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Abstract

Consumer participation in environmental brand activism on Instagram: A case

study of consumers use of hashtags in relation to Oatly's Swedish campaign Ditch Milk.

Environmental brand activism has become a strategy applied by many brands to engage and take

a stand in the issue of climate change. The aim is to spur a debate and spark an interest and

collective action among the consumers (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018). However, environmental brand

activism has not created the same kind of engagement and debate as other forms of brand

activism (Manfredi-Sánchez, 2019). This thesis looks at Oatly’s Swedish campaign Ditch Milk as

an extreme case of environmental brand activism that can give insights into how consumers are

making meaning of such a campaign. By analysing hashtags as an essential part of the

development of online collective actions (Johnson et al., 2019), the aim is to identify how

consumers are making meaning of environmental brand activism. In particular, on Instagram, a

brand-related hashtag is often used in the same way across different accounts to create a

relationship between a text and an image and an event such as an environmental activism

campaign as Oatly’s (Zappavigna, 2018). The analysis shows how consumers tend to create posts

with two different types of images where the hashtags are used to describe the image and connect

and build a community outside of the post. Moreover, the analysis shows a type of self-branding

style corresponding with earlier research on consumer activism. The consumers tend to favour

lifestyle consumer activism making meaning of Oatly’s campaign as having values

corresponding with their own personal values. The posts become a way to strengthen the self

rather than spurring a debate.
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Consumer participation in environmental brand activism on Instagram: A case study of consumers' use of hashtags

in relation to Oatly's Swedish campaign Ditch Milk.

1.Introduction

In September 2019, the Swedish lifestyle brand Oatly launched a campaign that received a lot of

publicity in the Swedish media (Törner, 2019). ​By using the text: ​Ditch milk - when you choose

Oat Drink instead of cow’s milk your climate impact is 75% less​in their marketing campaign the

goal was to raise awareness of the Swedish population’s consumption patterns, and the impact

food choices have on the climate (Spolamjölken, 2021). The message was viewed as

controversial since it challenged long-standing traditions regarding the Swedish agriculture

system as well as the current Swedish meat and milk norms (Törner, 2019). Thus, Oatly’s

campaign created a debate and a polarisation of supporters and opposers. These two sides started

several online protests by, among other things, using Instagram hashtags related to the event to

voice and spur the discussion.

Technology and social media platforms such as Instagram have influenced the way individuals

communicate collective discontent and content. They are essential components in the

development of collective actions (Freelon, McIlwain, & Clark, 2016; Johnson, Hall-Philips,

Chung & Hyojung Cho, 2019). Moreover, the use of hashtags and their linguistic and pragmatic

functions, such as the function to mark that you are a part of a discussion or community, has

enabled further possibilities for collective actions (Zappavigna, 2018). Therefore, hashtags are an

essential part of the development of online collective actions since they reflect debates in society

and have been seen to mobilise and even affect offline activism and engagement (Johnson et al.,

2019). On Instagram, in particular, a brand-related hashtag is often used in the same way across

different accounts to create a relationship between a text and an image and an event such as an

environmental activism campaign as Oatly’s (Zappavigna, 2018). Consumers are in that way also

utilising possibilities for self-expression through different collections of brands (Carah & Shaul,

2016). As such, hashtags are essential tools for acts of self-expression as well as for a collective

act of activism (Illia, 2003; Johnson et al., 2019).
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In light of the development of hashtags as a sort of collective and self-expressive act, it is

essential to discuss the development of branding and marketing. Here, Oatly is one of many

examples of companies adopting a new communication strategy recognised in the literature as

brand activism, or corporate socio-political responsibility (Mánfredi-Sanchez, 2019; Koch, 2020;

Sarkar & Kotler, 2018). These companies are challenging and taking a stand in complex social

issues by going beyond being socially responsible, thus becoming differentiators by aligning

corporate action with a purpose, such as fighting the climate change (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018).

Moreover, Sarkar & Kotler (2018) introduced a framework of brand activism for marketing

purposes. According to this framework, companies have to convert from purpose to action,

meaning that it is not enough to merely talk and incorporate a purpose aligning with business

goals, but also to act on it. Furthermore, brands can benefit from having a real social impact. It

can show authenticity and include their consumers on the journey. In other words, they

commodify political matters such as environmental and social issues into brand activism. Thus,

brand activism is a strategy to create a more definite purpose and by doing so, attract more loyal

customers (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018).

Manfredi-Sánchez (2019) evaluated 45 marketing campaigns to determine whether it

corresponded with the framework developed by Sarkar and Kotler (2018). The content analysis

showed that a stronger relationship than earlier was drawn between companies and political

affairs, as it aligns individual identity, the management of public assets and corporate action in

the political sphere (p.1). The campaigns were classified under four different categories: politics

and regulatory, societal, environmental and economic issues. Whereas for environmental issues,

Manfredi-Sánchez did not find the same connections to instrumental values borrowed from

social movements as for the other issues, meaning there was no re-use of content from

environmental movements’ communications. As a consequence, the campaigns falling under the

environmental category did not express or become the same differentiator as brands related to,

for example, social issues and movements such as feminism. Since environmental issues are

recurrent and used by many brands as a way to take a stand, it becomes crucial to evaluate how

and when consumers discuss environmental issues commodified by a brand. As such, how it

creates a sense of corporate citizenship, or rather, how consumers are using values anchored in a
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