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ABSTRACT

Oxfam’s Behind the Brands campaign was launched in 2013 and sought to influence the 
sourcing policies of the world’s ten biggest food and beverage companies. Over the three years 
of Behind the Brands, the campaign achieved a series of significant successes, particularly 
around land rights, women’s empowerment and climate change, both in mobilising a 
significant number of supporters and achieving a series of significant policy wins. This article 
highlights some of the principles and tools the campaign used in achieving those policy wins.
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Oxfam’s Behind the Brands campaign was launched in 2013 and sought to influence the 
sourcing policies of the world’s ten biggest food and beverage companies, the Big 10.1 The 
targets of the campaign were food and beverage companies with highly recognisable global 
brands, but the indirect targets of the campaign were food commodity traders. In 2012 
Oxfam published Cereal Secrets, which looked at the top four commodity traders at the 
time, Archer Daniel Midland, Bunge, Cargill and Louis Dreyfus (known as the ABCDs 
due to their initials) and their dominance in certain commodities along with their impact 
on global agricultural issues, including the lives of smallholder farmers. One aspect of this 
report focused on how invisible the traders are in policy debates, their lack of transparency 
as companies and absence of any brand which would provide them with a public profile. 
On the other hand, the food and beverage companies, whose brand success is driven by 
its emotional connection to the public – are directly accountable to consumers concerned 
about social and environmental impacts of agriculture.

In order to tap into the brand connection felt by consumers, Oxfam launched the 
Behind the Brands campaign with the dual goal of building a movement of global 
supporters and achieving specific improvements in the sustainability policies of the 
Big 10. Behind the Brands adopted a theory of change which assumed that less visible 
supply chain actors, like the commodity traders, could be pressured by big consumer 
brands which are vulnerable to public pressure. 

By calling on these big brands to take on progressive policies and to implement them 
upstream in their supply chains Oxfam assumed that systemic change could happen 
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across supply chains. The campaign approach brought together several components to 
create pressure on the companies to make commitments:

•	 Deep engagement with each company and at times together;
•	 A scorecard which analysed and ranked the top 10 companies on how their 
businesses support (or undermine) key stakeholders (farmers, workers, women) 
and how they mitigate (or aggravate) key company impacts upon natural resources 
(land and water) and the climate.
•	 Research and evidence on specific instances of bad company practice and policies;
•	 Communications and engagement work, largely online through shareable social 
media content and an online platform including the scorecard;2

•	 Campaigning with others both online and offline;
•	 An influencing strategy that engaged a range of secondary targets including 
multi-stakeholder bodies, investors, industry insiders and civil society allies.

While Oxfam looked at seven themes in the scorecard relating to agricultural sourcing, 
the public campaign highlighted three issues over the three years; women, land and 
climate change. Oxfam first highlighted the issue of women in cocoa supply chains of 
the large chocolate companies. Women cocoa farmers are central to the sustainability of 
the cocoa supply chain and cocoa-growing communities. Too often unrecognised and 
under-valued, women’s labour makes significant contributions to the amount of cocoa 
produced, which is under increasing demand. Empowering women cocoa farmers not 
only has a positive impact on the lives of women, men and communities, but also has 
a business advantage.  When women have control over their own income or family 
earnings, they reinvest in their families, children and communities, increasing the well-
being and the sustainability of cocoa-growing communities.3

On land, Oxfam highlighted risks and impacts on communities related to land rights 
in the sugar supply chains of some of the food and beverage companies. Oxfam 
showcased three cases where communities living off the land had been denied their 
land rights in favour of sugar mills that were also suppliers to some of the Big 10 
companies. Land governance is weak in many countries, and often favours corporate 
interests over the rights of local farmers and communities. Governments have a 
pivotal role to play in protecting rights through legislation and enforcement but the 
campaign sought to show companies purchasing commodities that they could also 
ensure that land rights are respected with their suppliers.4

Finally, Oxfam produced data that showed that the agricultural emissions of the Big 
10 were equivalent to the emissions of the 25th most polluting country. In highlighting 
this new data and connecting it to the stories of men and women farmers already 
dealing with climate change, Oxfam challenged companies to take responsibility for 
the agricultural emissions within their supply chain and be an advocate for progressive 
climate change policy.5
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Over the three years6 of Behind the Brands, the campaign achieved a series of significant 
successes, particularly around land rights, women’s empowerment and climate change, 
both in mobilising a significant number of supporters and achieving a series of 
significant policy wins:7

•	 Between March and May 2013, Mars, Mondelez, and Nestle (representing 40 
per cent of the global cocoa purchase) committed to signing the United Nations 
Women’s Empowerment Principles and to gender action plans for their cocoa 
supply chains in key cocoa sourcing countries.  
•	 By March 2014, Coca-Cola, PepsiCo and Nestle, three of the world’s largest 
purchasers of sugar, committed to taking a “zero tolerance” approach to land 
grabs. All ten companies have made reference to the principle of free, prior, and 
informed consent (FPIC), which is critical to ensure communities’ land rights, 
and six of them have committed to the principle (ABF, Coca-Cola, Kellogg’s, 
Nestlé, PepsiCo, Unilever). 
•	 In August 2014, General Mills and Kellogg agreed to implement industry-
leading measures to cut greenhouse gas emissions from its supply chains and 
press for meaningful political action to address climate change. 
•	 Overall, all companies improved their policies over the life of the first three 
years of the campaign with nine of the ten companies improving their score by 
at least 10 per cent.8
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The campaign used a combination of tactics and approaches to gain corporate 
commitments. It sought to walk a moderate line: hard hitting enough to convey 
urgency so supporters will act while at the same time not so aggressive as to create 
strained relationships with companies that could not be repaired. The Oxfam formula 
for the Behind the Brands campaign was multi-faceted.

Oxfam combined evidenced-based advocacy using deep company engagement, 
combined with digital mobilisation, media, offline and online stunts, advertising, 
investor and shareholder activism, case studies, and collaboration with allies and 
influencers. The evidence-based advocacy on Behind the Brands always included a 
justification of why specific companies were targeted along with a business case that 
highlighted best practice. 

In addition, Oxfam took a “critical friend” approach on Behind the Brands. Many 
corporate campaigns personalise a company through the chief executive officer or other 
decision-maker; they may call for boycotts or generally paint the company as inherently 
bad. Oxfam, on the other hand, did not call for boycotts because the impact is generally 
felt by the communities for whom Oxfam was advocating (e.g., farmers and workers). 
Rather, Behind the Brands has taken the approach that the private sector can be a positive 
actor for development. In garnering several commitments on the campaign, Oxfam also 
took into account the fact that it would work with a company on implementing those 
commitments not only as a watchdog to ensure that they follow through but also as an 
advisor on how best to do it. Aggressive campaigns can mean a real hangover after the 
celebration of a win. After all, at the end of the day relationships between Oxfam and the 
company sit with individuals and when there are hard feelings between those individuals 
it makes it challenging to work together, even on shared outcomes and interests.
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So, what’s the Behind the Brands code for corporate-campaigning?

DO:
•	 Be respectful.
•	 Create a realistic ask: Campaign for something that the company can actually 
deliver;
•	 Justify your campaign with evidence.
•	 Follow the lead of your supporters, allies, and community you claim to represent: 
Openly communicate and carefully listen to your constituency.
•	 Give the company the chance to do the right thing: don’t campaign for 
campaign’s sake, give the company a chance to right the wrong before going public.

DON’T:
•	 Ambush the company: Provide a right of response and opportunity to review 
materials you will be making public. Be transparent with what you want and what 
you are going to do without jeopardising your strategy.
•	 Target individuals: This should be a last resort tactic. Similarly treat company 
brands with respect. Calling for change does not need to be a smear campaign. Only 
make accusations where you have evidence and legitimate cause.

Of course there are also challenges with this private sector influencing approach:
•	 It requires Oxfam to continuously strike a nuanced balance in tone and strategy, 
which can be a time-intensive approach, reduce nimbleness, and create intra-team 
tensions (this is also true for non-private sector campaigns).
•	 It requires continuous balancing of not becoming “too soft” with companies vs. 
not alienating companies’ willingness to engage through unconstructive public tone.  
•	 It can be a challenge to be sufficiently nimble while at the same time being 
sensitive to sign-off and risk management. It is especially difficult to accommodate 
the different time lines of public campaigning and private sector engagement work. 
•	 Working closely with companies can come with a number of risks including 
forming insider relationships over time or empathising with the complex realities of 
companies, which can lead to lower ambitions in terms of our “asks” and what may 
actually be achievable. There is also the risk of raising expectations with companies 
that Oxfam is willing to support around long-term engagement and working together 
on solutions, which can be difficult to resource.

Behind the Brands gave Oxfam relatively quick wins with its targets, built a movement 
with several hundred thousand supporters, and provided a foundation for building 
out programmatic work that will track the implementation of the commitments made 
by the companies throughout the campaign. At the same time, Oxfam’s approach in 
Behind the Brands is one which required a huge amount of resources, particularly in 
staff time. It also meant for complicated ways of working as the team was global in 
nature and conducting company engagement in multiple markets which needed to 

254



• SUR 25 - v.14 n.25 • 249 - 256 | 2017

EXPERIENCESIRIT TAMIR

be tightly coordinated. Nevertheless, the approach used could be modified for much 
smaller campaigns, including one that focused on fewer companies and markets. 
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