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UNIT 2

Function and functional unit
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The aim of this unit is to achieve the following points:

ïto be able to set the problem and define the objectives and scope of the study;

ïto know how to determine the function of the system and  the functional unit.

1.1 Objectives of lesson 2

What should be assimilated:

At the end of this lesson, you should be able to answer the following questions:

ïAt the very  beginning of an LCA, what are the points that have to be clarified? 

ïWhat is the use of the screening approach? 

ïHow is a functional unit defined?

ïCan we reasonably compare bread with an umbrella? Why?

ïWhat is a reference flow?

ïHow is product life time linked to reference flow?
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1.2 LCA phases, where are we ?

The goal definition enables to set the problem, to define the objectives and the scope 
of the study. The aim of this lesson is to get a deeper understanding of the first part of 
the goal definition. The points that are going to be treated here are:

ïproblem setting,

ïsystem function and functional unit.

First of all, letôs situate ourselves in the overall LCA process. Remember the chart of 
lesson 1:

LCA is a cyclical process in which every phase is closely linked to the others. All 
results hang on the problem setting, system function and functional unit. Usually, it is 
recommended to carry out the LCA in two steps:

ïA first screening phase covering the whole LCA and
assessing order of magnitude of emissions inventory and impacts

ïA detailed analysis to improve the assessment for most significant impacts

Goal

definition

Inventory of 

extractions and 

emissions

Impact 

assessment

Interpretation
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1.3a Scope definition and actors

In the first phase of an LCA, problem setting enables to clarify the
following points:

ÅOverall objective,

Is it a way to gain information about an existing product? Are we
developing a new product?

ÅTarget public,

Who will benefit from these information? Is it for internal benchmarking,
for consumers or for a governmental body?

ÅActors

Who are the concerned actors? The different stakehoders and NGOs
should be involved from the start of the study within the steering
committee.

Four stakeholdersôgroup are important to determine.
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1.3b Scope definition and actors

These groups are the following:

- the peer reviewersé

- the steering committee and stakeholders,

- the mandate giver,

The role of the steering committee is to guide the study and validate the
choices made in the goal definition (scenarios, functional unit, basic
hypothesisé).

Peer reviewers are required for a publically available LCA. Their role is to
check the quality of the study and the consistency between final results
and conclusions. It can be interesting to involve peer reviewers from the
beginning in order to enable the LCA executants to take into account these
remarks.

About 5 to 10% of the LCA cost should be kept for the peer reviewers

- the LCA executants,



6

2.1.a System function

Now that the goal and scope are defined and the stakeholders gathered, the system 
function has to be determined. The system function allows the comparison of 
various products/services which fulfill the same function.

For example:

Washing

In your opinion, what could be the system function of ñsoapò?

ïportable phones have a function of communication,

ïpaintings share a covering function.
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2.1.b System function

LCA relates the environmental impacts to a specific product function. Products or 
systems can only be compared on the basis of a similar function.

One should not forget that the studied systems may have multiple functions. If their 
secondary functions differs too much, the validity of the comparison becomes 
questionable. It is therefore essential to care about the secondary functions as well.

ïIn the phone secondary function could be ñto look coolòé

ïPainting is intended to cover and protect,
it also has to look nice.

Perfuming, moisturing skin, relaxingé
at least according to advertisements!

Letôs come back to soap. Do enumerate its secondary functions.


