industrial and biological
technologies (Gunderson, 2013; Longo et al., 2014). A typical example concerns the manipulation
and intensification of characteristics in the growth broiler chicken (Carton et al., 2017). Over the
last 70 years, chickens have undergone a significant bodily transformation. In the US, chicken
weights increased by approximately 40% between 1950 and 2001 (Gunderson, 2013). In Sweden,
chickens bred for meat increased their weight by around 25% between 1995 and 2024
(Jordbruksverket, 2024). However, the intensification of growth broiler chickens today, i.e., the
manipulation of the genetic program (Carton et al., 2017), is not only a strategy for increasing
outputs but is also “[...] hailed as a possible strategy for rendering nonhuman animals more
environmentally friendly” (Carton et al., 2017:792). Technological developments are aimed at
further enhancing advanced methods to manage and speed up biological processes for increasing
control over production and reducing turnover time. Technological advancements are also utilized
to promote increased consumption and lower production costs, aiming to minimize waste and
maximize outputs in a shorter time before slaughter (Gunderson, 2013; Longo et al., 2014; Longo
et al., 2021).

The tragedy of the commodity framework and the concepts of commodification and
technological rationalization highlight the environmental and societal consequences stemming
from the industrial and institutionalized system. The concepts will be utilized to examine whether
processes in Arla Foods organization and operations possibly point to tensions between Arla Foods
promotion of economic goals, environmental sustainability, and welfare for animals. This enables
an analysis of Arla Foods' corporate actions and how these align or contradict each other, as well

as how the framing of their corporate goals corresponds with stated efforts.
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3.2 Defining Sustainability

The concept of sustainability is subject to change. It has evolved over time and thus formed a debate
on what, for example, sustainable food entails (Joensuu et al., 2015; Brydges et al., 2022; Clark
&Tilman, 2017; Larsen et al., 2024; Pilgrim, 2019; Stanescu, 2019). In this debate, emerging
perceptions revolve around the “idealized” aspects of pastoral, organic, free-range, and local
production (Pilgrim, 2019; Stanescu, 2019). Due to the evolving nature of sustainability as a
concept, I have chosen to follow the definition from the United Nations. However, the United
Nations integrates economic, environmental, and social aspects into its concept of sustainability
and sustainable development. This thesis will thus focus on sustainability connected to the
environment. In a report for Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nation, Corsin et al.
(2007) displays the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) definition of sustainable
development, stated to be a “[...] development that ensures that the use of resources and the
environment today does not compromise their use in the future” (Corsin et al., 2007, p. 7). This

understanding of sustainability will be applied throughout the thesis.

4 Methodology & Method

The following sections present and argue for the analytical framework, data collection, and coding

and analytical techniques.

4.1 Case Study
For this paper, I employ a single case study design (Yin, 2012). The single case study design is

beneficial when conducting a longitudinal investigation and examining an issue in-depth and
through ‘developmental factors’ (Flyvbjerg, 2011; Yin, 2012). Applying this design when
examining corporate reports and documents follows the approach of several previous papers (See,
e.g., Brydges et al., 2022; Delmas & Blass, 2010; Koch, 2020; Brennan & Merkl-Davies, 2014;
Melchiades Soares, 2023). However, on the one hand, case studies face criticism for being too
narrow and bound to a specific context. On the other hand, focusing on a specific context is seen
as a rather strengthening aspect, with reference to the impossibility of universality in “[...] the
study of human affairs” (Flyvbjerg, 2011, p. 305). The inability to reach universality highlights the
need for context-dependent case knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 2011). However, the concept of

generalization is often viewed as essential for scientific outcomes, though largely driven by the
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belief that scientific inquiry should aim for generalizability (Flyvbjerg, 2011). Nevertheless, case
studies contribute to building knowledge within a field and can thus provide transferable results
(ibid.). For example, there is an opportunity for a degree of generalization if the studied phenomena
may also reappear in other contexts (Dalen et al., 2015). Considering the increased attention
corporations are paying to environmental sustainability and animal welfare, along with the
increasing criticism companies face regarding their impacts on these issues, the circumstances in
this thesis are anticipated to occur in other settings as well. As such, the thesis is believed to

contribute additional knowledge to the field.

4.2 Corporate Reports

Analyzing CSR reports provides substance for understanding how a corporation’s framing helps to
(re)construct reality and (re)shape stakeholders’ perceptions to build legitimacy around the
company (Brennan and Merkl-Davies, 2024, p. 418; Girschik, 2020, p. 59; Brennan & Merkl-
Davies 2014, p. 444; Staffansson Pauli 2016, p. 11). CSR reports mainly contain communication
about environmental, social, and welfare issues, establishing them as crucial documents for
legitimizing and reshaping the company's image and reality. This emphasis has led to the decision
to prioritize CSR reports over traditional annual reports. However, as will be shown, certain
statistics from annual reports have sometimes been considered essential and therefore included to
provide context for interpretations of Arla Foods' CSR reporting. It is important to clarify that these
statistics were not derived from a deeper review or analysis of the annual reports as a whole.
However, the perceived need to incorporate statistics from annual reports indicates their
importance in future research when assessing CSR documents.

For a corporation to gain legitimacy, it is desirable to act in accordance with the
expectations of its stakeholders. An act that Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) call “role performance”.
Meeting stakeholders' expectations is essential for building trust, whether those demands are
normative, legal, or driven by market or political forces (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990). However,
whether or not a corporation succeeds in aligning its talk to its actions relates to the concepts
“symbolic talk” and “substantive action” (Feeney et al., 2024). Symbolic talk is often seen as a
mere commitment to sustainable practices, mostly aimed at upholding a beneficial corporate
reputation (Feeney et al., 2024). To achieve substantive actions, Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) argue
that structural changes of the organization are essential. In other words, creating solutions that

operate within the existing organizational framework is perceived as an insufficient measure. CSR
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reports are frequently recognized as more about symbolism than genuine action, with companies
using these reports to “shape messages to suit their own agenda or, worse still, and to mislead
audiences” (Merkl-Davies & Brennan 2017, p. 234). This uncertainty raises concerns that corporate
“[...] activities are merely window dressing” (Waddock, 2008, p. 105), risking a discrepancy
between the actual quality of the production and the communication surrounding it (Borkfelt et al.,
2015). Feeney et al. (2024) found, for example, a disconnection between frames and actions in the
energy sector and urged future researchers to persist in exploring the temporal aspects of corporate
talk and action. By critically examining CSR reports, this thesis further explores the potential
tension between economic and CSR actions, and thus, a possible gap between communication and
actions. This is further deemed essential for advancing a process-oriented understanding of how

green rhetoric is converted into action (Feeney et al., 2024, p. 21).

4.3 Material

The timeframe for data collection spans from the first year Arla Foods made its CSR reports
publicly accessible in 2010 to the most recent report from 2023. In total, 14 reports were collected.
From 2022 onwards, the CSR declaration has been integrated into the annual reports. In instances
where the CSR reporting has been included in the annual reports, I have chosen to examine only
the sections that specifically relate to Arla Foods’ CSR practices. For example, the 2022 report
included an analysis of the chapters “Environmental ambition and progress,” ’Social ambitions
and progress,” and “ESG statements”. ESG stands for Environmental, Social, and Governance
(Byrne, n.d.). However, excluding annual reports poses a risk of missing out on valuable
information that could further define Arla Foods’ essence as a company and display what

influences its actions.

4.4 Frame Analysis

I will introduce the concept of frames as understood by Goffman (1986), who partially developed
the understanding of frames and frame analysis from Bateson (1955). Examining frames is a way
to identify how organizing principles shape experience in a social situation. Identifying frames
helps in understanding how we perceive an event and how we constitute its meaning. However, an
event can be framed differently depending on the presented information. This can, for example,
serve the purpose “[...] to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described” (Entman, 1993, p. 52).
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Enhancing the salience of certain aspects increases the probability of an audience, i.e., the receivers,
to remember that specific information (Entman, 1993). Depending on which frames are present or
absent, it affects the audience’s perception of the text differently, thus adding a strategic element
to framing and constructing an event and issue (Zhang & Zhang, 2024). When Zhang and Zhang
examined the CSR reports from the oil industry, they saw that European oil and gas companies
recognized their responsibility and highlighted technological innovations to promote
environmental sustainability. However, these frames were perceived as a green marketing tool “[...]
which help address oil industry’s dilemma: reducing emissions would lead to lower profits” (Zhang
& Zhang, 2024, p. 418). Zhang and Zhang (2024) further state that examining frames and framing
strategies offers the possibility to enhance the understanding of organizational texts and the role
they play in communicating on corporate responsibilities regarding environmental, social, and

welfare issues.

4.4.1 Keying and Fabrication

Goffman (1986) highlights two strategies, keying and fabrication, that can be used when framing
an event. Keying refers to a mutual understanding that certain aspects are being altered, which
importantly aligns with what the audience believes is happening. Keying involves manipulating
elements that the audience is familiar with and recognizes. The operator intentionally modifies
certain aspects to reinterpret the original, an act that is accepted by the audience. Keying is
following a script well-known to the audience. It involves staging an event, fantasizing about it,
describing it retrospectively, or analyzing it (Goffman, 1986). The concept of fabrication, however,
involves the intention to mislead the audience about the true nature of the event (Goffman, 1986).
A clear example of this is found in the tobacco industry’s making of cigarette filters. In the early
20th century, most cigarettes were unfiltered, and ads suggested that women’s lips could benefit
from cigarette consumption (Kennedy, 2012). However, moving into the 1950s, research revealed
in several reports that cigarettes contain harmful substances that lead to negative health impacts. In
response to the growing evidence highlighting harmful substances and challenging the industry’s
advertisements, tobacco companies developed filtered cigarettes. An RJ Reynolds chemist named
Claude Teague created a filter that changed color from white to brown as the smoke was inhaled,
known as the Teague filter (Kennedy, 2012). The changing colour of the filter was believed to
ensure consumers that the harmful substances were captured by the filter. However, the new filtered

cigarettes, as well as the filters that changed colours, did not reduce the impact of smoking. The
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early filters even contained substances that were more harmful than tobacco smoke (Kennedy,
2012). Applying the concepts of keying and fabrication as a lens in the analysis, further assists in

the examination of alignment between actions and frames displayed in Arla Foods CSR reporting.

4.5 Data Analysis

The collected data is coded and analyzed with a focus on overarching topics to identify main
patterns or ideas (Dalen et al., 2015; Marshall et al., 2022). In the first stage, the coding concerned
the company’s framing of its promotion of economic goals, animal welfare, and environmental
sustainability. Regarding economic objectives, the information was coded in relation to factors
such as growth, production, sales, profits, prices, and capital. The category of non-human animals
includes sub-codes related to welfare and wellbeing, such as reported issues, injuries, and
conditions, and thus how they are being addressed. Environmental sustainability was further coded
to include information about environmental sustainability actions, such as those related to
emissions, water, and land impact. along with stated efforts. Subsequently, in the second stage, the
identified codes related to framing were analyzed in relation to the tragedy of the commodity
framework and contrasted with prior research and media reports.

The data collected from the CSR reports concern Arla Foods' stated actions, as well as
reflections on efforts and organizational operations. These descriptions lay the foundation for each
frame, and they are analyzed together in relation to the theoretical framework. Below, the coding
process will be further illustrated through a table that outlines how quotes have been interpreted,

coded, and, lastly, connected to a specific frame.
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Table 1. Coding Process

Report | Quote Interpretation Code Frame
CSR “Both owners [Arla Foods & Milk Link] Expanding the Economic The
2013 agree wholeheartedly on what is now most organization is seen responsibility Fiduciary
important for Arla; to reap the benefits of the | as beneficial and
mergers in the form of synergies, and to further enabling the
deliver a good milk price to make the owners | increase of milk
feel confident and secure on their farms” prices for owners. Necessary
(2013, p. 11) actions
CSR “The health of our farmers’ cows and the Willingly and Animal welfare | The Carer
2017 conditions in which they live are of great actively engaging and | and well-being
importance to us and all stakeholders in our developing practices
value chain from farmer owners to to improve the
consumers. To support our aim, in wellbeing of cows.
cooperation with veterinary profes519nals, we Voluntary
have held workshops at farms covering .
. . . actions
themes including calf health, responsible use
of antibiotics, and improving cow udder
health” (2017, p. 21)
CSR “Our farmer owners are among the best An ambitious Environmental | The Role
2021 producers in the world when it comes to low | corporate leader in commitments Model
climate impact per kilo of milk. Collectively, | the work for
their carbon footprint is about half of the sustainability, who
world’s average, and we recognise our further strives to
responsibility to reduce farm level emissions | improve their actions Aspirational
further. Together with our farmer owners, we | even more. actions
have set ambitious Science Based Targets for
2030 and we have a carbon net-zero ambition
for 2050” (2021, p. 13)

Table 1 shows examples from the result section. It displays how various quotes have been interpreted and categorized using specific codes, and
finally connected to a framework. The first framework in each example corresponds to a broader context, while the second relates to corporate
actions associated with that frame.

What will be further exemplified in the result section is how Arla Foods adapts to different roles
and implements various actions, thereby framing corporate actions differently depending on the

issues they are addressing.

4.6 Ethical Considerations

Even though all collected data is open access, there must be considerations about information and
consent for using the content in research (Swedish Research Council, 2017). Throughout the paper,

individuals in the collected data, such as spokespersons, will be de-identified and, if needed, given
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a pseudonym (Swedish Research Council, 2017). However, since data is collected from open
sources on the internet, it is possible to search for keywords and then identify documents and linked
individuals. Still, in this case, all collected data is through the organization’s own website, and with

open access to the reports.

5 Results

In the CSR reports between 2010 and 2023, Arla Foods emphasizes its commitment to developing
a business that can provide high milk prices to its owners, i.e., the farmers, being a leader in
environmental sustainability, enhancing cows’ welfare, and improving the relationships with its

stakeholders. I will start by presenting the latter.

5.1 Building Stakeholder Relationships

Arla Foods discussion of stakeholder relationships suggests that they are attentive to external
expectations and actively strive to adapt their communication to ensure that consumers’ interests

and demands are acknowledged and addressed.

“It is essential that consumers trust us if we are to sell our products. By acting responsibly, communicating openly and
maintaining an ongoing dialogue with customers and consumers, we create the right conditions for trust”

(Arla Foods, 2011, p. 28)

“We have seen a significant improvement in our market reputation this year, a position we will work hard to develop”

(Arla Foods, 2018, p. 3)

The importance of building and maintaining trust with stakeholders is acknowledged and pursued
through communication such as reports and events. Bringing stakeholders close to the operations
is interpreted as an attempt to strengthen people's positive perception of the company. One way

Arla Foods tries to accomplish this is by inviting stakeholders to the farms.

“We wish to provide insight into the origin of our products and the work that takes place on the farms. We do this by
showcasing our owners in external communications and by inviting members of the public and school children to visit
our owners’ farms. In 2016 the annual event, when cows are put out to pasture in the spring, was live streamed in
Denmark, and was followed by 15,000 online”

(Arla Foods, 2017, p. 31)

18



Arla Foods transparently articulates its aim of selecting certain stakeholder concerns and thus
adopting and emphasizing their salience in communicative events. An approach that indicates a

framing strategy of keying.

“The certificate demonstrates that Arla Nijkerk has a management system in place for CSR that systematically
addresses stakeholders’ expectations. Arla Nijkerk is the first dairy to receive this certification in the Netherlands.
Experiences gained will provide valuable input into the futher [sic] development of the CSR agenda”

(Arla Foods, 2013, p. 7)

“Regardless of where we do business, we need to understand that we operate in a highly consumer driven market,
where consumers expect transparency in the value chain. They want to know more about the origin of dairy products,
how we treat our cows and how we maintain a high biodiversity”

(Arla Foods, 2018, p. 3)

Arla Foods adopts practices and communication that correspond with stakeholders’ expectations,

and by doing this, the company anticipates more confidence for the corporate brand.

5.2 The Fiduciary - Necessary Actions

In regard to Arla Foods economic objectives, the company takes a position of financial
responsibility to its owners. This responsibility is primarily directed towards providing sufficient
milk prices to the farmer-owners. Arla Foods highlights the necessity of this aim to ensure that
farmers can manage their farms and obtain a sufficient subsistence, further constituting the framing

of The Fiduciary.

“The overall objective is to pay a higher milk price to the company’s owners”

(Arla Foods, 2011, p. 10)

“Arla’s aim is to maximise the price paid to its owners for their milk so they can continue to develop their farms”

(Arla Foods, 2016, p. 16)
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“Growing our brands and market share and delivering a competitive milk price to our farmer owners are essential to
the development of the cooperative”

(Arla Foods, 2022, p. 13)

Several goals and practices are perceived as imperative to carrying out this ambition. Arla Foods
considers expansion and an increasingly profitable business as fundamental parts of its
organizational strategies. The effort to meet the financial objectives necessitates mergers and
acquisitions, which is further interpreted as an effort to increase the number and size of production

sites.

“Both owners [Arla Foods & Milk Link] agree wholeheartedly on what is now most important for Arla; to reap the
benefits of the mergers in the form of synergies, and to deliver a good milk price to make the owners feel confident
and secure on their farms”

(Arla Foods, 2013, p. 11)

“The increase in energy consumption since 2011 is closely connected to the growth of Arla with more sites, higher
production volumes and a changed mix of products.”

(Arla Foods, 2018, p. 38)

In expanding production to increase profits, Arla Foods has acknowledged that more capital must
be put in circulation. In 2010, Arla Foods initiated a growth strategy and launched the initiative
“investment capital”, perceived as an effort to improve capital flow. The investment capital made
it possible for owners to invest more money in the company or to loan Arla Foods money for an

annual return.

“During the year our owners decided to increase their investment in Arla, demonstrating their trust in the company. In
doing so, it will create a solid platform from which Arla can pursue its growth strategy. The injection of new capital
means, for example, that it will be possible to make more loan-financed acquisitions”

(Arla Foods, 2011, p. 4)

This indicates an importance of expanding the organization in terms of owners. An increasing
number of owners enables a larger financial capital to invest in the organization and thus the
production capacity. The intention of this process is further understood as a way to achieve a higher

surplus value in total and accomplish the financial obligation to Arla Foods owners.
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“We need to grow to ensure as good a milk price as possible. That is what is most important. The milk price has been
unacceptably low in recent years. But we must not forget that there is a definite risk for Swedish dairy farmers in
establishing a European milk price because our cost levels are relatively high. This will demand continuous
rationalisations on farms. However, having more owners means that there are more farmers to invest in the company,
which is a good thing”

(Arla Foods, 2013, p. 10)

Expanding production capacity also enables turning more resources into commodities. This is
recognized as a central role in enhancing the value chain, and expanding existing market shares or

entering new markets. Here, whey protein serves as an example.

“Arla Foods Ingredients has also developed a new way to use the protein in whey, a by-product from cheese production.
Whey protein is one of the most interesting proteins in milk. It is absorbed rapidly by the body and is good for muscle
development. Thanks to innovation and research, whey has gone from being a by-product with no value to a key
ingredient in new milk products”

(Arla Foods, 2014, p. 25)

Identifying gaps in current consumption and usage of products is viewed as an important corporate
development strategy to increase the circulation of commodities and generate new sales. Although
Arla Foods is focuing on expansion, the cooperative is somewhat reflexive about the potential
implications of organizational expansion and commodification. The company is recognizing the
challenges that the growth imperative poses to promoting animal welfare and environmental
sustainability. Still, while Arla Foods acknowledges that growth is demanding, it is not framed at

odds with achieving progress in sustainability and welfare.

“Arla’s strong growth, both in terms of the business and the number of owners, is, of course, a challenge. But the more
farmers we are, the stronger we become and the greater the effect the sustainability improvements that we — about
13,500 dairy farmers — have decided to implement. As Arla grows, it means that more people in the world have access
to nutritional products that have been produced with sustainable methods”

(Arla Foods, 2015, p. 4)
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“We want to grow and we care about how we do it. We operate our business in a sustainable and responsible manner
in order to safeguard and develop the company’s reputation and profitability, while caring for people and delivering
growth”

(Arla Foods, 2016, p. 1)

The framing of growth without creating further environmental consequences suggests an attempt
to legitimize the company’s expansion. If both Arla Foods and stakeholders show trust in the
corporation's ability to simultaneously progress on economic, environmental, and welfare matters

through these methods, this framing can suggest the strategy of keying.

5.3 The Carer - Voluntary Actions

Arla Foods acknowledges several issues around animal welfare and well-being. The company is
expressing a desire to improve the living conditions for both human and non-human animals, thus
framing a role as the caring company. Initially, in Arla Foods CSR reports, animal welfare receives
limited space. However, the frequency increases over the period of analysis. The table below
displays a progression of how many times Arla Foods has explicitly mentioned “welfare” in

relation to animals.

Table 2: Frequency of “Welfare” Mentions

CSR Report 2010 CSR Report 2015 CSR Report 2021

“Welfare” Mentionings 5 18 28

Table 2 displays the frequency Arla Foods explicitly mentions welfare in relation to animals in text. Some
reports repeatedly mention welfare through inserting the chapter name at the bottom of the page. Therefore,
mentionings of welfare in titles, table of contents, or index are excluded for a more balanced comparison.

Over 11 years, there is almost a sixfold increase in the articulation of “welfare” in relation to non-
human animals. Arla Foods’ growing attention to animal welfare suggests an adaptation to the

increasing interest of stakeholders.

“With consumers wishing to know more about animal welfare and ethical standards in farming, this is a huge asset
that still needs to be leveraged. Arla needs to make this a part of a bigger responsible agenda and expand the story of
‘farmer-owned’ into how this ensures better and safer products and also how I can contribute as a consumer”

(Arla Foods, 2016, p. 23)
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Arla Foods intention to meet stakeholders’ expectations on ethical animal welfare connects to
Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) discussion on role performance. The notion of role performance is
further strengthened in the 2017 report, when Arla Foods implemented a separate section about
animal welfare. Initially, they present ambiguous statements regarding the knowledge of good
health for cows. Still, the company also presents several issues and areas that are important to

improve to increase the welfare of animals.

“When we talk about animal welfare or the well-being of cows, we acknowledge that we do not know for sure what
a good life is for a cow. We base our quality programme on science and the general answer includes access to fresh
water and feed to maintain health, appropriate living conditions including shelter and a comfortable resting area
and that the animals are free to express normal behaviour. We also include that they are free from pain, injury and
disease and live in conditions that avoid fear and distress. For a cow to have good life, it is, of course, necessary to
have a good living environment on the farm, good management practices and daily care and attention”

(Arla Foods, 2018, p. 27)

To enforce a deeper commitment to animal welfare, both internal and external auditing is

implemented.

“Farmer owners will be expected to self-assess their herds and farms, and they will be audited by an external
certification body to ensure compliance. Farmer owners will be audited at least once every three years, and there will
also be spot checks and extra audits of farms that demonstrate low performance and/or do not submit mandatory data”

(Arla Foods, 2020, p. 15)

In the process of enhancing animal welfare, Arla Foods launches Arlagdrden® Plus, a digital
documentation center. The emphasis is on a systematic assessment and evaluation process to

identify methods or farms that may jeopardize cow welfare, ensuring their well-being.

“In Arla, we strongly believe that animals should be treated well, and the welfare of our herds is a key concern for our
customers and consumers too. We put great efforts in ensuring that Arla cows are well-cared for: our owners have to
submit an extensive report on their herds’ well-being four times a year. Animal robustness is one of the Big5 levers in
our incentive model. To gain evidence on how to improve on this lever, in 2022 we launched a pilot with 19 farms,
where farmers, supported by veterinarians, focus on how to prevent the most common cow diseases”

(Arla Foods, 2023, p. 38)
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The documentation is framed as enabling an assessment of welfare indicators, such as the cow
mobility, cleanliness, lesions, body condition, lifespan of cows, and mortality (Arla Foods, 2020).
Moreover, in Arla Foods efforts to further improve the welfare of animals, they frame the company
as a global leader in the production of organic dairy products (See e.g., Arla Foods, 2015; 2018;
2021). The development of organic products and increasingly establishing organic farms are, in

addition, used as a marketing strategy when selling the products in store.

“In Denmark, all organic milk farmers have adopted new contracts with higher demands for animal welfare. The milk
from these cows, labelled with two hearts, will be launched to Danish consumers as part of an animal welfare
programme set out and controlled by the Danish Government. During 2020 more products will carry the two hearts
signalling that the organic farmers are moving towards a more sustainable way of farming by improving the animal
welfare for the cows”

(Arla Foods, 2020, p. 15)

Arla Foods is also interpreted as framing their commitment to go beyond the initial requirements
regarding good welfare for cows. Furthermore, framing efforts to improve the welfare of cows as

voluntary is perceived as a strengthening aspect of the caring frame.

“However, we know that it is not good enough that cows live a long life. We also want to ensure that our farmers’
cows are healthy and happy. On our UK innovation farm, we are working on creating a “happiness’ measure based on
automated animal behaviour monitoring. This project aims to explore and identify positive behaviours that can be used
as further welfare indicators for dairy cattle”

(Arla Foods, 2023, p. 38)

In 2022, Arla Foods reported no major cleanliness issues (98.4%), no major body condition issues
(99,8%), no major mobility issues (99,5%), and no injury issues (100%) (Arla Foods, 2023).
However, Arla Foods recognizes that there can be issues, diseases, and injuries that fall below the
threshold of “major”. These issues, injuries, and diseases range from normal to slightly abnormal
to abnormal. However, no information is provided about these cases, and without further insight
into the reporting on animal welfare issues, the thesis is limited in its ability to suggest a case of

keying or fabrication.
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5.4 The Role Model - Aspirational Actions

Arla Foods is acknowledging the company’s environmental impact by discussing methane and
GHG emissions, as well as their effects on air and soil, alongside its water and energy use. Still,
Arla Foods hopes to inspire other companies to follow their engagement and efforts to reduce their
environmental impact and increase sustainability, thereby creating the frame of The Role Model.
The corporate approach to reducing its emissions, pollution, and resource use centers around
advancements in technology and efficiency. Arla Foods consistently frames the company, the size,

and its actions as being, or aspiring to be, environmentally sustainable.

“Today Arla is one of the world’s leading dairy companies, which means that we naturally have additional
opportunities when it comes to our corporate responsibilities. Our approach to running a responsible business now
encompasses more countries and more people. This, of course, presents us with challenges and we hope that we can
become a source of inspiration to the world around us. We aim to retain our position as a leading dairy company and
to maintain our reputation as a sustainable business”

(Arla Foods, 2013, p. 1)

“Several hundred farmers in the UK have joined the Arla UK 360 programme throughout 2019, a pioneering set of
on farm standards that has successfully launched with a number of ARla’s retail customers”

(Arla Foods, 2020, p. 15)

“As one of the world's largest dairy companies, Arla has the size, strength and influence to make a significant
impact as a frontrunner when it comes to sustainability and protecting our planet”

(Arla Foods, 2024, p. 34)

Arla Foods is framing the company as competent and aspiring. The cooperative is aiming to make
efforts that reduces the environmental impact, and willingly taking the role as a leader in

environmental sustainable development.

“Our farmer owners are among the best producers in the world when it comes to low climate impact per kilo of milk.
Collectively, their carbon footprint is about half of the world’s average, and we recognise our responsibility to reduce
farm level emissions further. Together with our farmer owners, we have set ambitious Science Based Targets for 2030
and we have a carbon net-zero ambition for 2050”

(Arla Foods, 2021, p. 13)
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Arla Foods has over the period of analysis shifted its focus regarding what is the company’s
primary challenge in the work of reducing its environmental impact. The focus has changed from
farms, as will be displayed further down, to packaging and transport, and back to farms. Still, all

of these aspects have been continuously present throughout the reports.

“The greatest challenges to achieving the climate goal lie within the transport and packaging areas”

(Arla Foods, 2013, p. 27)

“Achieving the goal for transportation is the most challenging part of our environmental strategy”

(Arla Foods, 2018, p. 24)

To reduce environmental impacts from packaging, Arla Foods aims to alter the materials utilized,
such as transitioning to FSC-certified paper and exclusively using recyclable options (Arla Foods,
2012). Regarding transport, Arla Foods wants to reduce fossil fuel reliance and overall fuel
consumption. To achieve this, Arla Foods has limited the speed of its distribution vehicles to 80
km/h and intends to further convert the fuel in transportation vehicles to biogas. There have also
been efforts to more efficiently filter the emissions from harmful substances. However, the
emissions resulting from farm practices and external crop production constitute the company’s

most significant environmental impact, accounting for approximately 85%.

“Arla is committed to driving down its carbon impact through out its supply chain. In 2008, Arla set itself an
ambitious target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions from production, transport and packaging by 25 per cent
before 2020. However, as 80 to 90 per cent of emissions are generated at farm level, Arla recognises that it is on
farm where the greatest potential for reducing the carbon footprint of milk exists, through increased efticiency”

(Arla Food, 2011, p. 18)

Arla Foods frames farms as a central source to the company's environmental impact, the

cooperative aims to reduce emissions relative to kilograms of produced milk.

“The aim is to reduce emissions per kg milk from supplying farms by 30 per cent by 2020 compared with 1990 levels.
The focus is on improved resource use. All farmers are offered climate impact assessments free of charge”

(Arla Foods, 2014, p. 32)
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“For indirect emissions from sourcing of raw milk, ingredients, packaging materials, transportation (scope 3) the target
is to reduce the carbon footprint at farm level by 30 % per kg milk and whey, being the most important raw materials”

(Arla Foods 2021:47)

Framing the aim in relative terms rather than absolute means that the total amount of emissions
coming from Arla Foods is dependent on the scale of the production of raw milk. Notably, Arla
Foods has nearly doubled its raw milk production from 7 billion tonnes in 2000 to 13,9 billion
tonnes in 2023 (Arla Foods, 2001; 2024). This means that the production is expanding faster than
Arla Food aims to reduce its emissions. A similar trend is observed in the efforts to reduce water

usage. Water use decreased in relative terms, but increased in absolute measures.

“Arla’s goal is to reduce water consumption by three per cent annually. Total water consumption has increased over
the last 10 years. Water saving initiatives and investments have not fully compensated for the increase in production
volume and changes in product mix. The water used per ton of processed milk was reduced by 27 per cent between
2005 and 2017~

(Arla Foods, 2018, p. 38)

In the sustainable strategy established by Arla Foods for 2020, they evaluated the target of
achieving a 3% annual efficiency improvement in water and energy usage. This target was
successfully met across various areas over several years. However, Arla Foods later highlighted

implications with implementing efficiency measures.

“[...] there is a limit to efficiency improvements and year-on-year improvements have been challenging in recent
years”

(Arla Foods, 2021, p. 44)

The acknowledgement of the constraints of efficiency improvements is perceived as an attempt to
avoid fabrication and misleading stakeholders. These actions to reduce water and energy use are
also perceived as aligning with UNEP’s definition of sustainable development, i.e., using resources
more carefully. However, despite the transparency regarding missed targets and the stated
insufficiency of efficiency measures, Arla Foods outlined in the 2023 CSR report the key areas for

improvement, with solutions primarily focusing on enhancing efficiency.
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“l. Feed efficiency: If farmers manage to maximise the milk per feed ratio and minimise feed waste, the milk will be
more climate efficient.

2. Protein efficiency: Carefully measuring feed with the right protein levels means less nitrogen, leading to less nitrous
oxide, a greenhouse gas, from the manure.

3. Animal robustness: Cows that live a long and healthy life will produce more milk over their lifetime which improves
climate efficiency.

4. Fertiliser use: Matching precisely the amount of fertiliser with the plants' needs and using different methods to
spread the muck can improve the yield per carbon emission ratio.

5. Land use: Feed yield on farms can also be optimised to increase climate efficiency.”

(Own colons. Arla Foods 2024, p. 36)

Framing the efficiency measures as both essential and inadequate displays ambiguities in the
reporting. However, the transparency around actions and outcomes reduces the perception that the

case is purely an attempt at fabrication.

6 Discussion

Arla Foods positions itself as financially responsible to its owner, as committed to improving
animal welfare beyond what is required, and further displays aspirational actions to be a frontrunner
in environmental sustainability. However, in some aspects, there are indications of a disconnect
between how Arla Foods’ operations function and how they appear, i.e., suggesting a discrepancy
between the company’s essence and appearance. Still, notably, Arla Foods is somewhat explicit

about their insufficient actions and results.

6.1 Selective Reporting on Animal Welfare

In its CSR reporting, Arla Foods elaborates on the health of cows’, exemplifying a scale that ranges
from normal to slightly abnormal to abnormal. This enables broader communication on animal
welfare issues, extending beyond the most urgent ones. However, Arla Foods selects major issues
to address in their CSR reporting, a selection which might indicate a discrepancy between the
essence and appearance. Deliberately omitting cases of issues, injuries, and disease would also
suggest a case of fabrication regarding animal welfare in Arla Foods. The possible health
implications for animals are discussed through their stated aims of welfare improvements, and
further elaborated by displaying internal and external methods of documentation on the animal’s

living situation. The selection of addressing animal welfare, and selecting certain information
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related to that topic, is further interpreted to result from the desire to adapt to stakeholder demands
and expectations. The growing perception of an increasing consumer interest in the welfare of cows
has resulted in more information being displayed in the reports. As such, Arla Foods stresses the
aspect of the corporation being ’farmer owned’, insofar the benefits to animal welfare.
Furthermore, Arla Foods frames the company as a provider of a large range of organic products, a
commodity production that is further framed to provide better welfare to animals. By framing the
company as a “farmer owned’ company, thus as a frontrunner in organic products, it is perceived
as an attempt to frame the cooperative as a provider of better welfare compared to other
corporations. However, the lack of disclosures on animal welfare issues in Arla Foods CSR reports
raises concerns about potential misrepresentations. Arla Foods does not recognize any significant
issues concerning the welfare of animals on their farms, contrary to prior research and media
reports on the dairy industry. As being discussed, in the new industrial and institutional farm
system, cattle are subjected to new assumptions about their housing and living conditions. The
logic of the capitalist production process places the non-human animals as subjects for increasing
productivity (relative surplus-value) (Longo et al., 2011). One example is the process of separating
calves and cows, followed by the confinement of calves. Even though this process causes emotional
stress for cows and calves, risks reducing calves’ cognitive abilities, and creates further difficulties
to adapt to new environments, as well as causing learning deficiencies, it is perceived as a necessary
practice to separate cows and calves to turn as much raw milk as possible into different
commodities. Every litre of milk that is used for something else is one less litre of entering the
circulation of money and commodities. Therefore, in the animal industrial complex, the non-human
animals are at the center of practices that increase the relative surplus-value extraction. Therefore,
by selectively presenting certain facts while omitting others, thus adjusting reporting to
stakeholders’ interests, suggests an attempt to construct a cohesive narrative of strong animal
welfare within the company. Still, stakeholders’ expectations change, new socio-political events
occur, and new debates emerge, requiring the corporate image to be frequently adjusted and refined.
Importantly, if corporate reporting is adapted and evolving to match increasing consumer demands,
for example, on environmental sustainability and animal welfare, but the underlying practices
remain unchanged, it risks a case of fabrication. However, as the thesis is limited in its collected
data, there can be other reports or platforms where Arla Foods provides this type of information,

which further contributes to the essence of the company.
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6.2 Environmental Impact as a Technical Problem

The actions that are proposed and implemented by Arla Foods exist within an industrial and
institutional system that is striving to expand its operations. The financial responsibility that Arla
Foods adopts is perceived to shape actions and conditions for the reduction of its environmental
impact. The growth imperative, as acknowledged by Longo and Clausen (2011), presents a
challenge in promoting environmental sustainability. Arla Foods is interpreted to expand the
components of the organization to obtain higher profits. This is exemplified through the desire to
increase production, sales, vehicles, plant sites, and farms. In addition, this is partially
accomplished through mergers, acquisitions, and further geographic expansion, which involves
establishing more operations globally. Arla Foods organizational actions to achieve its economic
objectives are believed to demand greater results from the actions aimed at leveling out the
cooperative’s environmental impact. The growth imperative is considered both a challenge and a
solution for environmental sustainability. Essentially, expansion is crucial to Arla Foods' business
development, not only in terms of its capacity to convert commodities into profit but also in how
Arla Foods is framing its approach to managing its environmental impact. During the period of
analysis, the aim has been to reduce emissions in relation to kilograms of milk produced. However,
between 2000 and 2023, Arla Foods nearly doubled its milk production while the aim for reducing
emissions remained at 30% per kilogram of milk. The emissions per kilogram of milk have not yet
reached the degree of reduction needed to offset the impact of continued growth. This, then, results
in an increase rather than a decrease of total emissions related to raw milk production on farms.
Reducing the impact in relative terms further highlights the challenges associated with the growth
imperative presented in the tragedy of the commodity framework. At the same time, Arla Foods
displays tendencies of framing a leading and aspirational role in relation to other corporations and
their actions. However, contrary to what previous research has highlighted about the deceiving
function of CSR reports, Arla Foods do not show a clear case of fabrication in their reporting. The
company does selectively highlight certain information in their environmental reporting, yet, the
company also reports on its inability to reach the goal of reducing water and energy consumption.
In addition, Arla Foods openly states that their efficiency measures indicates insufficient results
regarding long term improvements. Still, the company continues to rely on technological
developments and efficiency measures in the work for sustainability, aligning with the perception

of environmental consequences as a technical problem rather than a social problem (Longo et al.,
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2015). Logically, having the perception of environmental problems as technical issues, rather than
a social ones, necessitates a focus on technological advancements to reduce environmental impact
and achieve environmental sustainability goals. However, Longo & Clausen (2011) views the
advancements in technology as instead challenging natural limits, prioritizing capital efficiency

and serving the need of capital.

7 Conclusions

This thesis has explored Arla Foods' promotion of economic objectives, animal welfare, and
environmental sustainability. It has further examined how and why these promotions—and the
associated actions and frames—might create tensions within the company’s CSR approach. The
first research question examines how Arla Foods frames its pursuit of economic goals alongside
animal welfare and environmental sustainability. Results show that the company adjusts its framing
in response to the topics addressed and the actions taken. Regarding Arla Foods economic goals,
the company assumes financial responsibility to its owners, framing its actions related to growth
and profit as necessary to provide high milk prices to its owners (the fiduciary). To promote animal
welfare, Arla Foods outlines various actions addressing the health and well-being of cows,
communicating a commitment beyond the minimum requirements, establishing a framework of a
caring corporation (the carer). This perception is reinforced by promoting actions as voluntary.
Moreover, to mitigate their environmental impact, Arla Foods showcases numerous technical
measures and aspirational actions. The company frames its ambitions as a desire to do more and
encourages other corporations to follow its initiatives and efforts, thereby establishing a role model
frame.

In relation to the second and third research questions, on whether and why Arla Foods
economic goals, alongside its framing, align or come into tension with the company’s promotion
of animal welfare and environmental sustainability, the results conclude with the tragedy of the
commodity framework. The findings reveal challenges resulting from the growth imperative,
commodification, and capital accumulation. However, in contrast to the tragedy of the commodity
framework, the results suggest that Arla Foods perceives economic goals and organizational
expansion to work in harmony with promoting environmental sustainability. However, Arla Foods
also acknowledges its efforts as somewhat misguided and insufficient, yet simultaneously frames

actions as aspirational and inspiring in relation to other companies. Here, Arla Foods is interpreted
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as attempting to align its actions, results, and how it is framed through relativisation. By comparing
the company and its actions to other companies and their efforts, the framing can then shift focus
from isolated to relative aspects. Although Arla Food acknowledges insufficiency in its actions and
results, the company is perceived to articulate a desire to inspire other corporations to follow its
lead and drive change. Furthermore, this tendency suggests a strategy to frame corporate actions
as adequate in a context where efficiency measures are viewed as insufficient, yet the primary
source for promoting sustainable development. Regarding animal welfare, the result also suggests
some examples of relativization. When reviewing prior research on animal injuries, diseases, and
further wellbeing in the dairy industry, and further contrasting this to Arla Foods CSR reporting,
the company is interpreted to frame their company as a positive exception. The cooperative
specifically emphasizes the corporation being ’farmer owned’, highlighting the benefits brought to
animal welfare. The company is further highlighting the launch of projects that are framed as
setting new standards in the dairy industry, perceived as placing Arla Foods ahead of other
companies. On this note, Arla Foods is also highlighting its position as the frontrunner in organic
milk production, a milk production that is being framed as enhancing animal welfare. However,
the potential discrepancy with prior research and media reporting, along with the omission of
information regarding minor issues, the reporting potentially suggests an attempt at fabrication.
Still, since the collected data are limited to CSR reports, the essence of Arla Foods has not been
fully explored and constituted in this thesis, and stronger claims in relation to these questions
cannot be made.

The findings of this thesis underscore the need for further exploration of the existing
tensions and challenges that corporations may encounter in aligning essence and appearance in the
animal industry. To do this analysis more complete, future studies should include an investigation
of annual reports as well. Furthermore, future research can continue to investigate if and how
relativization as a framing strategy is utilized to justify the continuation of corporate operations
within the industrial and institutional system. Lastly, there is also potential to further investigate
the framings employed by corporations within the animal industry and how these are perceived by

stakeholders.
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