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Agenda

• Reading LCAs Critically

• Red flags

• Relevance checks

• Analysing Real-World Examples

• Hocking’s 1994 study

• Woods and Bakshi’s 2014 study

• Conclusions and Further Reading
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Red Flags

• Funding and Expertise
• Assessment by a company of their own products

• Funded by a corporate interest

• Conducted by a non-expert

• Oversimplification
• Used to draw broad or absolute conclusions

• Simplistic comparisons between LCAs

• Full study not publicly available

• Data Issues
• Unsubstantiated assumptions about end-of-life, e.g. high recycling rates

• Surprising or counter-intuitive results
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Relevance Checks

• Time
• How old is the data used in the study?

• Is current data likely to be significantly different?

• Place
• What geographic region is the data from?

• Is your region of interest very similar?

• Technology
• What technical assumptions are being made in the study?

• Are they accurate and transferable?
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Hocking’s 1994 Study

https://go.nature.com/3EmDjB3

Take 15 minutes to read and analyse, looking for key assumptions and 

any red flags.

https://go.nature.com/3EmDjB3
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Red Flags & Relevance Checks

• Funding and Expertise
• Assessment by a company of their own 

products

• Funded by a corporate interest

• Conducted by a non-expert

• Oversimplification
• Used to draw broad or absolute conclusions

• Simplistic comparisons between LCAs

• Full study not publicly available

• Data Issues
• Unsubstantiated assumptions about end-of-

life, e.g. high recycling rates

• Surprising or counter-intuitive results

• Time
• How old is the data used in the study?

• Is current data likely to be significantly 
different?

• Place
• What geographic region is the data 

from?

• Is your region of interest very similar?

• Technology
• What technical assumptions are being 

made in the study?

• Are they accurate and transferable?
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Conflicting Results

Source: Clean Water Fund
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Hocking - Relevance Check

• Time
• How old is the data used in the study?

• Is current data likely to be significantly different?

• Place
• What geographic region is the data from?

• Is your region of interest very similar?

• Technology
• What technical assumptions are being made in the study?

• Are they accurate and transferable?



15

Hocking - Relevance Check

• Time
• How old is the data used in the study? 1994 or older

• Is current data likely to be significantly different? Yes

• Place
• What geographic region is the data from? USA

• Is your region of interest very similar? No

• Technology
• What technical assumptions are being made in the study? Lots

• Are they accurate and transferable? No
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Hocking - Discussion

https://go.nature.com/3EmDjB3

• Which assumptions are problematic?

• Which assumptions are likely to have changed between 1994 and 

2024?

• Which assumptions are likely to differ by region?
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Conflicting Results

Source: Clean Water Fund
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Woods and Bakshi’s 2014 Study

https://bit.ly/3SNn0Bq

Take 15 minutes to skim and analyse, looking for key assumptions and 

any red flags.

https://bit.ly/3SNn0Bq
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Red Flags & Relevance Checks

• Funding and Expertise
• Assessment by a company of their own 

products

• Funded by a corporate interest

• Conducted by a non-expert

• Oversimplification
• Used to draw broad or absolute conclusions

• Simplistic comparisons between LCAs

• Full study not publicly available

• Data Issues
• Unsubstantiated assumptions about end-of-

life, e.g. high recycling rates

• Surprising or counter-intuitive results

• Time
• How old is the data used in the study?

• Is current data likely to be significantly 
different?

• Place
• What geographic region is the data 

from?

• Is your region of interest very similar?

• Technology
• What technical assumptions are being 

made in the study?

• Are they accurate and transferable?
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Woods and Bakshi - Relevance Check

• Time
• How old is the data used in the study?

• Is current data likely to be significantly different?

• Place
• What geographic region is the data from?

• Is your region of interest very similar?

• Technology
• What technical assumptions are being made in the study?

• Are they accurate and transferable?
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Woods and Bakshi - Relevance Check

• Time

• How old is the data used in the study? 2014 or older

• Is current data likely to be significantly different? Yes

• Place

• What geographic region is the data from? USA subregions

• Is your region of interest very similar? No

• Technology

• What technical assumptions are being made in the study? Lots

• Are they accurate and transferable? Accurate, some transferable
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Discussion - Woods and Bakshi

https://bit.ly/3SNn0Bq

• What limitations does this LCA have?

• Could you use it to make decisions about your personal cup use?

• Could Starbucks use it to make decisions about US operations? 

What about global operations?

https://bit.ly/3SNn0Bq
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Discussion - Woods and Bakshi

https://bit.ly/3SNn0Bq

• How could you adapt this to your country?

• How could Starbucks adapt it to their operations?

https://bit.ly/3SNn0Bq
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Conclusions
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To sum up…

• LCAs are complex, demanding, and very open to bias

• Results reported in the media are usually oversimplified

• Any LCA should be read critically, especially if it is informing 

decision-making

• Red flags are a good place to start

• Check for relevance of time, place, and technology

• If you need an LCA, find an unbiased expert
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Further Reading

• A Newcomer’s Guide to LCA – Baselines and Boundaries
https://www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs/a-newcomer-s-guide-to-life-cycle-

assessment-baselines-and-boundaries

• Plastics: Can LCA Rise to the Challenge?
https://www.ecomagazin.ro/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/BBFP-Plastic-in-LCA-Final-Report-

v4.0-1.pdf

• GHG Impacts of Disposable vs. Reusable Foodservice Products
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/pdf/EF%20simple%20guide_v7_clen.pdf

• JRC Guide for Interpreting LCA Result

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC104415/lb-na-28266-en-n.pdf

https://www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs/a-newcomer-s-guide-to-life-cycle-assessment-baselines-and-boundaries
https://www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs/a-newcomer-s-guide-to-life-cycle-assessment-baselines-and-boundaries
https://www.ecomagazin.ro/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/BBFP-Plastic-in-LCA-Final-Report-v4.0-1.pdf
https://www.ecomagazin.ro/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/BBFP-Plastic-in-LCA-Final-Report-v4.0-1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/pdf/EF%20simple%20guide_v7_clen.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC104415/lb-na-28266-en-n.pdf
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Questions?

Contact Tabitha Petchey at tabitha.petchey@greenrosechemistry.com.
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