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Abstract 
Title: The Corporate Social Responsibility path to bridge the consumer expectations gap - A 
study of how Swedish fresh food producers commit into environmental and social actions 
Authors: Camille Bazinet, Ségolène Le Flohic & Yasha Åkesson 
Tutor: Dr. Helena Forslund 
Examiner: Dr. Lars-Olof Rask 
Course: 4FE06E – Master thesis 
 

Research Questions: How should Corporate Social Responsibility actions support 
Swedish fresh food producers to bridge the consumer expectations gap? 
1. How do Swedish fresh food producers acquire information about the consumer 

expectations? 
2. Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept do Swedish fresh 

food producers take and why? 
3. How should Swedish fresh food producers further develop and extend their 

environmental and social actions? 

Purposes: The purposes of this study are to describe how Swedish fresh food producers 

acquire information about consumer expectations, to analyse which environmental and 

social actions within the CSR concept these producers could handle to bridge the 

consumer expectations gap and to suggest what environmental and social actions 

Swedish fresh food producers should undertake to do more and to do better.  

 
Method: This study carries out a qualitative research with a deductive scientific 

approach. The empirical findings were gathered through semi-structured interviews 

with six respondents from the Swedish fresh food industry. 

 
Conclusion: The results indicated that all the studied companies are involved in some 

environmental and social actions to meet the consumer requirements. The CSR concept 

should support the Swedish fresh food producers by providing a framework and a scope 

of possible actions. Depending on the company, different methods to acquire consumer 

information are used, from outsourced surveys to direct contact. Concerning the CSR 

actions, a reference to Carroll’s pyramid enables to demonstrate the current degree of 

companies’ commitment, while the empirical findings indicated that the level of 

involvement will keep on increasing and be further developed.  

 

Keywords: 
Corporate Social Responsibility, environmental actions, social actions, Swedish fresh 
food industry, fresh food producers, consumer expectations gap.  
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1 Introduction 
The introduction chapter will present the chosen area of research, starting from a broad point 
of view. The problem discussion will emphasise on three different areas that are the foundation 
of this research and will further culminate to the research questions and the purposes of this 
study. 

 
 
1.1 Background 

According to Diehl and Spinier (2013), the increased global competition is an outcome of the 

enlarging population in the world, which generates a growth in consumer demand. This growth 

requires faster production flows and leads to increased financial- and migratory flows 

according to El Kadiri et al. (2003). Wang et al. (2007) claim that the competitive environment 

is setting pressure on companies to collaborate throughout the supply chain, from producers to 

consumers. Because of this environment, companies are obliged, in most cases, to source 

globally in order to cut costs according to Cook and Amacon (2007). Although, global sourcing 

also has disadvantages since it is setting pressure on sustainable- and ethical aspects. In this 

regard, El Kadiri et al. (2003) state that anti-globalization movements looking for an alternative 

economy appeared at the end of the 20th century. Accordingly, Rezabakhsh et al. (2006) claim 

that this time was characterized by a paradigm change because of the increased use of the 

Internet, since consumers can easily access information about products and interact with others 

in a different way than before. Due to this, the consumers became proactive and gained buying 

power in the consumption act. By this time, the consumers started to express high expectations 

and it was required for companies to look for ways to meet these expectations.  
 

This paradigm change also affected the way food supply chain looks like today and Trienekens 

and Zuurbier (2008) explain that the food network quickly became international and grew 

towards a complex and interconnected network of intermediaries. The authors give the example 

of the range of products in a large Western supermarket. In 1990, the range of products was 

about 10 000, while in 2008, it averaged around 30 000. Due to these new worldwide and 

complex networks, the quality- and safety assurance of food consumption became a challenge 

for the consumers. Furthermore, Vieira et al. (2013) claim that the structure of the supply chain 

has rapidly changed from a historical point of view and has been characterized by important 

evolutions since the Industrial Revolution, at the end of the 18th century. Entrup (2005) states 

that if the simple and direct supply chain from producer to consumer had been the dominant 

flow for centuries, it became an exception at this point. Matopoulos et al. (2007) accentuate the 
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importance of efficient supply chain collaboration within the food industry where, nowadays, 

most of the producers are medium or small companies, although some large companies hog 

most of the market shares. Since the business environment has evolved, new requirements from 

consumers, institutions and other stakeholders in the supply chain created a trend towards a 

higher cooperation between the different actors of the network. The authors point out that some 

difficulties limit the cooperation in the sector, such as the heterogeneity of actors and the 

complex global structure. This quest for cooperation between the stakeholders appeared in 

order to bridge the gap created by the new consumer consumption trends. 
 

 
Figure 1.1: Our interpretation of the physical- and information flows in the fresh food supply chain 

 

Further on, King et al. (2010) remind a statement from Davis and Goldberg (1957), explaining 

that the food industry is an integrated system and that all the segments taking part in the 

production process are interdependent. Wilson (1998) establishes that the stakeholders in the 

fresh food supply chain are between others retailers, manufacturers, merchants, processing 

companies, agronomists and growers. All these different intermediaries should develop a 

common system to make the consumers sure about the safety and the quality of the goods. 

Entrup (2005) explains that the fresh food industry essentially includes products with a short 

shelf life, which refers to a period from a couple of days up to two or three months. In this 

definition of the fresh food industry, the author includes dairy, fresh- and processed meat, 

fruits, vegetables and fisheries. Fredriksson and Liljestrand (2015) pinpoint some specificities 

of the fresh food supply chain such as the perishability, the sensitivity to the environment, the 

seasonality of demand and supply and the dependency on the natural environment for the 

amount of products. As stated before by other researchers, Vieira et al. (2013) also claim that 
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companies within the food industry have gained an understanding that it is impossible to 

compete like a single business in this broad network. A deeper collaboration between the 

different intermediaries in the supply chain conducts a better flow of goods and information, 

enabling producers to communicate with the consumers and to meet their expectations, that is 

to say, to bridge the consumer expectations gap. 

 
Several research claim the need for producers within the fresh food supply chain to always stay 

updated on how the consumer demand looks like, as well as how the consumers behave. 

Grafström et al. (2008) point out a growing demand for social and environmental actions in 

producing goods, whereas an article from Sustainable Life Media (2013) highlights that over 50 

% of global consumers are willing to pay more for responsible products. Further, it is 

pinpointed that this number has recently escalated. Today, it is no longer the question if 

consumers care about the environmental and social characteristics of a company and its 

products, but how many consumers. However, it requires an enhanced relationship between the 

producer and the consumer. Several academic research such as Goodman and Cohen (2004), 

Xia (2008) and Smith (2015) indicate the significance for companies to gather information 

about their consumers and their expectations, in order to map their behaviour. 

 

There is an increased interest of knowing the origin of the products before they are being 

consumed, especially regarding food. Naturvårdsverket (2014) indicates an increasing request 

for a broader availability of sustainable products, and for producers to fulfil these expectations, 

changes need to occur. As previously mentioned, the interest for a shorter food supply chain 

where the different parts have closer relationships is increasing. According to Martikainen et al. 

(2014), this phenomenon indicates an attraction for producers to meet the consumer 

expectations, primarily since this growing demand will continue to increase. However, 

companies have been prudent concerning the implementation of actions to meet the consumer 

expectations since the fresh food industry network is defined as extremely complex. 

 

One method for producers to bridge the consumer expectations gap is Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR). This concept is defined by Coombs and Holloday (2012) as a philosophy 

where companies are pushed to transform their organizational behaviour to concern more 

environmental and social actions and not only profit-making activities. Considering this 

statement, we include these two types of actions that companies implement under the CSR 

umbrella, in order to be good and to do good to the society. We consider the CSR actions as a 
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possibility to bridge the consumer expectations gap, since Carroll (1991) states that this concept 

incorporates moral issues from both the stakeholder and top-managers’ point of view. Taking 

this into account, we believe that CSR actions could support Swedish fresh food producers to 

answer the consumer expectations about social and environmental concerns, which is also why 

the CSR concept was selected for this research. We consider that the environmental and social 

responsibilities are the first step of a company’s commitment into CSR. When the managers 

feel these responsibilities towards the whole society, they decide to make decisions and to 

undertake concrete actions. 

 

Genier et al. (2006) state that CSR started to impact the food industry in the early 1990s. This 

influence can be explained by several contamination crises against which the developed 

countries created safety regulations, requiring efforts from retailers and producers. Companies 

found interesting opportunities to investigate this new segment and started to use CSR 

strategies to develop their marketing impact. Furthermore, Huntrods and Laux (2013) point out 

that a transition in the fresh food industry happened at the end of the 20th century, towards 

more organic and sustainable actions.  

 
Walsh (2013) defines the social responsibility as the degree to which a business correlates its 

interests to the society in which it grows. The social concerns include the well-being of the 

population by, for instance, selling qualitative and safe products or by settling good work 

conditions. Dincer and Dincer (2012) explain that social responsibility of a business is the 

extent to which consumers perceive the company as volunteer and involved to improve the 

welfare of the society. Salome et al. (2013) describe the environmental responsibility as a 

company’s commitment towards environmental issues and the sustainability of its activities. 

Additionally, Dale and Hassanien (2013) quotes El Dief and Font (2010) who state that 

environmental responsibilities are gradually becoming part of companies’ main strategic goals 

because of the consumers’ social and environmental concerns. 

 

Analysts from Euromonitor (2013) explain that the Scandinavian countries are characterized by 

an important concern about health- and environmental care and also a strong focus on ethics 

and societal values. Indeed, the Swedish Chamber of commerce (2013) published a report 

stating that the food market is growingly marked by an awareness of health, environment and 

social issues. Hochedez (2009) considers Sweden as an example in terms of environmental and 

urbanization managements, which is why the sustainable and green trends are prevailing in 
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Sweden, compared to other developed countries. For instance, the landscape dedicated to 

organic production went from 50 000 ha in 1995 to 510 000 ha, in 2005. Further on, the half-

year report from Ekoweb (2014) for the organic food market in Sweden estimates that the 

Swedish consumption of organic products increased by 30 %, which never appeared before. 

Such an increase enlightens how strong consumers expect qualitative and sustainable products. 

However, we wonder to what extent producers already implemented social and environmental 

actions to provide the consumers with these fresh food products? 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 
 
1.2.1 Fresh Food Industry 
The first section of the problem discussion will emphasise on the fresh food industry and the 
social- and environmental issues that this sector has been facing, mainly on the Swedish market 
since this is where the study is applied. 
 
Maloni and Brown (2006) claim that both consumers and companies are more attentive to 

encourage sustainable actions within the fresh food industry. However, this industry has been 

facing a lot of criticism regarding CSR commitment throughout time. Bánáti (2011) reminds 

that numerous food scandals occurred in the last two decades, even though the food has never 

been safer and more hygienic thanks to different norms and rules. Sweden has also been 

affected by some of the main scandals. For instance, Pollak (2013) mentions the crisis IKEA 

had to face when horsemeat was discovered in its meatballs, which were labelled pork and 

beef. The company admitted its fault, and had to retrieve the products not only from the 

Swedish market, but also from many European countries. The website Fishupdate (2014) 

reminds that in May 2013, a documentary unfolded that salmon from the Baltic Sea were still 

sent to the European Union (EU) despite the European Commission ban, because of dioxin 

levels. Rottert and Mark-Herbert (2013) also conducted a research about the trade of tiger 

shrimps by Axfood in Sweden. Since this specie was red-listed by the WorldWide Fund 

(WWF) for Nature, the goal for the company was to find a trade-off between profits and ethical 

behaviour, while Axfood knew its responsibility towards the Swedish society. This 

responsibility conducts companies to consider their possible fields of actions. Therefore, we 

question if CSR actions could support companies not to suffer from the drawbacks of such 

scandals? Considering that the mentioned companies are large with important public visibility, 

we suppose that some sustainable and ethical actions have already been taken. From a critical 

point of view, we interrogate if these actions are efficient enough, considering that food crisis 

still appeared? 
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In our opinion, there is a crucial need for developments and enhancements in the fresh food 

industry in order to support the growth of demand in this sector. For instance, in order to 

improve the general product quality, Entrup (2005) claims that the producers settle quality 

assurance systems, such as ISO 9001 which is a norm about exigencies in terms of risk 

management. According to the International Organization for Standardization (IOS) website 

(2015), this type of norms, such as ISO 22000 and ISO 14001 ensures the quality, safety and 

reliability of the labelled products. These norms provide the companies with tools and 

principles to handle their environmental responsibilities. Nowadays, most of the food products 

cross the boundaries and International Standards are required to ensure the safety of the 

worldwide food supply chain. Entrup (2005) explains that companies not involved in this type 

of social development may have troubles to stay on the market. Besides, the same requirement 

exists for the environmental developments in the fresh food industry.  
 

1.2.2 Consumer expectations gap 

Our research accentuates on how the existing gap between producers and consumers can be 
bridged, and therefore, it is crucial for producers to meet the consumer expectations. 
 
To what extent did the globalization of the fresh food sector influence the appearance of 

consumption trends? For instance, Casini et al. (2015) mention the occurrence of a new pattern 

of consumers, referred as the healthier ones, since 2011 in Italy. This new pattern highlights the 

appearance of this sensitivity, which creates a new niche of consumers. A market report from 

Chamber Trade Sweden (2013) highlights that organic products accounted for 4 % of all the 

food and beverages sold in 2012 in Sweden. This sector increased by 10 % while the growth of 

the whole food industry was about 4 %. Also, a consensus appeared on the Swedish market and 

therefore, consumers are now requesting more organic, healthy, environmentally friendly and 

qualitative products. Leppelt (2014) explains that sustainability and the knowledge of the origin 

are now more than ever consumer requirements. From this discussion, we observe a shifting 

behaviour where consumers no longer care about mass production of food. It is clearly more 

important for consumers to know that what they eat is produced in a sustainable way by a 

supply chain where the producers have an awareness of these issues throughout the production 

process. Due to this, the gap between producers and consumers needs to be bridged so that the 

relationship can be strengthened. Sustainability is no longer an option but a necessity, which is 

also thought by Gupta and Pirsch (2008) who mention it as a new category of consumer 

satisfaction that producers have to achieve in order to bridge the expectations gap and to remain 
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profitable. Considering that Peppers and Rogers (2004) claim the gathered information is one 

of the most valuable asset of a company, we wonder to what extent Swedish fresh food 

producers take it into account in the production process? 

 

Mahadevan (2010) explains the gap between producers and consumers thanks to the definition 

from Parasuraman et al. (1985). The authors state that there is a gap when the consumer 

expectations are not satisfied while buying the product or service.  

 

 
Figure 1.2: Our interpretation of the expectations gap between producers and consumers 

 
Truitt (2013) further explains that the perceptions and the expectations gap between producers 

and consumers is a major issue within the fresh food industry. If consumers believe that a 

product or a company is not answering their requirements, it is unlikely that they will proceed 

with the purchase. MacFie (2007) state that each individual has different needs and 

expectations, making it difficult for companies to bridge the gap without creating others. For 

instance, if a product is of a better quality, or if the company is socially and environmentally 

engaged, it is likely that the price of the product will increase, making it inaccessible for people 

with lower incomes, creating a new gap. Further, we consider that while purchasing food 

products, each consumer has various selective criteria, such as being environmentally friendly, 

price or taste. In a critical aspect, we wonder how will Swedish fresh food producers find the 

optimal balance between the different expectations and finally bridge the gap with the most 

efficient tools.  

 

Badgley et al. (2006) claim that sustainable production is the only way the food industry can 

survive in the long-term. This is primarily because producers need to make sure that the correct 
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information about the consumers is gathered as well as their expectations are met. As 

previously mentioned, the fresh food industry actors are becoming more aware that the current 

gap needs to find a fit between producers and consumers. Step-by-step, fresh food producers 

have started to understand that raw materials need to be closer to the consumers’ sustainable 

requirements according to Linton et al. (2007). However, we acknowledge the importance and 

difficulty of turning this understanding into further actions. 

 

1.2.3 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as a tool to bridge the gap 

The final part of the problem discussion will focus on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
which can be used as a tool to frame the fresh food producers’ actions to bridge the consumer 
expectations gap. 

 
“Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is of high relevance for food companies as this sector 

has a strong impact and high dependence on the economy, the environment and the society.” 

 

(Hartmann, 2011, Corporate social responsibility in the food sector, page 297) 
 
In addition to the consumer expectations, the fresh food producers face another source of 

constraints, which are the Swedish and European institutions. We question to what extent the 

fresh food producers have been influenced by these standards? For instance, Mullerat (2013) 

mentions a law from 2002, where the European Parliament required all companies to publicly 

communicate their social and environmental performances. This law contributes to 

understanding why the fresh food producers shall commit themselves into CSR activities. We 

acknowledge a statement from Sowinski (2014), who indicates that CSR actions have to be 

implemented progressively, meaning that companies have to have long-term strategies. 

Besides, we question if all companies can afford such implementations, in terms of financial 

resources and time-consumption. Such an engagement into CSR actions from a producer 

improves and advertises its ability to reply to the consumer requirements. As an example, the 

Findus Group states on its website (2015) “Corporate Social Responsibility is top of the menu”. 

Indeed, the company is involved in responsible and sustainable activities for the society, the 

business and the environment. 

 

Borglund et al. (2012) question if the implemented CSR actions within companies are fulfilled 

to their maximum capacity. One issue is mentioned by Raynolds (2002) who highlights that the 

relationship between producers and consumers needs to be more direct. Ge et al. (2015) state 

that fresh food producers have to raise effective and efficient management strategies to 
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maintain the quality of their activities, as the food safety has become a matter of interest for 

both consumers and producers. Producers are also aware that competitiveness in this sector is 

highly related to the safety and the quality of the food products. These two criteria are part of 

the specificities of the fresh food industry. Consumers are now claiming for geographic 

traceability, time traceability (preparation and perishable dates), quality and its possible 

variations depending on the weather conditions, the seasonality or a production variation. 

Another requirement is the respect of the cooling or refreshed facilities and hygienic 

measurements to avoid for instance cross-contaminations between different lots. Quality 

demand from consumers combined with the global competitiveness force the companies to 

interact more with their consumers in order to be aware of and to meet their requirements. We 

consider that this demand accounts for a challenge for fresh food producers, because of the 

inflexibility and the complexity of the network. 

 

However, the CSR concept is also questioned and criticized by various researchers. For 

instance, de Colle et al. (2013) consider the concept as too broad, meaning that it has become 

overwhelming for managers. Indeed, the numerous standards can be difficult to interpret and 

address various issues. Therefore, several methods have been suggested, for instance by Rasche 

and Esser (2006) who offer a categorization of the issues based on five criteria, which are 

nature, field of application, focus, geographical expansion and scope. Additionally, Perrini et 

al. (2006) state that companies are involved in a continuum quest for profitability to remain on 

the competitive market. Such a hyper competition prevents them from really committing 

themselves into consistent CSR actions. de Colle et al. (2013) explain that the guidelines 

emerging from a CSR involvement in a company may be different and broader from what was 

expected considering the wide range of elements included in CSR. However, when 

summarizing, these sceptical authors add that the commitment into CSR supports the 

companies towards internal audits and finally into a virtuous circle thanks to the identification 

of unexpected issues.  

 

1.3 Problem Formulation 

In order to meet the consumer expectations and to still be competitive on the prevailing market, 

we believe that Swedish fresh food producers need to find a way to better embrace their 

environmental and social responsibilities by realizing concrete actions. Therefore, the primary 

focus of this research is to analyse how the consumer expectations gap could be filled thanks to 

environmental and social actions within the CSR concept. An essential factor is to gather 
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information about the consumers’ behaviour and expectations towards the product since the 

awareness about quality, sustainability, social and environmental issues gradually obliges 

companies to take actions. We acknowledge the Bruntland (1987) commission report’s 

definition of sustainability. 

 

"[The] development which meets the needs of current generations without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs" 

 

(Brundtland, 1987, page 45) 

 

Since this consumption behaviour is spreading, we acknowledge that CSR is a useful 

framework for producers, owing to meet these new requirements. Indeed, the involvement in 

environmental- and social actions is highly correlated to the consumer perception of how food 

producers are meeting their expectations. Therefore, the concept of CSR is here to stay and to 

be improved. Even though several fresh food producers on the Swedish market have already 

implemented environmental and social actions, we question if these are used to their full 

potential and how they should be further improved. Considering that several academic research 

claims that consumers require more availability of sustainable products, this study will 

contribute to define a path towards enhanced environmental- and social actions in order for 

Swedish fresh food producers to bridge the consumer expectations gap. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

x How should Corporate Social Responsibility actions support Swedish fresh food producers 

to bridge the consumer expectations gap? 

1. How do Swedish fresh food producers acquire information about the consumer expectations? 

2. Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept do Swedish fresh food 

producers take and why? 

3. How should Swedish fresh food producers further develop and extend their environmental and 

social actions? 

 

1.5 Purposes 

The purposes of this study are; 

x To describe how Swedish fresh food producers acquire information about consumer 

expectations; 
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x To analyse which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept these 

producers could handle to bridge the consumer expectations gap; 

x To suggest what environmental and social actions Swedish fresh food producers should 

undertake to do more and to do better.  

1.6 Delimitations 

This study carries out a qualitative, deductive research with focus on environmental and social 

actions within the CSR concept, for Swedish fresh food producers. In the concept of fresh food, 

we include vegetables, fruits, meat and fisheries farmed or bred with processes such as freezing 

or canning. The companies that outsource the processes of breeding and properly cultivating 

are excluded from this study. The fresh food producers and organizations studied to gather 

empirical data are considered as small, medium or large companies, and the study aims at 

contributing to environmental and social actions for these fresh food producers in Sweden. 

Therefore, the focus of the study will investigate the issues from Swedish producers’ point of 

view and only products processed in Sweden. Since this study is applied on the Swedish 

market, any other market is excluded from this study if it is not put in contrast with the chosen 

one. The concept of CSR is clarified for both the social and the environmental responsibilities. 

The study also considers that environmental and social actions within the CSR concept should 

not harm the companies’ long-term profitability. The gap that is going to be analysed 

throughout this study reflects the producers’ actions with support from environmental- and 

social actions to meet consumer expectations. 

 

1.7 Thesis Disposition 

The thesis disposition model (figure 1.3) shows an overview of this study. The content includes 

six chapters where chapter one presents the background, problem discussion, problem 

formulation, research questions, purposes and delimitations of this study. Chapter two describes 

the methodology and how this study was designed in order to fulfil its purposes. Chapter three 

carries out the literature review which discusses the main concepts. In chapter four, the 

empirical findings of this study will be presented in parallel to the research questions of this 

study. Furthermore, chapter five will include an analysis and discussion of the different 

companies since this study is a multiple-case study, put in relation with the Literature review 

and our opinions. Lastly, the study ends with chapter six where the conclusion will be 

presented as well as the answers of the research questions and the fulfilment of the purposes. 

Further suggestions for future studies will also be expressed.  
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Figure 1.3: Thesis disposition, composed by the researchers 
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2 Methodology 
The following chapter will describe the chosen methods this research uses, in order to explain 
the directions and the structure of each step in the whole process of this study. The chapter will 
define scientific approach and perspective, research method, data collection techniques, 
analysis methods, and scientific credibility. The section will end with our ethical 
considerations. 
 
2.1 Scientific Perspective 

Positivistic- and hermeneutic perspectives are part of epistemological considerations according 

to Bryman and Bell (2011). Epistemological considerations question if the social world should 

be studied from the same procedures and techniques, and positivism and hermeneutics are the 

main opposing approaches. The authors explain the opposition between both approaches by 

their different purposes. While the positivism aims at explaining the human behaviour, the 

hermeneutics emphasises on understanding it. Andersson (1979) claims that the positivistic 

perspective contributes to a simplified version of the reality. André-Nuytz and Littre (1868) 

describe the positivism as an approach based on the principle that science must be conducted in 

an objective manner. Analysis and experiments of the collected data can explain all the 

phenomena; interpretation and subjectivity are rejected as much as possible. Besides, Saunders 

et al. (2009) state that a positivistic research is founded on an observable social reality, with 

credible and reliable data. The researchers must be external stakeholders in the process, in order 

to bring conclusions that can be generalized, without interference of individual perceptions.  

 

Since our study is based on a well-developed frame of literature, our approach is positivistic. 

The analysis of the data will enable us to gather specified empirical information and 

observations in order to build our own model within the Swedish fresh food industry. 

Moreover, Andersson (1979) explains that one main difference between the positivistic and the 

hermeneutic perspectives is sense and sensibility. In positivism, the researchers separate these 

two, whereas in hermeneutics the two concepts are seen as a unity. The author further defines 

the sensibility as scientific and the sense is not. Since the sensibility enables us to be objective 

in our research, the positivistic perspective is the more suitable one. Within a positivistic 

perspective, it is crucial to separate sense and sensibility in order to collect the most unbiased 

and objective empirical data, which also was taken into consideration in this study. 
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2.2 Scientific Approach 

Saunders et al. (2009) explain how essential it is to determine the most optimal scientific 

approach since it, among others, provides the researchers with an easier decision for research 

design. According to Bryman and Bell (2003), there are three types of scientific approach. 

These are explained as inductive, deductive and a mix between these two, which is abductive 

scientific approach. Deductive approach is defined by Saunders et al. (2009) as testing 

scientific literature. Usually, several hypotheses are created in order to state a relationship 

between different variables, however this technique is not mandatory. Regarding induction, the 

focus lies within collection of data, which enables the researchers to be more flexible and 

dynamic in the interpretation. Olivier (2012) simplifies the difference between both 

approaches, claiming that induction enables the researcher to study individual facts and then to 

draw general conclusions while the deduction process implies claiming a conclusion with a 

hypothetical basis, before verifying conformity of the conclusion. Abductive approach is 

highlighted by Saunders et al. (2009) to have characteristics from both inductive and deductive 

approaches and, according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) often has a cause-and-effect 

relationship where X affects Y to gain a deeper knowledge about a phenomenon.  
 

The literature review is based on the research questions where the purpose is mainly to gain an 

understanding in an early stage of this study in order to collect as useful empirical data as 

possible. Since our study is based on research questions from where we could build a literature 

review to act as a foundation in the study, the deductive scientific approach explains how this 

study is outlined. The literature review brought us knowledge about the Swedish fresh food 

producers, the consumer expectations, trends and behaviours and the CSR concept. Gathering 

these theories provided us with an understanding concerning the collection of consumer data 

the producers may use but also concerning the CSR actions they might take owing to bridge the 

consumer expectations gap. Afterwards, these theories have to be confronted to the empirical 

scrutiny, that is to say, to the reality. Therefore, the path we adopted to conduct our study is a 

deductive approach.  

 

2.3 Research Approach 

Bryman and Bell (2003) explain two main methods when applying a research. These are 

qualitative- and quantitative approaches. First, quantitative method emphasises on numbers and 

the collection of numerical data. Second, according to Churchill and Iacobucci (2005), 

qualitative research method lies within an explanation, an understanding and an interpretation 
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as well as an increased knowledge within the researched area. Furthermore, Burns (2000) 

outlines some main differences between these two research methods. One of them is that the 

variables in a quantitative study are easier to measure than in a qualitative study. The collection 

of data in a quantitative research method lies within testing and measuring whereas in a 

qualitative study, observations and interviews are the focal point. Bryman and Bell (2011) 

suggest that the qualitative research method follows six different steps where the research 

question culminates in selecting keywords and gathering relevant data. Thereafter, the authors 

make an interpretation of the data before starting to create the literature review. After 

developing the literature review, the authors have the possibility to rephrase the research 

questions in order to fit the concepts of the paper better. The study finishes with a conclusion 

and recommendations where the authors present their findings. 
 

Since we want to embrace a deeper understanding of how Swedish fresh food producers can 

meet the consumer expectations when committing themselves into environmental- and social 

actions, qualitative research method has been chosen for this study. The research questions aim 

at analysing an issue and describing how rather than what. Further, the research questions act as 

starting points of this study, thereafter the primary and secondary data are gathered. Our 

objective is to gain knowledge within social and environmental dimensions of CSR, consumer 

expectations, Swedish fresh food producers and how to fill the consumer expectations gap. 

Therefore qualitative research method is a better fit for our study rather than using measuring 

tools, which is the method in a quantitative research. Merriam (2009) describes different types 

of qualitative research where basic qualitative research is the most used one, and also the 

method for this study since the primary data are collected thanks to interviews. Other types of 

sampling methods used in basic qualitative data are for instance observations or document 

analysis. To enable a deeper knowledge, the interviews conducted for this study are applied on 

people with a greater understanding regarding the subject this study aims at researching. 

Another interest of ours is to break down the chosen research questions to interpret each part in 

order to visualize a full picture of the actual problem. This is also described to be properties of 

qualitative research by Starrin and Svensson (1994). This description differs from quantitative 

analysis where the focus is rather on taking part by part to create a complete impression. 

Furthermore, the qualitative research method is also used for this study since we want to have 

our own interpretation of the results, which is more difficult in a quantitative research 

according to Bryman and Bell (2011). 
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2.4 Research Design 

Churchill and Iacobucci (2005) define the research design as the structure used in order to 

obtain and to analyse the collected data. Indeed, as Creswell (2009) explains, each study 

requires a specific research design, which is “a plan or proposal to conduct research” (Creswell, 

2009, page 5). In addition, Yin (2014) considers that this plan should relate to the research 

questions and the pieces of evidence gathered thanks to case studies. In the following section, 

we will describe two characteristics, which precise how this research is designed. 

 

2.4.1 Multiple-case study 

Bryman and Bell (2011) define a multiple-case study as a method of research focused on 

observations about the complexity of a situation such as geographic-, social and business 

activity concerns. The researchers use the collected data as the basis for their findings. Yin 

(2014) states that the researchers try to associate the collected data to their initial study 

propositions, with the main purpose of reflecting the initial propositions thanks to the collected 

data. The advantage of studying different cases is the possible comparison perspective, 

considering that the cases can be put in contrast with each other, according to Bryman and Bell 

(2011).  
 

On another hand, Bryman and Bell (2011) define the cross-sectional design, which includes the 

data collection from different cases related to each other such as activity or situation, in order to 

draw general patterns. Such a method can be based on questionnaires, structured interviews, but 

also structured observations and analysis. In order to create associations and correlations 

between the studied cases and their variables, the researchers should collect the data at a single 

point in time to compare and to contrast. Additionally, Mills et al. (2010) stress that a cross-

sectional design fits with descriptive analysis. The collection of data at one precise point in 

time enables the researchers to access a representation of the studied subject and to compare 

their results. Bryman and Bell (2011) stress that the difference between a multiple-case study 

and a cross-sectional design is about the degree of consideration for each single case. Since the 

emphasis of our study is on drawing general patterns for different types of companies, we are 

doing a multiple-case study. Indeed, the purpose of this study is to provide companies with 

suggestions by a comparative analysis.  
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Figure 2.1: Model for the multiple-case study, inspired from Gray (2009) 

 

2.4.2 Exploratory research design 

Churchill and Iacobucci (2005) establish a classification of the types of research design: 

exploratory-, descriptive, and causal research. First, the authors describe the descriptive 

research as usable to describe characteristics and to estimate proportions of people or segments 

thanks to true panels or sample surveys for instance. Second, the causal research as a way to 

provide pieces of evidence regarding cause and effect relationships, this type of research is 

built on scientific experiments. The latter is more preferable to a quantitative research. 
 

Finally, exploratory research is about the discovery of principles and norms, and also the design 

this study carries out. The goal of such a study is to formulate problems with accuracy, to build 

assumptions and finally to clarify the right explanations. In order to conduct an exploratory 

research, the researchers can use literature sources, but also practical methods as experiences, 

surveys, focus groups, interviews or projective tests. Since the gathered empirical data in this 

study are developed through interviews, the exploratory research design fits to our research the 

best.   

 

2.5 Sampling Method 

Saunders et al. (2009) state that sampling methods enable the researchers to diminish the 

amount of data that have to be collected by only taking a representative sub-group rather than 

an entire population into consideration. The authors further explain that the researchers need to 
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secure the accuracy and exhaustiveness of the sample, otherwise the sample may not represent 

the total population, and the research would be based on false data. Therefore, the choice of 

sampling method is of great importance. Eriksson-Zetterquist and Ahrne (2011) explain that the 

research questions are the main characters when choosing the sampling method of the research. 

It is essential to narrow down to a specific sample in order to get as much support as possible in 

order to answer the research questions. 
 

2.5.1 Population 

Körner and Wahlgren (2005) differ between two sampling methods when choosing the 

population of a study, namely, total survey and sample survey. When the researchers conduct a 

total survey, the numbers of participants involved is smaller, for instance a class of 12 students, 

and the focus is what they think about a specific subject. In a sample survey, the researchers 

pick and prioritize the sample in order to fit the study and the research questions. As an 

example, Bryman and Bell (2011) explain that it is impossible to send out a survey to a whole 

population of for instance 9 000 people, and get answers from all of them, therefore the 

researchers are provided with a sample from this population, and are able to choose among 

them. 

 

For this study, the sample survey method is used to decide and to prioritize the population. To 

illustrate it, taking Bryman and Bells’ (2011) previous example into account, we sent out a 

suggestion for collaboration for this study to approximately 40 fresh food producers on the 

Swedish market. We were aware that there were going to be several of these companies who 

would not have the chance to participate. To get the most suitable sample for our study, the 

companies had to fill some criteria, such as producing in Sweden and not outsourcing their 

processes. Further, the companies were selected and prioritized according to their activities, 

such as producing or processing vegetables, fruits, meat and fish. Further, to be provided with a 

large range of companies, it was of our interest to get data from small, medium and large 

groups, which is also reflected in our Empirical findings. In agreement with Körner and 

Wahlgren (2005), taking the sample survey method into account also enabled us to be provided 

with more information from the chosen companies rather than if we would use a total survey 

where we would get less information but from a larger population. Furthermore, Körner and 

Wahlgren (2012) claim that the sample survey is a faster method than a total survey, and 

therefore, we found it optimal for our study since we then had the time to develop a thorough 

and deep analysis and discussion.  
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2.5.2 Presentation of the interviewees 

In figure 2.2, the companies and the interviewees are presented. The current position of each 

interviewee is also given as well as what technique was used to carry out the interview in order 

to enhance the reader with a deeper knowledge of each interview. Additional information about 

each company is provided in the Empirical findings.  

 

Company Interviewee Current 
position Date of interview  Type of interview 

Kalmar Öland 
Trädgårdsprodukter 
(KOTP) 

Thomas Isaksson CEO 2015-04-29 

Semi-structured, 
via phone 

Atria Scandinavia Carsten Jörgensen 
Quality and 
Environmental 
Manager 

2015-04-30 

Arla Foods Kjell Lundén Pettersson 

Corporate 
Social 
Responsibility 
Senior Manager 

2015-05-07 

Borgens Konserver Anders Gunnarsson Co-Owner 2015-05-07 

Tåkerngrönt Göran Ektander Co-Owner 2015-05-11 

Company X - 
Quality and 
Environmental 
Manager 

2015-05-15 

 
Figure 2.2: Interviewee  presentation, composed by the researchers 

 

2.6 Data collection techniques 

2.6.1 Primary Data 

Kothari (2004) describes primary data as the one that are gathered for the first time. This type 

of data is to be collected and framed by the researchers. Therefore the gathering method differs 

from the secondary data, which are collected from already existing resources. Primary data can 

be collected through various ways according to Christensen et al. (2010). For instance, 

observations, experiments and interviews can be done in order for the researchers to gather as 

useful and relevant data as possible. In our study, we chose to use interviews to gather the 

primary data. Bryman and Bell (2011) emphasise the fact that a qualitative interview enables 
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the researchers to gain a better understanding of the studied reality. Christensen et al. (2010) 

highlight some main advantages of primary data such as the actuality of the information as well 

as it is perfectly fit to the study. It is also possible for the researchers to structure the collected 

data in the most preferable order. However, the authors also mention some drawbacks such as 

time management since it is more time consuming to collect than secondary data. It also 

requires certain knowledge from the researchers. Therefore, several authors such as Bryman 

and Bell (2011) and Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) explain the importance of conducting a 

framework of literature before gathering the empirical data, enabling the researchers to have 

more knowledge within the research area. 

 

Interviews 

Bryman and Bell (2011) state that the interview is an important data gathering technique in 

both qualitative and quantitative research. Kumar (2008) shares this point of view and further 

explains that the interview method enables the researchers to gather information that could not 

be collected otherwise, such as a person’s experiences or reactions. Bryman and Bell (2011) 

further explain three different types of interviews. These are structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured. The goal for a structured interview is to have a standardized set of questions, 

which also enables to reduce the interviewer variability error since the variation of answers will 

come from the interviewees and not the questions themselves. Christensen et al. (2010) claim 

that a semi-structured interview is primarily questions or themes that have been prepared 

through an interview guide in advance, but it allows both the interviewers and the respondents 

to make inputs and the questions can vary from one occasion to another. The authors finally 

explain unstructured interviews as informal interviews where the interviewers have not 

prepared an interview guide in advance.  

 

As Christensen et al. (2010) explain, it is important to be prepared and to have a great 

knowledge in advance to gather as good empirical data as possible. Since the Literature review 

was written before the interviews were conducted, we had an idea of what kind of concepts and 

questions we would like to ask the interviewees. A template for a company letter was created 

where the study was shortly explained and also how and why the company could benefit from 

it. In a later stage, we created an interview guide since we preferably wanted to conduct semi-

structured interviews. Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) explain the interview guide as a 

manuscript, which enables the researchers to write down the main concepts that are going to be 

covered during the interviews. Kvale (2007) claims a couple of interviewer qualifications 
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where some of these are knowledgeable, structured, clear, gentle, sensitive, open and critical, 

which we took into account throughout the study. 

 

The purposes of the interviews are, for this study, to be provided with an understanding of how 

companies acquire information about their consumer expectations as well as to what extent 

social and environmental actions are taken within the company. Performing interviews for this 

study was a conscious choice since we want to analyse the application of our research questions 

on fresh food producers in Sweden.  

 

The interviews for this research were carried out through a semi-structured technique. Each 

interview was done through phone, which also enabled us to ask further questions about the 

participant responses. We believe that semi-structured interviews encourage the respondents to 

describe and to explain in their own words. Since this research aims at a comparing analysis, 

we found it essential to have the same set of questions for each interview. However, before 

each interview, we gained specified knowledge about each company and their CSR actions in 

order to ask as good following questions as possible and to be provided with thorough answers. 

This could for instance be provided through CSR reports on the companies’ websites. Even 

though these reports contain useful information, we wanted to conduct interviews in order to 

ask why and how. In order not to miss out on important information, each interview was 

recorded and transcribed to raw empirical data. Naturally, the respondents’ authorizations were 

asked before following through with the questions. Moreover, concerning the interviews that 

were held in Swedish, translations and transcriptions into English were done for all the group 

members to get an understanding. This procedure also enabled us as researchers to compare the 

answers from each respondent more easily. We were also encouraged to further contact the 

respondents if we would like additional information for our study. 

 

2.6.2 Secondary Data 

Saunders et al. (2009) define secondary data as data that already have been gathered for another 

purpose. It is further explained that secondary data can be qualitative or quantitative, raw or 

compiled. By raw secondary data, the authors mean data that have been a little, or not at all 

processed whereas compiled data have been summarized or selected. According to Christensen 

et al. (2010), it is essential to search for secondary data in an early stage of the study since it 

supports the knowledge process of the researchers, especially when conducting a deductive 

research. Secondary data are used to develop a deeper understanding of the underlying issues 
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and for researchers to find relevant results in the end. The authors divide secondary data into 

external- and internal types. External secondary data refer to published sources such as 

newspapers or journals whereas internal secondary data concern for instance sales information 

and accounting data, that companies did not publicly published. Christensen et al. (2010) 

highlight some important issues with secondary data. One of these is the difficulty for the 

researchers to find data that are the most suitable and precise for the study. However, Bryman 

and Bell (2011) explain how researchers often combine primary and secondary data when 

conducting a research in order to make it as relevant and interesting as possible, which is also 

the case for this research.  

 

In this study, the collection of secondary data was done through literature and academic 

journals, found from the Linnaeus University library in Kalmar and Växjö. Owing to grasp as 

much information as possible for the secondary data, One Search and Business Source Premier 

were two of the databases used to find relevant information for this study. We have also been 

searching within daily newspapers, websites, blogs, reports and documentaries for our research 

area to gain an understanding of how these issues are discussed on a daily basis, mainly on the 

Swedish market since this is where the study is applied. Moreover, we have been looking for 

the CSR reports available on the different companies’ websites. This information came as 

complementary for the interviews we realized with the different managers. However, studying 

those reports, we remained critical since they are destined to be read by the consumers, and 

therefore reached to be provided with more detailed information.  

 

2.7 Analysis Method 

Rennstam and Wästerfors (2011) highlight three main points when analysing the collected data, 

which are to sort, to reduce and to argue. Furthermore, Hair et al. (2011) explain that the 

collected data have to be converted into knowledge. It means that the data have to be analysed 

and interpreted by the researchers. There are different steps in the data analysis process. First of 

all, the data must be verified in order for the researchers to assess its completeness and validity. 

Then, the researchers have to ascertain if the research implicates descriptive analysis or 

hypothesis testing. It is only when these two steps are achieved that data can be analysed. 

Finally, the researchers have to evaluate their findings to verify their significance and their 

authenticity. 
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Yin (2014) describes five different techniques to analyse data. These are pattern matching, 

explanation building, time-series analysis, logic models and cross-case synthesis. Pattern 

matching concerns a case study where the authors compare the gathered empirical data with an 

already predicted data, or with data that have been gathered before. Explanation building is one 

form of pattern matching but the process is described as more complicated. The researchers 

build an explanation about the case where the goal often is to create and to develop ideas for 

further studies rather than just concluding the research. In a time-series analysis, the researchers 

work with experiments that occur over a certain time frame. The fourth analysing technique, 

logic models, transforms the complexity of events over time into an evaluation. In this 

technique, the researchers need to match the empirical data with a predicted theoretical data. 

Once again, logic models can be seen as another form of pattern matching since the data need 

to be predicted. The four techniques that have been described can be applied to either single 

case studies or multiple-case studies and therefore, the fifth method differ from these. Cross-

case synthesis is the last technique highlighted by Yin (2014) and can only be applied when 

conducting multiple case studies. 

 

Since the empirical data are gathered from different cases, the analysis of this research aims at 

doing a comparison. Therefore, we acknowledge that the pattern-matching technique is the 

most suitable one for our study. Yin (2014) highlights that the researchers make predictions 

before the data are gathered to then see if there are differences and/or similarities. For this 

study, we created our Literature review to have certain knowledge before collecting empirical 

information. For instance, the Literature review brings up various actions within the 

environmental- and social perspectives. However, it is not assured that the chosen companies 

for this study undertake these actions. Because of this, the analysis is comparing the actions 

from the Literature review with the ones from the Empirical findings to claim differences and 

similarities.  

 

2.8 Scientific Credibility 

Bryman and Bell (2011) point out the issue of relevance and accuracy for qualitative research. 

Indeed, the meaning of the terms is questionable in such a study, since the measurements are 

featured by relativity and subjectivity. In reaction to these issues, the authors explain that the 

researchers claimed some stances. The authors explain that after all, the reality or the credibility 

of the study will enable the readers to determine how acceptable are the statements made by the 
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researchers. The authors called this acceptance phenomenon the respondent validation. In the 

following parts, reliability and validity will be discussed in relation with this study. 

 

2.8.1 Reliability 

Bryman and Bell (2011) remind the definition LeCompte and Goetz (1982) made about 

reliability, which is the degree to which a research can be duplicated by other researchers at a 

different time. In the context of a qualitative research, this point accounts for an issue because 

of the small size of the samples and the impossibility to freeze a social behaviour. Moreover, if 

the study is done by several researchers, it is required that all of them adopt the same way to 

observe their study object, in order to create a consistent behaviour. Yin (2014) defines the 

reliability of a study as the ability to be consistent and repeatable. The author adds that to 

improve the reliability of a study, one possible method is to have multiple researchers or 

observers and is to maintain a chain of evidence. This means that the reader should be able to 

keep the traceability of the pieces of evidence mentioned in the study, from the research 

questions, to the data collection process, and to the conclusion and recommendations. Körner 

and Wahlgren (2012) explain that the reliability is affected by the measuring tools, the 

researchers or the ones who conduct the measuring, the surroundings and the object itself. 

Therefore, it is important for us to consider all of these points when measuring the reliability of 

our study. 

 

The concept also refers to our reliability as interviewers and researchers. Saunders et al. (2009) 

explain two different interview biases as reliability issues when choosing interview as the data 

collection method. These are interviewer- and the interviewee/response bias. We are aware that 

the reliability can be lower when conducting interviews rather than an observation for example 

since the companies might be partial, and this is something that we must take into account. 

Concerning the interviewer bias, it is essential for us not to ask leading questions or questions 

that put the respondents in an uncomfortable situation during the interviews. This is also 

another reason that indicates the importance of having an interview guide since it enables us to 

avoid questions that seem to lead the respondents towards a certain direction. Saunders et al. 

(2009) state that the interviewee/response bias is caused by perceptions for instance. However, 

since all the interviews were recorded and transcribed, we believe that the reliability increased 

considering that we were able to go back and to listen to the interview many times, not to have 

incorrect perceptions.  
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2.8.2  Validity 

According to Lecompte and Goetz (1982), the validity of the study can be assessed thanks to 

the degree of match between the observations and the developed theoretical ideas made by the 

researchers. Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) further explain that validating the study is when the 

researchers have a critical mind-set throughout the process. The issue with validity is to 

determine if the observations made on small samples can be generalized or be spread into 

social characteristics. Christenson et al. (2010) further explain that validity in a qualitative 

analysis refers to whether the empirical data and the results accommodate the reality. 

Qualitative validity differs from quantitative validity since the results are not measurable 

meaning that the internal validity must be considered from another point of view. Internal- and 

external validity are described as two different validity categories according to Ridenour and 

Newman (2008). The authors first explain the internal validity as the degree to which any 

variation can be attributed to an independent variable. The external validity is then summarized 

as the degree to which the results of the study can be applied to groups, different than the 

studied one. Bryman and Bell (2011) further characterize external validity as the degree of 

generalization of the research’s outcome, meaning if the study could be generalized, beyond the 

study objective.   

 

Accordingly to the reliability, we also claim that the degree of validity of our study increased 

since we transcribed the raw empirical data and excluded the information that did not answer 

our research questions or fulfilled the purposes of the study. Further, we believe that the results 

of this study would be similar if the research were applied on the same companies by other 

researchers. However, since the concepts within this study are quickly changeable over time, it 

is not assured that the research would have the same results if it was redone in the future. 

Bryman and Bell (2011) highlight the degree of transferability within external validity, which 

means to what extent the study could be applied to other contexts. Accordingly to this 

explanation, we believe that the study could also be applied to other industries than the fresh 

food industry, since the studied concepts are “right in time”, and something that companies in 

several industries are working with, for instance in the apparel business. In agreement with 

several research, we believe that it is crucial for companies in every industry to gather 

information about consumer expectations as well as to meet these expectations by taking and 

developing their environmental and social actions. 
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2.9 Ethical Considerations 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) explain the importance of having ethical considerations when 

carrying out the interviews for the research. The authors suggest seven steps that the 

interviewers should use. Before the actual interview, the first steps are to define the aim of the 

interview as well as to make a thorough plan. During the interview session, it is important for 

the researchers not to put the interviewees under pressure or stress as well as to make sure that 

academic concepts are well described. According to Yin (2014), the results from the interviews 

can have consequences since the interviewees are perhaps not able to make as good interviews 

as they could if the researchers do not show ethical considerations. Kvale and Brinkmann 

(2012) furthermore explain that the loyalty and the confidentially of the interviewees need to be 

secured when starting to develop an analysis. Further, the authors claim that the researchers 

need to consider how deep the analysis should be and whether the respondents should have 

further inputs on their statements. The last two steps concern verification and reporting. The 

researchers have the responsibility of showing the respondents the analysis and the results that 

they have participated in. 

 

When conducting the interview, we took the seven steps described by Kvale and Brinkmann 

(2012) into account. When the company letter (found in appendix II) was sent out, we wanted 

to make it clear what this research was about, what the purposes were and also what possible 

advantages the companies could take from it. The letter also clarified that the respondents had 

the right to be anonymous if it was of their preference as well as they could be provided with 

the questions in advance. We first contacted all the companies through e-mail, and the ones 

who did not give any answer were contacted a couple of days after through phone, where we 

reminded the respondents about our study and why their information was valuable. To conduct 

semi-structured interviews and also give the respondents room to talk, Skype or phone were 

suggested as interview methods. In a later stage when the interviews were carried out, we made 

sure that we did not ask any leading and uncomfortable questions. The respondents also had the 

choice of choosing either English or Swedish for the interview. Therefore, ethical 

considerations were taken into account.  

 

2.10 Summarizing methodology model 

Model 2.3 summarizes the methodology chapter to enable a clear and holistic overview of the 

different techniques that were used to explain how this study was designed and carried out 
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Figure 2.3 Summarizing methodology model, composed by the researchers 
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3 Literature review 
 
The third chapter will present and discuss the main concepts of this research gathered from 
academic articles and literature. First, the Literature review deals with acquiring information 
about consumer expectations in order to provide the reader with a foundation about the 
different existing techniques. Then, a contextual background identifies the characteristics of the 
fresh food industry. Finally, the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and the social and 
environmental actions that the Swedish fresh food producers can undertake are described. 
 
 
The figure below summarizes the structure of the Literature review. Each research question 

appears as one element understated by the overall research question of this research. The first 

part of the Literature review, acquiring information about the consumer expectations partly 

answers to the Research question 1, contributing to the understanding by a descritpion of the 

method. Second, the part about characsteristics of the fresh food industry is not related to a 

particular research question. However, it provides the reader with a contextual background 

about the topic of this study. Finally, the Research Questions 2 and 3 are treated in the part 

Corporate Social Responsibility. Also, this section supplies analytic contributions to this study. 

  

 
 
Figure 3.1: Relationship between the research questions and the literature review, composed by the researchers 
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3.1 Acquiring information about consumer expectations 

Czinkota and Ronkainen (2007) consider that consumer behaviour- and expectations are 

continuously evolving due to an unrelenting flow of events, information or personal 

experiences. Even if consumers take economic decisions that are cognate to their previous 

ones, it is likely that they will not always respond in the same way, since they are capable of 

learning and adapting their behaviour. The authors further explain that nowadays, consumer 

concerns are focusing on such issues as global warming- and pollution and moral duties. 

Further, Frattali (1998) defines the consumer as an individual who inherits the outcomes of 

somebody else’s work, and explains that without consumers’ data, companies would not have 

reliable and tangible facts but only subjective impressions. Therefore, several academic 

research such as Goodman and Cohen (2004), Xia (2008) and Smith (2015) have shown the 

importance for companies to gather information about their consumers, their behaviours and 

their expectations. The authors mention different techniques, which enable companies to have 

insights into the consumer requirements. Some of those techniques are mentioned and detailed 

in the following sections. 

 

3.1.1 Consumer panel, interviews and surveys 

Duchessi (2002) considers that consumer panel and consumer interviews are the best way for 

companies to understand the requirements and expectations. Indeed, both methods are 

specifically designed to extract the required information from the consumer sample, since they 

enable a more spontaneous exchange between the interviewer and the interviewee. Kothari 

(2006) defines consumer panel as a sample of consumers that are regularly questioned thanks to 

interviews during a specific period of time. However, Moskowitz et al. (2006) pinpoint one 

issue, which is that interviews and consumer panel are expensive data collection methods. 

Another difficulty is also to find the right interviewees, for instance consumers that would be 

potential buyers of the product. 
 

Mitchell and Jolley (2010) describe survey research as a low cost method to acquire 

information about consumer attitudes, behaviours and beliefs on a large sample within a short 

time period. The main drawback is the low level of trustworthiness since surveys are fixed 

questionnaires sent to a large sample, meaning that consumers can tell that something 

happened, but cannot explain the reason why. In other terms, fixed questionnaires do not enable 
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the interviewer to add any spontaneous questions to the interviewee, limiting the scope of 

further explanations and understanding. 

 

3.1.2 Internet  

Xiao (2008) refers to Bakos and Brynjolfsson (2000) and explains that Information Technology 

(IT) and the appearance of the Internet have created the potential to investigate almost all 

dimensions of consumers’ behaviour information, depending on the amount of research, 

number and types of sources used as well as the time spent on the researches. Steelman et al. 

(2014) define Online Crowdsourcing Market (OCM) as a web-based environment where 

companies can outsource assignments to one or various external anonymous parts and the 

executors will receive compensation for their contribution. The authors refer to Mason and Suri 

(2012) who describe that the OCM provides companies with a specific and unique benefit. 

Indeed, the population is extremely diverse regarding the culture, age or occupation. Birnbaum 

(2004) mentions that studies conducted through the web present methodological issues, such as 

high dropout rates or repeated participation. It is therefore necessary for companies to 

thoroughly analyse and to test their studies before launching them. 

 

3.1.3 Boycott and financial indicators 

Goodman and Cohen (2004) define boycott as an essay to fulfil a purpose by inciting individual 

consumers to restrain themselves from making selected purchase, meaning that the goal is to 

prevent them from buying one specific product or service. It is further explained that most of 

the boycotts aim at harming the sales and profits of the targeted company. In other words, the 

effectiveness of a boycott is shown in the already gathered financial data of companies. It has 

mostly a symbolic meaning, in order to convey a disagreement regarding the company’s 

activity, meaning that a gap has emerged.  The authors describe that boycotts were previously 

used by consumers in an economic self-interested goal. However, nowadays, consumers resort 

to boycott for ethical and social responsible considerations. It is no longer about demonstrating 

against the consumerism, but it aims at introducing new values into this concept. Phoenix and 

Walter (2009) precise that, in Sweden, boycott has become a mainstream form of shopping and 

the outcome of their study (2008) indicated that over a half of the respondents had already 

participated in a boycott. However, Smith (2015) states that boycotting itself may not be 

sufficient enough to communicate with producers and consumers should have alongside other 

tactics. 
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Kaplan and Norton (1996) state that financial measures are used by companies to give insights 

into the performance of the strategy. Indeed, to study the performance and the profitability of 

existing or new products on the markets, companies can for instance use the percentage of 

revenue or the gross margin. If the consumers are not satisfied by the developments offered, if 

they do not value the product for instance, the sales of this segment of activity will decrease, 

reflected by the dropped sales and financial indicators. The development of organic products 

for instance has been well welcomed by consumers from the EU, as showed in the Organic 

Food Industry Profile: Europe (2014). The European organic food market grew by 7.1 % in 

2013. This figure is established at the European level, but such a growth must be visible in the 

financial figures of the European producers of organic food, at the individual level. 
 

3.2 Characteristics of the fresh food industry 

According to Bruzzone et al. (2009), fresh food supply chains imply an accelerated logistics 

since the products are perishable. As previously mentioned by Entrup (2005), products that go 

under the concept of fresh food are for instance dairy products, vegetables and fresh or 

processed meat and fish. Further, this industry is characterized by seasonal variations 

concerning production and demand, which indicate a need for producers to always develop the 

mix of products and engage themselves in a flexible network among the different parts of the 

supply chain. Bruzzone et al. (2009) also explain that there is an obligation to have a direct 

distribution flow from producer to consumer, and that this is often challenging. The complexity 

of the food supply chain is described to be the main difference from other supply chains. Rong 

et al. (2011) claim that one of the complex tasks within the fresh food industry is to maintain 

the freshness and the good quality of the products. The quality essentially concerns the 

performance of the supply chain but it also refers to other characteristics such as shelf life and 

environmental conditions. Therefore, Bruzzone et al. (2009) stress the importance of finding 

optimal solutions for always improving the quality, such as reducing the storage time. 

 

From a historical point of view, Fearne and Hughes (2000) stress that the fresh food supply 

chain has been facing some challenges such as having slow processes compared to 

manufacturers of fast-moving goods. However, the authors also explain how the industry has 

changed regarding for instance food safety, since it was a major consumer requirement. 

Because of this, suppliers within the fresh food supply chain need to be innovative and careful. 

In agreement, Tallontire (2007) explains how the globalization of fresh food supply chains also 

obliges suppliers to have a certain set of standards. Rong et al. (2011) claim another important 
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point for food supply chains in general, which is the temperature the products need to have 

when traveling from producer to consumer, this feature is also related to the product quality. 

 

Wallén et al. (2004) accentuate a feature for the Swedish fresh food industry. The authors 

mention how advanced the reflection process is about the environmental impacts of this 

industry’s production. The focus is on the use of energy and the related emissions of carbon 

dioxide required for the annual Swedish food consumption. This issue is especially at stake in 

Sweden, considering the potential long distance journey the fresh food products can do in this 

country.  

 

3.3 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

Beal (2013) defines CSR as a behaviour conducting to the integration and the perpetuation of 

social norms for companies, making the market more transparent and efficient in serving 

societal concerns. However, Jutterström and Norberg (2011) refer to CSR as a standard rather 

than a norm, since the latter is usually unspoken. The primarily objective for a well-integrated 

CSR is having long-termed activities and goals, where the concept is a part of the corporate 

culture. This behaviour enhances a more proactive rather than a reactive behaviour for the 

Swedish fresh food producers.  
 

Carroll (1991) claims that Corporate Responsibility became a necessary checkpoint for 

companies in the beginning of the 1970s, when the Environmental Protection Agency and the 

Consumer Product Safety Commission  appeared in the USA, for instance. The involvement of 

governmental institutions towards environment and society’s interests forced companies to 

improve the balance between their moral behaviour and their financial performance. Further, 

this influenced the food producers to try to bridge the gap. At that time, consumers, employees 

and the environment started to be considered as stakeholders with their own interests. The 

author defines four levels of commitment that companies can adopt. Considering that the model 

is from 1991, we have modified it to fit with our research objectives. First, the basic 

involvement accounts for the economic level. This means that companies shall undertake the 

mandatory actions in order to break even and to remain on the market. For instance, it is 

obligatory to respect the rules of the banks and the shareholders and to have a purpose of 

profitability. In this logic, it is considered in figure 2.3 that companies shall settle profitable 

prices despite environmental and social actions. Second, the legal commitment concerns the 

mandatory expectations that companies have to fulfil about laws and rules settled by the 
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institutions. A Swedish company cannot refuse to respect the Swedish labour legislation or the 

European norms about the maximum levels of chemicals in food products for instance. Further, 

the ethical commitment draws near to actions that companies undertake as volunteer, not 

mandatory. Companies undertake these actions because they feel responsible towards the 

society and the environment. This high degree of involvement can be even deeper, with the 

philanthropic level, defined by Carroll (1991). Here, companies act for the environment and the 

society because they are aware of their moral duties. Examples of actions can be to support 

charities and local communities, to adopt only environmentally-friendly processes and to work 

only with environmentally-friendly companies. Our interpretation of the Carroll’s pyramid 

(1991) is given below.  
 

 

 

William (2013) explains that the growing consumer expectations for CSR actions can be 

justified by the fact that companies have proven their ability to provide what the consumers 

want, for a long time. However, the author explains that there is a need for companies to go 

even further in terms of CSR actions. This is especially difficult since the communication 

between companies and consumers needs to be direct. Borglund et al. (2012) explain that 

nowadays, companies are constantly being critically examined by consumers. The concept of 

CSR started to be trendy since consumers were concerned about the regular appearance of 

scandals regarding companies’ social responsibility. 

Figure 3.2: Our interpretation of the Carroll’s pyramid of CSR (1991), focusing on environmental and social 
responsibilities 
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Consumer loyalty, transparency and communication are described as three pillars of CSR 

where consumer loyalty is the most important one on the Swedish market according to 

Borglund et al. (2009). CSR is a long-term investment, and every company should take it into 

consideration. 
 

3.3.1 CSR Actions 

In reaction to the McDonaldization (standardisation) expression from George Ritzer (1991), 

Hatanaka (2014) created the McSustainability and the McJustice terms. These two concepts 

appeared following the massive consuming trend towards the alternative food enhancements. 

The McSustainability concept accounts for the environmental sustainability and McJustice for 

social justice. Both terms conduct to the standardization of the environmental and social actions 

adoption by companies, spreading the fair, sustainable and alternative fresh food industry and 

counteracting the environmental and social abuses made by the food system. As explained by 

Salome et al. (2013), CSR is composed by both environmental and social contributions that 

companies do and which have positive impacts on the nature and the human society, the areas 

of CSR actions in the following parts will be called environmental- and social actions. 
 
 

3.3.1.1 Environmental Actions 

Salome et al. (2013) consider the environmental actions as a part of CSR. Other authors define 

the Corporate Environmental Responsibility (CER) concept, which implies that companies 

realize sustainable actions to minimize their impacts on the environment. Shastri and Banerjee 

(2010) state that Environmental Sustainability refers to the conservation of human 

surroundings, common and global ecosystems and resources without hampering the human 

development. Robinson (2004) quotes Francis and Younghusband (1990) who define 

sustainability within the fresh food industry, as “a philosophy based on human goals and on 

understanding the long-term impact of our activities on the environment and on other species.” 

(Francis and Younghusband, 1990, page 230). According to the authors, the goal of such an 

integrated, resource-saving and equitable system is to minimize the environmental damage 

while maintaining the level of productivity and the economic profitability. 

 

After a survey on 53 Japanese and British companies, Bansal and Roth (2000) pinpoint that 

companies revealed three reasons to conduct CER activities: competition, legitimation towards 

consumers and institutions and environmental responsibility as a moral and ethical duty. The 
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authors explain that companies have to act on three perspectives of actions, which are products, 

processes and internal policies. Hatanaka (2014) explains that the fresh food industry is facing 

environmental issues, such as high use of resources, water waste, pollution, soil depletion, 

greenhouse gases or biodiversity reduction.   

 

As an example of sustainable actions undertaken by a Swedish fresh food producer, 

Skånemejerier’s CSR report (2012) explains that the company managed to reduce its carbon 

dioxide emission by 68 % thanks to a change to hydro-electric power and the use of biogas. 

The company also changed its packagings to use a more sustainable material, and is constantly 

trying to reduce its energy consumption. 
 

Another example of environmentally responsible action is given by Hochedez (2009), who 

mentions examples of Short Food Supply Chains (SFSC) implementation in the region of 

Stockholm, in Sweden. The author explains that the Alternative Food Networks (AFN) 

appeared in the 1990’s following the food scandals and consumers’ new expectations about 

quality and safety. Those networks are characterized by a direct contact between producers and 

consumers, via food markets, cooperatives, e-commerce or home-delivery. The author studies 

how viable these projects of AFN are in Sweden, which is a country featured by natural 

drawbacks in terms of farming activity and highly competed by worldwide importations. The 

social viability of fresh food companies using SFSC can be assessed thanks to the new links 

between urban population and people living in the countryside. Further on, the food market 

fairs organized for instance by the association Bondens Egen enable the producers to transmit 

information and may conduct to a behavioural change. Besides, Renting et al. (2003) explain 

that the appearance of AFN is one key element of the emerging rural trends. Organic farming, 

quality production and direct selling are emerging patterns. When defining AFN, the authors 

consider three categories of SFSC with different degrees of proximity between consumers and 

producers: the face-to-face SC, the proximate SC and the extended SC. 
 

Certifications and labels 

Hatanaka (2014) pinpoints other tools available for fresh food producers to improve the 

sustainability of their activities and to reduce their environmental impacts, such as certifications 

and labels. Indeed, these tools appear as a framework for companies to structure their actions in 

order to commit into environmental and social actions, according to Gallastegui (2002). The 

author states that committing into certain actions enables the producers to avoid some risks and 

to reduce the negative impacts of their productive activities. The food globalization conducted 



  
 

 36 

to environmental drawbacks such as coastal degradations, a loss of biodiversity with the focus 

on high valued-added species, chemicals and pesticides over-used in the harnesses conducted to 

water pollution and are threatening the ecosystems. Therefore, companies found it interesting to 

adopt measures to reduce their footprint on the environment. Thrane et al. (2009) state that the 

Swedish label KRAV is the only one which takes the use of energy and chemicals all along the 

lifecycle of the products into account. According to the KRAV website (2015), this 

certification is acquired by companies when they meet different requirements such as using the 

soil and other parts of the ecosystem in a sustainable manner, respecting the biodiversity and 

the ecosystem as well as providing a safe work environment. Also, the additives should be 

minimized as much as possible and the animal welfare is always taken into account. In other 

terms, the final product and the raw materials have to remain environmentally friendly and 

processed in an ethical way all along the production chain, in order to provide consumers with 

healthy and qualitative products. Further, Hatanaka (2014) considers that the certification 

process, if positive to some extent, also conducts new challenges for fresh food producers. 

Industrialization and mass-consumption of certificates and labels could lead to a loss of 

meaning even if they participate in the enhancement of a sustainable environment and a social 

justice. 
 
Renting et al. (2003) claim that there are two potential definitions of quality certification, for 

which the consumers could agree to pay a premium price. The first quality definition refers to 

the geographic origin of the product or how artisanal is the production process. The second 

quality definition includes the ecological and natural characteristics of the products such as 

organic, healthy, chemicals and pesticides free. 
 

 

Recycling and avoiding waste  

Among the consumer expectations, a new one appeared in the 1990’s according to Mirabella et 

al. (2014). The authors explain that over-availability of food and food waste are now 

concerning the developed countries. Waste can appear all along the supply process, from the 

producers to the consumers. Such a phenomenon implies management issues, in terms of 

economy and environment, for fresh food producers. After studying different categories of food 

products (e.g. fruits, dairy products and meat), the authors come to different potential methods 

to avoid the waste, at the producers’ level. They encourage companies to commit into several 

actions such as reconversion of the products into cattle feed, bioactive compound, additives, 

antioxidants, medicinal substances such as proteins and enzymes. Beyond the product itself, 
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components taking part in the production process can be recycled, according to Sundin et al. 

(2012). Producers have to find ways to reduce their use of components in order to become more 

environmentally sustainable and more profitable. For instance, in the report Food-safe 

recycling process approved (2014), the authors mention the recycling process for food 

containers and the ability to make the containers free of chemicals (microbiological 

contaminations), which enables the stakeholders to reuse them for food transport, avoiding 

important waste. 
 

Green activities and transports 

Sowinski (2014) state that, in the developed countries, the modern production techniques used 

in the food industry are efficient to feed people but the current pace is destroying ecosystems 

and the biodiversity, meaning that fresh food producers have to lower their impact on the 

environment on the medium and long terms. A possible solution is greener and more 

sustainable logistics activities. The author explains that companies tend to firstly act on the 

transportation mode.  Grant et al. (2013) further explain that, in order to reduce emissions, 

companies not only have to change their freight mode for a more sustainable one, for instance 

the use biofuel, but also to  decrease the length of the flows, meaning a possible closer 

relocation. Considering the high variability of the fuel price, it is additionally interesting for 

companies to start relying on another energetic resource, such as bio-energies. It is especially 

true in the fresh food industry, where special modes of transport can be required such as 

refrigerated trucks, which consumes even more resources. 
 

Skjøndal Bar (2015) points out two main issues for the seafood processors which are the feed 

used during production and the means of transport to the other intermediaries. Indeed the fish 

processing equipment is important in order to deliver a qualitative outcome. The author 

explains that the equipment used on the Norwegian market for seafood are highly automated 

and inflexible, whatever the process is (e.g. sorting, gutting, pickling or freezing). The author 

highly advocates the investments for greener equipment, enabling companies to save resources. 

However, Sowinski (2014) explains that the implementation of sustainability has to be done 

step-by-step and companies should not only consider the transport aspect. The consideration of 

the environmental performance of the facilities and machineries in the production processes is 

also part of the transition of the companies towards sustainable activities and commitment for 

the environment. 
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Organic production 

In response to the highly intensive farming activities, the organic production started to grow at 

the end of the 20th century, according to Komorowska (2014). The author states that organic 

activities include the use of natural fertilizers, encourage the crop rotations and maintain the 

water and the soils clean but also respect the biodiversity of the ecosystem. Darnhofer et al. 

(2010) explain that in the EU, organic farming has been supported by policies since the early 

1990’s because this concept implied environmental protection, animal welfare and rural 

development. As the concept became broader, the authors consider that organic farming turned 

into an alternative to conventional agricultural activities and food chains. For instance, they 

remind the principles defined by the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movement 

(IFOAM) in order to inspire actions. Those four principles are based on health (of soil, plants, 

animals and people), ecology (activities based on natural ecological systems and cycles), 

fairness (building fair trade and equal opportunities) and care (the prudence and sustainable 

principle).  

 

Renewable energies 

Boyle (2004) advocates the use of renewable energy sources against the raising concerns about 

the over-use of fossil and nuclear resources. Different systems are presented such as solar 

thermal energy, bioenergy (from crops for instance), hydroelectricity or wind energy. The 

author finally expresses that companies face new difficulties by choosing between those 

systems, since they have to consider the price of the implementation of a renewable energy 

system with other economic considerations, even though financial incentives are given by the 

institutions and global policies are settled. Jensen and Govindan (2014) explain that bioenergy 

is a suitable energy option for the food industry given its biological nature. Indeed, bioenergy 

can be created from animal manure, human food waste or energy fields and forests. After 

studying a food-processing company in Denmark, the authors conclude that it is financially 

interesting to use bioenergy, both for cost-savings and additional profits. Besides, the authors 

support the idea to implement other renewable energy systems and suggest the positive 

perspective of such an implementation.  

 

3.3.1.2 Social Actions 

Zgheib (2015) defines the social dimension of CSR as companies’ responsibility towards its 

employees and the society. Kotler and Lee (2005) refer to Porter and Kramer (2002) who state 

that both economic and social goals have been considered as different and competing concepts. 
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However, Kotler and Lee (2005) disagree, considering that companies are working with, for 

and thanks to the society around them. The authors consider that taking social impacts into 

consideration is no longer only acceptable but expected from consumers. 
 

Traceability and transparency systems 

Bosona and Gebresenbet (2013) argue that traceability systems are possible answers to those 

social issues. By social issues, the authors mean improving the consumer confidence in safety 

and quality, healthiness, nutrients, and freshness for instance. The food traceability systems are 

described as the ability to trace and to track the flows of food products throughout the supply 

chain. This definition includes both logistics traceability (the physical movement) and 

qualitative traceability (quality and consumer safety). The authors explain that food traceability 

enables companies to reassure consumers, and leads to consumer satisfaction. Further, on an 

operational level, traceability can also lead to improvements in the food crises management and 

in the food supply chain management. For a successful implementation, fresh food producers 

have to make sure that all the stakeholders in their supply chain will adopt the same traceability 

measures. Indeed, if one intermediary in the supply chain does not apply the traceability 

principle, it is not possible to guarantee the safety and the quality of the product. Further in the 

implementation, companies can use technological devices such as bar code or shared database 

to simplify the process. Finally the fresh food producers have to take into account the 

employee's skills, motivation and awareness of this traceability requirement. Not only, it is 

necessary that the staff does not consider the traceability process as a negative concept, but they 

also need to understand it, for an effective use. 

 

Internal commitment and work environment 

Kotler and Lee (2005) state that companies have a direct interest in undertaking actions in order 

to enhance employee satisfaction and retention. Indeed, consumers require companies not only 

to take external actions, but also internal ones. Chen and Hung-Baesecke (2014) mention how 

internal CSR commitment evolves from corporate culture and values and how it can work as 

key drivers for the company. Rainey (2006) further explains how social commitment is a 

crucial part in companies’ sustainable development and how engaged responsibility also 

increase the moral of the employees. The author states that consumer requirements for social- 

and ethical responsibilities as well as food- risks and quality are increasing whereas McCluskey 

et al. (2009) explain that these consumer requirements have generated an awareness of how 

companies handle internal commitment such as well-being of employees and not participating 
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in child labour. Sen et al. (2006) mention how consumers can react in various ways regarding 

companies internal CSR, and not only by buying more or less products. Karatas-Özkan  et al. 

(2014) describe various types of internal CSR actions affecting the employees such as health 

and safety at work, education and training of the employees or open communication both up- 

and downstream. The authors further explain that the internal implementation of CSR actions 

enables companies to surpass what is legally expected in terms of Human Resources and 

stimulate the creation of a friendly and equal work environment.  

 

Charity 

Kotler and Lee (2005) mention that one part of CSR could be supporting social causes. Those 

initiatives can be realized by providing charities with funds or in-kind contributions for 

instance, and involve different stakeholders of the company. Mullerat and Brennan (2011) also 

refer to pro bono and to direct financial support and further explain that fundraising initiatives 

within a company can lead to more involved employees. An example of financial support is 

given by a press release from 2011 on the Swedish food producer Arla, which stated that in 

2010, the company gave approximately 300 000 SEK to help 40 different community projects 

such as hospices and schools in the United Kingdom (UK).  Du et al. (2010) claim that a study 

made in the USA in 2007 indicated that over 87 % of consumers were willing to buy from a 

specific brand or company if it is associated with a good cause, which signifies an increase with 

over 50 % from a 15 years range. The study also resulted in that 66 % of the participating 

consumers will completely boycott the company if it is related to negative causes such as 

underpayment, lack of product quality or not being committed into sustainable and social 

actions. The authors mention awareness, attributes, attitudes and trust as some main features of 

changes in consumer behaviour against companies if an internal responsibility is taken into 

consideration. 

 
Product quality and healthiness 

Lundström et al. (2014) describe that internal CSR actions lead to the development of socially 

responsible products. They further state that a growing number of consumers acknowledge the 

value of the CSR characteristics within a product and give the example of the company Ben 

and Jerry’s which differentiates its products by promoting its high quality and healthy 

ingredients. Additionally, Wolf et al. (2014) mention that health and quality are in the centre of 

the social perspective. The quality is ensured within companies via an increase of hygienic 

awareness as well as strict controls of procedures and company’s processes. The reasons that 
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motivate food companies to incorporate health and safety considerations in their production 

processes are explained by Visser et al. (2010). Indeed, they consider that not only are food 

quality and safety a key priority for the European institutions, but food companies also commit 

themselves into health and safety actions due to the media exposure and the possibility of 

scandals and their consequences on the companies’ reputation. It is further explained that the 

EU companies have increasingly embedded health and safety considerations in their CSR 

strategies and have started to commit themselves into voluntary initiatives such as self-

regulation efforts to prevent children obesity. May et al. (2007) point out that this focus on 

health and safety is especially true in the Nordic food industry, including Sweden considering 

that the prevailing concern for producers is to provide consumers with trust and assurance 

about their product. 

 

3.4 Literature review summary 

The Literature review chapter begins with a presentation of the possible methods to acquire 

consumer information. Several academic research explain different tools such as surveys and 

panel, as well as how this can be used for companies within the fresh food industry in order to 

bridge the gap and meet their consumer expectations. The second section deals with the 

characteristics of the fresh food industry, such as perishability, product safety- and quality and 

seasonal behaviour- and demand, which makes it a complex supply chain. A main part of this 

study is about CSR and in the Literature review, different areas within the environmental and 

social dimensions of this concept are described and put in relation with the fresh food industry. 

Further, we composed an operationalization model to provide the reader a clear overview of the 

main concepts that are being discussed throughout the study. This table also shows the 

connections between the concepts and our interview guide.  

 
3.4.1 Operationalization model 

The operationalization model presents and defines the most essential concepts of this study in 

order to grasp a comprehensive overview as well as a deeper and clearer understanding for the 

reader. The model also outlines the actions brought up by the Literature review. The last 

column of the model shows the relationship between the Literature review and the questions in 

the interview guide, which enabled us to cover as much information as possible. The last three 

concepts of the table below are part of the contextual background of this study. This is the 

reason why they are highlighted. The model can be found on the next page. 
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Figure 3.3: Operationalization Model, composed by the researchers 

 

Concept Definition Examples from the literature review Interview guide

Gathering information about consumers

Consumer behaviour and expectations are 
continuously evolving. Nowadays, they are 
concerned by global warming, pollution and 
moral behaviour. Czinkota and Ronkainen 
(2007)

Internet
Consumer panel and surveys
Interviews
Boycott
Financial indicators

How do You gather information about what Your consumers expect? 
How do You transform this information into actions?

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

A philosophy where companies are pushed 
to transform their organizational behaviour 
to concern more sustainable actions and 
not only profit-making (Coombs and 
Holloway, 2012)

Environmental commitment
Social commitment
Ethical commitment
Economic commitment

How important is CSR for your company?
To what degree would You say that X includes CSR in its activities? 
What kind of changes occurred when X implemented CSR? 
How do You think Your consumers perceive Your corporate image?
How do You think the demand for CSR within fresh food will look like in the future?
What kind of future actions do You hope that X will take? 
Do you think that the actions X take can be improved ? if yes, how ? 

Environmental Actions

Companies realize sustainable actions to 
minimize their impacts on the environment 
(Salome et al., 2013)

Reducing the length of supply chain
Certifications and labels
Recycling and reducing waste
Green activities and transport
Organic production
Renewable energies

What kind of CSR actions did X take in terms of environmental responsibility?
In terms of sustainable actions, what differentiate you from your competitors? Which environmental action 
undertaken by X influence consumers the most in your opinion? Why? 

Social Actions
Companies’ responsibility towards the 
society and its employees (Zgheib, 2015)

Traceability and transparency systems
Internal commitment and work 
environment
Charity
Product quality and healthiness

What kind of CSR actions did X take in terms of social responsibility?
In terms of social actions, what differentiate you from your competitors? 
How are Your employees involved in the CSR process (such as reducing waste at the workplace etc.)?
Which social action undertaken by X influence consumers the most in your opinion? Why?

Consumer Expectations gap

A gap occur when the consumer 
expectations are not satisfied while buying 
the product or service (Parasuraman et al. 
1985)

How do You communicate the CSR involvement to your consumers?
What motivated You to commit Yourself into sustainable and social actions?
To what extent did your commitment influence the relationship with end-consumers?

Fresh Food

Products that go under the concept of fresh 
food are for instance, dairy products, 
vegetables and fresh or processed meat and 
fish (Entrup, 2005)

Organic products
Local products and direct distribution
Pesticides and chemicals-free products
Perishable and fresh products

Consumers
Individuals who inherits the outcomes of 
somebody else’s work (Frattali, 1998)

New consumption behaviour
Access to information about products
Boycotts

What characteristic of Your product do consumers value the most?  
How important do You think CSR is for Your consumers?
Do You think that consumers are more sensitive to social or environmental actions?

Producers

A part of the supply chain who produce 
goods from raw material (Fredriksson and 
Liljestrand, 2015)

Acquiring information about consumer 
expectations
Taking into account those expectations in 
their activities
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4 Empirical Findings 
In this chapter, the collected empirical data from the selected Swedish fresh food producers are 
presented. The use of the headlines from the Literature review enables to precisely detail how each 
company gathers data and commits itself into social- and environmental actions. Our primary data 
are here reported, however we completed the information thanks to data from the companies’ 
websites, CSR reports and articles. 
 

4.1 Kalmar Öland Trädgårdsprodukter (KOTP) 

Created in 1959, Kalmar Öland Trädgårdsprodukter (KOTP) is a cooperative with 174 

producers from Öland and the close countryside. To be a part of KOTP, the producers who are 

engaged must only sell their harvest to KOTP. Once the producers deliver the vegetables such 

as beans and onions, the cooperative has the responsibility to process the products, for instance 

to dry or to sort. Thomas Isaksson is the current CEO of the organization, and will be further on 

referred as Isaksson. The interview with the CEO was held on April, 29th 2015.  

 

  
Figure 4.1: KOTP’s logo (2015) 

 
4.1.1 KOTP’s methods to acquire consumer information 

How does KOTP acquire information about consumer expectations? 

Isaksson explains that the cooperative has an indirect relationship with its consumers, since the 

products are sold through retailers, and therefore KOTP only have access to consumers’ 

information thanks to them. The retailers provide KOTP with missions to meet the 

requirements, according to what they discovered about the consumer expectations. The CEO 

also states that some ideas and initiatives coming from KOTP members are sometimes 

suggested to its direct consumers (wholesalers, restaurants and retailers). Isaksson means that 

this anticipation about consumer expectations demonstrates that the board at KOTP, which is 
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composed of 8 members, is able to be aware of the consumption trends, for instance thanks to 

direct suggestions from producers.  

 

From the acquired information about their consumers, the CEO of KOTP is aware that the 

quality of the products matters for the consumers but he states that price is the prevailing 

criterion while purchasing in general. Therefore, the optimum balance between price and 

quality is the ratio which enables companies to remain competitive on the market today. 

Further, the CEO mentions one of KOTP’s competitive advantages, which is that all the 

products are locally grown at Öland. All these elements; price, origin and certified products are 

communicated through KOTP website (2015) to the customers.  
 
4.1.2 Environmental and social actions within KOTP 

Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept does KOTP take and why? 

Isaksson mentions various actions, such as certifications from the organization SMAK. For 

instance, the KRAV label was attributed to some producers of the cooperative over 6 years ago, 

implying that some of the 174 producers have to meet requirements such as a focus on good 

health and social responsibility in order to sell their organic products at KOTP. According to 

the CEO, getting the KRAV label did not conducted any increase on the profitability, but was 

implemented to satisfy both retailers and consumers. Additionally, he explains that consumers 

have high requirements in this industry, and that the implementation of new processes has led 

the company to do internal audits. Further, an agent of the certification body is visiting both 

KOTP and each producer once a year to ensure that the requirements are met by all the 

stakeholders.  

 

4.1.2.1 Environmental Actions 
 
Certifications and labels 

As previously mentioned, for every type of vegetables, KOTP is able to offer KRAV-certified 

products. The certification organization makes sure that the producers committed into this 

process at KOTP are still meeting the requirement every year, meaning that KOTP has to 

secure the quality of its backward production chain. The CEO explains that being involved in 

certification processes influenced the cooperative to edit a formal document defining their 

procedures related to their environmental and social responsibilities.  
 

Recycling 
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The CEO states that, at the staff level within KOTP, recycling became a habit by the means of 

recycling spots settled in the workplace. However, Isaksson explains that the employees are not 

forced to use less papers, for instance when printing. The CEO explains that the employees’ 

focus relies more on major issues such as energy savings. The goal of the company is to raise 

the employees’ awareness about global and sustainable principles. 

 
Organic production 

Since some producers of the cooperative are KRAV-certified, this indicates that their 

production is organic.  

 

Energy Savings 

Isaksson explains that the cooperative tries to realize energy savings in the daily activities. He 

gives the examples of the lights, since only LED is used within the company, where the main 

reason is to cut costs, but also to save energy use.  

 

Local Production 

According to the CEO and KOTP website (2015), all the products are cultivated and processed 

at Öland and its surroundings. The degree of locality is the activity at KOTP is one main 

advantage of the cooperative, and a prerequisite to limit the environmental impact of the human 

food consumption. 
 

4.1.2.2 Social Actions 
 
Work environment 

In terms of social responsibility, the CEO of KOTP mentions the human capital in the 

cooperative and explains that employees and producers (members) are considered as the main 

resource. He mentions the importance of meeting the members’ requirements even before the 

consumers. He explains that, in opposition with workers from temporary work agencies or 

without Swedish citizenship, their employees earn a proper salary and have other benefits. 

Also, KOTP works with collective agreement, which is, according to Isaksson, what 

differentiate them from their competitors. He believes that many companies within the food 

industry are hiring external employees without taking collective agreements into account. The 

CEO explains that, considering the degree of employee’s protection it represents, this accounts 

for how socially responsible KOTP is, compared to other companies within the same field. 
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Product quality and healthiness 

KOTP website (2015) provides its consumers with recipes, pieces of advice but also the 

nutritive advantages of the various vegetables. The CEO also reminds the link between the 

locality of the production and the quality of the product.  
 

4.1.3 Further development for actions within KOTP 

How should KOTP further develop and extend its environmental and social actions? 

The CEO first expresses the need to oblige other farmers and cooperatives to settle collective 

agreements, perhaps thanks to regulations by the Swedish state, in order to protect the human 

capital and to improve the work environment. On the medium- and long terms, Isaksson states 

that the cooperative will go further in terms of environmental actions, but no specific plans 

have been made yet. Isaksson reminds that the cooperative is supported by the EU, which 

provides farmers with grants when they realize at least 10 % of environmental efforts. He adds 

that this is an incentive for them to keep on developing their environmentally friendly actions. 

Therefore, this objective is kept in mind by every employee in the company, since the 

cooperative cannot afford to suffer losses in terms of profitability. 

 
 
4.2 Atria Scandinavia 
Atria Scandinavia is Atria PLC’s Swedish and Danish areas of business. Atria Scandinavia 

produces and sells meat and delicatessen products, as well as meal solutions. The company also 

owns other brands, such as Lithells, Arboga, Lönneberga and Pastejköket. In this study, we 

only take into consideration the Swedish activity and organization of Atria Scandinavia. The 

interview was held with Carsten Jörgensen, current quality and environmental manager at Atria 

Scandinavia on April 30th, 2015 and he will be further referred as Jörgensen.   

Figure 4.2: Atria Scandinavia’s logo (2015) 

 
4.2.1 Atria Scandinavia’s methods to acquire consumer information 

How does Atria Scandinavia acquire information about consumer expectations? 

Jörgensen, quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia claims the importance of 

satisfying consumer requirements. Therefore, before launching or marketing any new products 
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on the market, Atria Scandinavia is conducting market research to understand the needs and 

interests of the consumers. Further, Atria Scandinavia constantly maps its consumer behaviour 

through different channels such as surveys, to later analyse and see how the company can 

improve and further develop its products. Jörgensen explains that the focus of the surveys is 

always the interest of consumers, and one recurrent question is to ask consumers to rank the 

product properties they find the most important. The quality and environmental manager gives 

an example of an unexpected outcome of the latest survey which indicated that consumers were 

sensible to the amount of salt and additives in the products, which Atria Scandinavia was not 

aware of and took into consideration in its further production and product development.  
 
4.2.2 Environmental and social actions within Atria Scandinavia 

Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept does Atria Scandinavia take 

and why? 

According to Jörgensen, consumers assume that all companies are nowadays taking 

environmental actions and are therefore more sensitive to social actions. He also explains that 

CSR actions in the company are decided and realized by the mother company (Atria PLC) for 

all the different subsidiaries. However, Jörgensen, the quality and environmental manager 

states that in 2012, the Swedish part of Atria Scandinavia started to be independent in terms of 

CSR, meaning that the Swedish subsidiary still has to follow the lead and to report to Atria 

PLC, but it is allowed to have its own CSR work. Ever since this was done, the company was 

able to take actions that resulted in better quality of both products and suppliers as well as a 

clearer and embraced knowledge among the employees. 

 

4.2.2.1 Environmental Actions 

The quality and environmental manager explains that the company has a strong environmental 

responsibility, which increased when it got its CSR independence in 2012. He describes the 

goals of the company as long termed and that each Swedish plant also has its own sub-goals 

and focus. 

 

Certifications and labels 

The environmental process is taken step-by-step and, according to Jörgensen, one plant located 

in Sweden is certified with the label ISO 14001 (the description of ISO 14001 can be found in 

the literature review). The CSR report (2014) further mentions two labels, which are the 

Scandinavian SärNär label, specialized in diet products, for instance lactose- and gluten free 

products, and Nyckelhålet, which identifies products with less sugar, salt and fat. 
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Reducing waste and energy consumption 

The quality and environmental manager describes food waste reduction as the main focus of 

Atria Scandinavia. In addition, the Swedish plants are trying to be more environmentally 

friendly, step-by-step, in order to meet the consumer requirements and also to stay competitive 

on the market. The interviewee gives examples of actions such as the use of LED lamps. The 

CSR report (2014) further describes other actions to reduce waste, water- and energy 

consumption taken by Atria Scandinavia, such as reusing of components, and the prevention of 

waste during the entire product life cycle thanks to the choice of packaging for instance. 

Regarding the reduction of water consumption, the CSR report (2014) explains that guidelines 

are given to employees, some process-specific measures are taken, and waste-water treatment 

were implemented. However, Jörgensen mentions a difficulty, specific to the fresh food 

industry, which is the temperature in the facilities. Indeed, products need to stay as fresh as 

possible all year long, while the offices have to be warm in winter. The quality and 

environmental manager describes this as tough, but on another hand, the CSR report (2014) 

mentions that the heat and steam systems are alimented by natural gas and renewable fuel. 

 

4.2.2.2 Social Actions 

 
Work environment 

According to Jörgensen, it is crucial for Atria Scandinavia to involve its employees in the CSR 

processes, which has been done through education about recycling for instance. The CSR 

report (2014) further highlights the importance of a good work environment within Atria 

Scandinavia, since surveys about employees’ satisfaction are recurrent. The report also 

mentions training and education, as well as rehabilitation counsellors to extend the employees’ 

careers as important factors.  

 

Charity 

Another social action specified by Jörgensen is the economic support Atria Scandinavia gives 

to Barnens Rätt i Samhället (BRIS), which is a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) for the 

children’s rights in the community. 
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Product quality and healthiness 

The quality and environmental manager describes health as one of the most important social 

concern for Atria Scandinavia. The majority of the factories in Sweden are certified with FSSC 

22000, which ensures the control and minimization of food safety hazards. He also mentions a 

nutrition policy, further described in the CSR report (2014) including a lower quantity of 

additive per products as well as the development of low sodium items. The report also specifies 

that Atria Scandinavia wants to raise the nutrition and health awareness of children, by 

providing an online game and food-quiz. In terms of quality, Jörgensen is aware that issues 

may occur from the suppliers. Therefore, Atria Scandinavia ensures the quality of its products 

thanks to close relationship with its suppliers and agreement controls, which was embraced 

after taking its own CSR actions. He further explains that since the implementation of the CSR 

strategy at the country level, the company is looking backwards in the supply chain to control 

its suppliers through audits, in order to verify the quality of materials.  

 

Care of animals 

According to the quality and environmental manager, the care of animals before slaughter 

generally influences retailers and country councils such as schools and hospitals more than 

consumers since they have specific requirements that Atria Scandinavia has to comply. The 

CSR report (2014) details how Atria Scandinavia deals with animals, for example thanks to the 

management of infectious animal diseases, and an important concern of the animals’ welfare 

(no overmedication or unnecessary pain). Atria Scandinavia website (2015) further outlines that 

when a contract is conducted, the producers need to agree on and follow the specific rules Atria 

Scandinavia has, regarding the animals’ well-being.   
 

 

4.2.3 Further development for actions within Atria Scandinavia  

How should Atria Scandinavia further develop and extend its environmental and social 

actions? 

Jörgensen acknowledges the increasing consumer requirements in terms of CSR. However, he 

believes that the use of internal resources for answering these requirements is one of the 

concerns. Before going further, Jörgensen believes that the company has to evaluate its 

resources, and the required amount of time. Still, he mentions some actions that could be 

further developed by Atria Scandinavia. First, he explains that, even if every plant is working 

with recycling, the full potential has not been reached internally in Atria Scandinavia offices, 

which is why a trainee will work specifically on this aspect. Second, it was suggested that the 
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collaboration and support to BRIS will continue. Finally, as quality and environmental 

manager, Jörgensen explains, there is always room for improvement on the seven elements 

Atria Scandinavia is currently working on, which are product safety and healthiness, 

employees, equality, environment, animal safety and care, economy and communication. To 

illustrate it, Jörgensen states that Atria Scandinavia is working with a transparent 

communication, which is also why it was of interest to participate in this study.  

 
4.3 Arla Foods 

Created in 2000, Arla is a cooperative formed by the merger of smaller ones and is now owned 

by 12 500 European dairy farmers. Not only is Arla the largest producer of dairy products in 

Scandinavia, but the company is also present in the UK, Belgium, Luxembourg and the 

Netherlands. In this study, we only take into considerations the Swedish stakeholders of Arla. 

Kjell Lundén Pettersson is currently CSR senior manager at Arla Sweden, and will be further 

referred as Lundén Pettersson. The interview was held on May 7th, 2015. 

 

 
Figure 4.3: Arla Foods’ logo (2015) 

 
4.3.1 Arla’s methods to acquire consumer information 

How does Arla acquire information about consumer expectations? 

The CSR senior manager explains that Arla does consumer surveys, both national and regional, 

composed by external agencies. The surveys are primarily conducted in Sweden, Denmark, 

UK, Finland and Germany. Once the answers from the surveys are gathered, the information is 

further divided into the different business areas, for instance product innovation. Lundén 

Pettersson further states that this information is highly valuable for the company, especially for 

business planning- and processes, as well as for communication planning and marketing. Arla 

also uses focus groups to study specific areas more deeply. To transform the information into 

actions, inputs are done to each business unit in each market, for instance one for Sweden and 

one for Denmark. After this, each business unit considers what could be done in order to meet 

the consumer requirements. 
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Product quality and food inspiration are always highly ranked within the surveys according to 

Lundén Pettersson. Corporate responsibility has also been important for several years, 

especially for Sweden and Germany, but has also recently come to increase for the consumers 

in Denmark. 

 
4.3.2 Environmental and social actions within Arla 

Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept does Arla take and why? 

Within the food industry, it is highly essential to take CSR actions in order to stay competitive 

according to the CSR senior manager. As a producer, it is crucial to have these questions in 

focus in order to survive in the competitive environment. Further, he explains that Arla has 

always been working with these questions, but labelled it CSR by putting all the actions “in one 

package” in 2004. 

 
4.3.2.1 Environmental Actions 
 
Water- and food consumption reduction 

Accordingly to the reduction of CO2 emissions, Arla also has a goal to use 50 % of renewable 

energies by 2020 as well as to decrease water consumption. Lundén Pettersson also claims that 

their products should not contain more food than the consumer needs. This action is taken in 

order for the consumers not to waste food that is left in the package. Therefore, Arla works 

with supporting consumers to use leftovers or the whole content in the package by creating 

recipes. 

 

Recycling 

All of the packaging within Arla must be recyclable, and the company works a lot with 

efficiency within this area according to Lundén Pettersson. The CSR report (2014) states that 

one of the actions is to use renewable plastic instead of fossil plastic for the caps of milk 

packages, in Sweden. It is also reported that Sweden is ahead in terms of recycling 

commitment, compared to other business units. 

 

Reduction of CO2 emission 

The CSR senior manager states that Arla is currently working with a commitment to reduce the 

CO2 emissions until 2020. It is explained as a rather difficult task, but Arla is trying to calculate 

all emissions, such as electricity, oil and gas. The interviewee specifies that Arla is on the good 

path to achieve its 2020 objective in terms of CO2 emissions.  However, there is a strong 
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connection with the corporate budget and therefore, it is important to set the strategy on what 

kind of investment the company should focus on.  

 

Organic production 

The CSR senior manager explains that one key driver on the Swedish market seven to ten years 

ago was the organic products, and they are still essential. It is vital to constantly communicate 

to the consumers what the company is doing in terms of products, and what kind of 

responsibilities the company has and what actions it takes. 
 
4.3.2.2 Social Actions 
 
Work Environment 

It is important for Arla to have an awareness and responsibility towards their colleagues. 

Lundén Pettersson explains that the company focuses mainly on training and education. He 

further explains that it is difficult to commit every employee within the company and therefore, 

it is also important to spread the message from top-management and to make sure that there are 

good examples to follow in each business unit. For the employees to feel involved, the 

communication works downstream, to specific teams. Those teams think together about what 

possible actions can be realized in their business area. However, as Lundén Pettersson 

expresses, some employees feel more involved than others. Arla’s CSR report (2014) describes 

how the company was committed into the initiative Global Compact about seven years ago. 

The initiative encloses that the company should follow ethical working principles towards its 

employees and stakeholders.  

 

According to the CSR senior manager, Arla’s concern for its employees differentiates the 

company from its competitors. As mentioned before, employees are trained and educated but 

also, when an Arla’s plant is closing, the employees are relocated, meaning that they are being 

offered, if possible, another position in another plant. If the employee refuses that position, or 

none is available, Arla offers them training, either for another job position, for opening their 

own business or for finding a new job. This process has helped 80 to 95 % of closing plants´ 

employees to either work in other subsidiaries or to find another job. 

 

Besides, Arla settled a transparent policy to take decisions. Each member of the cooperative has 

one vote and can take part in the democratic and representative system of the cooperative, as 

mentioned on Arla website (2015). 
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Charity 

As Lundén Petersson explains, healthiness is an important element for Arla. Because of this, 

the company works with sponsoring for several events in Sweden. According to Arla website 

(2015), Sweden’s largest ski race Vasaloppet is one of the different events that Arla supports, 

where the company, among other activities, provides the participants with milk - “the sports 

drink of the nature”. The sponsoring is described on the website as a win-win situation since 

Arla also is able to market itself. Other sponsorship that Arla has is the Swedish competition 

called The chef of the year, where the company has been involved since the beginning. This 

involvement has led to enhanced relationships with several elite chefs in Sweden, which is 

something Arla is proud of. 

 

Product quality and healthiness 

“You cannot be a producer without having [food quality] in focus, otherwise you would have 

been out of business a long time ago.” 

 

(Kjell Lundén Pettersson, CSR Senior manager at Arla, May 7th, 2015) 
 

The CSR senior manager advocates that the product quality is a prevailing concern at Arla, 

Currently, the company has a program called Arla Gården which is a quality program applied 

to the farmers that are collaborating with Arla. The CSR senior manager explains how the 

farmers must meet some requirements in order for Arla to collect the milk from its farms. One 

of these requirements is for instance animal safety. Further on, the CSR report (2014) mentions 

that Arla Gården has recently required all the owner countries to adapt to this program, which 

is described as tough but necessary in order to contribute to a higher product quality.  

 

Media 

”Arla’s consumer reputation increased when CSR was implemented within the company” 

 

(Kjell Lundén Pettersson, Corporate Social Responsibility Manager at Arla, May 7th, 2015) 

 

The CRS senior manager states that social actions are harder to handle than environmental 

ones, since they are more unpredictable and they are more conveyed in the media. The latter is 

described as an important factor, since consumers are sensitive to what is being spread and 
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unfortunately it is the negative information that gets most of the attention. Arla is constantly 

working on its reputation and is ranked among the top ten out of 100 companies with the best 

reputation worldwide. This has been an increase from when Arla started to work with corporate 

responsibility in 2005 according to Lundén Pettersson. He further explains an incident which 

affected Arla’s reputation where some suppliers far behind in the supply chain treated their 

employees in a bad way. It is possible to audit the quality of the suppliers and supplier’s 

supplier, but it is difficult to keep track of every part of the supply chain. Social issues within 

the media are harder to handle compared to environmental issues according to the CSR senior 

manager.  

 

4.3.3 Further development for actions within Arla 

How should Arla further develop and extend its environmental and social actions? 

Lundén Pettersson states that Arla can always improve everything, and even though the 

company has a thorough work with human rights, this is something the CSR senior manager 

mentions can be enhanced. For instance, they are striving towards having a good mix of 

cultures within the company. Then, it is also important to print internal material in English and 

not only in the native language. Another point is the way Arla works with its own culture when 

entering new markets and takes its responsibility as a company to for instance refuse 

corruption, to show the importance of values. 

 
 

4.4 Borgens Konserver 

Created in 1941, Borgens Konserver is a family business with 8 employees, located at Öland. 

They process mushrooms, which are then transformed into cans and soups. The raw ingredients 

are both produced in Sweden or imported. Our interviewee is Anders Gunnarsson, co-owner 

and manager of the company for 16 years. The interview occurred on May 7th, 2015. In the 

following text, he will be further referred as Gunnarsson. Accordingly to the size of the 

company, the CSR commitment exists but the internal processes and communication about it 

are still at an early stage. 
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Figure 4.4: Borgens’ logo (2015) 

 
4.4.1 Borgens’ methods to acquire consumer information 

How does Borgens acquire information about consumer expectations? 

On one hand, the co-owner of the company considers that the company does not gather 

information about its consumers and neither do the retailers for Borgens. The only information 

received by Borgens from its retailers is per email when its products remain unsold. 

Gunnarsson explains that, when it happens, either the products are delivered to caterers, sent 

back to the company or, in case of small amount, the products stay in the retailers’ shelves. On 

another hand, he states that the company used to produce fish, meat, vegetables and fruits but 

these activities ended because Borgens had no special skills and expertise for these products 

and the company became aware that the consumers are more likely to consume food products 

from companies which are experts in their own field. 
 

The co-owner expresses his hope that the consumers care about the quality of Borgens’ 

products. He also states that consumers from Öland value the company’s proximity. Indeed, 

most of the companies that handle preserved products are located outside Sweden. In terms of 

consumer requirement, the manager expresses his hesitations about how consumers are 

sensitive to social and environmental actions. 

 

4.4.2 Environmental and social actions within Borgens 

Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept does Borgens take and why? 

The co-owner states that the environmental and social responsibilities of Borgens have always 

been questioned when making decisions, as long as he can remember. He outlines that these 

considerations came together with cost reductions and profitability issues. Without naming 

their actions “CSR”, the manager explains that it comes from a natural behaviour. Borgens’ 

employees are aware of the environmental responsibility, and the subject is usually brought up 

on their meeting that takes place every two weeks. Further, the manager is aware that the 

company does not communicate enough to its consumers about its responsible and 

environmentally friendly actions. He explains that he considers social and environmental 
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actions as trendy and some companies might take advantage from it, communicating on 

principles and initiatives never done. His concern is that if the company communicates about it, 

the consumers might think that they are communicating about actions they are not taking. 

 

4.4.2.1 Environmental Actions 
 
Recycling 

The co-owner of Borgens claims that the company has recycling stations in the factory. He also 

points out that the cans are recyclable. However, the co-owner specifies that it is the 

consumers’ responsibility to bring those cans to a recycle point. 

 

Water consumption reduction 

According to Gunnarsson, the first action undertaken by the company is reducing the water 

consumption when processing the mushrooms. During the production process, the mushrooms 

and the cans treatments require cold water to “salt-off” the mushrooms and to sterilize the cans. 

Considering that the water is heated during the process, it is not required to have a 100 % clean 

cold water, which is why this cold water is reused every time. Further, Gunnarsson explains 

that, for both economical- and environmental reasons, a new machine using one tenth of the 

previously needed energy was bought, enabling the company to make its water- and energy 

consumptions drop. 
 

Using local resources 

Gunnarsson also pinpoints that the steam supplier with which Borgens works is really close 

from the plant. He explains that one of the advantages is the fact that, without controlling this 

supplier, the company is aware of its processes and techniques. For instance, the steam supplier 

is using bio-fuel and wood-chips. 
 

Retailer requirements 

As Gunnarsson explains, retailers settle mandatory requirements that Borgens has to apply. He 

further describes these conditions as moral behaviours that seem natural for Borgens, but that 

might not be for other companies, such as not using child labour. 

 

4.4.2.2 Social Actions 
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Work environment 

Borgens is composed of 8 employees and the co-owner explains that those 8 individuals are 

taking part and giving their suggestions during the meetings hold every two weeks. He also 

explains that the size of the company enables the employees to have close relationships with 

each other. 

 

Charity 

The co-owner at Borgens states that the company is involved in the local community. For 

instance, the company supports about 10 local organizations involved in arts and sports for 

instance, by the means of sponsoring and lotteries. 

 

4.4.3 Further development for actions within Borgens 

How should Borgens further develop and extend its environmental and social actions? 

The co-owner believes that the CSR concept will spread in the next years. Therefore the 

manager states that the company is trying to be certified for organic production again. He 

hesitates between different environment labels such as KRAV or the EU Organic labels. In the 

past, Borgens was certified by KRAV, thanks to its certified producer. Because of this, the 

company was the only one to have KRAV certificate on champinjons in cans in Sweden. When 

this producer went bankrupt, Borgens lost the certification as well.   

 
4.5 Tåkerngrönt 

The family business Tåkerngrönt started in 1990 focusing on poultry activities and extended 

itself in 1996 with vegetable harvesting. After studying the competitive market and asking to 

wholesalers and retailers, Göran Ektander, the co-owner and manager of the plant, decided at 

this period to focus on organic production within greenhouses. Since the end of the 1990’s, the 

farm takes advantage of a stable situation and every year wins efficiency and skills in terms of 

culture and market. The co-owner and our interviewee, Göran Ektander will be further referred 

as Ektander, the interview was conducted on May 11th, 2015.  
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Figure 4.5: Tåkerngrönt’s logo (2015) 

 
4.5.1 Tåkerngrönt’s methods to acquire consumer information 

How does Tåkerngrönt acquire information about consumer expectations? 

The co-owner explains that the family business exists since 1990 and many market studies have 

been realized when they decided in 1996 to start organic production of vegetables in 

greenhouses. Those studies aimed at knowing if the products could finally be sold to the 

consumers, if they could be interested in this type of vegetables. Since this time (before the 

vegetables production started), Ektander expresses that the contact with consumers is done 

through emails or phones for questions from consumers and also through direct meetings 

during the food markets and displays. Moreover, the manager points out that the creation of a 

Facebook page for the farm enabled the creation of a new interface for the family business to 

answer the consumers’ questions directly.  

 
4.5.2 Environmental and social actions within Tåkerngrönt 

Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept does Tåkerngrönt take and 

why? 

Tåkerngrönt is the first big greenhouse in Sweden and Europe that has only organic resources 

and activities. For instance, the heating is green and also the electricity. Since the beginning of 

this family business, CSR concept and expectations were taken into consideration. Ektander 

considers that environmental actions are the most important ones for the consumers and can 

influence the purchasing act. The co-owner states the quality, the origin and the 

environmentally friendliness of the products are the three main criteria for consumers who 

intend to buy organic products. He focuses on those consumers since he is aware that organic 

products are more expensive than the other ones. According to Tåkerngrönt website (2015), the 

main reason why the company wanted to be completely organic was since the family identified 

it as a gap within Swedish retailers. However, Ektander explains that the requirements for 

organic products (cucumbers in this case) were not as high as they are today.  

 



  
 

 59 

4.5.2.1 Environmental Actions 
 
Certifications and labels 

Tåkerngrönt website (2015) states that the family business had been KRAV certified since 

1999. Every year, the right to keep the label KRAV is verified by the certification organization. 

 

Green heating 

The heating system in the greenhouse respects the environment, since the resource used is 

straw, coming from the neighbouring farms. The raw material is collected by employees at 

Tåkerngrönt, as explained on Tåkerngrönt website (2015). The co-owner considers that his 

farm is different from his competitors since most of them are located in Holland, Spain and 

other European countries.  

 

Organic production and environmentally friendly processes 

Additionally to the fact that the whole production is organic, the co-owner pinpoints that all the 

production processes are environmentally friendly. For instance, all along the production chain, 

no oil is used (except biofuel), including when the products are sent to the retailers. Moreover, 

the fertilizers used by the company are green resources since the manure comes from the 

neighbouring farms. The fact that this activity is 100 % organic, without any additives 

influences the consumers the most, according to Ektander. 

 

4.5.2.2 Social Actions 
 

Work Environment 

The co-owner explains that they are currently building a new house for the seasonal and 

international workers, and he claims that the better they are and they feel, the better for the 

company. He explains that it is important for him to offer them a good living situation. The 

seasonal workers have computers that they can use for their education. He gives the example of 

six students coming from Ukraine to work for two seasons at Tåkerngrönt. 

 
Accordingly to the respect of rules and laws protecting the workers in Sweden, Ektander also 

mentions some social actions undertaken by Tåkerngrönt. The family business is working with 

collective agreements, which accounts for a protection for the staff. These agreements have 

been created step-by-step and can still be improved, gradually.  
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Charity 

Additionally, Ektander explains that Tåkerngrönt is member of the PLAN organization and 

they also financially support the Red Cross. These organizations are aid organizations which 

promote and protect children’s rights. 

 

Product quality and healthiness 

Since Tåkerngrönt is producing only organic products, consumers can rely on the healthiness of 

the vegetables. Indeed, these products are chemicals and additives-free.  

 

4.5.3 Further development for actions within Tåkerngrönt 

How should Tåkerngrönt further develop and extend its environmental and social actions? 

The co-owner considers that the Facebook page for Tåkerngrönt enables the company to 

communicate better about its activities, including operational work but also extra actions such 

as environmentally friendly and social ones. Since consumers are more and more aware of CSR 

and the information can be accessed easily, it is important for companies to handle these new 

technologies to communicate, if they are committed for the environment and the society. The 

co-owner explains that Scandinavian companies involved in CSR actions can easily extend 

their current operations, for instance by using the environmentally friendly heating. 

 

Ektander pinpoints that the family business has been thinking about implementing Lean 

management since all the environmental and social actions can be improved. Indeed, they try to 

enhance every process. In order to reach this goal, meetings are hold every Monday to make 

everything better and more efficient. The co-owner explains that ideas coming from the staff 

are always welcome and he encourages the workers to contribute in every way, as much as 

possible. Moreover, Ektander sees that workers appreciate to be included in the business. On 

the consumer side, Ektander states the expectations are already really high in Sweden but they 

will evaluate this way at the worldwide level.  

 
4.6 Company X 

To respect the choice of being anonymous in this study, our last interviewee will be referred as 

the quality and environmental manager of Company X. The company is one of the largest 

Swedish fresh food producers within poultry production, where quality is highly valued.  The 

interview was held on the 15th of May, 2015. 
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4.6.1 Company X’s methods to acquire consumer information 

How does Company X acquire information about consumer expectations? 

Quality and environmental manager at Company X means that there is an external company 

who does market research through surveys to gather information about the consumer 

expectations. In the next step, this information is transmitted to an IT program enabling the 

company to make statistics to analyse what the consumers require the most from the products. 

Furthermore, the quality and environmental manager explains that the company is provided 

with a lot of consumer information through social media such as Facebook and Instagram, 

where several consumers tend to ask questions regarding the products. 
 

From the gathered information, the quality and environmental manager states that Company X 

sees that there are differences from what the consumers say they want and what they really 

want. With this, the quality and environmental manager means that price is always essential in 

the purchasing process, however quality and the origin of the products are also important 

elements where Company X has an advantage since their products are 100 % Swedish. 

Moreover, the company tries to be as responsive to the consumer values as possible. The 

interviewee brings up an example about additives in the products and adds that these will be 

reduced or removed if it is a consumer requirement.  

 

4.6.2 Environmental and social actions within Company X 

Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept does Company X take and 

why? 

Company X is environmentally- and quality certified, which means that it works with these 

actions on a regular basis in order to meet consumer requirements as well as be profitable. The 

quality and environmental manager explains that the company works with the actions that are 

most essential for the company and therefore puts a more direct focus on them. Further, this 

also provides the company with increased profits and therefore is highly important. The 

requirements are however higher from industrial kitchens rather than from consumers, since 

these organizations usually have requirements that the company must follow in order for them 

to collaborate with each other. The manager also claims that these requirements are 

progressively getting higher and they need to be answered each time procurement is made.  

 

4.6.2.1 Environmental Actions 
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Certifications and labels 

Company X is environmentally and quality certified, which means that the company is 

regularly working with these questions in order to reach the standards. The products are also 

certified with a label that indicates that the products are 100 % Swedish. As for every fresh 

meat and fisheries producer, Company X also uses HACCP principles in the production system 

in order to avoid risks and to enhance the product quality. According to Company X website 

(2015), ISO 14001 is also a quality certification that the company has when choice of suppliers, 

packaging material and production techniques are made. 
 

Reduction of waste and water consumption 

Company X is constantly working with methods to reduce food waste and water consumption. 

One action that the company is taking concerning this area is that they are trying to reduce the 

food that gets on the floor since it is not further usable. The manager also claims that the 

company is trying to transport its waste to a local area in order not to release unnecessary 

emission on the roads. 
 

Energy Savings 

According to the website of Company X, the majority of the breeders use sustainable 

electricity, renewable energy and LED lights. The quality and environmental manager also 

claims that the poultry products provide a more sustainable society than other meat products 

from other kind of animals. 
 

Policies 

Company X follows environmental and quality policies, according to the quality and 

environmental manager. These policies are something that the company constantly works with 

and some of the goals are already reached, but it works with processes in order to always 

improve these. The manager further on explains that the company does not call it specifically 

CSR policy but they are for certain working with these questions and might be a future strategy 

for the company to take, since it is clearer for the consumers what kind of policies the company 

takes.  

 
4.6.2.2 Social Actions 
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Work environment 

Company X has one responsible person within the organization who works with internal 

questions on a daily basis. The manager further tells that this person is constantly measuring 

and weighing the waste within the company in order to be provided with statistical outcomes to 

see whether the company increase or decrease concerning these questions. There are also 

certain rules that the company has set up with the stakeholders. The company works a lot with 

internal communication through a company magazine, signboards and through the website 

where for instance the information from the responsible person for these questions is brought 

up.  

 

Product quality and healthiness 

The quality and environmental manager mentions the importance of product quality. For 

instance, on Company X website (2015), information about each product is available. This 

enables the consumers to be provided with facts about how to cook the products to their best 

potential. Since the poultry industry requires high sensitivity, the company presents information 

such as how important it is to wash all instruments used to prepare the product with, but also 

the temperature to cook it. 

 

Care of animals 

The quality and environmental manager states that the care of animals is one important factor 

to meet the consumer requirements. According to Company X website (2015), consumers who 

buy products from Company X are assured that the animals are bred in a sustainable way and 

they have had a good life before slaughter. The breeders also have certain requirements that 

have to be met and the quality of these is regularly verified. Our interviewee claims that their 

consumers highly value that the products are bred, slaughtered and refined in Sweden. 

 

4.6.3 Further development for actions within Company X 

How should Company X further develop and extend its environmental and social actions? 

The environmental and quality manager states that the demand for environmental and social 

questions will increase in the future and especially from the consumers’ point of view since the 

requirements from for instance restaurants are already at a high level. The interviewee further 

explains how the fresh food industry has been threatened by fraud, so the quality check will 

also increase. 
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The quality and environmental manager hopes that the company will find a solution to have 

100 % Swedish food for the animals, however this is tough since there is a need of a large 

quantity.  Company X also wants to reach a level where it is completely free from fossil fuel in 

every step. In general, the manager thinks that the requirements of reducing food waste within 

the fresh food industry will increase, and it is also something that Company X will work with.  
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Figure 4.6: Cross-case table for the Empirical findings, summarizing the companies actions 

KOTP Atria Scandinavia Arla Foods Borgens Konserver Tåkerngrönt Company X

Acquiring 
information about 

consumer 
expectations

Missions from retailers
Suggestions from the 
cooperative members

Outsourced surveys
Outsourced surveys
Social media

Financial indicators
Advice from retailers
Suggestions from employees

Social Media
Market research before the 
company's creation
Direct communication with 
consumers

Surveys and interviews
Social media

Environmental 
actions

Local products
Certifications and labels
Recycling
Organic products
Energy savings

Certifications and labels
Reducing waste
Recycling
Energy savings
Reducing CO2 emissions

Certifications and labels
Reducing waste
Recycling
Organic products
Energy savings
Reducing CO2 emissions
Water consumption reduction

Short food supply chain
Certifications and labels (on-
going project)
Recycling
Green transports
Organic products
Energy savings
Water consumption reduction

Short food supply chain
Certifications and labels
Recycling
Green transports
Organic products
Energy savings
Green resources

Short food supply chain
Certifications and labels
Reducing waste
Recycling
Energy savings
Reducing CO2 emissions
Water consumption reduction

Social actions

Work environment
Control of the upstream supply 
chain
Health and quality
Communication and reputation

Work environment
Charity support
Care of animals
Control of the upstream supply 
chain
Health and quality
Community support

Work environment
Transparent systems
Charity support
Care of animals
Control of the upstream supply 
chain
Health and quality
Communication and reputation
Community support

Work environment
Health and quality
Community support

Work environment
Charity support
Health and quality
Communication and reputation

Work environment
Care of animals
Health and quality
Community support
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5 Analysis and discussion  
In the following chapter, the Empirical findings and the Literature review are put in relation 

with our thoughts and are further analysed. Besides, our general considerations are presented in 

a framed structure at the end of each sub-headline. The structure follows the chosen research 

questions of this study and the objective of the section finally leads to the conclusion. Figures 

5.1, 5.2 and 5.3 summarize the methods for acquiring information about consumer expectations 

and the actions brought up from the Literature review and the Empirical findings. In order to 

remind the reader, all the companies that have participated in this study are shown on the x-axis 

and the cross indicates what kind of actions that are undertaken in the current situation. These 

figures are furthermore developed in order to see a comparison between the different companies 

and what kind of methods and actions are used.  We want to clarify that the crosses in the tables 

represent ideas mentioned by the interviewees or the data collected from CSR reports, articles 

and companies’ websites. 

 
 
5.1 Methods to acquire consumer information 

“We are constantly trying to map [the consumers’] behaviour throughout different channels.”  

 

(Carsten Jörgensen, quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia, April 30th, 2015) 

 
According to Czinkota and Ronkainen (2007), consumers are able to learn and to adapt their 

behaviour, depending on the information they receive, or on their personal experiences. It means 

that, even if consumers tend to make economic decisions that are similar to the one they used to 

take, it is likely that their consumption behaviour will evolve and change. For instance, the 

consumers are nowadays concerned with environmental- and social issues, such as global 

warming, pollution and moral behaviour.  Accordingly to the authors, several academic research 

have shown how important it is for companies to acquire information about their consumer 

behaviour and expectations. 
 

The managers at Atria Scandinavia, Arla and Company X all mention the use of market research 

such as surveys whose data are later analysed to better understand the consumers’ interests and 

expectations. As explained by the CSR senior manager and the manager at Company X, it is 

possible to externalize to an agency the composition of such surveys. Contrary to Mitchell and 

Jolley (2010) who consider that surveys are a low cost method to acquire consumers information 

with a low level of trustworthiness, Arla and Atria Scandinavia’s managers give some example 
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of unexpected information acquired thanks to surveys, such as the concern of consumers for the 

amount of salt and additive in the products, or the importance consumers give to product quality 

and food inspiration. The two managers consider that the data from market research are 

trustworthy. However, the CSR senior manager at Arla considers that consumers interviews are 

the best method to understand the consumer expectations, since focus groups are organized when 

a deeper understanding is required. This is confirmed by a research from Duchessi (2002). On 

one hand, we believe that focus groups and surveys enable companies to acquire relevant, 

current and deep information. Further, we think that the outsourcing technique mentioned by the 

CSR senior manager at Arla and the manager at Company X makes the results objective and 

more reliable since those agencies are expert in realizing surveys. On the other hand, we 

acknowledge that the mentioned methods are expensive, and not all companies as big as Arla 

and Atria Scandinavia can afford it, either in terms of financial- or time investment. Our 

statement can be observed in the empirical findings. Indeed, KOTP (small cooperative), Borgens 

(8 employees) and Tåkerngrönt (family business) did not mention such methods during the 

interviews. 
 

On the opposite to such a formal contact between producers and consumers, and accordingly to 

Xiao (2008) and Bakos and Brynjolfsson (2000) who consider that the appearance of the Internet 

has created the potential to investigate almost all dimensions of consumers’ behaviour 

information, the co-owner at Tåkerngrönt mentions the use of social media such as Facebook to 

communicate with the consumers. Even though it is an informal way of communication, it is 

easy for consumers to ask questions via this interface. Further, Mason and Suri (2012) explain 

that it enables companies to contact a broader range of consumers, since the population is very 

divers, either in terms of age, culture or country. We believe that the use of social media is a 

valuable low cost method to link fresh food producers and the interconnected consumers. 

However, we wonder if this method is sufficient and reliable enough. Indeed, not only 

consumers need to be motivated to stay updated on the companies’ channels, but it might also 

not be addressed to all consumers since not everybody use social media. In our opinion, 

communicating only through social media limits the link from producers to a targeted consumer 

category, in terms of demography, which may not correspond to the prospect segment. 

 

Another informal communication method is mentioned by the co-owner at Tåkerngrönt who 

explains that he gets feedback from consumers through unorganized meetings, for instance when 

they enter the market to buy the products. Considering that Tåkerngrönt does not have the same 
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internal resources as large groups such as Arla, we consider that unorganized meetings could be 

an inexpensive way to get deep information usually acquired thanks to focus groups. However, 

with focus groups, participants are aware of the context and are willing to take time to give 

relevant answers, which might not be the case when discussing while purchasing.  

 

On the opposite, the CEO at KOTP states that the communication with consumers is indirect, 

since the information the cooperative gets is only given through retailers, who tell them what the 

consumer expectations are, and missions to meet those requirements. Further, Isaksson explains 

that producers are also consumers, and therefore, it happens that some suggestions to take 

actions to meet consumer expectations are initiated by some of the producers in the cooperative. 

We acknowledge this idea but we are also aware that each individual has specific expectations 

that might not be the same from one person to another. Same, we understand that meeting the 

retailer requirements is important, but it might not be reflecting the exact reality. Indeed, it is 

possible that retailers have requirement that advantage them, rather than consumers. Besides, we 

believe that retailers do not always have the interest of a specific producer in mind. Indeed, if 

consumers do not buy a product from a company, but from one of the competitors, the retailer 

still makes profit, whereas the producer does not.  
 

Another method for companies to acquire information from their consumers is described by 

Kaplan and Norton (1996), who state that financial measures are used to give insights into the 

performance of the strategy, meaning that, if consumers do not value the product, it will be 

reflected on the sales amount or other financial indicators. In that sense, Gunnarsson, co-owner 

at Borgens explains that the only information he receives is from his retailers when the products 

are unsold, in which case either they are sent back to the company, send to the industrial kitchens 

the company is collaborating with, or they stay in the retailer’s shelves. Therefore, Gunnarsson 

believes and hopes that consumers value the quality and locality of Borgens’ products more, but 

the current method for gathering information about consumer expectations does not enable the 

company to ascertain it. Even if we find that financial measures and unsold products are good 

indicators to know if consumers like or dislike the products, we consider that this method lacks 

information. Indeed, producers cannot know why their products remain unsold, and what to 

improve. 
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Figure 5.1: Summary of methods to acquire consumer information, composed by the researchers 
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Accordingly to Czinkota and Ronkainen (2007), we believe that companies need to have 

good knowledge about their consumer expectations in order to remain profitable and 

competitive. We are aware of the numerous methods to acquire information, and we believe 

that there is not one best for all companies, but that each company has to find the most 

suitable with its needs and resources. 

 

The most suitable method to acquire information depends on the company’s characteristics. 

While it is affordable for large groups to outsource the processes to acquire information, 

direct contact with consumers and retailers appears to better match the requirements for the 

smaller companies. Those ones should for instance favour the use of social media as a 

communication channel, face-to-face contacts on points of sales, and online surveys. 

However, we pinpoint the possibility even for smaller companies to realize studies of the 

market and the competitors. For instance, Tåkerngrönt as a family business made the effort to 

conduct such a study in the 1990’s before launching the production of organic vegetables. 

 

As previously stated, we do not believe that one method can have the most optimal outcome. 

Therefore, we consider that companies should mix various methods complementary to each 

other, to cover a larger range of consumers and information.  
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5.2 Environmental and social actions within the CSR concept 

”In the fresh food industry, the consumers have extremely high expectations and tough 

requirements about how the production should be carried out.” 

 

(Thomas Isaksson, CEO at KOTP, April 29th 2015) 

 

Since the 1970’s, companies have started to take environmental and social considerations into 

account when doing business. These requirements have been gathered by Carroll (1991), under 

the umbrella of the CSR concept. By that time, the consumers gained influence and power as 

stakeholders of the company. Nowadays, companies have to satisfy and to attract their 

consumers, according to Borglund et al. (2012). However, the CSR concept has also been 

criticized by several researchers, such as de Colle et al. (2014) who, among others, mention that 

the concept is too broad and impossible to always know the outcome. In agreement, quality and 

environmental manager at Company X states that there are several policies and actions 

undertaken, but they are not named CSR. We believe that larger companies make the CSR 

processes more formalized than smaller companies since they need to have a clear 

communication regarding this both externally and internally. From the external point of view, the 

reputation of the company is at stake, which is the reason why they publish CSR reports each 

year, available for all consumers. From the internal point of view, the formalized processes 

enable every stakeholder to be aware of the corporate guidelines and further, to take actions. On 

the contrary, the co-owner at Borgens differs the CSR actions from the formality of the processes 

and the communication about it. He makes a distinction between the formal processes of CSR 

and the communication about CSR. We acknowledge Borgens’ co-owner’s point, since he 

further explains that companies might advertise actions they do not deeply undertake. However, 

not communicating about the company’s CSR commitment might prevent some consumers from 

favouring the products compared to the competitors’ ones. Hence, we believe that it could make 

it more difficult for the producer to make the consumers aware that the company is trying to 

bridge the expectations gap.  

 

Since Borglund et al. (2012) explain that CSR is an investment on the long-run and that CSR in 

Sweden is featured by the importance and the respect of consumer loyalty, we asked the 

companies what they consider as CSR actions. The CEO of KOTP considers that ensuring the 

consumers about the quality of a product does matter but the price remains the main criterion. 

Also, if CSR actions are undertaken, they should not prevent the company from breaking even or 
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from remaining profitable despite a possible increased price. The co-owner at Borgens agrees 

with this point, stating that the CSR questions have always been brought up in parallel with costs 

and profitability issues. Going further, CSR senior manager at Arla even states that undertaking 

CSR actions is nowadays a necessary condition to stay competitive on the market, and that 

companies within the fresh food industry would have a hard time existing if these were not taken 

into account. The CEO adds that since KOTP is a cooperative, the producers have to respect 

some social and qualitative standards to sell their products. In order to stay updated and to 

remain efficient about this, internal audits are held within the company. 
 

The co-owner at Borgens explains that the social and environmental impacts have always been 

questioned when taking decisions in the company, and he considers this as a natural and logical 

behaviour. Beal (2013) defines CSR as a concept according to which companies integrate and 

deal with social concerns into their activities. CSR is considered as a strategic concept within 

Atria Scandinavia, for which a group work has been created at the mother company level, Atria 

PLC, sending guidelines to the other subsidiaries. The quality and environmental manager 

pinpoints that in Sweden, Atria Scandinavia has to follow the guidelines from the head office but 

keeps an independence to handle its own CSR projects. Moreover, at Borgens, the co-owner 

Gunnarsson wonders if consumers really consider the social and environmental actions that 

companies can realize. The quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia considers 

that social actions are today the most important ones, since almost all companies claim that they 

are committed into environmental actions. On the contrary, the co-owner at Tåkerngrönt believes 

that environmental initiatives are the most important ones for consumers. This idea is shared by 

the quality and environmental manager at Company X, who believes that consumers trust the 

Swedish production standards, and therefore the social focus is not as strong as the 

environmental one since the Swedish population is aware of strict regulations regarding this 

matter. Tåkerngrönt’s business has been created on green principles since all the processes are 

realized in an environmentally friendly way, while the manager explains that social actions are 

undertaken step-by-step.  

 

From this analysis, we perceive that there are different personal interpretations from each 

company, which define various consumer expectations gaps, for instance more or less oriented 

towards social or environmental actions. Additionally, some managers include the product price 

as a key driver in the consumer expectations gap. For instance, KOTP’s CEO considers the price 

as the prevailing criterion when purchasing. Borgens mentions its willingness to provide 
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consumers with qualitative products at the right price, while the co-owner at Tåkerngrönt admits 

that the targeted consumers are willing to pay the premium price for highly qualitative and 

organic vegetables. In agreement, we consider Bansal and Roth’s (2000) opinion about the 

reasons to conduct CSR actions, which are competition, legitimation towards consumers and a 

moral and ethical duty. These three reasons have been mentioned at least once by our 

interviewees as arguments to commit into the CSR concept. 

 

5.2.1 Environmental Actions 

The environmental responsibility has been defined by Shastri and Banerjee (2010) and Robinson 

(2004) quoting Francis and Younghusband (1990) as a concept according to which people must 

minimize their impact on the environment and shall not cause any damages to the eco-systems. 

With this concern, different voices listed theoretical ideas which will be further confronted to 

opinions and actions reported from interviews with Swedish managers in the fresh food 

production industry.  

 

Certifications and labels 

Labels and certifications account for a piece of evidence that companies are committed into 

environmental actions, to meet the consumer needs. The quality and environmental manager at 

Atria Scandinavia states that the company is labelled by different organizations. Some of the 

labels are directly communicated to the consumers (via the packaging for instance) since they 

help the purchasers to identify the differentiating characteristics of the products. As mentioned, 

the products from Company X are certified with a label that indicates that their products are 

Swedish, which the manager states is important within the poultry industry, since consumers 

tend to value these products more. Hatanaka (2014) explains that these labels can assist the 

companies as leitmotiv to undertake social and environmental actions. Thrane et al. (2009) give 

the example of the KRAV label, which is commonly used in Sweden. To obtain it, companies 

need to act in a sustainable manner, respecting both biodiversity and ecosystems, for instance not 

using some chemicals in their activities. KOTP is working with the KRAV label according to the 

CEO and he further explains that the cooperative and its producers work every year to reach the 

certification body requirements even though this has no impact on the global profitability of the 

company. Labels and certifications can also support the social responsibility of a company. As 

an example, Atria Scandinavia has the labels Scandinavian SärNär and Nyckelhålet which enable 

the consumers to directly identify the special features of a product (gluten-free and less salt or 

sugar) via a logo on the packaging. 
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However, labels and certifications are not always conveyed to the consumers. For instance, Atria 

Scandinavia has one plant in Sweden that received the ISO 14001 norm. The criteria to get this 

certification are about environmental actions. If this information can be found in the CSR report 

(2014), no special communication is done about it on the products. Moreover, Hatanaka (2014) 

points out that the processes to obtain labels and certifications, if good to a large extent, can be 

criticized. Indeed, he discloses that drawbacks can be the mass-consumption of the labels by 

some companies, and the loss of sense, even for consumers. The co-owner at Borgens explains 

that the company is certified for its organic production. However, at the moment, no 

communication is done about it since consumers could believe that Borgens, as other companies, 

over-consumes these certifications in order to improve its corporate image. In the Arla CSR 

report (2014) it is mentioned that only some plants have labels such as ISO9001 and ISO22000 

since obtaining them is expensive and time-consuming. This is the reason why all the other sites 

at Arla have simplified norms about quality and food safety. Therefore, we wonder if the process 

of obtaining labels is affordable for all companies in terms of financial- and time resources. 

Further, we question if the multiplication of the labels logos visible on the packaging lost its 

sense for the consumers. Indeed, the presence of a logo on the packaging means for the 

consumers that the company is responsible towards the environment and society, but the 

consumers are not aware of how strong the commitment is. We believe that companies might be 

tempted to obtain labels with fewer criteria than others in order to make it visible for the 

consumers and to improve their profits. Nevertheless, we acknowledge what the CEO of KOTP 

expresses, no raise of profitability was shown after the implementation of the KRAV label. He 

explains that getting certifications does not always account for a competitive advantage, and 

does not always create new potential for profits, but is a necessary condition to remain on the 

market. Indeed, he considers labels and certification as part of the consumer expectations 

nowadays. This statement relates to Gupta and Pirsch (2008) who mention labelling as a new 

category of consumer satisfaction that producers have to achieve in order to bridge the 

expectations gap. 

 

Recycling 

Recycling appears to be a prevailing objective for companies committed into CSR activities, 

both from the literature review and the empirical findings. At KOTP for instance, the CEO 

explains that recycling is widely spread since recycling spots are settled in the workplace. 

However, recycling can be extended to more activities within the fresh food industry. Mirabella 
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et al. (2014) give some examples to transform and to reuse components integrated in the fresh 

food processes, such as reconversions into cattle feed. 

 

The recycling principle can be further developed for the packaging used all along the supply 

chain. Gunnarsson explains that at Borgens Konserver, all the cans are recyclable. Similarly, 

Arla’s CSR senior manager states that almost all the packaging are recyclable and work is still 

being done regarding this matter. Accordingly, both at Atria Scandinavia and Tåkerngrönt, the 

interviewees explain the importance of educating the employees in order to gain better 

knowledge about recycling and waste. If the empirical data mention recycling processes for the 

final packaging, Sundin et al. (2012) suggest the same action for containers to transport fresh 

food products. Indeed, to ensure the safety and the healthiness of the products, containers all 

along the supply chain should be either usable only once or cleaned up to make them chemicals-

free.  

 

We realize that all companies already value recycling as an important matter, however, we 

believe that companies can extend this action. For instance, we consider that Atria Scandinavia’s 

strategy of improving its internal recycling by hiring one specific person who focuses on this 

could be applied to other companies. Furthermore, another advantage of hiring a trainee is that it 

accounts for an inexpensive asset for the company, rather than hiring a permanent employee. 

 

Avoiding the waste and limiting the use of resources  

Mirabella et al. (2014) state that waste can occur all along the production processes, from the 

raw material producers to the final consumers. In order to limit the waste and its economic and 

environmental consequences, companies found ways to avoid it. As an example, Arla tries to 

avoid the food waste in its final products, by thinking of the exact content one product should 

have. This could make the consumers not to throw away the leftovers. Food waste reduction is 

also a key objective at Atria Scandinavia, however, according to the quality and environmental 

manager, other waste are targeted in order to be reduced as much as possible, such as water and 

energy consumptions. Guidelines are given to the staff in the plants, water treatment measures 

were also implemented. Moreover, the CSR report (2014) indicates a prevention task during the 

entire product life cycle. Arla is currently committed into reducing its CO2 emissions until 2020. 

It is explained as a rather difficult task, but Arla is trying to calculate all its emissions, such as 

electricity, oil and gas. In the same logic, Borgens reduces the water consumption when 
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processing the mushrooms into the cans. This action has been combined with the change of the 

machinery; the new one using one tenth of the energy and water compared to the previous one. 

 

Additionally, companies can use substitutes such as natural gas and renewable fuel. For instance, 

Atria Scandinavia avoids using other resources that cause too much damage for the environment. 

The CSR senior manager states that Arla also has a goal to use 50 % of renewable energy by 

2020. The manager at Company X mentions that the company hopes to develop feed for the 

animals that is 100 % Swedish. The co-owner at Tåkerngrönt explains that the heating system in 

the greenhouse respects the environment and all the fertilizers used come from animals from the 

neighbouring farms. This activity is 100 % organic, without any additives.  

 

As mentioned in the previous part about recycling, Company X also has one responsible 

employee who is constantly working on reducing waste at the workplace. For instance, this 

person is responsible for measuring food that is dropped on the floor and is no longer usable. We 

consider this initiative as going even further in the action of reducing waste and can be highly 

valuable for companies in order to track their waste and how they should improve. 

 

Green transports and local activities 

While Hochedez (2009) pinpoints the implementation of Short Food Supply Chains as an 

example of environmental actions implemented in the region of Stockholm, the gathered 

empirical data does not reveal this trend in the studied companies. Reducing the supply chain 

length does not appear as a main purpose for the studied companies except for KOTP that 

favours the local activity since all the products are cultivated and processed within this 

geographical area and Borgens that is provided with steam by a neighbouring company. 

Gunnarsson explains that this enables Borgens to know the processes and techniques used by its 

supplier. The managers at KOTP and Borgens explain that the degree of locality of their 

activities are advantageous to meet the consumer expectations but also on a financial point of 

view, as argued by Grant et al. (2013), who consider that a closer relocation enables to reduce 

the costs for the company, considering the high variability of the fuel. Every interviewed 

company mentions the willingness to make the transports greener all along the supply chain, a 

possible action advocated by Sowinski (2014). For instance, the co-owner at Borgens knows that 

the steam supplier uses biofuel in its daily activities. Besides, the co-owner at Tåkerngrönt states 

that no oil except biofuel is used all along the supply chain, including when the products are sent 

to the retailers. Furthermore, the quality and environmental manager at Company X claims how 
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they always strive for using green transportation, such as dropping waste in the local 

surroundings.  

 

Organic production 

As mentioned, the label KRAV indicates to the consumers that the food has been organically 

produced. The CEO of KOTP explains the commitment of some producers of the cooperative 

into organic production. This feature enables the cooperative to offer to consumers an organic 

segment for each type of vegetable. As reminded by Darnhofer et al. (2010) the pillars of the 

organic production stated by the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movement 

(IFOAM) are the health, the ecology, the fairness and the care. The organic products attract the 

Swedish consumers. This phenomenon is demonstrated in the CSR report (2014) of Arla; in 

Sweden every second glass of milk consumed is an organic one while on other countries (UK or 

Denmark), this is lower. Arla is the world’s largest producer of organic dairy food, especially the 

fresh ones, and organic products are considered by the company as a key driver for its reputation 

but also a key driver for the business, especially in Sweden. Tåkerngrönt has been created with 

the same logic. Since organic food is appreciated and bought by Swedish consumers, all the 

activity of the in-greenhouses producer is founded on organic processes. The manager at 

Tåkerngrönt considered it mandatory to start with organic production, after studying the Swedish 

market at the end of the 20th century. This is also advocated by Komorowska (2014) who 

considers that the growth of organic production appeared at this period. At another step in the 

environmental commitment, the co-owner at Borgens explains that one producer of mushrooms 

has been certified KRAV but this was only temporary. However, obtaining organic production 

certificates again is one of the purposes of the company.   

 
Figure 5.2: Summary of the environmental actions composed by the researchers 

 

KOTP Atria Arla Borgens Tåkerngrönt Company�X
Short�Food�Supply�Chain�(locality) X X X X

Certifications�and�Labels X X X X�(on-going�
project) X X

Reducing�waste� X X X
Recycling X X X X X X

Green�transport X X
Closer�relocation
Organic�products X X X X
Energy�Savings X X X X X X
Green�Resources X

Reducing�CO2�emissions X X X
Water�consumption�reduction� X X X
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5.2.2 Social Actions 

As Walsh (2013) explains, businesses that are involved in social actions support the well-being 

of the society around them. Some of these actions might be financial support to charities and 

high product quality- and safety. Furthermore, research from Hochedez (2009) indicates that the 

social awareness regarding food has increased in the Swedish market. Additionally, Kotler and 

Lee (2005) claim that companies have to take social actions and consider their social 

responsibility since it is a consumer requirement, which was also a recurrent outcome from the 

interviews. 

 

Work environment 

Zgheib (2015) states that one of the main attributes of social actions is to act in a responsible 

manner towards the employees. The CEO claims that one of KOTP’s advantages within the fresh 

food industry is that they work with collective agreements. Accordingly, the co-owner at 

Tåkerngrönt claims that their seasonal employees have collective agreements that have been 

implemented step-by-step. Further, the concern for its employees is also shown by the creation 

of housing to host them near their workplace. This differs from Borgens for instance, where the 

co-owner states that the company does not work with these agreements for its employees who 

pick the mushrooms in other countries. However, all companies seem to find the employees’ 

well-being and the work environment important.  

 

As Rainey (2006) explains, social commitment is a vital part for companies’ sustainable 

development, both external and internal. The CEO mentions how KOTP has to follow 

Summarizing the different actions within the environmental responsibility, we consider that 

organic production appears as the main basis of the CSR concept from the environmental 

perspective. Indeed, every company on today’s market can afford to take actions in this 

direction. Considering the resources available, large companies should be more ahead than 

smaller ones in terms of environmental actions in our opinion. However, the empirical 

findings currently highlight that this is not exactly reflecting our thoughts. For instance, both 

KOTP and Arla are cooperatives and committed into some environmental actions. We can 

consider that the resources available and the importance of the corporate image at Arla should 

enable the company to go further into environmental responsibility. However, it appears that 

both cooperatives are almost at the same step regarding this commitment.  
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requirements from its retailers, for instance not taking part in child labour. This example is 

described by McCluskey et al. (2009) to be one of the main requirements consumers have. 

Qualitative staff and suppliers are essential elements for all the companies, but are also described 

as tough tasks. For instance, the quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia 

mentions the importance of recycling within the company and how crucial it is to educate the 

employees regarding this. In agreement, Tåkerngrönt’s seasonal employees are provided with 

computers to learn more about organic production. The co-owner at Borgens also claims that 

recycling questions are brought up on regular meetings in order to include them in the 

employees’ daily activities. The CSR senior manager claims that Arla stands out within the food 

industry since there are high awareness and responsibility towards the employees and there is an 

importance of spreading the message within the company each day. 

 

We consider that a good and safe work environment is the most crucial social action that 

companies should adopt today. Therefore, it is essential to make the employees feel as a 

fundamental part of the CSR process thanks to education and internal communication for 

instance. The manager at Company X gives the example of signboards and magazines used as 

internal communication tools to provide the employees with data about CSR. Because of this, we 

acknowledge that internal commitment is just as important for the company as external 

commitment, such as supporting charity or communication with consumers. One possible 

method to ensure a good and safe work environment is to realize a satisfaction survey within the 

company and to study the indicators such as sick leave and employee turnover.  

 

Charity 

Another point where the companies agree with each other is that they do some kind of 

sponsoring or charity to either NGO’s or local communities, which they all believe has a positive 

impact on their consumers, and something valuable. This point is also granted by Kotler and Lee 

(2005) who state that one part of social responsibility is to support social causes. The empirical 

findings indicate that Atria, Arla, Borgens, Company X and Tåkerngrönt are financially 

supporting charities and communities. During the interviews, it was also revealed that the 

companies that operate locally are more eager to support the communities, events or 

organizations in the nearby area. The co-owner also claims that Borgens rather supports sport 

events if the company has an emotional attachment, such as if the employees’ relatives are 

participating. Moreover, Kotler and Lee (2005) remind that another potential involvement into 
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social causes can be provided thanks to in-kind contributions. It is possible for some companies 

to offer their employees to get paid while for instance, working for a charity. 

 

We are aware that the amount of resources provided to charities depends on companies’ assets. 

However, the resources are not the only key driver when making the decision to support a cause 

instead of another one. Indeed, emotional dedication also influences this choice, as shown in the 

example of Borgens. Therefore, we believe that it is possible for all companies to take part in 

some social causes.  

 

Product quality and healthiness 

Most of the interviewed fresh food producers indicate the importance of the product healthiness 

and quality. For instance, the quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia describes 

these characteristics as the social focus where not only the product contains a low quantity of 

additives, but the company has started the production of low sodium items. All of these actions 

are gathered under a common nutritional policy within Atria Scandinavia. 

 

”We want to assure that there are certain requirements on our global suppliers. We deliver our 

products to major companies such as IKEA, who has stores all around the world. Because of 

this, Atria has to have high quality and a certain standard of our staff. We have to know how our 

suppliers work!” 

 

(Carsten Jörgensen, quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia, April 30th, 2015) 
 

As claimed in the quotation above, the quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia 

explains that the close relationship and agreement controls that the company has with its supplier 

enables the company to ensure the quality among the supply chain. These relationship with 

suppliers are not only brought by Borgens’ co-owner, who explains that the proximity enables 

the company to be aware of what its supplier is doing, but also by the CSR senior manager at 

Arla who explains that its suppliers have to meet their quality program requirements. 

Accordingly, the CEO of KOTP claims that the proximity with the clients plays a role in the 

quality of the products. Quality and environmental manager at Company X explains that quality 

and origin of the products are important attributes for consumers in today’s society, when 

purchasing products from the fresh food industry. 
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We can see that quality is considered by all the interviewees as one of the main expectations 

from consumers. Performance of the supply chain, for instance traceability and transparency, 

shelf life and the organic production are acknowledged by Rong et al. (2011) as characteristics of 

good quality within the fresh food industry. However, the interviewees mention the importance 

of studying the upstream supply chain without saying the terms transparency and traceability. In 

our opinion, the multiplication of stakeholders and brands makes it more difficult to keep a 

reliable knowledge of every flow and process within the corporate supply chain.  

 

When mentioning the quality of the products, Atria, Company X and Arla entail the healthiness 

characteristics such as the quantity of salt, additives and chemicals or the presence of lactose and 

gluten. In our opinion, every company producing organic food is involved in a healthier offer for 

consumers. For instance, Atria Scandinavia, Arla and Company X use the Nyckelhålet label to 

indicate improved products to their consumer. We acknowledge Company X’s idea that what 

animals eat can impact the consumer since they offer corn poultry, where the animals are mainly 

fed with corn. 

 

Care of animals 

All the companies that breed animals (Arla, Atria Scandinavia and Company X) claim the 

importance to meet the consumer requirements regarding the care of animals before they are 

handled for the specific products. In agreement with each other, the interviewees mention how 

essential it is for the consumers to know that the animals have had a good life with for instance 

proper food, no pain and a good living environment in general. However, Jörgensen at Atria 

Scandinavia and the quality and environmental manager at Company X both explain that the 

requirement for animal care is mostly visible from consumers such as retailers or larger kitchens 

such as schools and hospitals. Accordingly, the quality and environmental manager claims that 

the same requirement from consumers is progressively increasing, and Atria Scandinavia has 

discovered a new requirement, to develop more vegetarian products. However, the manager at 

Company X states that consumers trust these points if the label tells them that the products are 

Swedish. The manager further on mentions that the consumers know that the animals are breed 

in a respectful way. This statement is similar to what Isaksson said about KOTP’s products, even 

if they do not contain animal residues, the consumers trust the local Öland label and it creates 

more value to the products.  
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The over-consumption of fish and meat started to concern the consumers at the end of the 20th 

century. Scandals and questions about the animal welfare conducted to a decrease in the food 

consumption. Our interviewees believe that Swedish consumers prefer to buy high qualitative 

meat and fish instead of products they are not sure about the manner of breeding and 

slaughtering. In agreement with this, we believe that the consumer requirements for animal care 

are constantly increasing. 

 
Figure 5.3: Summary of the social actions, composed by the researchers 

KOTP Atria Arla Borgens Tåkerngrönt Company�X

Work�Environment X X X X X X
Traceability�systems

Health�and�Quality X X X X X X
Transparent�systems X

Charity�support X X X X X
Care�of�animals X X X

Control�of�the�upstream�supply�chain� X X X
Communication�and�Reputation X X X
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We can acknowledge that there are several differences regarding the interpretation of social 

actions between the interviewees. For instance, managers think that consumers assume that 

companies on today’s market are already taking environmental actions, and therefore the 

social actions are currently more essential. On the other hand, some companies believe that 

the value of providing Swedish or even local products already generates trust from 

consumers. However, we claim that all companies’ social commitments can be developed and 

extended. For instance, supporting charities or local communities. In turn, we believe that the 

reputation of the company will increase as well and the path towards bridging the consumer 

expectations gap could be shortened.  

 

Furthermore, we also believe that enabling consumers to see how companies trace their 

products to prove the origin and where the various suppliers operate will increase the 

consumer perception of product quality. Moreover, several market research done by the 

companies indicated that consumers are prudent to additives, salt and chemicals in the 

products. Therefore, we consider product healthiness as one of the most important properties, 

which companies should take into consideration in order to meet these requirements. This 

action is also highly valued since these concerns regard both the healthiness of the consumers 

(not to eat unnecessary additives), but it is also healthy from an environmental aspect. 

 

We believe that being a large group does not always accounts for advantages. Indeed, larger 

companies are more threatened by the media and therefore their reputation is more sensitive 

to the consumers. For instance, wrong actions may easily lead to scandals, which are more 

difficult to handle for the company and also remains in the consumers mind for a longer time. 

On the opposite, smaller companies are not as targeted by the media as larger groups and they 

might have a closer relationship with their consumers. Therefore, wrong social actions or 

absence of actions would not have as much impact for small companies as for large ones. 

Besides, we believe that consumers have higher expectations for large groups since they are 

supposed to have more assets than smaller ones. 
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5.3 Further development for environmental and social actions 
 

”I am convinced that the consumer demand for environmental- and social actions will increase 

in the future!” 

 

(Anders Gunnarsson, Co-owner at Borgens Konserver, May 7th, 2015) 

 

All the interviewees acknowledge that, due to higher consumers requirements, the CSR concept 

will grow and spread across the world. However, they have different points of view on what 

should be done, or how. For instance, the quality and environmental manager at Atria 

Scandinavia considers that the disposable amount of internal resources can be a limit to the 

development of CSR within companies. Hence, he believes that companies should evaluate their 

resources, and plan the required amount of time before further development, or implementing 

new CSR actions. On the opposite, the CEO of KOTP explains that the company is willing to go 

further in its actions, but that no specific plans have been made. As mentioned before, the 

interviewees have different opinions about what type of actions attracts consumers, hence their 

future plans are based on different activities. Even if both CSR senior manager at Arla and 

quality and environmental manager at Atria Scandinavia explain that all current actions can be 

improved, Atria Scandinavia will focus on the environmental strategy, whereas Arla will further 

develop social actions. Indeed, Jörgensen states that Atria Scandinavia hired a new employee 

that will only work on how to use recycling to its full potential, and Lundén Pettersson illustrates 

Arla’s focus on human rights thanks to a mix and respect of culture within their 

plants.  Accordingly to Arla, the future plans for Borgens and Tåkerngrönt concern 

environmental issues, since the co-owner at Borgens is willing to get certificates for its organic 

products and the co-owner at Tåkerngrönt mentions the use of ecologically friendly heating 

systems. 
 

However, even if all types of developments have been clarified by the various companies, most 

of them mentioned communication as an important aspect of the future. Some interviewees such 

as Ektander or Jörgensen highlight the importance of the link between producers and consumers, 

thanks to social media, new technologies or participating in studies for instance. The CSR senior 

manager at Arla also agrees with the co-owner at Tåkerngrönt on the role of internal 

communication, from top management to employees thanks to meetings or printed guidelines, so 

that they all feel involved in the CSR process.  
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We recognize the statement of the quality and environment manager at Atria Scandinavia 

who considers that CSR is limited to the companies’ resources. However, we observe that the 

concept is broad, enabling all companies to take actions at their own level that are suitable 

with their resources.  

 

All the interviewees agree that the CSR concept will increase. For instance, the co-owner 

Tåkerngrönt believes that it will extend worldwide. The co-owner at Borgens, the quality and 

environment manager at Company X, as well as the quality and environment manager at 

Atria Scandinavia also specify that the demand for environmental and social actions will 

increase. Additionally, the CSR senior manager at Arla explains that the CSR commitment 

will be more and more required by consumers. 

 
We support these statements, however we believe that, with this expansion, the CSR will not 

remain a competitive advantage for companies. Therefore, we think that the power of 

institution will be strengthened to demand companies to further take actions. For instance, 

nowadays the co-owner at KOTP relies on the EU grant to conduct environmental actions. If 

the power of the institutions keeps on growing, such a situation is likely to cease to exist.  
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6 Conclusion and suggestions for further research 
The final chapter concludes with our answers to the research questions and fulfilment of the 

purposes. Societal considerations are also presented. The section ends with possible suggestions 

for further research and our reflections. 

 

6.1 Answering the research questions 

How should Corporate Social Responsibility actions support Swedish fresh food producers to 

bridge the consumer expectations gap? 

We believe that the gap between producers and consumers still exists, as mentioned in the 

Literature review and proven in our gathered Empirical findings, even though the studied 

companies demonstrate a commitment into the environmental- and social perspectives of CSR, 

to some extent. In agreement with the respondents, we acknowledge that the gap concerns the 

consumer demand for health, environment and quality (for the product, the producing processes, 

the production location, and the absence of additives and chemicals). These criteria are the 

priorities for the Swedish consumers, mentioned by the interviewed producers. Also, to keep on 

bridging the expectations gap, producers have to constantly involve themselves into both 

environmental and social actions. Additionally, we consider that the CSR expectations will 

increase from consumers but also from the Swedish and European institutions, whose power 

could be more restrictive than the consumers’ (preventing a company from producing, for 

instance or giving fines). 

 

According to us, environmental and social actions enable producers to bridge the expectations 

gap. Depending on the activity, the size of the company, the location, the form (cooperative or 

single company), and the managers have to define a CSR strategy that fits with the company’s 

assets. We consider it as possible since CSR is a broad concept, which encompasses various 

types of actions. There are sine qua non conditions for a company to manage to bridge the gap:  

- Awareness that there is a gap and quest for information about this gap; 

- Communication about the company’s commitment from producers towards consumers. 

 

CSR actions should support the Swedish fresh food producers by providing a framework and a 

scope of possible actions. We are aware that the implementation of CSR requires the use of 

internal resources such as finances and time. Further, the formal processes in larger groups imply 

a longer and more complex decision-making. For instance, Atria Scandinavia has its own CSR 
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strategy, which must still be validated by the mother company, meaning that some projects could 

be paralyzed. Included in this framework as external key drivers, labels and certifications can, to 

some extent, encourage and support companies to keep on working with the required criteria on 

a long-term commitment. Indeed, these tools can motivate companies to further develop their 

actions and be provided with other labels and certifications and to gain a competitive advantage. 

Additionally, the range of labels and certifications can support Swedish fresh food producers by 

favouring and indicating concepts and activities. However, the positive effect of these tools 

should not conduct companies to abuse of them but should enable an easier communication to 

consumers via packaging for instance.  

 

Research Question 1: How do Swedish fresh food producers acquire information about the 

consumer expectations? 

We acknowledge different methods to acquire reliable information. For instance, large groups 

outsource their surveys to expert agencies. Nevertheless, this does not mean that the information 

they gather is more relevant than the one acquired by smaller groups thanks to direct contact 

either physical or virtual. Considering that processes are more formal for larger groups, we 

question if the degree of consumer involvement is as important when they directly criticize a 

product to the company  and its employees as when they reply to a survey by an outsourced 

company even though this type of information can be more subjective. Indeed, the way small 

groups acquire information appear to us as emotionally involving.  

 

Research Question 2: Which environmental and social actions within the CSR concept do Swedish 

fresh food producers take and why? 

Even though well considered by companies, the CSR concept must not harm the overall 

profitability. Moreover, the commitment to bridge the gap depends on the amount of resources 

the company can afford to invest.  
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Figure 6.1: Empirically validated Carroll’s pyramid (1991) composed by the researchers 

 

Concerning the legal level, the studied companies abide by the Swedish and European rules and 

in our opinion, the influence of these institutions will be reinforced. Currently, the EU is 

according grants to companies involved in environmentally-friendly actions, which are doing 

10% efforts each year. Soon, we think that it will not be an encouragement any longer to do 

environmental actions, but the EU will obligate companies to play by the new environmental 

rules with the threat of fines if the companies do not make enough efforts. 

 

On the ethical level we agree with the co-owner at Borgens who explains that the environmental 

and social commitments are part of a natural and logic behaviour meaning that moral 

considerations are leading the actions that some companies are undertaking. This is the reason 

why we consider the studied companies at the middle step within the ethical level in the figure 

above. However, some interviewed companies can be questioned in terms of honesty and duty to 

the society. For instance, Arla has recently been accused of having a cooperative system which is 

not as optimal as they say it is. At the moment, some Swedish farmers feel squeezed by the 

cooperative management. The low milk price compared to the production price in Sweden is 

threatening the future of their activity.  

 

The higher consumer requirements trigger companies to try to bridge the gap thanks to CSR 

commitment. As examples, a non-exhaustive list of environmental and social actions undertaken 

by producers is provided in the Empirically Validated Operationalization table below. 
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Research Question 3: How should Swedish fresh food producers further develop and extend their 

environmental and social actions? 

As previously stated, we believe that every company can act in order to implement 

environmental and social actions within its activity and developed to a broader scope. Besides, 

all the actions mentioned can be adopted by every company. In our opinion, companies should 

study where they are in the CSR commitment continuum process, what strategies they want to 

implement as well as which assets they can allocate and where. Studying the consumers is 

important but also the upstream supply chain, the market’s characteristics and the competitors. 

We consider that companies should implement these actions not only to attract new consumers 

but also to keep their usual prospects.  

 

The table below presents a comparison between the actions from the Literature review and the 

ones from the Empirical findings for each main concept. 

 

  

6.2 Societal considerations 

Evaluating the potential societal impacts of our research came as a self-criticism step, throughout 

the study. Considering the stakeholders or our study, mainly Swedish fresh food producers, our 

impact is limited in terms of targeted industry. By reading this research, Swedish fresh food 

producers may feel encouraged to undertake or to develop environmental and social actions but 

Figure 6.2: Empirically Validated Operationalization Model, composed by the researchers 

Concept Examples from the literature review Examples from the empirical findings

Gathering information about consumers

Internet
Consumer panel and surveys
Interviews
Boycott
Financial indicators

Surveys and interviews
Internet (social media) 

Consumer feedbacks

Direct communication

Retailers

Suggestions from employees

Financial indicators

Environmental Actions

Reducing the length of supply chain
Certifications and labels
Recycling and reducing waste
Green activities and transport
Organic production
Renewable energies

Local production and suppliers

Green facilities
Renewables and sustainable energies (biofuel, LED 
lamps, green heating)
Certifications and labels
Reducing resources consumption (changing the 
machinery)
Organic production

Social Actions

Traceability and transparency systems
Internal commitment and work environment
Charity
Product quality and healthiness

Work environment (collective agreements)
Charity
Care of animals

Communication and reputation
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also to look for more data about the consumer expectations. Some methods and suggestions are 

provided throughout this study. In any case, our suggestions are provided in order to inspire 

producers but not to prevent themselves from trying any other actions not mentioned in this 

research or advised for a particular type of company. Indeed, this study aims at motivating 

producers to do more and to do better in the CSR scope.  

 

We are conscious that some aspects of this study are sensitive since not enough- or no 

commitment could lead companies to scandals and crisis. Additionally, despite this study has 

been conducted in Sweden, we believe that some similarities in the Scandinavian countries may 

enable fresh food producers from Nordic countries to find inspiration in this study. 

 
6.3 Suggestions for further research 

For future research, we believe that studying the economic area of the CSR concept within the 

Swedish fresh food producers would enlarge the scope of the study. Indeed, as mentioned before, 

our paper focuses on the environmental and social areas of the CSR concept. Additionally, 

conducting a quantitative research appears to us as an interesting perspective since the results 

would be more scientific and precise. Moreover, the scope of such a study could enable the 

researchers to make hypotheses already in the beginning, meaning that the study would have a 

more extended Literature review and could also be broader in terms of empirical findings. The 

study may also be put from another perspective, for instance the consumers’ side could be 

engaging. 

 

6.4 Reflections  

We are aware that stating that the environmental- and social actions within the CSR concept 

enable the companies to bridge the consumer expectations gap can be criticized. First, our study 

started by proving that the expectations gap exists. Second, we admitted that CSR has been 

brought as the only possible tool to bridge the gap but others may have been envisaged. In this 

logic, we acknowledge that some companies are conducting social and environmental while they 

do not pretend to name their commitment CSR.  

 

Furthermore, we are aware that our study encompasses only environmental and social actions, 

while the CSR scope also includes the economic perspective. Finally, as the concept is broad, we 

recognize the Rasche and Esser’s (2006) idea for a classification to use in order to structure the 

actions and avoid confusion neither for producers, intermediaries nor consumers.  
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Appendix I -  Interview guide to gather empirical data 
 

 
Bridging the consumer expectations gap 

A study of Swedish fresh food producers committing into CSR 
actions 

 
In this study, the term “actions” is defined as initiatives, which are put into practice and become 
processes on a daily bases.  
 
 
Acquiring information about X consumer expectations 
Research Question 1: How do Swedish fresh food producers acquire information about the 
consumer expectations? 
 

1. What characteristic of Your product do consumers value the most?  (such as price, 
quality, healthiness, origin, sustainability etc.) 

2. How important do You think CSR is for Your consumers? 
3. Do You think that consumers are more sensitive to social or environmental actions? 
4. How do You gather information about what Your consumers expect?  

a. surveys 
b. consumer panel 
c. interviews 
d. financial measures and boycotts 

5. How do You transform this information into actions? 
 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) at X 
Research question 2: Which CSR actions do Swedish fresh food producers take? 
 

6. How important is CSR for your company? 
7. To what degree would You say that X includes CSR in its activities?  

a. When did You start to take CSR actions? 
b. How would you describe the implementation process?  

8. How do You communicate the CSR involvement to your consumers? 
9. What motivated You to commit Yourself into sustainable and social actions? 
10. To what extent did your commitment influence the relationship with consumers? 
11. What kind of changes occurred when X implemented CSR? (Such as product price, 

return on investment, product quality and lead-time?) 
12. How do You think Your consumers perceive Your corporate image? 

 
Environmental responsibility 
 

13.  What kind of CSR actions did X take in terms of environmental responsibility? 
 

� Reducing the length of the supply chain  
� Recycling and reducing waste 
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� “Green” activities and transport 
14. In terms of sustainable actions, what differentiate you from your competitors?  
15. Which environmental action undertaken by X influence consumers the most in your 

opinion? Why?  
 
Social responsibility 
 

16. What kind of CSR actions did X take in terms of social responsibility? 
�  Quality and safety  
� Traceability and transparency  
� Supporting charities and NGOs 
� Improvements of the employees’ well-being 

17. In terms of social actions, what differentiate you from your competitors?  
18. How are Your employees involved in the CSR process (such as reducing waste at the 

workplace etc.)? 
19. Which social action undertaken by X influence consumers the most in your opinion? 

Why? 
 
Future 
Research question 3:  In terms of CSR actions, how should Swedish fresh food producers 
develop and extend their environmental and social responsibilities? 
 

20. How do You think the demand for CSR within fresh food will look like in the future? 
a. Do you think it is only a trend that will disappear in a couple of years, or on the 

contrary, it will be even stronger?  
21. What kind of future actions do You hope that X will take?  
22. Do you think that the actions X take can be improved ? if yes, how ?  
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Appendix II -  Template of letter for companies 


