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For the last five years, Sweden has seen a quite remarkable milk war between the traditional Arla serving 

dairy products and the innovative Oatly offering vegan milk substitutes. The purpose of this thesis was to 

investigate how consumers’ attitudes are affected by firms’ involvement in brand rivalry, where the conflict 

between Arla and Oatly served as a case. A conceptual model based on previous research was created 

to shed light on essential elements that affect consumers’ attitudes. Empirical data was collected through 

a qualitative content analysis as well as two focus group interviews. Findings resulted in three main 

insights concerning consumers’ attitudes. Firstly, consumers’ attitudes depend on how the brands decide 

to leverage and influence consumers’ emotions, where humorous content can smooth over smear 

campaigns. Secondly, consumers’ attitudes are influenced by their degree of knowledge regarding the 

conflict, where knowledgeable consumers are often more critical to the content communicated in 

advertisements. Lastly, consumers’ attitudes are negatively affected if a brand’s core values do not cohere 

with its engagement in rivalry. This dissertation has contributed to additional insights into brand rivalry 

initiatives from a consumer perspective. Brands should consider a public conflict more carefully to avoid 

negative attitudes among consumers.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The following section presents the background, problematization, purpose and research 

question. Firstly, the background describes a new brand communications environment 

and the public conflict between Arla and Oatly. Secondly, the problematization explains 

not only why this research topic is relevant, but also how it is connected to the case of 

Arla and Oatly. Furthermore, the gap found in previous research is presented. Lastly, the 

purpose of this study and the research question is explained. 

 

1.1 Background  

Arla’s ‘only milk tastes like milk’ campaign of August 2018 made fun of 

milk alternatives by referring to them as ‘trölk’, ‘pjölk’, ‘sölk’ or ‘brölk’ 

instead of the real Swedish word for milk, ‘mjölk’. Meanwhile, Oatly has 

created slogans such as “it’s like milk, but made for humans” and “wow, 

no cow!”, and has made bold statements on social media such as 

“everything old-school is almost always cool, except maybe old-school 

milk.” (Lindén, 2019, para. 3 & 4) 

 

For the last five years, Sweden has seen a quite remarkable milk war. The quote above 

illustrates the intense conflict between Sweden’s most powerful dairy industry Arla and 

the popular Swedish oat milk brand Oatly (Goldberg, 2019; Kibbe, 2019). The outcome 

of this conflict has not only led to heated public discussions and add attacks, but also 

trademark conflicts and a lawsuit (TrademarkNow, 2019). The question is, what type of 

marketing is it when a brand name and shame another brand? Most importantly, how are 

consumers’ attitudes towards brands affected by a public conflict that is characterized by 

rivalry?  
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Traditional brand communications, such as news stories, advertising and press releases, 

have been joined by online or electronic word of mouth (eWOM), which has shaped a 

new environment in which brands communicate (Hewett, Rand, Rust, & van Heerde, 

2016). WOM can be defined as the influential force of conversations among people about 

a brand, product, or service that can take place either online or offline (Walter, 2006; 

Britt, Gombeski Jr., & Martin, 2015). Furthermore, WOM is viewed as more a reliable 

medium than traditional media, since people trust other consumers’ opinions (Heute-

Alcocer, 2017). Electronic word of mouth (eWOM) is the most influential information 

source on the internet, which enables a widespread of information (Sabri, 

2015). However, firms cannot control how or even if people will talk about their products 

or services, which makes WOM a liability for firms (Heute-Alcocer, 2017). 

 

Since the new environment impacts interactions between consumers and firms 

(Crittenden & Crittenden, 2015), firms’ content has the ability to reach a broader audience 

at a faster speed, where a buzz can be created (Aswani, Ghera, Kumar Kar, & Chandra, 

2017). A buzz can be defined as firms’ attempts to create reactions among people, with 

the purpose to establish contagious talk about a product, service or a brand (Walter, 2006). 

Firms can use various buzz monitoring techniques and take advantages of both traditional 

marketing and the power of digital and social media, to send out the messages to 

consumers (Aswani et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the difficulties with a buzz is to predict 

how it will be received by consumers (Vered, 2007).  

 

In this new environment, the ability to create a buzz plays a key role for firms (Hewett et 

al., 2016). One way to create and stimulate a buzz can be to name and shame another 

brand, that is brand rivalry. Rivalry can be defined as the relationship between two actors 

that is characterized by constant competition and entails increased phycological 

involvement (Berendt, Uhrich, & Thompson, 2018). Thus, a public conflict between two 

brands, where consumers can participate in discussions and share their opinions about the 

firms, increases the ability for firms’ content to go viral and in that way, create a buzz.  
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Figure 1. The milk war – who will win the battle? (Lundborg, 2019)  

 

For the last five years, there has been an ongoing media debate between the traditional 

Arla serving dairy products and the innovative Oatly offering vegan milk substitutes 

(Figure 1). This conflict serves as a relevant and modern example of brand rivalry. Arla 

is a farmer-owned food manufacturer that aims to protect the environment and contribute 

to a better society through sustainable development. Arla’s three main focuses are nature, 

climate and animals (Arla, n.d.). In contrast, Oatly is a Swedish company that aims to 

contribute to a better planet and minimal its environmental impact by offering a product 

range based on oats (Oatly, n.d.) The firms constantly compete for attention in the media, 

where Arla promotes ”Milk is milk” (Arla, n.d., para. 1) while Oatly promotes ”Ditch 

milk” (Oatly, n.d., para. 1). This case is significant due to the extreme volume of disputes 

that the conflict has resulted in.  

 

Arla and Oatly’s various marketing campaigns aim to advertise their own brands, but at 

the same time make fun of their rival. These campaigns tend to consciously create tension 

between the firms and have received strong criticism from the public, including 

celebrities, farmers and politicians (Hahne & Jonsson, 2020). An influential force of 

conversations about Arla and Oatly is developed by the firms’ marketing activities. Due 

to digital and social media, consumers can directly involve, respond, and engage in Arla 

and Oatly’s marketing campaigns. Since this debate has generated a high level of 
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involvement, the case of Arla and Oatly can be seen a buzz with a never-ending echo 

(Walter, 2006). Therefore, consumers’ attitudes towards brands’ involvement in a public 

conflict need to be further explored.  

 

1.2 Problematization  

“. . . effective WOM and buzz marketing is not rooted in the marketing of a 

particular brand, product, or service, but rather is based in the everyday 

relationships and conversations of people discussing other matters.” 

(Walter, 2006, p. 601) 

 

Although the concept of marketing communication has been researched for decades, a 

recent and unexplored phenomenon within marketing is firms’ intention to create and 

stimulate a “buzz”. As the above quote illustrates, a buzz is a technique firms use to 

leverage and maximize WOM (Walter, 2006) and is created by firms’ conscious acts to 

catch people’s attention and create involvement among consumers (Leila & Abderrazak, 

2013). Nevertheless, a buzz is an innovative but critical marketing technique since the 

control is in the hands of the consumers. Firms must learn to create and stimulate the buzz 

in a desirable outcome, by choosing effective conversation starters (Hughes, 2005). 

Another definition of buzz is to establish ongoing conversations to generate an echo 

(Walter, 2006). Hewett et al. (2016) present a buzz as an echoing sound of messages 

which consist of three reverberating key actors: the firm, the media and the consumers. 

The system of echoverse can be linked to the case Arla and Oatly since the two firms, 

media and consumers clearly affect each other in this conflict.  

 

As mentioned, a buzz can be created when firms are involved in public conflicts, such as 

aggressive advertising campaigns, back-and-forth exchanges on social media, or even 

lawsuits. Previous research suggest that firms should stay away from this creation of buzz 

since public conflicts result in negative consequences (Beard, 2010). Berendt et al. (2018) 

contradict earlier research and present the idea of inter-firm brand rivalry, which 

promotes the positive outcome when firms involve in conflicts. The positive outcome is 

established distinctiveness, which separates one firm from another. This is important 
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since the competition in the new brand communications environment forces brands to 

stand out (Hewett et al., 2016). However, it is impossible to control consumers’ attitudes 

towards brands that engage in public conflicts. An explicit illustration is the lawsuit 

between Svensk Mjölk and Oatly in 2015 when Oatly lost the legal dispute but won 

loyalty among consumers (Blomqvist & Ekberg, 2016). Svensk mjölk is a supply 

association owned by dairy farmers and cooperative organisations, i.e. Arla.  Once again, 

this prove that consumers possess great power over the outcome.  

 

Inter-consumer brand rivalry refers to actions taken by loyal consumers, as a reaction to 

brand rivalry (Berendt et al., 2018).  In other words, a public conflict is not only restricted 

between two brands but creates interaction and involvement between the rival consumers 

as well. Consumers engage in heated discussions and battle it out in trash talk and insults. 

The ongoing conversations and spread of WOM occur not only face to face, but also on 

social media (Berendt et al., 2018). Social media enables consumers to react towards 

brands content, which increases the overall interaction and spread of opinions (Crittenden 

& Crittenden, 2015). Hence, inter-consumer brand rivalry only highlights the interaction 

between consumers, but do not consider consumers’ attitudes towards brands. 

Furthermore, Crittenden and Crittenden (2015) state that consumers can engage in 

discussions on social media, but not what affect their attitudes and trigger them to be 

involved. Therefore, a perspective of consumers’ attitudes towards brands’ involvment in 

public conflicts requires further investigation.  

 

Attitude is the general and lasting evaluation of objects, people, issues, or advertisements. 

Another definition is the learned tendency to behave in an either favourable or not 

favourable way in the aspect of a brand (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012). Consumer behaviour 

is influenced by both personal and social influences. Firstly, personal influences are 

related to the individual, such as attitudes, emotions, values, and beliefs. Secondly, social 

influences are factors that arise from society, for example, firms’ marketing and attempt 

to create a buzz (Fahy, 2019).  
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Previous research presents various aspects of consumers’ attitudes towards brands in 

general. Firstly, one study proves that consumers’ attitudes are based on positive 

emotions shaped by the brand rather than fact and knowledge (Hammarström & Karlsson, 

2015). Secondly, Hahne and Jonsson (2020) present the renowned “milk war” between 

historical Arla and innovative Oatly, and illustrates the central role of how the brands 

were portrayed in media. The researchers argue that consumers’ attitudes are affected not 

only by effective PR and distinct brand identity, but also media’s subjective 

interpretations. This can be linked to the three key actors in the concept of echoverse 

(Hewett et al., 2016). Still, this article does not illuminate what attitudes that arouse 

towards the brands. For instance, if the attitudes are more positive or negative.  

 

Thirdly, consumers’ attitudes towards one certain brand or one specific advertising 

campaign have also been explored. Bjernefalk and Sterner (2019) execute research 

regarding consumers’ attitudes towards Oatly’s marketing campaign “Ditch milk”. This 

qualitative research was limited to consumers’ attitudes towards a certain campaign and 

did not cover the conflict as a whole. This study only examines the attitudes among 

consumers in the age of 21 to 24 years, where positive attitudes mainly occurred. For 

future studies, Bjernefalk and Sterner suggested to expand the research and examine the 

attitudes among a broader consumer group in different ages (Bjernefalk & Sterner, 2019).  

 

Finally, previous research illustrates a firm’s ability to create a reverberating echoverse 

in the domain of content buzz (Hewett et al., 2016). As mentioned, one way to create a 

buzz is to be involved in public conflicts which can result in commitment among 

consumers. This commitment takes place in face to face discussions as well as on social 

media, which can increase the facility for firms’ content to become viral (Berendt et al., 

2018). Nevertheless, no earlier studies, to the best of our knowledge, demonstrate how 

firms’ involvement in brand rivalry and creation of a buzz, affect consumers’ attitudes. 

Therefore, a contribution to a narrower research field has been established. Deepen 

knowledge concerning consumer’s attitudes towards firms’ involvement in a brand 

rivalry is required, since firms’ creation of buzz plays a key role in the new brand 

communications environment (Hewett et al., 2016). Hence, the ongoing conflict between 

Arla and Oatly is relevant for this study since it illustrates a modern case of brand rivalry.  
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1.3 Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore how consumers’ attitudes are affected by firms’ 

involvement in brand rivalry. Furthermore, how a public conflict influences consumers’ 

perception of a brand. Since the “milk war” between Arla and Oatly is a modern and 

highly discussed topic, it is an adequate case for this dissertation.  

 

1.4 Research Question 

How are consumers’ attitudes towards brands affected by firms’ involvement in brand 

rivalry? 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

 

This study aims to explore consumers’ attitudes towards brands involvement in public 

conflicts. The following section discusses consumers’ attitudes which constitute the base 

of the theoretical framework in the present thesis. Additionally, branding, marketing 

communication and brand rivalry will be explored. Lastly, a conceptual model will 

describe how the concepts are linked together. 

 

2.1 Consumer Behaviour 

Consumer behaviour can be defined as the study of individuals, groups, or organizations 

and the processes they choose to select, use and dispose of products and services 

including consumers’ emotional, behavioural, and mental responses (Gupta, 2009). 

Consumers’ habits and behaviour are closely influenced by individuals’ characteristics. 

Therefore, it is important to understand consumers’ behaviour to develop a marketing 

strategy, an advertising campaign, and a message in an efficient way (Gupta, 2009). The 

main impacts on consumers’ behaviour are personal and social factors. Firstly, personal 

influences are related to the individual, such as attitudes, emotions, and values. Secondly, 

social influences are factors arising from the society, like firms’ marketing 

communication, culture, and reference groups (Fahy, 2019). To explore the research 

question of this study, personal influences with a focus on attitudes and emotions as well 

as social influences with a focus on marketing communication, are presented in the 

following sections. 

 

2.1.1 Consumers’ Attitudes  

To explore consumers’ attitudes towards firms involved in brand rivalry, attitudes must 

be defined. Attitudes are linked to personal influences of consumers’ behaviour and can 

be defined as general and lasting evaluations of objects. Furthermore, attitude is the 

learned tendency to behave favourably or unfavourably, to a certain brand, product, or 

advertisement. Since attitudes generally are learned, attitudes affect consumers to either 

choose or not choose a certain product (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012). Although attitude 
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usually is consistent, the attitude can also change over time (Schiffman, Lazar Kanuk, & 

Hansen, 2008).  

 

Attitude usually correspond with behaviour, but some circumstances can preclude the 

correspondence (Schiffman et al., 2008). The ABC model of attitudes consists of three 

components: affect, behaviour and cognition. Firstly, affect is consumers’ emotions about 

a certain object, such as a product or a brand (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012). The affective 

component reduces rational evaluations, where emotions instead control the purchase 

(Chiu, Wang, Ho, Zhang, & Zhao, 2019). Secondly, behaviour is consumers’ intention to 

take action, which is influenced by the attitude. Thirdly, cognition involves consumers’ 

beliefs and knowledge about a product and the component refers to rational thinking, 

understanding and interpreting (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012). To clarify, the model 

illustrates that consumers’ attitudes are the interrelationship among feeling, knowing, and 

doing. The interrelationship between the three components is based on both consumers’ 

interest of the product and how much information consumers need before purchasing 

(Madichie & Kapoor, 2012; Chiu et al., 2019). Earlier research proves that attitudes are 

mainly influenced by the affective (emotions) or cognitive component (knowledge) 

(Madichie & Kapoor, 2012), where emotions usually impact the attitude the most 

(Hammarström & Karlsson, 2015). This model has been applied when consumers’ 

attitudes towards certain brands, products, or services were analysed (Chiu et al., 2019), 

which make this model relevant for this study.  

 

2.1.2 Consumers’ Emotions 

Since emotions impact consumers’ attitudes the most (Hammarström & Karlsson, 2015), 

this study focused more on the affective component. Emotions consist of feelings (Brun, 

Doguoglu, & Kuenzle, 2012), and can be described as an individual’s evaluation of the 

personal meaning of a certain experience or circumstance (Fredrickson, 2001). In 

addition, consumers associate a brand with various elements such as a place or a person, 

which also affect the emotions linked to a certain brand (Dalli, Grappi, & Romani, 2011).  
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Consumers’ emotions towards a brand can impact their actions and predict the outcome 

of certain behaviour (Dalli et al., 2011). Positive emotions trigger people to keep engage 

and participate in activities that motivate the pleasant state of mind, such as to keep 

consume and interact with a brand (Fredrickson, 2001). Three common ways to arouse 

positive emotions among consumers are through humour, warmth and belonging. Firstly, 

humour has a positive effect on emotions and attitudes, since it reduces negative 

cognitions related to a certain advertisement. The reason this works lies in humour’s 

ability to distract consumers from counterarguments. Although humour increases 

persuasion, a too high level of humour can in some cases lead to irritation (De Pelsmacker 

& Geuens, 2010). Secondly, warmth is related to a friendly and cosy atmosphere, 

whereby a warm atmosphere in advertisements can evoke positive emotions. The reason 

is since warmth leads to lower levels of irritation and usually evokes positive response 

(Eisend, 2011). Lastly, a feeling of belonging can improve consumers’ well-being, since 

belonging improves consumers’ satisfaction as well as enhances brand evaluations. 

Furthermore, belonging can fulfil a sense of social belongingness and reduce loneliness 

among consumers (Snyder & Newman, 2018).  

 

In contrast, negative emotions do not just trigger people to stop engaging but can also 

trigger certain actions against the activity (Fredrickson, 2001). This phenomenon can be 

linked to the second component behaviour in the ABC model of attitudes, which refers 

to the intention to take actions (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012). Furthermore, Dalli et al. 

(2011) identify six distinct negative brand-related emotions, which are the following: 

anger, sadness, discontent, dislike, worry and embarrassment. Anger often leads to 

situations where consumers complain, while sadness and discontent reflect consumers’ 

low interactions and low effort to build a positive relationship with the brand. Dislike is 

dependent on personal attitudes and tastes and tends to increase consumers’ overall 

negative behaviour towards a brand, while worry mainly affects consumers’ action of 

switching to another brand. Lastly, embarrassment leads to more passive behaviour 

among consumers and indicates that consumers do not want to complain. 
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2.2 Branding 

A brand is one of the most significant assets of an organization and is defined as a name 

or symbol with its purpose to distinguish one brand from another (Keller & Lehmann, 

2006). When consumers interact with a brand, the value experienced is often based on 

attitudes and emotions, which is linked to the personal influences of consumers’ 

behaviour (Fahy, 2019). People appreciate to identify themselves with a brand and 

therefore, consistent opinions and values are required to create a strong link between the 

consumers and the brand. To create brand distinctiveness, it is significant for a brand to 

establish deep and long-lasting consumer relationships and strong brand attachments, 

(Ekber Akgün, Koçoğlu, & Zekiİmamoğlu, 2013). The new competitive business 

environment, with endless choices of purchase-possibilities in combination with high 

expectations from consumers, requires a brand to distinguish itself to succeed. In most 

cases, the brand becomes more important than the product or service itself (Roy & 

Banerjee, 2014).  

 

It has already been established that consumers attach specific attitudes and emotions 

towards a brand that are based on personal influences. However, consumers are affected 

by social influences as well (Fahy, 2019). To build a strong brand, a firm must gain 

knowledge of consumers’ needs, to impact and socially influence their attitude towards 

the brand. Keller (2008) illustrates the customer-based brand equity model, and states 

that a strong brand equity, which refers to the value of a brand, increases consumers’ 

loyalty and the likelihood of a positive WOM. Furthermore, the model illustrates a four-

step pyramid, where each phase will help a firm build successful a brand and create brand 

knowledge (Figure 2). Thus, the model measures the outcome and the effect of 

consumers’ response to the marketing of a brand (Keller, 2008). 
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Figure 2 - Customer-based brand equity model (Keller, 2008) 

 

The base of the model describes salience and is connected to the identity of a brand. It is 

significant for brands to establish awareness but at the same time ensure that consumers 

perception the brand is correct. To analyse the correlation between brand identity and 

consumers perception, adjustments in product, service or marketing communication may 

be required. The desire is to enhance the recognition of the brand and become consumers’ 

first choice. The second step relates to brand meaning and is divided into two building 

blocks. The first block demonstrates the importance of performance, which refers to if 

the product’s functional aspects and inner qualities meet consumers’ demands. The 

second block is imagery, which defines how well the brand meets consumers’ social and 

psychological needs. This type of consumer satisfaction is influenced by various aspects 

such as consumers’ own experiences, WOM and targeted marketing (Keller, 2008).  

 

The third step, response, is divided into two building blocks: judgements and feelings, 

where feelings are part of emotions (Brun et al., 2012) Firstly, consumers constantly judge 

and compare brands based on quality, credibility, consideration, and superiority. 

Secondly, brands can evoke either more positive or negative emotions and thereby create 

strong connections to consumers. The model’s last and most desirable step is brand 

resonance, which relates to the relationships between the brand and its consumers. The 

aim is that consumers should be loyal, show attachment, feel a sense of community, and 

engage actively. These aspects require a high level of interaction between the brand and 

consumers, and for the brand to not just fulfil but to exceed consumers’ expectations 

(Keller, 2008).  
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2.3 Marketing Communication  

Brand-related information, both marketer- and non-marketer-controlled, may evoke and 

stimulate attitudes and emotions among consumers (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012). In this 

section, the focus will rely on the marketer-controlled information. Consumers are 

exposed to visual and verbal information such as controlled marketing activities and 

advertising, which attempts to function as the brand’s own voice. Marketing 

communication refers to the process of a firms’ communication with its target market 

when seeking to create brand awareness. Within the field of traditional marketing, the 

marketing communication mix offers six elements firms can adopt, to convey their 

messages about the product, service, or brand. The elements are advertising, sales 

promotion, personal selling, public relations, direct marketing, and sponsorships (Dalli et 

al., 2011). Besides using these traditional marketing tools, the new brand communications 

environment offers other ways for firms to spread their content and make a lasting impact 

on consumers. Due to modern re-thinking and creativity, firms have joined the eWOM 

venue through channels, such as corporate Instagram, Facebook and Twitter accounts, 

where firms strive to influence consumers and create content that becomes viral (Hewett 

et al., 2016). 

 

Firms’ marketing communication can affect consumers’ attitudes towards certain 

products, services, or brands. In the context of consumer behaviour, such as consistent 

purchases, evaluations and recommendations to other people, attitude is the result of 

direct experience with mass media advertising (Schiffman et al., 2008). The model 

Attitude towards the ad models illustrates that an advertisement can create various 

emotions and judgements among consumers, which influence their attitudes towards the 

advertisement and beliefs about a certain brand. Furthermore, positive attitudes towards 

an advertisement make consumers more likely to purchase the product. Consumers’ 

attitudes towards an advertisement have a stronger impact when they purchase a novel 

product. In contrary, brand cognition, brand perception and its beliefs play a more central 

role in consumers’ attitudes towards familiar products are determined. Lastly, consumers’ 

attitudes towards advertising are influenced by consumer socialization (Schiffman et al., 

2008). Consumer socialization is not only the process of acquiring skills on how to 

consume, but also involves values associated with being a consumer (Halton, 2011).  



  Lerberg & Nilsson 
 

20 

2.3.1 Word of Mouth 

“We talk because we are humans” (Vered, 2007, p.7) 

 

Besides marketing communication, consumers are constantly exposed to information 

communicated by others than the firm itself (Dalli et al., 2011). WOM is acknowledged 

as one of the most influential resources in information transmission (Duan, Gu, & 

Whinston, 2008) and can simply be defined as a face-to-face communication about a 

product, service or brand between individuals. In this face-to face communication, an 

exchange of comments, opinions and ideas occur (Walter, 2006). The advantage of WOM 

is its credibility since the message is spread by others than the firm itself. Furthermore, 

the receiver of the message often has a relationship with the sender, where credibility 

usually is already established (Bäcklund & Eskilsson, 2017). Due to the emergence of 

information technology and its advantages to send information, as well as the appearance 

of digital and social media, information transmission has changed from being spread to 

only a few friends to enduring messages that are visible to the entire world. Therefore, 

eWOM plays a central role to understand consumers’ purchasing decisions (Duan et al., 

2008).  

 

The overall aspiration with WOM marketing is to make people talk about your brand and 

to ensure mainly positive comments. Due to WOM, there are four different business-

related topics people talk about. Firstly, people usually have conversations about their 

purchasing plans for either a novel or familiar product. Secondly, people talk about their 

shopping experience. Thirdly, the experience of using a certain product, or service and 

lastly, WOM is created when people talk about reactions to marketing and advertising, 

such as a specific advertisement (Vered, 2007). Although WOM creates opportunities for 

firms to spread their content and influence consumers’ opinions, it contributes to 

challenges as well, such as controlling how people talk about the product, service or brand 

(Vered, 2007). Due to eWOM, digital and social media creates an alternative information 

source for consumers. This information source cannot be controlled by the firms and it 

reduces the ability to influence consumers through traditional marketing. For example, if 

media spreads negative publicity or if consumers name and shame the brand in social 

media, a firm’s reputation can be in danger (Duan et al., 2008). Chiosa and Anastasei 
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(2017) confirm that negative WOM not only creates more emotions than positive WOM, 

but also is twice as likely to influence consumer’s opinions. Therefore, firms need to 

implement techniques that establish favourable information transmission between people.  

 

2.3.2 Buzz Marketing  

Although WOM is a well-explored phenomenon that has been known for decades, a more 

recent technique that focuses on leveraging and maximizing the WOM is to create and 

stimulate a buzz. Buzz marketing can be defined as firms’ attempt to create reactions 

among people with its purpose to establish contagious talk about a product, service or 

brand (Walter, 2006). Buzz marketing includes to attract and catch peoples’ attention with 

its aim to create consumer involvement with the brand (Leila & Abderrazak, 2013). The 

creation of a buzz is not something that occurs randomly but is firms’ conscious act. To 

receive the desired outcome, firms must learn what specific topics that are the most 

effective conversation starters (Hughes, 2005). Furthermore, it is important for firms to 

gain knowledge about consumers’ attitudes to make a social impact and create relevant 

content. Firms can be more or less successful in this type of marketing tactics. If firms 

follow Hughes (2005) principles of buzz marketing, they have better chances to succeed. 

The Six Buttons for Buzz Marketing Success explains effective conversations starters that 

are favourable to use when firms establish a buzz. These buttons do not only create brand 

awareness but can also drive traffic and increase firms’ sales. 

 

The first buzz button taboo relates to people’s temptation to discuss controversial topics. 

A firm’s attempt to use this button in order to generate buzz can be interpreted as a cheap 

tactic, where controversial and edgy content can establish heated debates and disputes 

among people. However, it is important for firms to not cross the line and create enemies 

(Hughes, 2005). The second button, unusual, aims to create content that distinguishes a 

brand from remaining brands in the industry. The idea is to stand out from the crowd and 

become unique and noticeable. The third buzz button is remarkable, which suggest that 

firms should create a buzz by implementing something above average. It is important to 

not be ordinary and instead, create and execute an idea with extremely high quality. The 

main idea is that when people participate in discussions, they bring up products, services 
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or brands that have exceeded their expectations and that are significantly better than 

average. Therefore, it is significant for firms to combine marketing communication with 

the core values of a firm (Hughes, 2005).  

 

The fourth button, outrageous, can be explained by rememberable and extraordinary 

commercials that for example make people laugh. However, according to Hughes (2005), 

it is significant that the outrageous button is closely linked with the brand. Otherwise, 

people will talk about the commercial itself and not remember the brand behind the 

creation. Furthermore, how people receive these commercials can vary and to avoid 

negative brand awareness a firm must analyse the content. This buzz button can be hard 

to implement, and the benefits may be lost if the linkages to the brand are not strong 

enough. As already mentioned, content that makes people laugh is a key concept when 

creating a buzz. The fifth buzz button, hilarious, refers to this phenomenon in an even 

clearer way. This buzz button is most favourable to use online where people in a high 

extend tends to share content on social media that makes them laugh. However, mixing 

business and humour is not always easy but the firms that succeed often notice an 

improvement of the band image (Hughes, 2005).  

 

Lastly, the sixth buzz button is secrets, especially the ones that are kept and revealed. 

Secrecy, mystery, and hidden agendas are something that catches peoples’ interest. 

Therefore, one way for firms to use this phenomenon is to show “behind-the-scenes 

content” or deliver a sneak peek of new releases. Firms can take advantage of the fact 

that, when someone receives an inside scoop, they are likely to spread the word to people 

around them (Hughes, 2005). Since the main purpose of creating a buzz is to establish 

contagious talk about a product, service or brand (Walter, 2006), these principles can be 

a useful tool for firms. Hughes (2005) mentions that firms can combine and use more 

than one of the buzz buttons at the same time to create reactions among consumers, which 

hopefully creates an echoing sound of the firm’s message (Hewett et al., 2016). 
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2.3.3 Echoverse  

The creation of a buzz can be described as the creation of an echo (Walter, 2006). Hewett 

et al. (2016) present the concept of a reverberating “echoverse”, which has its foundation 

in the explosive growth of social media. The model The Echoverse refers to the echoing 

sound of messages and the concept has changed the conditions of eWOM (Figure 3). The 

system consists of five sources of action: firms, news media, eWOM, consumer sentiment 

and business outcomes, which impact, reverberate and echo with each other. Furthemore, 

the system of echoverse identifies three key actors as well: the firm, the media and the 

consumers. However, eWOM has created a chain of more negative messages in a larger 

volume than before and the complexity to manage brand strategies and predict business 

outcomes has increased, due to the online communications environment. Thus, 

companies must adjust their communication strategies to benefit from using social media 

(Hewett et al., 2016). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 – The echoverse (Hewett et al., 2016). 
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2.4 Brand Rivalry  

One way for a firm to create a buzz and stimulate the ongoing “echo”, is to be engaged 

in brand rivalry, such as public conflicts, aggressive advertising campaigns, back-and-

forth exchanges on social media or even lawsuits. To understand rivalry and conflicts 

between brands, the word competition must be defined. A competition occurs when a 

party’s goal can be at the expense of another party. Usually, a competition appears when 

two or more parties have expressed each other as rivals over time. Rivalry emerges from 

the competition and is a competitive relationship between individuals or groups. 

Furthermore, rival parties usually have a notable history with each other, which creates 

an ongoing competitive narrative. Rivalry also makes parties develop a more distinctive 

presentation of themselves when interacting competitively with the other party (Converse 

& Reinhard, 2015).  

 

Rivalry and conflict are two of the main reasons why humans form groups, where social 

identity mechanisms contribute to not only in-group identification, but also a feeling of 

not belonging to the out-group (Ewing, Wagstaff, & Powell, 2011). Rivalry and conflicts 

are two common phenomenons between brands, where comparison and contrast create 

distinct differences between the parties. Brand rivalry usually is continuos and deep-

seated, where certain events, advertisements and occasions increase tensions between the 

brands. Furthermore, brand rivalry creates alignments, where not only users of either 

brand, but also non-users reside in one of the parties (Ewing et al., 2011). Therefore, firms 

need to understand consumers’ attitudes towards brands’ involvement in rivalry. Earlier 

research suggests that brand rivalry mainly leads to negative consequences that could 

damage the brand (Fournier & Lee, 2009). However, Inter-firm brand rivalry is a concept 

that contradicts earlier research and explains the positive outcome when firms involved 

in public conflicts. The benefits are described as the established distinctiveness and the 

brand identification that helps separate one company from another. Lastly, brand rivalry 

creates Inter-consumer brand rivalry, which refers to the actions taken by loyal 

consumers as a reaction to brand rivalry. The reason is that a public conflict is not only 

restricted between the two brands, but also creates interaction and involvement between 

the rival consumers (Berendt et al., 2018).   
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2.4.1 Advertising Wars   

Brand rivalry can occur in competitive advertising wars, where advertising is used as a 

back and forth exchange of attacks and response. The motive for actively engage in a 

public conflict is the potential positive outcome, such as an extreme amount of publicity. 

However, these advertising wars are usually not rational actions, but rather emotional. 

Therefore, attacks and disputes between two rival firms can easily become hostile (Beard, 

2010). Previous research agrees upon this statement and suggests that firms should stay 

away from this type of buzz and state that public conflicts mainly results in negative 

consequences (Fournier & Lee, 2009). Furthermore, brands’ engagement in advertising 

wars is a critical act and an assessment of the risk must be made. Potential aspects to 

consider would be if the firm is vulnerable to counterattack and how severe the damage 

would be if the situation becomes hostile. Therefore, advertisers should stay focused on 

the firm’s own position and benefits (Beard, 2010). In contrary, Berendt et al. (2018) 

argue for the positive outcome, and explain that the benefit with public conflicts establish 

is brand distinctiveness and identification, which separates one brand from another. Since 

the business environment is characterized by tough competition among brands, the ability 

to stand out from the crowd becomes crucial (Berendt et al., 2018).   

 

2.5 Conceptual Model  

The conceptual model is based on the theoretical review and aims to determine 

consumers’ attitudes towards brands involvment in rivalry and attempt to push different 

buzz buttons (Figure 4). The model includes elements from ABC Model of Attitudes 

(Madichie & Kapoor, 2012), Six Buttons for Buzz Marketing Success (Hughes, 2005), 

Brand Rivalry (Fournier & Lee, 2009) and WOM (Walter, 2006).  
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Figure 4 – The triangle of consumers’ attitudes towards brands’ involvement in rivalry  

 

Firstly, the conceptual model illustrates four external elements that affect consumers’ 

attitudes: brand, buzz buttons, brand rivalry and WOM. The first element brand 

distinguishes one firm from another (Keller & Lehmann, 2006) and becomes crucial since 

attitudes towards a brand are explored. Therefore, the brand’s beliefs and core values 

need to be taken into consideration, since consumers feel a need to identify themselves 

with the brand (Roy & Banerjee, 2014). This element explores if the brand’s values and 

beliefs cohere with its actions taken, where a strong coherence is significant for a positive 

attitude to occur. The second element brand rivalry indicates the competitive relationship 

with another brand that has emerged over time, which can create brand distinctiveness 

but also lead to hostile situations (Berendt et al., 2018). This element explores how a 

brand chooses to engage in rivalry and determines if these events and marketing decitions 

are interpreted as responsible or irresponsible by consumers.  

 

The third element buzz buttons clarifies the brand’s use of different buzz buttons to 

communicate its engagement in brand rivalry with its attempt to create reactions and 

establish continuous talk among consumers (Walter, 2006). An effective conversation 



  Lerberg & Nilsson 
 

27 

starter can be established through a certain advertising or marketing campaign. This 

element explores how consumers react to different buzz buttons, which often are 

unpredictable (Hughes, 2005). The model Six Buttons for Buzz Marketing Success 

promotes six effective conversations starters. The first buzz button taboo relates to 

peoples’ tendency to discuss controversial topics. Secondly, unusual aims to create 

content that distinguishes a brand from the remaining brands. Thirdly, remarkable 

suggests that firms should create a buzz by implementing something above average. 

Fourthly, outrageous defines rememberable and extraordinary commercials. Fifthly, 

hilarious is most favourable to use online where people tend to share content that makes 

them laugh. Lastly, secrets are something that catches peoples’ interest (Hughes, 2005).  

 

Fourthly, the element WOM is the influential force of conversations among consumers 

(Britt et al., 2015). This element considers if and how consumers are affected by how 

other people talk about a brand’s involvement in rivalry. Lastly, when consumers’ 

opinions regarding all four elements have been gathered, the core element attitude will 

be interpreted and determined. The attitude, which is the general and lasting evaluation 

of a brand (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012), will be determined by an evaluation of the 

consumers showed emotions, degree of knowledge and behaviour regarding brands 

involvement in rivalry.  
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3. Methodology 

 

The following section presents the research methodology of this study. First the 

theoretical method will be presented, by introducing research philosophy and research 

approach. It also explains the philosophical assumptions, which underpin the selected 

research method. The empirical method will then be presented, by describing the 

research design and structure. In addition, it explains the data collection, including 

qualitative content analysis and focus groups. Moreover, the data analysis describes how 

the material was gathered and analysed. Finally, this section ends with a discussion 

regarding trustworthiness and limitations of this study.   

 

3.1 Research Philosophy  

Positivism, realism and interpretivism are three main philosophical positions within 

social science, which describe human assumptions and how humans view the world (Bell 

& Bryman, 2011). This research aims to explore a deep and subjective understanding of 

consumers’ attitudes, which makes it significant to explore the perspective of others. 

Since positivism results in generalizations and focuses on social reality by observations 

rather than a deep and subjective understanding (Bell & Bryman, 2011), it was not 

suitable for this study. The philosophical position realism is not appropriate either, since 

it refers to how people view the world and compare the reality with the truth (Bell & 

Bryman, 2011). Because this dissertation aims to interpret other people’s perspectives 

instead of focusing on our own assumptions, interpretivism was the preferred 

philosophical position of this thesis. Interpretivism involves research and investigation 

that aims to explain, not only human actions and relationships, but also the nature of the 

world as a deeply complex matter. Therefore, interpretivism is mainly related to research 

studies with qualitative approaches within social behaviour, which makes it suitable for 

this study (Bell & Bryman, 2011).  
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3.2 Research Approach  

The research approach relates to how the theory should be used and involved in the 

research. There are three different research approaches: induction, deduction and 

abduction (Bell & Bryman, 2011). The inductive approach is often associated with 

qualitative data, where researchers make conclusions and develop theories on empirical 

experiences and collected data, i.e. researchers move from data collection to theory. The 

deductive approach relates to building theories and hypothesis from already existing 

knowledge and literature, where researchers move from theory to data collection 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009).  

 

Since this interpretive research is based on a gap in previous research, and requires an 

understanding of consumers’ attitudes, a constant shift between theory and data collection 

is required. Therefore, the third approach, abductive, was most suitable for this study. 

The abductive approach is a combination of, and an ongoing process between, induction 

and deduction, in order to develop new theories (Saunders et al., 2009). Furthermore, this 

approach enables an identification of existing literature, in combination with embracing 

new unexplored findings, by performing empirical testing and later referring back to the 

theory (Bell & Bryman, 2011).  

 

3.3 Research Design and Strategy  

The research design of this study is a “case study”, with the purpose to catch the 

complexity of a certain case, consisting of commonality as well as uniqueness (Stake, 

1995). Furthermore, a case study involves intensive and detailed analysis of a case, and 

usually focuses on a particular situation or system. A case can be either an organization, 

a location, a person or an event (Bell & Bryman, 2011). This study involves 

organizations, since the dissertation aims to explore consumers’ attitudes towards the two 

brands Arla’s and Oatly’s involvement in public conflicts.  
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Denscombe (2014) encourages researchers to select methods probable to operate most 

favourably in the context of the chosen study area. This research is based on a case study, 

which is commonly associated with a qualitative research approach, since it is perceived 

as more helpful when analyzing a case (Bell & Bryman, 2011). Qualitative data aims to 

describe words or pictures, which can then be analyzed by the researcher through its 

context (Denscombe, 2014). Another reason why a qualitative research approach is most 

suitable for this research, is due to the underlying philosophical position interpretivism. 

Since the research question aims to explore consumers’ attitudes on a deep and subjective 

level, people’s perspectives are in focus.  

 

To provide a wider perspective and the opportunity to recognize similarities and 

differences in online and offline settings, two qualitative methods were used. The first 

method was a qualitative content analysis, with the aim to explore consumers’ attitudes 

towards the brands’ involvement in rivalry on social media. This method is suitable for 

this research since the purpose is to distinguish collected data into certain categories and 

themes. The second method was focus group interviews, which explored consumers’ 

attitudes in the physical environment. Focus groups enable a deeper understanding and 

different perceptions of consumers’ attitudes, which makes this method appropriate for 

this study. Both content analysis and focus group interviews assemble developed opinions 

and different perceptions (Bell & Bryman, 2011).  

 

3.4 Data Collection  

As mentioned earlier, qualitative methods provide a deeper understanding, rather than a 

surface description (Bell & Bryman, 2011). The purpose of this thesis is to analyse 

consumers’ attitudes, where a qualitative approach enables a profound perspective with 

various nuances. The following section presents the multimethod qualitative approach 

used in this dissertation, which consists of both primary and secondary data. Primary data 

refers to the collection of new data, while secondary data relates to the collection of raw 

or compiled data (Saunders et al., 2009). In this study, primary data consists of 

information collected from focus group interviews, while the secondary data, gathered 
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from social media, will be used to execute a qualitative content analysis (Bell & Bryman, 

2011).  

 

3.4.1 Qualitative Content Analysis  

A qualitative content analysis was conducted on Arla and Oatly’s social media to gain 

insights on consumers' attitudes in an online setting, and capture the attitudes not only 

back in time, but also in a context. The content analysis also served as a foundation when 

questions and topics of the two focus groups were decided. Qualitative content analysis 

is useful in this research, since it aims to describe and interpret characteristics of 

documents and texts, in order to understand the underlying meaning of the content 

communicated (Bell & Bryman, 2011; Altheide & Schneider, 2013). Furthermore, this 

method refers to identify emergent patterns in recorded communication by collecting data 

from a set of texts (Schreier, 2012). Therefore, key elements such as situations, images, 

comments and meanings need to be considered (Altheide & Schneider, 2013). Since the 

research question focuses on people’s perspectives, adopting a qualitative approach is 

essential.  

 

Due to the new brand communications environment and the rise of eWOM, secondary 

data was collected on social media, regarding consumers’ attitudes towards Arla and 

Oatly. The content analysis aimed to grasp consumers’ emotions linked to the brands’ 

attempts to create a buzz through their advertisements and to gain knowledge regarding 

what reactions the conflict created. This qualitative content analysis was collected on Arla 

and Oatly’s Instagram and Facebook feeds, since Instagram and Facebook were the two 

most popular social media platforms in Sweden 2019 (Internetstiftelsen, 2019).  

 

The case presentation described later and the summarized timeline (Figure 5), served as 

a foundation when the selection of posts was made. The analysis included all posts made 

by Arla and Oatly in September 2019. This month was characterized by a heated debate, 

high interaction, and exciting events from both parties, which made it a suitable selection 

for the content analysis. One advantage of this research method is that it allows for 

information about social groups that can otherwise be difficult to access (Bell & Bryman, 
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2011). The total amount of posts analysed were 19, where six posts were published by 

Arla and 13 were published by Oatly. Social media is filled with content that consumers 

can react to and comment on (Internetstiftelsen, 2019). The selected posts provided a total 

amount of 4 041 comments (Appendix A). The comments contained information both 

suitable and not suitable for the purpose of this thesis, which will be analysed further in 

the data analysis section.  

 

3.4.2 Focus Groups Interviews 

Focus groups enable an understanding of peoples’ attitudes and emotions (Ahrne & 

Svensson, 2015). To enable flexible discussions and interactions among the participants, 

the two focus group interviews were semi-structured with an opened-ended approach 

(Bell & Bryman, 2011). The advantages with semi-structured interviews are that they can 

reveal underlying opinions and attitudes, and also allow the two interviews to be different 

from each other, which in turn can add more than one perception. The moderators helped 

the participants keep the discussions going and guided the conversations forward. 

However, the disadvantage with focus groups could be if the participants tend not to 

integrate with each other. Focus groups are usually held in comfortable settings (Bell & 

Bryman, 2011), and therefore both focus groups were held outdoors at the home of the 

researchers. The method provides a subjective reasoning regarding consumers’ attitudes 

and enables an approach to answer the research question of this thesis. Furthermore, the 

focus groups serve as a suitable complement to the more limited content analysis, which 

makes the data collection more complete.  

 

3.4.2.1 Participant Selection  

This research aims to explore the broad and general target group “consumers”. Since the 

aim was to create a varied combination of consumers, age and gender were the most 

important aspects in the selection of participants. Due to the pandemic covid-19 and 

appurtenant restrictions in society, it was difficult to acquire and engage participants in 

focus groups, where people must work in a group. Therefore, a convenience sample was 

used (Saunders et al., 2009). A convenience sample is created for people that are easy to 

reach. One disadvantage with this method is the risk to exclude people with other 
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knowledge, experience and other important perspectives relevant to the research question. 

The deliberately selected participants were, in turn, asked to question suitable 

respondents. This can strengthen the credibility, since it makes it possible to reach people 

with new knowledge, experiences and perspectives. Therefore, this selection can be seen 

as a convenience sample with inspiration from snowball sampling (Ahrne & Svensson, 

2015, Denscombe, 2014). An invitation was sent via Facebook to the participants. 

Besides the purpose, location and other formalities, the invitation explained that no earlier 

knowledge regarding the topic was required. This approach resulted in two focus groups 

with totally 14 participants. The first group consisted of eight people, and the second 

group of six. The participants’ ages ranged from 24 to 52, whereas six were men and eight 

were women (Table 1).  

 

Table 1 – Focus group participants  
 

3.4.2.2 Focus Group Guide  

Both focus groups were conducted in Swedish, the participants’ native language. First, 

all participants were welcomed and presented with the purpose of the gathering, followed 

by explanations regarding anonymity, audio and video recording and other formalities 
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(Appendix B). Before the discussions started the participants were also informed that all 

opinions were of interest. The focus group guide was to be seen as a guideline rather than 

a forced schedule, since the aim was to create flexible and open discussions. Therefore, 

the focus group guide consisted of both individual and common questions and activities. 

The main purpose of the moderators was to sustain discussions and ensure that all 

participants felt included. All questions had a specific purpose, linked to different parts 

of the conceptual model, which were motivated in the focus group guide (Appendix B).  

 

The participants started off answering four short written questions individually, whilst 

being treated to a cup of coffee and some cookies. The purpose was to establish a 

comfortable and inviting environment. At the next stage, the interview moved on to the 

key part, containing open discussions and related activities. One activity was to rank four 

different commercials, based on the amount of feelings they induced. Another activity 

was to discuss and write down general opinions regarding the brands, to later explore if 

the perception changed during the interview. A third activity was to let the participants 

discuss printed pictures from different advertisements, newspaper articles and comments 

from social media (Appendix C). The focus groups ended with the participants being 

warmly thanked for their contribution to this thesis.  

 

3.5 Data Analysis  

After the data was collected from both content analysis and focus group interviews, the 

material was reviewed and processed. Qualitative data is usually analysed by meaning 

condensation, which is when key meanings are compressed into shorter statements. The 

analysis also includes categorization, which refers to how the statements are divided into 

different categories. Finally, meanings and statements are interpreted in the attempt to 

read between the lines and understand underlying assumptions (Bell & Bryman, 2011).  
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3.5.1 Qualitative Content Analysis  

A qualitative content analysis includes to gather data, categorise them into different 

themes and criteria, and systematically identify patterns (Denscombe, 2014). This 

qualitative content analysis aimed to gain insights regarding consumers’ attitudes towards 

the ongoing conflict between two brands’ and their attempt to create a buzz through their 

advertisements in online contexts. The data needed to be analysed with a focus on 

comprehending the attitudes and meaning behind the comments, and thus get a grasp on 

what content is mediated in interactions on social media. As mentioned, the data 

collection on Instagram and Facebook resulted in a total number of 4 041 comments 

(Appendix A).  

 

The first step of the data analysis was to formulate relevant categories, in order to select 

useful comments connected to the research question. Therefore, it was important to have 

a distinct image regarding which comments were of interest (Denscombe, 2014). The 

selection criteria were decided to be that all comments should indicate an attitude towards 

either, the conflict as a whole, or the brands’ advertisements. Consequently, we were 

forced to sort out comments that reflected other matters, which made the process more 

difficult and time-consuming. The selection was performed on both brands’ Instagram 

and Facebook pages on April 20-22. To strengthen the credibility, we performed this 

selection together, by reflecting on and discussing all comments. Even if the content, the 

number of followers and interactions differed between the two brands’ social media 

pages, the total number was enough to achieve the purpose of this content analysis. The 

selection resulted in a total number of 125 comments. 

 

The second step was to analyse the comments through an abductive coding, which means 

that the coding was based on the theoretical discussion, but also that new theory was 

developed through exploration of patterns in the material (Bell & Bryman, 2011) 

(Denscombe, 2014). First the data was coded into two main themes, positive and negative 

attitudes, then these comments were interpreted and coded into a certain emotion, based 

on existing literature mentioned in chapter two. The positive emotions included humour, 

warmth and belonging (Eisend, 2011), while the negative emotions included anger, 

sadness, dislike, discontent, worry and embarrassment (Madichie & Kapoor, 2012). One 
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example of the negative feeling dislike was “Why do you have the advertisement 

regarding “trölk”? This advertisement is not the least funny, only bad.”. At the other end 

of the spectrum, there was an example of the positive feeling warmth, “I truly like your 

latest (and earlier) advertisements; to emphasize the disadvantages with cow milk, 

anticipate counterarguments and so on. Very smart and well done, keep working for a 

greener and better world!”. After emotions, behaviour was interpreted and coded into 

two themes: associate and disassociate. Finally, the analysis of knowledge was based on 

either a low or a high degree of knowledge.   

 

3.5.2 Focus Groups Interviews  

After the data from the focus group interviews were collected, the first step was to 

perform a transcription of the material. This process took approximately 24 hours and the 

material consisted of 59 pages. Next, the material was analysed through abductive coding, 

including both an inductive and a deductive approach, where the coding was based on the 

theoretical discussion, whereby new findings discovered in collected data could explain 

patterns (Bell & Bryman, 2011; Denscombe, 2014). All material was read carefully by 

both researchers to strengthen the credibility. The coding process began to highlight 

relevant information, which was decided by key sentences. All key sentences were linked 

to at least one element from the conceptual model. Thereafter, the key sentences were 

compressed into shorter statements and coded into a certain colour. The reason was to 

distinguish all elements, for further explanatory analysis. For example, blue was linked 

to the effect of WOM, while red was linked to brand rivalry. The element attitude was 

further divided into emotions, behaviour and knowledge, and additionally categorized 

into different themes. Finally, key sentences that did not belong to any of the elements 

were placed in an additional category, for example, key sentences regarding participants’ 

thoughts about other brand rivalry initiatives.  
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3.6 Trustworthiness  

Bryman and Bell (2011) state four different criteria to ensure validity and trustworthiness 

for a qualitative study. The criteria are credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility refers to the extent to which the findings are believable and 

acceptable to others. Since the focus group interviews were semi-structured with an open-

ended approach, participants could reveal underlying attitudes, which established 

credibility. Furthermore, the credibility was further enforced as the respondents did not 

have any direct relation with neither Arla nor Oatly. Transferability explains if the 

findings can be generalized and applicable to similar contexts. Qualitative studies often 

infer that research is specific to the situation in which it was conducted, which makes this 

criteria complex. Dependability refers to the research’s consistency regarding transparent 

keeping of transcripts, recordings and other data connected to the study. This is important 

if peers want to review the gathered material of this thesis. This criterion has been met, 

since gathered material, transcripts and coding are stored both online and on personal 

devices. The final criterium, confirmability, explains if the researchers left out personal 

values and acted in good faith when the study was conducted. In this research, the data 

was analysed objectively. This could be achieved since no personal relation to either 

brand existed.  

 

3.7 Limitations   

This research includes two main limitations that could influence the credibility and 

transferability of the result. The first limitation is the pandemic Covid-19, that has 

impacted the whole society, including the ability to conduct qualitative data. The 

pandemic made it difficult to gather and engage people in social surroundings, which 

resulted in an uneven distribution of gender in the second focus group. Although Covid-

19 increased the difficulties to gather a varied combination of gender and age in both 

groups, the focus groups together provided a good mix. The second limitation is the 

convenience sample, which could influence the credibility, since used method risk to 

exclude people with new knowledge, experience and important perspectives related to the 

research question. However, the participants were asked to, in turn, question suitable 

participants, which could contribute to a greater inclusion of people.  
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4. Case Presentation 

 

The following section presents Arla and Oatly’s company background, together with 

information about the over five-year ongoing debate between these brands. A timeline of 

the milk war between Arla and Oatly is also being presented.  

 

The farmer-owned food manufacturer Arla strives to contribute to a better society and 

protect the environment through sustainable development. In 1880, Stockholms 

Mjölkförsäljning was founded. Later the name was changed, first to Mjölkcentralen, then 

to Arla (Arla, n.d.). Since 1915, Arla has been a democratic, farmer-owned cooperation 

that focuses on climate, nature and animals (Arla, n.d.). That way Arla does not only 

favour the farmers, but also contributes to job opportunities, open landscapes and 

biodiversity (Arla, n.d.). Today, the corporation is owned by 2500 Swedish dairy farmers.  

 

In the 90’s, the Swedish oat-based company Oatly was founded by a researcher at Lund 

University, who discovered that natural enzymes could transform oats into liquid. Since 

then, Oatly’s approach is to contribute to a better planet by offering a product range based 

on oats. Oatly states that oat-based products improve the wellbeing of both individuals 

and the planet. The company has five owners, and both their head office and factory are 

located in southern Sweden. Although Oatly was founded only 30 years ago, the brand is 

present in more than 20 countries in Europe and Asia (Oatly, n.d.).  

 

For the last five years, there has been an ongoing milk war between Sweden’s most 

powerful dairy industry, Arla, and the innovative Swedish oat milk brand Oatly (Figure 

5). Various provocative marketing campaigns have aimed to promote its own brand and 

caricature the rival brand. In September 2014, Svensk Mjölk brought its action against 

Oatly, regarding Oatly’s marketing campaigns “It’s like milk, but made for humans” and 

“No milk. No soy. No badness”. The supply association claimed that Oatly’s statements 

were misleading and not correct (Blomqvist & Ekberg, 2016). 
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On November 19, 2015, Oatly was convicted of prohibition. The judgement was based 

on The Marketing Act, which states that misleading statements regarding a brand’s own 

presentation or another brand are illegal. Within marketing of groceries, trustworthiness 

plays an important role. As a penalty, Oatly had to compensate Svensk Mjölk with a total 

of 3,3 million SEK, and the judgement won publicity in media, such as Dagens Nyheter, 

Svenska Dagbladet and Dagens Industri (Blomqvist & Ekberg, 2016). During the dispute, 

Oatly used the hashtag “Poor atmosphere in the refrigerated display”, since they wanted 

to be transparent towards their consumers (Djerf, 2016). Even if Oatly lost this battle, the 

underdogs gained more consumers (Weidmo, 2017). In 2016, Oatly converted 475 

million SEK, compared with 268 million two years earlier. In August 2016, Oatly 

published an advertisement where they requested people to google “milk” connected with 

words like “health” and “environment”. The purpose was to raise the question regarding 

an adaptation to vegetable food production. At this time, Oatly was a sponsor for the 

Swedish festival Way Out West, where they let the celebrities Alex Schulman and Sigge 

Eklund request visitors to google milk (Lundin, 2016).  

 

In March 2017, Arla was reported to the Swedish Consumer Agency due to the marketing 

of one of their products. In a marketing campaign for organic yoghurt, Arla used the 

slogan “breakfast cannot become more natural than this”. The consumer who filed the 

complaint stated that it was wrong to call the dairy industry natural. Arla argued that the 

word natural refers to the product’s natural ingredients and minimal or non-existent 

production process. This can be considered a clear example of consumer engagement in 

this extensive “milk-war” (Lindström, 2017). In October 2017, Oatly requested the 

Swedish Consumer Agency to review the United Nations’ contribution to the Swedish 

school milk program, called “Skolmjölksstödet”. Oatly indicated that the contribution 

counteracted the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Even though the UN claim 

that the emissions from global livestock stand for 14,5 per cent of the greenhouse gases, 

“Skolmjölkstödet” only highlights the advantages of dairy milk (Rågsjö, 2017). Oatly’s 

request evoked discussions and shared opinions among consumers and other 

stakeholders.  
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In August 2018 Arla launched the campaign “Milk is milk” which taunted plant-based 

products by naming them "pjölk", "brölk" and "trölk". The purpose of this campaign was 

to highlight the good taste and the uniqueness of dairy milk and at the same time make 

fun of Oatly’s products. The campaign became a success, not least in marketing 

competitions where it even won prizes. Arla’s sales increased and the company later 

launched a continuation of the campaign displayed on TV, outdoors and on social media. 

In February 2019, Arla launched three new products that consisting of 50% lactose-free 

milk and 50% oat drink. At this time, similar brands had already launched products in 

this category, but Arla’s ongoing debate and previous campaigns against Oatly made this 

move remarkable. Arla distinguished the products by highlighting the natural taste of 

dairy milk and the higher amount of protein contained when compared to completely oat-

based products (Rågsjö Thorell, 2019). 

 

In September 2019, Oatly launched a new campaign named “Ditch milk”, which created 

great media attention. The campaign was a response to Arla’s latest campaign, and it 

stated that oat-based products decrease the CO2 footprint by 73 per cent (Oatly, n.d.). This 

exhortation raised critical responses among both dairy farmers and consumers 

(Hällegårdh, 2019). To the surprise of many, Oatly also trademarked the fictitious names 

“Pjölk”, “Brölk” and “Sölk” (Hallman, 2019). This move was only considered an attempt 

to needle the conflict with Arla, but later these names became logos on Oatly’s product 

packaging. Arla argued that these names belonged to them, and opposed the registration 

by stating that Oatly acted in bad faith. A legal process started to determine which brand 

had the legal right to use these names (Nilsson, 2019).  

 

Arla responded quickly, and the same month Oatly’s Creative Director, Martin Ringqvist, 

and Arla’s Marketing Director of Milk, Kristina Hammarö, discussed the ongoing conflict 

in the live broadcast “Aftonbladet Morgon”. The debate mainly focused on the latest 

marketing campaigns, including not only the name-war but also sustainability work and 

ownership. The tension between Ringqvist and Hammarö was clearly noted and derisive 

comments towards each other were a common theme throughout the debate (Westin, 

2019). The debate led to a high degree of interaction among consumers on social media, 

consisting of heated discussions and outspoken comments and opinions. The involvement 
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throughout society captured the extent of the ongoing conflict between the brands. The 

conflict seems to never end. After Oatly’s takeover of the Stockholm Central Train 

Station in September 2019, Arla countered with doing the same thing in October the same 

year (Törner, 2019). It is clear that even after many years of disputes, the rivalry between 

these two brands is still intact. However, a question to consider is whether this conflict 

creates positive or negative attitudes among consumers.  

 

 

Figure 5 – The Milk war between Arla and Oatly 
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5. Findings 

 

This section presents the findings of qualitative content analysis and focus group 

interviews. Since the aim of this study is to explore consumers’ attitudes towards firms 

involved in brand rivalry, the findings are presented to lay the foundation for further 

discussion. In the first section findings from the content analysis will be presented, and 

in the second section findings from the focus group interviews will be explained. Both 

parts will go through each element of the conceptual model.  

 

5.1 Content Analysis  

This section presents findings from the content analysis executed on Arla and Oatly’s 

respective Facebook and Instagram feeds. The comments that were analysed consisted of 

consumers’ attitudes towards the advertisements published by Arla and Oatly, and the 

public conflict between the brands. First, comments linked to brand rivalry will be 

presented, then comments regarding brands’ attempt to create a buzz will be explained. 

Thoughts and reflections about engagement and participation in online discussions will 

be reflected upon, and consumers’ attitudes, including all three components affect, 

behaviour and cognition, will be discussed. Finally, a summary of the overall attitude 

towards the brands will be presented.  

 

Selected comments were divided into themes characterized by a more positive or more 

negative attitude, illustrated in Table 2. This sectioning contributes to an overview in 

which direction consumers’ attitudes towards the brands’ advertisements and 

involvement rivalry leans. However, numbers should only be considered as an indication. 

An interpretation and a deeper explanation of the findings are presented in the following 

section. 
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Table 2 – Consumers’ attitudes towards the milk war 

 

 

 

 

5.1.1 Brand Rivalry  

The heated milk war between Arla and Oatly is characterized by brand rivalry, and the 

content analysis uncovered consumers’ attitudes towards the public conflict. The attitudes 

towards the conflict were almost exclusively of a negative nature. Several consumers 

stated that events that occurred due to the conflict were unethical and should even be 

considered illegal. Furthermore, the consumers wrote that their interpretation was that the 

brands used fake news as to stir conflict. The slander was not appreciated but instead seen 

as an ugly attempt to attack each other. For example, one comment expressed that Oatly’s 

advertisements at Stockholm’s Central Train Station was fake news and interpreted it as 

an attack on Swedish farmers. Another consumer clarified “What you are doing is a direct 

creation of a conflict and from now on I will boycott your company in the same spirit of 

conflict that you apparently create yourself.”. Many consumers were upset and demanded 

scientific support for certain assumptions, and one consumer stated that “pretended 

conflicts” would decrease with 75 per cent, if everyone would just behave like adults. 

This statement could be interpreted as a clear protest against the milk war. Another 

consumer with similar feelings commented “I like Oatly’s products but not the war 

against Arla. I love cows and farmers and open landscapes!”.  

 

In contrary, a minority of consumers suggested the opposite, whereby one comment “I 

truly like your latest (and earlier) advertisements; to emphasize the disadvantages with 

cow milk, anticipate counterarguments and so on. Very smart and well done, keep 

working for a greener and better world!”. Several comments revealed appreciation 

towards the conflict and the attention it created. One consumer expressed “Either people 

really hate you or love you. Well, all publicity is good publicity!”. Some consumers liked 

to participate and engage in discussions linked to this notable conflict. Some consumers 
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also appreciated the sense of belonging and wanted to be involved in something they were 

passionate about.  

 

“I love oat milk and this campaign! Do you have any stickers and t-shirts 

that your fans can buy? I would like to have a tank top to wear at the gym, 

cap and bedclothes! You should have a whole collection! And a mug with 

the decal “Ditch milk”! Many kisses to my top favourite brand!” – Instagram 

follower     

 

5.1.2 Buzz Buttons 

The findings indicated that Arla and Oatly’s use of different buzz buttons to communicate 

their engagement in brand rivalry, have been received differently by consumers. When 

the brands pushed the buzz button hilarious, the advertisements aroused positive 

reactions, since laughter and recognition were created. As one consumer commented “I 

seriously love your marketing *laughing emoji*. It is so honest and transparent but 

always relatable. And not to mention, DELICIOUS.”. An advertisement characterized by 

the buzz button remarkable was experienced as an ingenious and creative way to mock 

competitors. For example, one consumer expressed “It does not matter what you write in 

your campaigns. My experience is euphoric since I am struck by all your so biiiiiiiiig 

campaigns signs!”.  

 

It can be a critical act to push the buzz buttons outrageous and unusual when it involves 

brand rivalry. Although these buzz buttons attempt to create creative content, consumers 

may interpret it negatively. One comment stated, “Why do you have the advertisement 

regarding “trölk”? This advertisement is not the least funny, only bad.”.  Several 

consumers urged the brands to use common sense and stop publishing advertisements 

that only aimed to provoke. They found this to be an unsympathetic and harsh way of 

trying to score points. One consumer commented “What a shitty commercial you 

have!!!!!!! How can you smear milk instead of promoting your own products? Are there 

nothing good to say about your products?…”. If a brand combines outrageous and 

unusual with the buzz button hilarious it usually generated more positive reactions. 
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However, to add this buzz button was not always enough. Some consumers still thought 

that these advertisements were ridiculous and annoying, for example “There are few 

things that are more annoying than, when listening to a quiet song and your chaotic 

commercial with “MILK IS MILK” comes up!”.  

 

5.1.3 Word of Mouth  

The content analysis clearly provided evidence of consumers engagement in the ongoing 

milk war. Consumers do not only engage and comment to the brands directly, but also 

start discussions between each other, which creates eWOM. Patterns were found that 

suggest that consumers do not only participate in online discussions, but also engage in 

real-life settings. An example of this was a comment explaining an attempt to convert 

people to a certain brand. Reflections regarding this type of WOM are presented in more 

detail in the findings from the focus group interviews. Although the attitude differs 

between consumers, the common denominator is the commitment and willingness to 

participate and argue, where one comment expressed “I experience their marketing 

dishonest and their putative science so fragile, that I, like many others, want to not only 

address it passively by refraining from consumption but also actively by advocating my 

opinion for them and others.”. It was also evident that known quotes and messages 

created by the brands and illustrated in commercials were later used by consumers in 

comments and hashtags on social media, where some consumers used hashtags like 

“Ditch milk” while others used “Milk is milk”. The content analysis also provided 

evidence of clear differences between the brands’ social media feeds, where Oatly is 

updating more frequently and is more active and responsive to customer comments and 

questions. Therefore, more heated discussions between Oatly’s and Arla’s supporters 

took place in Oatly’s feed.  

 

 

 



  Lerberg & Nilsson 
 

46 

5.1.4 Consumers’ Attitudes Towards the Brand 

Above mentioned comments indicate different emotions, behaviours and knowledge. 

This section will clarify the three components, to understand consumers’ attitudes 

towards the brand. First findings linked to the affective component (emotions) are 

presented in Table 3, followed by findings connected to the behavioural component 

(behaviour), explained in Table 4. Findings supporting the cognitive component 

(knowledge) are then presented, and finally, the overall attitude towards the brand will be 

explained. 

 

Table 3 – Consumer’ emotions on social media 

 

The comments of a positive nature mainly consisted of the emotion described as warmth. 

These comments expressed happiness and consisted of a friendly tone and a loving 

environment, which is illustrated in Table 3. Positive comments also included humour 

where consumers revealed that certain events, advertisements or statements were 
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entertaining. Consumers explained that the content communicated by the brands had 

made them laugh. Furthermore, comments reflected the emotion belonging, where 

consumers expressed attachment to the brands. Findings state that consumers show 

affection and appreciation of belonging to a group. Clear attempts were made, not only 

to convince others to join, but also to support the brands actively and visually (Table 3).  

 

The comments of a negative nature mainly consisted of the emotion described as dislike. 

Consumers expressed personal opinions and complaints that disfavoured the brands.  

Anger was expressed by more upset and ferocious comments, where consumers did not 

settle for complaining, but sometimes even made threats. Worry was shown by consumers 

that were concerned about the brand’s values and position. The comments often expressed 

willingness to switch brands, or at least considered it (Table 3). Furthermore, consumers 

experienced sadness trough content communicated by the brands. Consumers were badly 

affected on a personal level, when they considered the brands to have overstepped ethical 

boundaries. Discontent was noticed when consumers stated negative opinions regarding 

information and messages communicated by the brands, especially regarding critical and 

provocative content used to keep the conflict going.  

 

Table 4 – Consumers’ behaviour on social media  
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Consumers felt a need to actively express their actions in the public eye, and also the 

motives behind their decisions, which is illustrated in Table 4. Findings suggested a high 

level of loyalty, where consumers actively support the brand, show appreciation for it, 

and explain what products they buy and how often. However, the tendency showed that 

consumers to a high extent want to distance themselves from the brands as well, and 

actively argue for the brands’ disadvantages. Consumers gladly explained that they were 

upset and that their dissatisfaction would have consequences. The consequences 

described were to stop supporting the brand, never purchase their products again, switch 

to another brand, or boycott them completely. To summarize, findings regarding the 

behavioural component suggest that consumers act on what the brands communicate and 

engage in, whether it is positive or negative.  

 

The majority of comments analysed consisted of emotions, and to some extent behaviour, 

while knowledge was more difficult to understand and explore with this type of method. 

However, an assumption can be made, regarding that all consumers that comment and 

engage on social media possess some level of knowledge. Knowledge was a high priority 

and extremely significant to some consumers, where statements and allegations made in 

advertisements, disputes, events or debates were questioned and critically reviewed. 

Discussions sometimes included replies that indicated that some consumers felt that 

others should acquire more knowledge before sharing their opinions. “It is a shame that 

some of today’s youth are so uneducated about how the body is affected by what we 

digest. Stay in school and grow, maybe someday you will learn.”. However, others care 

much less about facts and justice and demonstrate a lower level of knowledge. Findings 

suggested that several consumers, despite reacting in various ways on the advertisements 

communicated by the brands, did not spend time on a deeper reflection of the content.  

 

The overall attitude towards the events and advertisements linked to the milk war was 

mainly negative. This reflected badly on both Arla and Oatly, even though they usually 

have strong support from many consumers. Although several consumers showed a 

positive attitude towards humoristic advertisements, comments regarding buzz and 

rivalry were mostly disfavouring. As mentioned, consumers attitudes were clearly 

reflected in what emotions were triggered, what actions that were taken, and also the 
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amount of engagement. Consumers associated Arla and Oatly’s core values with 

embarrassing and ridiculous acts, which is not how the brands want to be perceived. Other 

consumers showed a positive attitude towards both brands, but not when at war with each 

other.  

 

5.2 Focus Groups  

This section presents findings from the focus group interviews. First participants’ 

thoughts about brand rivalry will be explained, then participants’ statements regarding 

brands’ attempt to create a buzz will be presented. Following this, reflections about 

participating in discussions concerning the conflict will be presented, and the general 

attitude, including the three components affect, behaviour and cognition will be 

discussed. Finally, a summary of the overall attitude towards the brands will be presented. 

 

5.2.1 Brand Rivalry  

Although many participants were not all that well acquainted with the ongoing conflict 

between Arla and Oatly, most of them had noticed it in different ways. Several 

participants were deeply engaged in the conflict, while a few had never heard about it. 

When told about the ongoing milk war, many participants came up with provocative 

advertisements they had seen, but never reflected on. André argued “When you are doing 

advertisement, you should do it for your own product and not throw up on others”, while 

Pelle said “It feels a bit fiery like Arla is making fun of them for being too trendy”. Stefan 

explained he had watched a debate between Arla and Oatly’s Marketing Directors and 

explained that the conflict was not about the products anymore, but rather about carbon 

dioxide emissions and ownership. Several participants had seen people discuss the 

conflict on social media and TV-news. Erik had been at Oatly’s “take-over”- campaign 

at Stockholm’s Central Train Station and explained it was not a campaign for Oatly’s 

own products but rather a war against milk. Overall, the conflict between Arla and Oatly 

generated a negative attitude among the participants. The participants did not only have 

a negative attitude towards this type of smear campaign, but also the way Arla and Oatly 

forced consumers to pick sides.  
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“This conflict can hurt the brand image. Arla tries to cherish the farmers 

and be the good actor for the Swedish agrarian society, which is not 

reflected if you have a war with another brand. Same with Oatly since 

they try to cherish the environment. It is not a good combination to be in 

war and at the same time do other things.” – Alma  

                               

Several participants also discussed the importance of buying groceries to their children 

from a sympathetic actor, where some of them wanted to change brand. When the 

participants realised there was a conflict, the advertisements became ridiculous. They 

were upset that the conflict did not end when Oatly was convicted in 2015. All 

participants meant that the conflict had become tiresome and too personal, since the 

marketing was aiming for winning a battle rather than selling products. When the 

participants were shown the debate on Aftonbladet Morgon between the brands’ 

Marketing Directors, all participants thought the conflict had gone too far, and the attitude 

turned negative. Stefan stated “This is just like an American presidential campaign. 

Everybody smears each other.”. 

 

Markus believed that Arla and Oatly’s marketing departments meet once in a while, 

laughing together and deciding upcoming campaigns. Therefore, he believed the conflict 

could be seen as funny since it gets much attention. The participants also agreed that the 

positive outcome from brand rivalry is free publicity and more product options for 

consumers. When they were asked to decide a winner of the conflict, everybody agreed 

it was Oatly, from a business perspective. The reason was that Oatly started out as 

underdogs and have increased their sales during the last few years. In contrast, most 

participants agreed that Arla managed the conflict better than Oatly, since Arla had not 

acted as rough and provocative. Another perspective was that both brands lost the battle, 

since a public conflict mainly leads to a negative attitude among consumers, which can 

make consumers change brands. Anna explained “According to me, none of them is a 

winner. I rather not purchase from any of them. It is two completely different products, 

so there is no winner”.  
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5.2.2 Buzz Buttons 

Arla and Oatly’s attempts to push different buzz buttons to communicate their 

engagement in rivalry through various advertisements, have been received differently by 

different consumers. Firstly, Arla’s commercial “Milk is milk” was linked to the buzz 

buttons hilarious, outrageous and unusual. This commercial was perceived as 

provocative, agitating, revengeful and indirect towards Oatly. Several participants 

believed this commercial was absurd since the conflict had become magnified. The 

impression of the commercial was improved by humour, though, which indicates the 

importance of the buzz button hilarious. Most participants agreed that the humorous 

commercial was perceived as funny by people who were not aware of the conflict. Stefan 

stated “It is interesting, if you go back one generation, I mean your grandparents, do they 

understand this? Why Arla is so provocative?”.  Furthermore, the commercial became 

less provocative since Arla did not state what brand it smeared. Secondly, Oatly’s 

commercial “Ditch Milk” pushed the same buzz buttons, i.e. hilarious, outrageous and 

unusual. Despite this, the commercial generated more negative reactions than “Milk is 

milk”, and negative statements continued throughout the whole discussion. The general 

reason for this was that Oatly’s commercial was seen as more provocative, since it had 

clearer statements against Arla. 

 

Thirdly, Arla’s commercial about their farmers and sustainability work was linked to the 

unusual and remarkable buzz buttons. This commercial was appreciated by the 

participants, since it focused on Arla’s own brand, instead of smearing another brand.  

However, several participants believed it would be more difficult to remember this type 

of commercial, since it was not as humorous. Fourthly, Oatly’s commercial about their 

own products was linked to the unusual buzz button. This commercial generally 

generated more negative reactions, since this commercial did not make any lasting 

impression. The reason was that they were not sure if the purpose of the commercial was 

to be funny, or not. Markus believed the commercial was audacious and stated “This is 

so simple. Therefore, you get triggered when it is not neatly…it is a derision in some 

way.”.  When the participants were asked to rank what advertisements created most 

reactions, both focus groups stated that Oatly’s “Ditch Milk” came first, Arla’s “Milk is 
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Milk” second, Arla’s “Dairy farmer” third, and Oatly’s commercial with only their own 

products last. 

 

The participants were also showed other advertisements by Arla and Oatly, and 

newspaper articles regarding the brands (Appendix B). The campaign that got most 

attention among the participants was Oatly’s “Google milk – campaign”, which is can be 

linked to the buzz buttons unusual and outrageous. The participants thought this 

campaign was nasty, since Oatly used too harsh words in connection with milk. Several 

participants admitted that they had earlier thought some advertisements were funny, like 

when Oatly trademarked “Trölk”, “Brölk” and “Sölk”. That action could also be linked 

to the buzz buttons unusual and outrageous, but it was humorous too. Erik said “This idea 

was just funny. I mean, it is funny since they trademarked words that Arla had provoked 

them for”. When the participants were asked what sort of reactions they thought Arla and 

Oatly tried to establish, in order to create conversation starters, all participants agreed that 

both parties strived to start heated discussions that continued at home, at work, or with 

friends. They figured the main reasons for this were to get publicity, stand out from the 

crowd, be recognized and make money, but they also thought the brands strived to 

entertain.  

 

5.2.3 Word of Mouth   

All participants were asked if they already had participated in, or could consider 

participating in, discussions regarding the milk war. Some people had already participated 

in discussions at work or with friends. Stefan explained that everybody usually has an 

opinion or a certain attitude towards a public conflict, which makes it as a heated topic. 

It was clear, though, that most participants believed they would never participate in 

discussions on social media regarding the conflict. They settled for engaging in 

discussions at home, at work or with friends, if someone else started the conversation. 

Lisa explained “I think I could talk. If someone at home or work purchase these products, 

I could ask if they had thought about the brand’s values.”. Overall, some participants 

indicated that they usually were not affected by people’s opinions regarding which brand 
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they should support, but that they did get rather influenced by people who informed them 

about the ongoing conflict.  

 

5.2.4 Consumers’ Attitudes Towards the Brand  

Above mentioned statements and opinions from the participants indicate different 

emotions, behaviour and knowledge of the participants. This section will clarify all three 

components, in order to understand consumers’ attitudes towards the brands. Findings 

linked to the affective component are explained in Table 5, and behavioural component 

in Table 6. The findings supporting the cognitive component are clarified in Table 7, and 

the overall attitude towards the brand will be explained at the end. 

 

Table 5 – Consumers’ emotions - focus group interviews 
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Firstly, when the participants were shown commercials, advertisements, and also received 

information about the conflict, different emotions occurred (Table 5). Findings proved 

that brands’ involvement in rivalry and attempt to create a buzz mainly stirred up negative 

emotions, and that the amount of negative emotions depended on how rough the brands 

chose to play. Dislike mostly occurred in discussions regarding smear campaigns. Dislike 

was noticed in discussions regarding smear campaigns, where participants clearly argued 

against this type of marketing, and instead preferred if the brand settled for promoting 

their own products. For example, most participants explained that the positive emotion 

they had suddenly changed to negative when Oatly mentioned “Ditch milk” at the end of 

one commercial. Some consumers even expressed more hateful statements, linked to the 

emotion of anger, which is illustrated in Table 5. Sadness was also recognized, since 

several participants felt that the brands gambled with people’s emotions when forcing 

them to pick sides. The provocative commercials sparked the emotion discontent, 

whereby some participants reacted negatively to the content communicated, and believed 

that the allegations had no real support. Several participants mentioned their concerns to 

stop support and instead switch brands, which is an indication of worry (Table 5). 

 

Although Arla and Oatly’s smear campaigns most generated negative emotions, a few 

participants considered the commercials were smart, ironic and fun, which indicate the 

emotion humour and an example of this can be found in Table 5. Most participants 

considered Arla’s commercial about their farmers as positive, cosy and warm, which 

refers to the emotion warmth. The main reason for the positive emotion was the solid 

focus on Arla’s own brand and the avoidance of smearing another brand. The emotion of 

belonging was noticed when several participants explained that one reason to buy Arla’s 

products was to support Swedish farmers.  
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Table 6 – Consumers’ behaviour - focus group interviews 

 

Secondly, the participants indicated both positive and negative behaviour towards Arla 

and Oatly (Table 6). Some participants indicated that they would dissociate from, and 

stop supporting, both Arla and Oatly, since they were against the brand rivalry between 

the two. This behaviour indicates a negative attitude towards the ongoing conflict. These 

participants implied that the conflict made them consider purchasing from other actors, 

like Skånemejeriet, or buy local products produced close to their home village. Björn had 

already forbidden his wife to purchase Oatly’s products after he saw the “Ditch milk” 

campaign (Table 6). Even if most participants believed this conflict was absurd and 

created negative emotions, some participants still wanted to purchase the products. In the 

beginning of the interview, the participants filled out a questionnaire, showing their 

current consumer behaviour. Findings indicated that 12 out of 16 participants purchased 

milk every week, and four people bought both Arla and Oatly. None of the participants 

only bought Oatly. Furthermore, none of the participants usually commented or 

participated in discussions regarding the brands on social media, or in real life settings.  
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Table 7 – Consumers’ knowledge - focus group interviews 

 

Thirdly, above mentioned quotes illustrate the participants’ degree of knowledge 

regarding the milk war (Table 7), which affected the attitude in different ways. Although 

some participants were not very acquainted with the conflict and had a low degree of 

knowledge, they could still come up with provocative advertisements they had seen 

(Table 7). Most participants agreed that some commercials, for example, Arla’s “Milk is 

milk”, could be seen as funny for people with a low degree of knowledge about the 

conflict, since the commercial was humorous. In contrast, some people had a high level 

of knowledge and indicated a negative attitude towards the brands’ smear campaigns, 

whereby Björn meant that Oatly is dishonest (Table 7).  

 

Lastly, the overall attitude towards the brands turned out to be mostly negative. At the 

end of the interview, the participants were asked to, once again, come up with words 

connected to the brands, greed, dispute and audacious were mentioned. The participants’ 

attitudes differed depending on what buzz button the brand decided to push, where 

humour usually created more positive emotions. A more negative attitude usually 

occurred when the participants had a high degree of knowledge regarding the brands’ 

involvement in rivalry. Furthermore, the firms’ core values affected the attitudes as well. 
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It was clear that negative attitudes were created when the brands engaged in activities that 

went against both their own and their consumers’ values. In some cases, negative 

emotions meant the participants started to consider changing their behaviour and stop 

purchasing Arla’s and Oatly’s products. Several participants believed that even if the 

conflict stirred up negative emotions, they still wanted to buy products from the brands. 
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6. Analysis and Discussion 

 

This section presents notable findings related to the research question, that have been 

collected from the qualitative content analysis and focus group interviews. In the first 

section the empirical findings will be analysed, and in the second section three main 

insights will be presented to answer the research question. 

 

6.1 Analysis of Empirical Findings 

Findings showed that firms’ involvement in brand rivalry can be an effective way to reach 

out, create attention and start conversations among consumers, which indicates that brand 

rivalry can create a buzz (Walter, 2006). The reason can be since brand rivalry did not 

only create tension between Arla and Oatly but also between the consumers who engaged 

in heated discussions on social media, which refers to inter-consumer brand rivalry 

(Berendt et al., 2018). Evidence from both content analysis and focus group interviews 

demonstrated that the milk war is a heated topic. Regardless earlier degree of knowledge, 

most consumers had a clear opinion towards brands’ involvement in rivalry where they 

felt forced to choose side. Many consumers did not settle with mediating their own 

attitude, but wanted to argue, discuss and convince others of their opinion. One reason 

why these brands succeeded to establish never-ending conversations, can be the creation 

of two distinct and contractionary parties that always oppose each other.  

 

Findings proved that the overall interaction and spread of opinions increased due to social 

media, since it enabled consumers to directly react towards brands’ content (Crittenden 

& Crittenden, 2015). Findings also showed that an escalated conflict between brands 

created heated discussions among consumers in form of trash talk and insults. This 

supports Chiosa and Anastasei’s (2017) statement that negative WOM creates more 

emotions than positive WOM and is more likely to influence consumers’ attitudes. Arla 

and Oatly could not control how consumers talked about their content, which indicates 

the difficulties with WOM (Vered, 2007). Lastly, the positive outcome with the conflict 

between Arla and Oatly was the creation of brand distinctiveness, which indicates that 

rivalry separate one brand from another (Hewett et al., 2016). 
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Arla and Oatly used different buzz buttons to communicate their involvement in brand 

rivalry, which was perceived differently by consumers. This agrees with Hughes (2005) 

statement that the creation of a buzz is one thing, but to accomplish the desired outcome 

turned out to be a more complex matter. To clarify, consumers’ perception was that Arla 

and Oatly have succeeded to create brand awareness through different advertising 

campaigns by pushing different buzz buttons, but not always in a positive sense. This 

indicates that brands involved in brand rivalry should consider that all publicity is not 

always good publicity. For example, findings indicated that an outrageous buzz could 

create heated discussions among consumers, but the content communicated in Arla and 

Oatlys’ commercials were often critical and sometimes went beyond control. Although 

transparency was noticed to be an effective way to smooth over provocative content, 

transparency was not always enough to stop negative attitudes towards smear campaigns.  

 

The hilarious buzz button seemed to be easily remembered and were recognized as the 

most effective way to create distinctiveness and awareness among consumers. 

Furthermore, this buzz button could reduce negative cognitions towards the smear 

campaigns, which agree with Eisend (2011) statement that humour worked as a 

distraction from counterarguments. Commercials that conveyed humour seemed to make 

consumers overlook the content communicated. Hughes (2005) states that the unusual 

buzz button aims to create noticeable and unique content that should favour the brand. 

However, findings in this study implied that this buzz button was best used in 

combination with other buzz buttons, since it otherwise could be perceived as too odd 

and hollow. 

 

Findings demonstrated the importance for brands to carefully choose buzz buttons when 

they are involved in brand rivalry, since the line between positive and negative attitudes 

among consumers is very thin. Most consumers believed that the milk war had escalated 

and damaged both brands, since the conflict had become ridiculous instead of rewarding. 

These statements agree with Beards (2010) explanation that a public conflict can lead to 

negative consequences. Consumers believed that the clearer a brand smears another 

brand, the more a negative attitude was created, which made a sneak attack a less 
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provocative action. These findings agree with Hughes (2005) statement that how 

consumers interpret commercials can vary, and the content must be carefully considered 

to avoid negative attitudes. The provocative content communicated in Arla and Oatly’s 

advertisements seemed to sometimes go against the brand’s strong ethical values. 

Findings indicated that consumers believed some commercials became unsuccessful 

attempts to create humorous and beneficial publicity.  

 

Madichie and Kapoor (2012) claim, that consumers’ attitudes towards firms’ involvement 

in brand rivalry are mainly influenced by emotions and knowledge. Findings proved that 

was a question of knowledge whether a smear campaign was seen as funny or not, since 

knowledge about the conflict made several consumers more critical towards the content. 

In contrary, emotions usually had a big impact on the attitudes as well, even superseding 

knowledge in some cases, where humour could reduce negative cognitions related to 

brand rivalry. Fredrickson (2001) states that negative emotions cannot just trigger people 

to stop engaging but could also trigger certain actions against the brand. Findings 

indicated that consumers, especially on social media, was spreading negative and hateful 

statements towards the brands and was trying to convince other consumers of their 

opinion. However, some consumers showed negative emotions towards brand rivalry but 

did not change their behaviour and wanted to keep purchasing, which in some way 

contradicts Fredrickson (2001).  

 

Findings agreed with Roy and Banerjee (2014) that the brands values and actions had 

become more important than the actual products, since consumers indicated that they 

wanted to identify themselves with the brand that they supported. Therefore, consistent 

opinions and values between the consumers and the brand were significant in whether or 

not a brand would become consumers’ top choice (Ekber Akgün et al., 2013). Findings 

indicated that consumers believed that Arla and Oatly’s action taken did not always 

cohere with their values taken. Therefore, a negative attitude could occur when the brands 

engaged in events that opposed their values.  
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7. Conclusions 

 

This section presents a summary of this dissertation followed by a conclusion about 

consumers’ attitudes towards firms’ involvement in brand rivalry. Thereafter, theoretical 

as well as practical contributions are presented. Lastly, this section concludes with a 

critical review and suggestions for future research.  

 

7.1 Summary of Dissertation  

This present thesis explored consumers’ attitudes towards brands involved in rivalry, 

whereby the ongoing milk war between Arla and Oatly was used as a case. A conceptual 

model based on previous research was created, in order to conduct this research. The 

conceptual model shed light on essential elements that could affect consumers attitudes, 

such as a brand’s involvement in rivalry and its attempt to push different buzz buttons, 

but also the effect of WOM. Furthermore, the model also illustrates how consumers’ 

attitudes are mainly shaped by emotions, knowledge and behaviour. Through a qualitative 

approach, the data collection included a qualitative content analysis on social media, as 

well as two focus group interviews with a mixture of consumers. The aim of the content 

analysis was to gain insights regarding consumers’ attitudes towards brand rivalry in an 

online setting. In additional, the focus group interviews aimed to provide a more deeply 

reasoning regarding consumers’ attitudes to reveal underlying opinions and attitudes.  

 

The results indicate that the milk war between Arla and Oatly and the brands’ use of buzz 

buttons, mainly affect consumers’ attitudes negatively towards the brands. The main 

reason was since consumers believed that brand rivalry damage both brands, which agrees 

with Beards (2010) explanation that a conflict can lead to negative consequences. 

However, positive attitudes occurred as well, since the conflict created brand awareness 

and distinctiveness (Keller & Lehmann, 2006). The consumers’ attitudes were mostly 

influenced by how the brands leverage and influence consumers’ emotions. Furthermore, 

humour was an effective way for brands to create positive attitudes among consumers. 

Consumers’ attitudes were also affected by their knowledge regarding the conflict, 

whereby a high degree of knowledge aroused more negative attitudes. Lastly, consumers’ 
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attitudes are affected by the coherence between the brands’ core values and their actions 

taken.  

 

7.2 Conclusion 

To conclude, this dissertation explored brand rivalry initiatives with focus on consumers’ 

attitudes towards brands, where the case of Arla and Oatly was applied. In general, Arla 

and Oatly’s attempt to create a buzz is an innovative but critical marketing technique 

(Hughes, 2005). This study indicates that the brands’ involvement in rivalry is an 

effective way to start conversations among consumers and create brand distinctiveness, 

but resulted in most negative attitudes among consumers. This dissertation has resulted 

in three main insights, concerning the research question. Firstly, consumers’ attitudes 

towards the brands are affected by how the brands decide to leverage and influence 

consumers’ emotions when a brand creates content as well as push different buzz buttons. 

When a brand is involved in rivalry, humour is the most effective way to influence 

consumers’ attitudes in a positive sense, which agree with De Pelsmacker and Geuens 

(2010) that humour has a positive effect on attitudes. The reason is since humorous 

content easier smooths over smear campaigns and events that occur due to brand rivalry. 

However, when consumers experience that the conflict between the brands escalate, the 

questionability of the content communicated in commercials increase, which can affect 

consumers’ attitudes negatively.  

 

Secondly, there are differences in attitudes between more knowledgeable consumers and 

more unenlightened consumers. Consumers’ degree of knowledge regarding the conflict 

influence the attitudes and determine if the attitudes are of positive or negative nature. 

Brun et el. (2012) mean that consumers constantly judge brands, where this research 

indicates that consumers with a high degree of knowledge arouse more negative attitudes. 

The reason is since a high degree of knowledge implies a more critical view of the content 

communicated by the brands. This research also agrees with Madichie and Kapoor (2012) 

that knowledge leads to more rational thinking among consumers. In contrary, the 

attitudes of more unenlightened consumers are not as negatively affected by brand rivalry. 
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The reason is since more unenlightened consumers usually do not interpret the content 

communicated as deeply.  

 

Lastly, consumers’ attitudes towards Arla and Oatly are affected by the coherence 

between the brands’ core values and their actions taken. Keller (2008) explains the 

importance for a brand to ensure that consumers’ perception of the brand is correct. 

Furthermore, Beard (2010) states that brands must evaluate the risk to be involved in a 

public conflict. This research proves that consumers’ perception of the brands plays a 

significant role of how the involvement in brand rivalry is received. Brands with strong 

ethical values, like Arla and Oatly, may result in higher expectations from consumers 

since consumers expect the brands to lead by example. Therefore, the brands risk to create 

negative attitudes among consumers by their actions taken, since the coherence between 

the brand’s values and their actions are too weak. In contrary, brands that are not 

connected with as strong ethical values, usually do not have same high expectations from 

consumers. Then, the involvement in brand rivalry should not result in the same negative 

effect on consumers’ attitudes.  

 

7.3 Theoretical Contribution  

Previous research suggests that the phenomenon buzz can be created through involvement 

in public conflicts (Beard, 2010). However, to the best of our knowledge, previous 

research has not explored consumers’ attitudes towards brands’ involvement in rivalry 

and their intentions to push different buzz buttons. This dissertation contributes to new 

insights into brand rivalry initiatives within the area of consumers’ attitudes. Previous 

research presents different aspects of brand rivalry initiatives from a business perspective. 

Berendt et al. (2018) promote the positive outcome of brand rivalry since public conflicts 

establish brand distinctiveness and create an extreme amount of publicity. In contrary, 

Furnier and Lee (2009) argue that brand rivalry mainly lead to negative consequences. In 

addition, Beards (2010) explains that public conflicts easily leads to hostile situations 

charactarized by emotions rather than rational actions. This dissertation contributes with 

deepen and nuanced insights concerning positive and negative outcomes of brand rivalry 

from a consumer perspective.  
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7.4  Practical Contribution  

This research contributes to new insights that the content communicated in advertising 

campaigns is a crucial aspect that impacts consumers’ attitudes. The public conflict 

between Arla and Oatly has led to great attention as well as interesting debates. However, 

one implication worth considering is that the brands’ smear campaigns arouse negative 

attitudes. To leverage the situation and avoid negative attitudes and, Arla and Oatly 

should consider their actions more carefully. Keller (2008) states that to build a strong 

brand it is significant for firms to create relationships with their consumers. If a brand 

understands consumers’ attitudes it is easier to ensure a positive response to an 

advertising campaign. The last implication is that consumers experience Arla and Oatly 

as incongruous since they communicate strong ethical core values and at the same time 

are involved in a public conflict. To avoid confusion, the brands should consider standing 

up for their core values rather than winning a war. 

 

7.5 Critical Review & Future Research 

This dissertation explored all three components of the ABC model of attitudes. However, 

the thesis did not shed as much light on the behavioural component since earlier research 

proved that attitudes are mainly influenced by the affective and cognitive component. In 

future studies, it would be of interest to deeper investigate how brand rivalry affects the 

actual behaviour of consumers. Lastly, this dissertation only investigated Arla and Oatly’s 

rivalry, while the research question could be of relevance to other brand rivalries as well. 

In future research, it would be of interest to apply the same research approach on other 

cases with brand rivalry, where the firms are not associated with strong and ethical values. 
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Appendix A – Selected posts on Instagram and 

Facebook 

Post  Date  Publisher Total amount of 

comments 

1 3rd of Sep Arla 36 

2 3rd of Sep Arla  47 

3 3rd of Sep Oatly 151 

4 6th of Sep  Oatly  89 

5 8th of Sep Oatly  2 100  

6 9th of Sep  Oatly  39  

7 10th of Sep Arla 30 

8 10th of Sep Arla 33 

9 10th of Sep  Oatly  55 

10 11th of Sep  Oatly 129  

11 13th of Sep  Oatly  168  

12 16th of Sep  Oatly  336  

13 17th of Sep Oatly  114 

14 17th of Sep Arla 149 

15 17th of Sep Arla 160  

16 18th of Sep  Oatly  70  

17 18th of Sep Oatly 105 

18 19th of Sep  Oatly  87 

19 22nd of Sep  Oatly  143 
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Appendix B – Focus Group Guide 

Introduction 

- 3th and 6th May 2020 

- Welcome all participants by introducing the topic without explaining the purpose of this 

study 

- Explain that the participants will remain anonymous and ask for permission if the 

discussion can be audio-and video recorded 

- Inform that the data will only be available to us and our supervisor, while the thesis will 

be published online  

- Explain that we will only guide the participants through the interview and not 

participate in the discussion 

- Invite to an open discussion, where the participants can think out loud and answer freely 

- Inform that the focus group interview will take approximately one hour 

- Ask the participants to shortly introduce themselves 

Questions Purpose 

1. Do you follow Arla or Oatly on social 

media? (Facebook, Instagram etc.) 

Cognitive component & Behavioural component  

By asking this question we will receive a perception 

of the participants knowledge and behaviour 

regarding the brands, which are aspects that 

influence consumer attitude. 

2. Do you comment or participate in 

discussions on social media or in real life 

regarding Arla and Oatly? 

Behavioural component and WOM 

This question aims to understand participation and 

engagement in discussions.  

3. How often do you buy dairy milk and/or 

oat-based products?  

Behavioural component  

This question will help us analyse how attitude 

towards a brand is related to behaviour 

1. 5. What do you think Arla 

respectively Oatly stand for (key 

values)? Write down three 

statements per brand and place the 

note in the box. Thereafter, all notes 

will be placed on the table and the 

participants should choose two 

statements per brand.  

 

Brand & Cognitive component  

This activity introduces the participants to the topic 

and helps us understand consumers perception and 

knowledge of the brands. The purpose of deciding 

statements together is to enable a deeper reflection 

where the most significant statements will be 

highlighted. 

2. 6. Have you heard about the milk 

war between Arla and Oatly? 

When? Where? What? This 

question will be answered by each 

respondent but can also be discussed 

together. 

Brand Rivalry, Cognitive component, Buzz Button 

& WOM 

This question contributes to an understanding of 

consumers’ knowledge regarding this brand rivalry, 

and if the brands have succeeded to create a buzz. 
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 Lastly, where and when they have received this 

information. 

3. 7. Four different commercials will 

be showed. After each commercial, 

the participants will comment the 

clip. Which emotions occurred? 

This question will be answered by 

each respondent but can also be 

discussed together. 

 

Affective component, Brand & Buzz Button 

Through a discussion regarding which emotions 

each advertisement elicits, it will lead to an 

understanding if the attitude towards the brands is 

more positive or negative. This will contribute to a 

comprehension of the link between emotions and 

chosen buzz button. To clarify, we linked buzz 

buttons to each commercial in advance. This was not 

communicated to the participants. 

1 = Hilarious, outrageous & unusual 

2 = Unusual & remarkable 

3 = Hilarious, outrageous & unusual 

4 = Unusual 

8. After all commercials have been 

showed, we will ask the participants 

to rank the advertisements on a scale 

from one to four. This will be done 

together. The ranking will be based 

on which commercial aroused 

strongest emotions and impacted 

them the most. A greater impact 

gives a higher number.  

Affective component, Brand & Buzz Button 

This ranking will help us understand which type of 

advertisement that creates most reactions and 

emotions, which is linked to buzz button and attitude 

towards the brands. 

9. Printed pictures from different 

advertisements, newspaper articles 

and comments from social media 

will be placed on the table. The 

purpose is to have an open 

discussion based on spontaneous 

reactions. Which picture catches 

your interest and why? Extra 

questions: Have you seen any 

pictures before? Is there any picture 

that could make you tell somebody 

about the content? If not, what 

would influence you to engage?  

Affective component, Buzz Button & WOM 

This question will help us understand which 

emotions that occur from different types of 

advertisements, newspaper articles and comments. 

Furthermore, how the brands’ attempt to create 

reactions is received by consumers. Lastly, if these 

advertisements make people talk and spread the 

message. To clarify, we had linked buzz 

button/buttons to each commercial in advantaged. 

This was not communicated to the participants. 

4. 10. Shortly present the timeline. 

Which reactions do you think Arla 

and Oatly try to convey in order to 

start conversations among 

consumers? Extra question: Usually 

this specific marketing campaign is 

interpreted as hilarious, what do you 

think about this?  

Brand Rivalry & Buzz Button  

The discussion introduces the participants to the 

extent of brand rivalry. Furthermore, consumers’ 

thoughts regarding which reactions the brands’ try to 

establish will be explored. This can later be 

compared to the findings from content analysis 

regarding which buzz button the brands want to 

create. 

11. What are your opinions 

regarding how Arla and Oatly 

manage the conflict? In group, 

decide three positive respectively 

negative things with the conflict. 

Extra question: Who manage it best 

and why?  

 

Brand Rivalry 

This allows us to analyse the attitude towards the 

brand’s involvement in brand rivalry and their 

positive and negative aspects of the conflict.  
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5. 12. Return to the notes from 

question 5. How has your picture 

changed regarding Arla and Oatly as 

brands? The participants will now 

together decide two new words per 

brand.  

 

Attitude & Brand 

This discussion will contribute to an understanding 

if and how the participants attitude towards the 

brands has changed, and how. Furthermore, it will 

provide a comprehension of buzz button and brand 

rivalry’s effect on consumers attitude. 
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Appendix C – Focus group posts  
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