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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this research is to examine the penetration of sustainable foods into mainstream 

retailing in New Zealand. The research draws on notions of sustainability transitions, which it 

frames as a movement rather than a destination, and as a relational problem shaped by 

exogenous and endogenous forces. The research explores the convergence of transition theory 

and convention theory. The empirical work comprises a mix of extended semi-formal interviews 

with those involved in the production and distribution of three indicative product-case studies 

of ‘sustainable’ foods sold at supermarkets, documentary analysis of the companies involved 

and focus group sessions with consumers of such foods. These data sources provide a platform 

for analysing how transactions take place in fields of contested values as sustainable products 

enter mainstream market channels. In mainstream urban food provisioning, supermarkets 

remain the problematic space where the values and interests of consumers and upstream 

suppliers of foods collide. A cross-case analysis of two supermarket chains, grounded on 

distinct levels of ethical commitments and mainstream penetration, reveals two underlying 

mechanisms that underpin both business models. The focus group sessions explore how 

mainstream consumers built meanings and understandings of sustainable foods in their micro-

level of performances and negotiations. Price and efficiency remain prominent but challenged 

by more nuanced values embedded in diverse lifestyle choices. The thesis argues that concerns 

with transitions need to pay greater attention to the spaces in which values collide, which it 

theorises as consumption junctions. It suggests that focusing attention on the various sites of 

transaction and mediation of values in consumption junctions offers opportunities to enable 

sustainability transitions. In particular, it argues for the potential of experimental initiatives 

as a basis for encouraging the penetration of alternative food values into mainstream retailing. 

The thesis argues for the centrality of place in the articulation of different values and orders 

of worth in sustainability transitions, suggesting that bringing convention theory into dialogue 

with transitions thinking provides an opportunity to capture the significance of place as a 

configuration of relational agency.   
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

 

The widespread industrial-scale production of food has brought many benefits to societies 

worldwide.  New technologies of production and economies of scale have made a diverse range 

of goods available across the globe, often at affordable prices. In the post-war period (WWII), 

production subsidies helped to create a welcomed abundance of cheap food, enabled by the 

efficient separation between crop production and livestock breeding (Otterloo 2013). This 

specialisation provided a platform for upscaling production and decreasing prices of certain 

commodities while they also generated the systemic foundations for overlooking ethical 

considerations regarding the farmers’ livelihood, the livestock’s welfare and the environmental 

impact of monocultures (der Ploeg 2008). The mainstream economic model that derived from 

price and efficiency as dominant values consists of offering the cheapest possible foods to the 

wider social domain; a business strategy that targets competitive advantage and maximised 

profitability and tends to disregard other values in food (Carolan 2011; Patel 2012). As a result, 

industrial-scale agriculture, horticulture and seafood production, distribution and retailing 

came with a suite of environmental, social justice and food health concerns (Guthman 2008; 

Marsden 2013; Lewis et al. 2016).  

Concerns with these external costs have been intensified, extended and refined since they were 

first highlighted for a wide audience by Carson’s Silent Spring (Carson 1962). More recent 

literature has extended her concerns with pesticides and biodiversity loss to global greenhouse 

gas emissions (Steel 2013), wasteful practices that contribute to climate change (Borrello et al. 

2016), the exhaustion of water resources and an ever-widening suite of health risks (Lang 2005; 

Morgan et al. 2006). This critique from the environmental sciences has been matched by 

criticism of the concentration of agro-industrial power (Burch and Lawrence 2009), the ethics 

of genetically modified organisms (Cocklin et al. 2008), the socio-spatial inequalities generated 

by corporate capitalism (Jarosz 2008; Li 2015) and various dimensions of urban food alienation 

(Nasr and Komisar 2012). These external costs are harder to account for while price and 

efficiency have been embedded in the business thinking that enables unsustainable path-

dependencies in mainstream ways of doing food economy worldwide (Dicken 2015). 

The critical literature has developed alongside the activities of food social movements and 

multiple grounded experiments with diverse food economies. Geographers have joined other 

social scientists to document, make visible and celebrate these responses, which are often 
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labelled the alternative food movement (Morgan et al. 2006; Andersson and Nilsson 2012; 

Lyons et al. 2013; Mansfield and Mendes 2013; Morgan and Sonnino 2013; Tornaghi 2014; 

Carey et al. 2016; Napawan 2016). The core purpose of these alternative food initiatives is to 

foster food system paradigm shifts by substituting current unsustainable food practices with 

diverse ‘place-based agroecological systems’ (Marsden 2013). Some strands of critical 

literature that developed alongside these movements are directing increased attention to place 

and alternative food systems. However, they continue to struggle with the problem of how to 

transition to a new mainstream where the ‘alternative’ becomes the norm (Spaargaren et al. 

2013a). 

In the 1990s, more sustainable food options started penetrating mainstream urban food 

provisioning worldwide. Oosterveer (2013) and others claim that supermarkets and other major 

retailers have begun incorporating more sustainable foods in their products mix triggered at 

first by the European ‘food scares’, which have been followed by an international movement 

of consumer demands for other values in food (such as nutrient-density). While some scholars 

argue that our status quo remains ethically deficient and systemically problematic (e.g. in 

California, see Guthman 2008), others understand the many examples of mainstream 

penetration of sustainable foods spread across the globe as indicators of a hopeful movement 

of change (Andersson and Nilsson 2012; Amstel et al. 2013; Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2013; 

Spaargaren et al. 2013a; Oelreich and Milestad 2017; Thorsøe et al. 2017). Spaargaren et al. 

(2013) and others argue that the potential benefits of upscaling these mainstream penetrations 

could decrease the costs of sustainable foods and therefore deserve further investigation. 

This thesis explores the values other than price and efficiency that are enabling these 

movements of change through three product-case studies, for these values might constitute 

pivotal keys to unlock more substantial change in food systems both in New Zealand and 

elsewhere in the world. In this thesis, these movements of change are referred to as both 

sustainability transitions and the mainstream penetration of alternative food values (or 

sustainable foods). This study responds to the following research question:  

Which values other than price and efficiency are shaping the penetration of sustainable foods 

into mainstream markets in New Zealand, and how do such values transform at different stages 

of negotiation along the value chain? 

This research responds to three recognised gaps in the literature’s attention regarding the 

mainstream penetration of sustainable foods. The first is the potential for feeding a growing 
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urban population sustainably by exploring the blurred boundaries between alternative and 

mainstream provisioning (Spaargaren et al. 2013a). That is, there is a continuing immediate 

need for provisioning at a scale that will service large urban populations while most alternative 

initiatives are founded on micro-scale activity. Second, the alternative food literature has paid 

insufficient attention to consumption as a social practice (Goodman and DuPuis 2002), and 

indeed to the connections between eating as a practice and the provisioning relations that might 

connect everyday eating to either mainstream or alternative production activities (Goodman et 

al. 2016). And third, the critical literature has paid insufficient attention to how best to study 

the interplay of ‘worlds of production’ (Storper and Salais 1997), purchase and eating 

decisions; which this thesis addresses by applying insights to sustainability transition literature 

from negotiated values other than price and efficiency through convention theory’s framework 

(Ponte 2016). This study has three objectives: 

1) To explore the possibilities of stimulating sustainability transitions through the 

mainstreaming of ethical products; 

2) To examine how ethical values are negotiated in mainstream distribution networks, 

and; 

3) To explore links between transition theory and convention theory that will offer 

improved conceptual tools for translating changing social values into an agentic force 

for sustainability transitions.  

This research starts from the stance that we need to think sustainability transitions differently. 

During my journey towards more sustainable consumption practices, I comprehended that 

sustainability is not a perfect place where we will eventually arrive and make everything right 

again. It is rather an idea that has been inspiring some people to think, practice and live 

economy differently. Those of us choosing pathways away from old ways of doing economy 

are taking a journey. While not always straightforward, nor necessarily grounded on informed 

decisions, some scholars understand this movement as the underlying mechanism that has been 

leading major retailers to incorporate more sustainable foods into their products’ mix 

(Oosterveer 2013; Otterloo 2013; Spaargaren et al. 2013a). Price and efficiency remain 

important; however, more nuanced values in food are inspiring the upstream suppliers of foods, 

major retailer and consumers who participated in this study to move away from normalised 

modes of production, distribution and consumption. This thesis focuses on surfacing, coding 

and understanding these intangible values (or values other than price and efficiency). 
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I argue that we currently lack an understanding of the pivotal intangible values shaping food 

sustainability transitions. Regarding food, values other than price and efficiency comprise 

things like taste and experience, empathy for the people who produce our foods, or 

understanding connections between production systems and the environment, animal welfare 

and human health (Bell and Carolan 2012; Parker and De Costa 2016; Carolan 2017). I also 

argue that intangible values should be at the heart of transitions studies because even if major 

retailers continue to dominate urban food provisioning in most nations, these values can 

potentially shift their business strategies and unlock unsustainable path-dependencies. This 

means grappling with the challenge of recognising the significance of values but avoiding the 

reduction of concern to explanations of social change rendered in terms of individual values, 

choice and action grounded in methodological individualism and, consequently, a narrow 

politics of behavioural change (e.g. Callon 1999; Latour 1999; Law 1999; Thévenot 2002; Law 

and Mol 2002). To meet this challenge, I turn to convention theory. Convention theory explores 

different ‘orders of worth’ (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006) in the mainstream penetration of 

three foods and suggests heuristic tools to achieve that understanding, which could help other 

place-based transitions studies with a focus on relational agencies (not necessarily food-

related).  

Chapter 2 begins by reviewing the geographies of food literature and outlines the impasse in 

alternative food initiatives around the politics and ethics of upscaling. The chapter then turns 

to the transition scholars’ argument that this impasse has contributed to a failure to address the 

blurred boundaries between alternative and mainstream. Transition theory provides a helpful 

way of framing and understanding this impasse but lacks effective engagement with issues of 

agency, or to offer much guidance for understanding the practice level and relational agencies 

that frame the central challenge of the mainstream penetration of sustainable products and 

services. The critique highlights the central issue of relations between ‘consumption junctions’ 

(e.g. supermarkets and catering services) and ‘consumer empowerment’ (i.e. consumer 

demands) (Otterloo 2013). This becomes a central concept in this thesis and is in practice a 

pivotal site for practising a politics of possibility, with respect to more substantial systemic 

change. It is at this point where consumer empowerment may possibly trigger food transitions 

to sustainability, yet it is also at this site where major retailers resist change and exercise their 

powers over the values of others through price. 

If consumer empowerment has some potential to shift supermarkets practices towards more 

sustainable ones, then we should explore those sites where alternative knowledge and 
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conventional practice collide. To understand which values other than price and efficiency are 

shaping these on-going movements of change, the literature review places convention theory 

alongside transition theory as complementary typological theories, which inform the analysis 

of the empirical work. The typological theories are preceded by considerations regarding what 

is meant by sustainable foods in this thesis. Drawing upon parts of the business literature, 

‘strategic buckets’ provide a useful metaphor for experimenting with the mobilisation of 

resources entailed by sustainability understandings and negotiations relevant to the case 

studies. The literature review lodges this thesis in a new strand of thought that is in the making: 

the ‘geography of sustainability transitions’ (Truffer and Coenen 2012; Hansen and Coenen 

2015).  

 

Figure 1 Key sites of struggle over the realisation of sustainable food values through consumption 

Figure 1 uses a conventional supply chain structure to highlight the key sites of struggle over 

the realisation of multiple values in efforts to mainstream sustainable foods in the three 

product-case studies explored in this thesis: FRENZ eggs, Airborne honey and Waiheke herb 

spread. Convention theory provides the grammar to examine how these multiple values take 

form, are brought to bear and are negotiated and performed as the products move paddock to 

plate (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). I trace the business models, product movements and 

value chains of the product-case studies (George and Bennett 2005), examining how different 

orders of worth are contested at different nodes of economic actors. My focus lies on the 

consumption junction where consumers, producers and supermarket buyers come together and 

where contests over orders of worth are most heated and subject to external forces of control 

(i.e. landscape dynamics). The consumption junctions are the pivotal space where meanings 

and understandings of sustainable foods get transformed and defined through purchasing 

practices in multiple axes of alterity, for supermarkets constitute the sites where most urban 

dwellers source their foods. 

A mix of qualitative methods that include focus groups, interviews, realtions-tracing and cross-

case analysis comprises the means to answer the research question. This research strategy 
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identifies which ‘notions of quality’ (Storper and Salais 1997) are challenging ‘price’ and 

‘efficiency’ (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006) to learn from cases of on-going mainstream food 

transitions to sustainability in New Zealand. The studied foods differ in their level of 

mainstream penetration and negotiated practices. These differences provide a rich platform for 

exploring how the three upstream suppliers of food negotiate practices and ethical 

commitments with a supermarket chain in New Zealand, and how 24 consumers comprehend, 

construct and perform the multiple values negotiated. Figure 1 outlines the exchange 

relationships relevant to the case studies. This research strives for the ambitious purpose of 

looking into entire value chains without focusing solely on a specific node or presuming an 

overly-simplistic linearity (see Birch 2019). Rather it turns to ideas of reflexivity and 

relationality (Latour 1999; Spaargaren et al. 2013a) to understand agency  and to the idea of 

‘process-tracing’ as a methodology  (George and Bennett 2005).  

The purpose of the process-tracing methodology is to unveil the negotiated intangible values 

rather than physical goods. The research aligns with convention theory’s interest in the ‘product 

as a concrete outcome of complex relations between persons, reflecting their frameworks of 

action’ (Storper and Salais 1997, p.38). The intangible values negotiated in these value chains 

are not necessarily conventions, or ‘a datum constructed by producers and consumers (…) 

known, recognised and incorporated into the expectations of both parties’ (Storper and Salais 

1997, p.38). Convention theorists tend to frame negotiations of conventions as spaces of 

agreement regarding specific worlds of production (e.g. Storper and Salais 1997; Boltanski and 

Thévenot 2006; Rosin 2008; Piatti 2015; Ponte 2016), whereas this research reveals that the 

mainstream penetration of the three product-case studies embodies contestations upon which 

orders of worth are prioritised. The people with whom I engaged within each node of the value 

chain might produce, negotiate and consume the same physical entities in the shape of the 

product-case studies. However, their understandings of sustainable practices vary greatly and, 

therefore, so does how they justify the values of specific practices perceived as more ethically 

sound. As this research progressed, it became a part of my personal journey as well as my 

professional development, which occasionally, resulted in a more personal narrative at times – 

a writing style that resonates with Gibson-Graham’s (e.g. Gibson-Graham 2006). 

I explore which values other than price and efficiency FRENZ, Airborne and Waiheke Herbs 

are claiming to produce, are in fact producing and how they are trying to embed such values in 

their marketing strategies. I draw on the notion of strategic buckets from the business literature 

to suggest sustainability buckets, emphasising that not only do certain businesses embrace and 
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prioritise different dimensionalities of sustainability but they must also make investment 

choices in this regard. I visited the businesses and interviewed owners and managers to 

understand what different values they embrace, how their business models operate in respect 

of prioritising and investing in different dimensionalities of sustainability (their sustainability 

buckets) and how they negotiate with major retailers to materialise these investments in 

sustainability values while achieving the mainstream penetration of their products. This 

analysis questions what drove these businesses to commit to sustainable practices, what those 

practices look like on the ground; but not least how they negotiate values and meanings of their 

foods with mainstream consumption junctions, and to what extent such negotiations might 

jeopardise their sustainability commitments.  

I coded health as nutrient-density as a pivotal value the three businesses try to use as a lever in 

the negotiation of mainstream penetration. The different product-case studies reveal that 

proprietors set different priorities, invested differently and accommodated or compromised 

differently in the negotiation of health as nutrient-density with retailers. Each retains 

sustainability commitments and has negotiated around intangible values as well as price. Each 

has achieved mainstream penetration, but performing differently and resulting in different 

sustainability outcomes. Airborne achieved the highest degree of mainstream penetration both 

domestically and abroad, but doing so whilst maintaining its commitment to providing high-

quality and nutrient-dense honey has meant compromises with respect to bee welfare and the 

environmental impact of its commercial activities. Waiheke Herbs’ sustainability commitments 

are more robust, but has struggled to upscale and more fully penetrate mainstream distribution 

networks. FRENZ seems to have achieved mainstream penetration both in New Zealand and 

abroad whilst retaining sound sustainability practices. Chapters 7 to 9 outline these cases and 

explore how and why these outcomes have been reached. 

Chapter 6 situates this study in place, people, politics and time. It provides background 

information specific to the three studied transitions: the available facts and figures about the 

eggs, honey and herbs markets and what we know so far about sustainable consumption 

practices in New Zealand. I explore how the country’s clean and green branding strategy, or 

NZ Inc., shaped the country’s production of alternative food values until the 2000s; and how 

more recent government acts have indirectly steered this strategy towards the opposite 

direction. I frame NZ Inc. as landscape dynamics (see Figure 1) that had a major influence in 

reorganising at least one specific food sector in New Zealand (eggs) and the socio-cultural 

background against which a duopoly was formed in 2002, which currently dominates urban 
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food provisioning in the country. My focus lies in the consumption junction as a key site of 

encounters and contestations where the sustainable foods mainstream penetration is negotiated 

and performed.  

Chapter 8 and 9 work back towards the critical space of the consumption junction from the 

other end of the paddock to plate relation. Chapter 8 examines the role of one of New Zealand’s 

major retailers, Countdown, in the transition of the egg sector in the country. It compares 

Countdown’s approach to the negotiation of supply relations with that of Farro Fresh, a smaller, 

more upmarket, supermarket chain that claims to ground its business model on commitments 

to animal welfare and providing exposure for local artisanal producers. The comparison 

explores the extent to which negotiations within the consumption junction are pre-structured 

and the force of competitive pressures among businesses, and sheds light on the potential for 

large retailers to accommodate sustainability into their business models and the potential for 

sustainable producers to upscale. What happens in this consumption junction fundamentally 

frames the potential for sustainable products to penetrate mainstream markets in New Zealand. 

Chapter 9 presents the results of three focus groups with 24 citizen-consumers who purchase 

at least one of the studied foods in supermarket chains. It asks how meanings of sustainable 

foods get socially constructed and provides insights into how these values make their way into 

contests and negotiations within consumption junctions. The chapter explores how much the 

same intangible values and orders of worth forged at different ends of food supply relations 

(farm and plate) come into conflict with defining business models in consumption junctions. 

The chapter seeks to identify possibilities for coupling shared producer and social concern to 

producer and consumer empowerment in consumption junctions. The questioning is inspired 

by work on Urban Living Labs that seeks to turn food into something that might reconnect 

urban people with the joy of sharing sustainable foods with loved ones (Ribeiro 2019a).  

Chapter 10 synthesises this thesis’ findings and asks what they contribute to the critical 

literature. It outlines a set of epistemological contributions; that is, enabling tools for ‘(the study 

of) knowledge and how to reach it’ (Esbjörn-Hargens 2010). The chapter evaluates how the 

concepts and frameworks developed perform empirically in studying the messy social 

dynamics that might potentially enable transitions to sustainability within the consumption 

junction and constitute spaces still ‘politically open to multiple potential outcomes’ (Campbell 

and Dixon 2009). These contributions are in line with the work of other scholars addressing 

the same gap found in transition literature: a weak engagement with agency (e.g. Geels 2011; 
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Spaargaren et al. 2013a; Avelino and Wittmayer 2016; Loorbach et al. 2017). Chapter 10 also 

suggests that the consumption junction (or major retailers) is not simply a node in a value chain. 

Rather, it conceptualises the consumption junction as space or site, by paying attention to how 

this analytical locus of negotiations influences the rearrangement of convention theory’s worlds 

of justification. This contribution also engages a discussion about how these insights could help 

other place-based transitions researches that might transcend food. In this way, it experiments 

with an ontological contribution for establishing new social scientific knowledge, aimed at 

better understanding ‘the different entities and categories within reality’ (Esbjörn-Hargens 

2010).  
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Chapter 2. Framing Sustainable Foods 

 

Chapter 2 considers what is meant by sustainable foods in this thesis. This represents a 

considerable challenge, given the breadth of understandings of sustainability developed in the 

critical literature and the range of matters of concern brought under its ambit. This chapter 

focuses on three dimensions of the sustainability concept. First, a differentiation between the 

weak and the strong sustainability concepts places this study in the latter. Second, a short 

literature review highlights different understandings of sustainability from distinct 

scholarships, providing a platform for elaborating on their rigid structures. Third, I use the idea 

of strategic buckets from the business literature1 to emphasise the materiality of sustainability 

values. For commitments to be meaningful, businesses, consumers and society at large must 

invest in these values.  

2.1 Sustainability Definitions 

Solow (1974) and Hartwick (1977) argue that human capital (e.g. infrastructure and 

knowledge) can substitute natural capital (e.g. fossil fuels and biodiversity) in what came to be 

known as the weak sustainability concept. Weak sustainability is also underpinned by the idea 

that ‘natural resources may decline as long as human capital increases’, and capital is left 

constant over ‘intergenerational equity’ (Solow 1974; Hartwick 1977). Intergenerational equity 

is an economic concept of ‘fairness between generations’; based on the idea that ‘constant 

capital over time provides the platform for sustainable growth equity’ (Solow 1974; Hartwick 

1977). In the late 1980s, the weak sustainability concept began underpinning international 

politics. In 1992, 178 nation-states signed the Agenda 21 at the Rio Summit, in which these 

national authorities committed to having ‘a plan for sustainable management of land resources, 

by no later than 1996’ (United Nations 1992). A group of scholars argue that most local 

authority initiatives adopted a weak version of sustainability (Gibbs et al. 1998); instead of a 

strong sustainability approach to planning, in which human capital and natural capital are 

dependent and complementary rather than interchangeable (Frame and Mortimer 2010). 

                                                           
1 By business literature I mean the strand of thought researched through the University of Auckland's 
databases: Faculty of Business and Economics' database (Business case studies), the SpringerLink database 
(Business content), Business Source Premier (BSP) key database (Management and International Business). 
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Within these two broader understandings of sustainability, there are also subdivisions among 

different bodies of scholarship. A sample of these strands of thought can be used to illustrate 

tensions in the critical literature and highlight concepts pertinent to this thesis’ theoretical 

underpinnings.  

Romero-Lankao et al. (2016, p.3) argue sustainability has its ‘origins in the biology and 

ecology, where it refers to the rates at which renewable resources can be used or polluted 

without affecting ecosystem structure and function’. This minimalist framing of sustainability 

has been taken in multiple different directions. Ecological economics focuses attention on 

relations ‘between human economic systems and the natural systems that support them and, 

thereby, to demonstrate the costs associated with environmental degradation’ (Romero-Lankao 

et al. 2016). Political ecology approaches begin from a recognition of politically embedded 

nature of economy and explore the relations between power, environmental use, the costs and 

benefits of those uses, and who wins and loses as a consequence. The approach finds an echo 

in the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs).  

Agyeman (2008) takes the concept further to the notion of ‘just sustainabilities’, which tends 

to provide strong social sustainability to match strong ecological notions of sustainability. To 

him, they suggest ‘the need to ensure a better quality of life for all, now and into the future, in 

a just and equitable manner, whilst living within the limits of supporting ecosystems’ 

(Agyeman 2008, p.753). In agrifood studies, others within the political ecology tradition 

attempt to align the strong sustainability concept with ‘agroecological’ values (Marsden 2013), 

or use the notion of sustainability to link ecological and social justices (ecosystems and human 

bodies) more directly. 

Good human health requires ecological viability and, vice versa, what is good for ecology 

– diversity, low impact farming, sustainability – can be good for health. Yet this is not 

necessarily being delivered. (Lang 2005, p.132) 

The transitions to sustainability scholarship offers a systemic perspective to this kind of 

connection. It sees sustainability as ‘a system property. Therefore products, services, 

technology or organisation cannot be sustainable on their own but may be elements of 

sustainable systems’ (Gaziulusoy et al. 2013; Loorbach and Wijsman 2013) (Romain and Julie 

2016, p.472). This observation is taken up in different ways in different applications of 

transitions thinking. The idea of the circular economy, for example, highlights waste and the 

potential to turn it into value so as to materialise sustainability. 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

23 
 

Circular economy uses theory and principles from industrial ecology. The aims of 

industrial ecology are to close the loop of materials and substances, and reduce both 

resource consumption and discharges into the environment. Industrial metabolism in 

industrial ecology refers particularly to the idea of industrial systems working as natural 

ecosystems. (Jurgilevich et al. 2016, p.3)  

The point is that definitions of sustainability are ‘manifold and highly diverse’ (Avelino 

forthcoming). From high-level notions of weak and strong sustainability, to specific 

approaches such as the circular economy and political ecology, what all these attempts to define 

and appropriate the term have in common is their boundaries that make sense in relation to 

specific objects of research. Instead, I chose to welcome the disturbing impermanence of the 

term. As a fluid analytical concept, sustainability offers a helpful conceptual language for 

performing political work in the context of social change. 

2.2 Reconceptualising Sustainability 

This thesis begins from the position that, despite criticism that overuse and diverse 

interpretations have emptied out its meaning (Fortune and Hughes 1997; Gunder 2006; 

Swyngedouw 2007), sustainability remains a powerful political concept. However, it 

presupposes reprioritising the use of resources and investment in doing economy differently. 

In the business literature, authors use the idea of strategic buckets to conceptualise 

prioritisation of resource allocation (Chao and Kavadias 2008; Hutchison-Krupat and Kavadias 

2014; Aronson 2017). The decision-maker uses buckets of resources as a metaphor to guide 

experiments with different potential investment targets and their outcomes. The notion is 

helpful because it emphasises the need to invest in sustainability outcomes, the presence of 

alternative configurations of resource-target relationships and the challenges of prioritising and 

selecting among different targets. 

Different sustainability concerns suggest different targets and have different resource 

allocation considerations. These range from protecting the environment (Romero-Lankao et al. 

2016) to supporting the development of entirely new value chains to foster more sustainable 

use of environmental resources (Romain and Julie 2016), out-designing waste (Jurgilevich et 

al. 2016), addressing social equity (Agyeman 2008), or fostering low impact farming to 

produce ecologically and socially healthy, nutrient-dense foods (Lang 2005). 
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The problem with all these approaches is their inflexibility. They fail to both contextualise 

more holistic criteria within people- place dynamics and to embody the impermanence inherent 

to sustainability. The literature has tended to put forward sustainability as a place where we 

must arrive to address the challenges produced by current models of production, distribution 

and consumption. More open conceptions of the term would see it less as destination and more 

as a process of change. That is, sustainability transitions are on-going systemic changes that 

qualify as the movement between systems: as a space still ‘politically open to multiple potential 

outcomes’ (Campbell and Dixon 2009). As these processes are in the making, any attempt to 

rigidly encapsulate how meanings and values are articulated would hamper the generalisation 

of concepts to different contexts. Consequently, sustainable foods feel like an intangible thing; 

an idea that inspires us to face the challenges within the journey of moving away from 

conventional models of production, distribution and consumption. The sustainability buckets 

metaphor is a useful framework to emphasise not just that there are multiple dimensions to 

sustainability, but that these must be materialised through investment, and this in turn means 

that sustainability must be a place-dependent process of change. 

‘Sustainability is not tightly defined’ in this thesis, but rather ‘explored in different contexts’ 

(Frame and Mortimer 2010). At core, my interest is in: economically viable edibles that 

promote socially just relationships while embodying circular practices, that nourish both the 

body and the planet. By focusing on different interpretations of sustainability and thinking 

about buckets, I identify five strategic targets for the allocation of resources. 

Nourish the Body 

Foods in the nourish the body bucket are understood here as the ones that boost the human’s 

immune system instead of making people susceptible to non-communicable diseases; but also 

as foods that provide humans with essential nutrients needed for survival and healing. The rise 

of diet-related diseases is deeply rooted in the so-called Western diet (Konde et al. 2015), a 

contemporary concern. Diet-related diseases include different types of cancer, diabetes II and 

heart conditions, among others (Morgan et al. 2006; Bell and Carolan 2012). Healthcare costs 

skyrocketed worldwide due to the direct relationship between those diseases and the 

consumption of low nutritious foods rich in fat, sugar and salt, regular alcohol intake and meat-

based diets (Morgan et al. 2006; Konde et al. 2015; World Cancer Research Fund 2018). The 

increased human population coupled with the rise of meat consumption also kills rainforests, 
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decreasing carbon sequestration (Leenaert 2012). In other words, the rise of meat consumption 

makes both people and the planet sick.  

Some nutritionists advise us to eat a balanced plant based-diet; which can provide us with 

important nutrients, omega 3s, vitamins and proteins (Rayner and Lang 2012; Konde et al. 

2015; Lang 2016). For example, beans mixed with rice are a powerful plant-based source of 

protein, which also contains high levels of iron and other essential nutrients. However, there is 

no consensus in the literature that a completely vegan diet can properly nourish the human 

body. What the literature highlights is the multiple values in decreasing and restraining meat 

consumption worldwide. While meat can be a valuable source of zinc, iron and vitamin B12, 

the UN, the FAO and others recommend an intake of no more than 500gr of cooked meat per 

week – with a small portion of the 500 gr potentially comprised of processed meats such as 

free-range ham (Konde et al. 2015; The New Zealand Ministry of Health 2015).  

The World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) reports that eating more than 500 g of cooked 

red meat (equivalent to 700–750 g when raw) each week is linked with a higher risk of 

colorectal cancer (WCRF and AICR 2007, 2011). (The New Zealand Ministry of Health 

2015) 

Nutritionists also advise us to eat one egg per day, and oily fish (such as tuna and salmon) twice 

a week to complement a balanced plant-based diet (Konde et al. 2015). The struggles of 

sustainably raising laying hens is addressed through one of this research’s product-case studies 

(see Chapter 7), yet nutritionists present us another major issue to tackle: how sustainable 

eating fish can be? Nutritionists say we must; but if everybody on the planet ate fish twice a 

week, there would be no fish left in the oceans. Although fish farms might mitigate the 

availability problem to a certain extent, intensive fish farming presents environmental 

challenges (like water pollution), and equity problems (such as putting small fishermen out of 

work) (Bush and Belton 2013). 

Microalgae might represent a more sustainable option than fish to fulfil nutritionists’ advice on 

a diet that nourishes the body. Microalgae assemble amazing properties as food: the highest 

source of protein found in a plant (spirulina, for example, is about 65% protein while beef is 

only 20% protein); microalgae are the only vegetables that contain as many omegas as fish 

(once processed into oil); and they also deliver vitamin A, vitamin B-12, B complex, iron, and 

other essential trace minerals (Enzing et al. 2014). Yet the technology for breeding microalgae 

still needs to develop, for nowadays microalgae’s expensive production systems are mostly 

directed to market supplements for the selected few (Harris et al. 2013; Enzing et al. 2014). 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

26 
 

This brief introduction was meant to elaborate on the sources of animal protein that nutritionists 

still advise us to eat to complement a balanced plant-based diet, but the fish dilemma and 

microalgae fall out of this research’s scope. 

Nourish the Planet 

Animal welfare could potentially be framed as nourish the body, but directs particular attention 

to non-human bodies, sustainable animal husbandry and what might be termed nourishing the 

planet. Nourishing the planet in this way can further boost systemic syntropy; for example, 

through their correlation with agroforestry principles enabled by permaculture knowledge 

(Mollison and Slay 1994). Along these lines, bees are pollinator insects and laying hens’ 

manure can become a natural fertiliser. Permaculture addresses these kinds of correlations, and 

each type of animal husbandry embodies specific sustainability issues. Investing in these values 

points to a nourish the planet sustainability bucket according to the focus of the study. Chapter 

7 elaborates on how alternative values in raising laying hens and beekeeping can nourish the 

planet, plus, links between these two kinds of animal husbandry and ‘agroecological’ systems 

of food production (Marsden 2013). 

Nourishing the planet has direct impact on the nutritional density and molecular structure of 

food, and thus clearly overlaps with nourishing the body. Both depend on the type of production 

system. This section will present a brief overview of three dimensions in agri-food: 

externalities of industrialised agriculture (monocultures and pesticides), health concerns 

regarding genetically modified organisms (GMOs) and an example of a production system that 

embodies more sustainable practices (agroforestry).  

Monocultures generate externalities. Their nasty consequences first became visible in the 20th 

century. The Dust Bowl of the 1930s startled North-American farmers, as the once fertile 

topsoil rose into lifeless sandstorms (Steel 2013). Climate and the lack of farming investment 

(due to the stock market crash of 1929) contributed to the Dust Bowl, but Steel (2013) argues 

that monocultural systems of production played a pivotal role. As monocultures were becoming 

the new normalised food production system, Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) triggered further 

concerns in Western nations about pesticide use in agricultural systems. Carson argued we 

would soon experience silent springs as the result of poisoned food crops killing pollinator 

insects, bees and birds. In her book, Silent Spring, she elaborated on industrialised agriculture’s 

external costs, which have largely expanded since then and currently impact an overwhelming 
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web of important systems, such as water resources pollution, soil contamination, food waste 

and climate change (Lang 2005; Morgan et al. 2006). 

In the 1990s, genetically modified organisms were introduced in food systems, further raising 

concerns about industrialised food’s health risks (Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2013). 

Scientifically, GMO technology should work as a vaccine that boosts crops’ resilience, 

decreasing the need for pesticides. Due to the lack of long-term safety evidence for both 

humans and the environment, GMOs are heavily regulated in Europe (Enzing et al. 2014). Still, 

GMOs and their related intellectual property arrangements enabled agro-industrial power to 

gain further traction worldwide, whereas a number of small farmers from the underdeveloped 

world lost the ancient right to select and reproduce their seeds (Lang 2005; Cocklin et al. 2008). 

In this way, GMOs played an important part in the loss of ‘food sovereignty’ in various forms 

(Jarosz 2008). 

Researchers have been investigating agroecological systems for producing food for its 

regenerative potential regarding nourishing both the planet and the human body (due to the 

resulting nutrient-dense foods). Some authors put forward ‘agroforestry technology’, or 

‘systems in syntropy’, as an economically viable alternative (Lawhon and Murphy 2012). The 

system is considered in syntropy once the topsoil is replenished with nutrients and life through 

organic inputs, potentially eliminating the need for mineral fertilisers and pesticides. In other 

words, the topsoil needs organic sources of NPK that are high in nitrogen, but low in 

phosphorus and potassium. Polycultures are used combining food crops (annuals) with tree 

crops (perennials) (Clark and Nicholas 2013). Perennials form a companionship with legumes, 

that fertilise the soil organically due to their ‘special ability to form a relationship with bacteria 

called Rhizobia, that fix nitrogen from the air’ (Furey 2017). Other edibles work as natural 

pesticides or deterrents, such as garlic and onions, and can take part in many companionships. 

Agroforestry technology results in plural outputs such as biomass, nutrient-dense foods and 

non-edible plants; while providing a platform for sustaining biodiversity (Ribeiro 2019a). 

Circular Economy 

Agrifood scholars have long been aware of the social, economic and environmental limitations 

of the linear food economy. Recently, popular attention to the issue of waste has triggered an 

ontological shift toward circular systems. This emerging circular economy approach aims to 

address the environmental impacts of linear practices, or the ‘take-make-dispose’ mindset 
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embodied in a ‘business as usual’ approach (Antikainen et al. 2018). Food waste is a major 

contemporary concern worldwide, deeply connected to climate change. In developed countries, 

households account for around 40% of the total food wasted; whereas in the underdeveloped 

world, food loss happens mostly during production and distribution (Borrello et al. 2016). For 

this research, the focus is on how circularity is practised in the different nodes of the value 

chain, how these practices get translated into tangible and intangible values and how different 

economic actors understand such values as they negotiate meanings and understandings of 

sustainable foods. 

We currently waste around 33% of the food we produce, or 1.3 billion tonnes per year (Curry 

and Pillay 2012). The UN predicts if we were to cut food waste by only 25% (FAO 2011), that 

would be enough to feed the entire human population, which reached 7.7 billion in 2019. Steel 

(2013) estimates that 1 billion of us were starving in 2013. Drawing upon both Steel (2013) 

and the FAO (2011), if 25% of wasted food could feed 1 billion people in the early 2010s, we 

were already producing enough for around 10 billion people back then; and yet one billion of 

us were obese while another billion starved (Steel 2013). Besides wasting valuable resources 

that could feed the hungry, our rejected food overflows landfills while releasing methane: ‘a 

greenhouse gas 25 times more powerful than carbon dioxide’ (City of Guelph 2025). If food 

loss and waste were a country, it would account for the third highest emission rates on the 

planet behind the United States and China (Lyons 2015). Our industrialised food system 

significantly contributes to climate change also because it feeds on oil, coal and gas – otherwise 

known as fossil fuels – instead of renewable energy sources. Animal farming alone generates 

20% of the total greenhouse gas emissions worldwide (Steel 2013). There are significant links 

to be explored between circular practices and climate action. 

The circular economy is sometimes referred to as biomimicry or cradle to cradle design. A food 

circular economy nourishes the planet by avoiding waste and carbon emissions in production, 

distribution and consumption practices, closing the loop of the system to keep the circularity 

of nutrients in foods (Jurgilevich et al. 2016). Closing the loop means out-designing different 

kinds of waste in the form of food, nutrients and resources (Viljoen and Bohn 2014; Toop et 

al. 2017). For example, food waste can be fed to vermicompost centres (for discarded food, 

vegetable peels and scraps) while waste-water and sewage can be treated for phosphorus (a 

finite resource we keep mining instead of using the abundant offer discarded in our sewage 

systems) (Ribeiro 2019a). In a food circular economy, the consumer transitions into an active 

agent that purchases sustainable foods, re-directs packaging for recycling, avoids food waste 
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in the household and practices composting (Sleenhoff et al. 2015; Borrello et al. 2016) – which 

is no small challenge. To fully mature, food transitions to sustainability also depend on 

renewable energy inputs to the system: otherwise, carbon emissions still emerge from 

production and distribution practices (which falls out of this thesis’ scope). 

Socially Just Relationships  

Socially just relationships embody an understanding of how equitable and transparent are the 

negotiations between economic actors from different nodes of the value chain. In this thesis, a 

concern with socially just relationships directs attention to both fairtrade principles and 

working relationships with employees and issues to do with consumer trust. These require 

investment and thus again imply a socially just relationships bucket. Often, it is in this sphere 

of values and investment that producers, processors and distributors fail to grasp the full intent 

of sustainability transitions – let alone materialise them. Groups of people who create and 

negotiate value routinely fail to account for this dimension of sustainability while mainstream 

actors blind themselves to it in the pursuit of profit and higher returns on investment (der Ploeg 

2008; Dicken 2015). 

According to the Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International, fair trade labels operate on 

two key dimensions. The contracts signed with farmer-suppliers establish a distinct minimum, 

even if conventional commodity prices fall. In addition, a premium price is paid ‘to allow 

farmers to cover their cost of production and improve their lives – by, for instance, providing 

money to be invested in their farms and in schools’i. However, private certification companies 

provide expensive labelling schemes that can make the fair trade label too costly for the 

farmers/producers this label is meant to protect (Oosterveer and Sonnenfeld 2012). Arguably, 

socially just relationships can be established regardless of labelling schemes and may embody 

other kinds of fair trade principles, such as commitments to buy the farmers’ produce before 

the harvesting season and, therefore, without precise information about the yield (e.g. 

community supported agriculture - Gibson-Graham et al. 2013), as elaborated in Chapter 3.  

Socially just relationships must also involve further commitments to other economic actors, 

such as employees. For example, between 2000 and 2010 some publications targeted Walmart: 

a corporation that came to be known for its strategies for always offering the lowest possible 

price (e.g. Greenwald 2005; Lichtenstein 2006; Fishman 2007). Walmart denied work rights 

for its employees in the USA, where labour unions failed to protect those workers’ rights. 
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According to Greenwald (2005), employees of Walmart factories in China and India worked 

seven days a week, for at least 14 hours a day. Local businesses died everywhere Walmart built 

a new store, and some cities in the USA started resembling ghost towns as a result (Greenwald 

2005). The corporation also had negative environmental impacts on several reported locations 

(Lichtenstein 2006; Fishman 2007). The critical literature highlights how Walmart set the tone 

for major retailers to always chase the lowest possible price – staying ahead of the competition, 

and crushing smaller enterprises along the way (Greenwald 2005; Lichtenstein 2006; Fishman 

2007).  

From the above considerations it follows that the contractual and work relationships between 

an enterprise and its employees is an important part of establishing socially just relationships. 

The focus of this thesis, however, lies on three negotiated entities within the consumption 

junction, so the trust and work relationships between the analysed major retailer (Countdown 

supermarkets) and its employees fall out of this research’s scope – even though this constitutes 

a promising area for further research. The same does not apply to the studied upstream suppliers 

of food: FRENZ (free-range and organic eggs), Airborne (honey) and Waiheke Herbs (organic 

herb spread). From the empirical data, I draw insights around how FRENZ establishes contracts 

with egg suppliers, Airborne negotiates the honey produced by independent beekeepers and 

Waiheke Herbs purchases organic parsley from external partners. These contractual and labour 

relationships are crucial to the production of the three product-case studies. 

Economic Viability 

Sustainability buckets require investment choices and therefore imply trade-offs that shape the 

mainstream penetration of alternative food values. Economic viability involves securing the 

returns needed to sustain ethical commitments. This section directs attention to the trade-offs 

and investment choices that currently characterise mainstream urban food provisioning, 

providing a baseline for the analysis that will follow in the next chapters.  

Sustainable foods have been portrayed by the Western media as too costly as a result of 

perceived inefficiencies in sustainable production systems (such as the amount of land 

required) (e.g. Gray 2017). This bias could potentially compromise an egalitarian approach to 

sustainable foods (Bell and Carolan 2012); that is, the possibility of feeding everyone 

sustainably, and not just the selected few who can or will pay a premium for such foods. 

Although the problem of feeding everyone sustainably falls out of this thesis’ scope, the price 
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of sustainable foods is widely held to compromise their mainstream penetration. Industrialised 

food, critics argue, is more cost-effective and therefore more suitable to feed a growing human 

population. For example, one could argue beef has never been cheaper and a growing number 

of people nowadays get to enjoy what was once perceived as a luxury. As is the case with other 

foods, industrialised animal husbandry democratised access to beef while organic meat remains 

an expensive niche product that requires too much land to produce. And yet the critical 

literature highlights how the real cost of cheap food gets externalised and paid for in other ways 

(Lang 2005; Morgan et al. 2006; Carolan 2011; Marsden 2013; Romero-Lankao et al. 2016).  

Other products embody externalities as well, but meat became a leitmotif in the agri-food 

critical literature. Cheap beef avidly consumes resources and contributes to both climate change 

and the costs of health care systems skyrocketing worldwide (Carolan 2011; Leenaert 2012; 

Patel 2012). Research proves that excessive meat consumption contributes to diet-related 

diseases (e.g. different kinds of cancer, diabetes II and obesity) (Konde et al. 2015). Cattle’s 

digestive system evolved to eat grass; but as these animals are increasingly raised on a grain-

based diet, they release even more methane gas than grass-fed cattle. According to the FAO, 

cattle are the animal species responsible for the most emissions from agriculture, ‘representing 

about 65% of the livestock sector’s emissions’ worldwide ii. Methane gas is 25 times stronger 

than carbon dioxide, constituting a very strong greenhouse gas (McGregor and Houston 2017). 

Animal farming also puts pressure on land use. The FAO estimates that 26% of the world’s 

ice-free land is used for livestock grazing (e.g. cows and sheep) and that 33% of croplands are 

used for livestock feed production (FAO 2012). To illustrate the external costs of industrialised 

food systems, Patel (2012) famously estimated the cost of a Big Mac hamburger at around 

USD200 predominantly due to the externalities embedded in intensifying grazing cattle (Patel 

2012). 

The challenge in the sustainability transitions of foods requires thinking in terms of both 

technological efficiency and the kinds of practices that are normalised as economies of scale 

are achieved. The underlying assumption explored in this thesis is that economies of scale are 

crucial to the mainstream penetration of sustainable foods. The concept of economies of scale, 

which dates back to Adam Smith, means achieving proportionate savings in cost through an 

increased level of production (Lipsey and Chrystal 1999). Although the focus of this thesis is 

on values other than price and efficiency enabling the mainstream penetration of three food 

product-case studies, efficiency remains a vital component in any food transition to 

sustainability because it underpins economic viability. These are contestable ideas, and 
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Chapters 3 and 4 explore how some authors claim that sustainable practices get lost within 

economies of scale (e.g. Guthman 2008 on California) while others argue that any food 

transition to sustainability will have to involve mainstream penetration and, consequently, 

regime actors (i.e. supermarkets, catering services, and other major retailers) (e.g. Oosterveer 

2013 on consumption junctions). 
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Chapter 3. Alternative Food Movements and Global Food Crises   

 

This chapter makes a cut in the vast, rich literature of geographies of food to examine the 

potential of local food movements to address global scale food crises. The review explores the 

responses of the literature to the challenge of feeding a human population that has more than 

doubled in the last 50 years and addressing the social inequalities and environmental problems 

underpinning food systems worldwide that became acute. It highlights the emergence of 

alternative food movements and the critique they mount against mainstream and industrialised 

models of production, distribution and consumption but questions whether they offer the 

upscaling strategies necessary to feed a growing human population sustainably. The critique 

takes us to transition theory and its suggestions of systemic approaches and pathways to unlock 

inclusive sustainable futures. 

3.1 Strands of Knowledge 

It is thirty years since the Brundtland Report (1987) sensitised global audiences to issues of 

food security at various scales and the relationships between food security, environmental 

change and the loss of biodiversity (United Nations 1987). Despite these concerns, the practices 

that define our current global agri-food system have coalesced into urban food provisioning 

that is characterised by damaging social, environmental and individual health effects (Morgan 

et al. 2006; Morgan and Sonnino 2013; Morgan 2014). The literature highlights issues to do 

with income, various other socio-spatial inequalities (Lang 2005), and the practices of 

contemporary corporate capitalism (Guthman 2008), alongside urban dwellers’ detachment 

from food production, processing and delivery systems (Nasr and Komisar 2012; Steel 2013). 

In response, a range of alternative food movements with diverse political agendas has emerged 

across Western nations to politicise food and confront these effects (e.g. Andersson and Nilsson 

2012; Leenaert 2012; Lyons et al. 2013; Mansfield and Mendes 2013; Lewis et al. 2016).  

These movements draw on local, fair trade, organics and other longer-standing food 

movements. Alternative food movements see the failures of conventional food provisioning 

systems as an opportunity to promote approaches that will restore connections between eaters 

and the multiple values of food, stimulate healthier diets and generate more socially and 

environmentally just outcomes. A body of research has emerged in connection with these food 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

34 
 

movements, much of which is activist and/or policy focused in nature and deploys various 

forms of participatory action research (e.g. Niwa 2012; Gibson-Graham et al. 2013; Sheridan 

et al. 2015; Carey et al. 2016; Napawan 2016). This debate challenges normalised patterns of 

food provisioning by thinking through the potential of bottom-up initiatives: urban agriculture 

(Tornaghi 2014), growing edible landscapes in highly consolidated urban tissues (de Graaf 

2012); alternative retailing formats such as farmers’ markets (Jarosz 2008); the slow food 

movement (Morgan et al. 2006); and sharing cities enabled through foraging practices and 

community gardens (Davies et al. 2017).  

Urban Agriculture (UA), Edible Landscapes and Sharing Economies 

Geographers and other social scientists have been mapping urban agriculture (UA) around the 

world. The critical literature highlights cities that embraced urban agriculture as a part of their 

sustainability strategies, such as San Francisco (Napawan 2016), London and Toronto 

(Mansfield and Mendes 2013). These cities have food councils that promote UA and other food 

strategies in their public agendas. For example, the San Francisco UA Alliance successfully 

changed zoning codes and policies. The Toronto Environment Office has been moving forward 

with the recommendations in a report entitled Scaling Up Urban Agriculture in Toronto: 

Building the Infrastructure (Nasr et al. 2010). Mansfield and Mendes (2013) argue that 

London’s Food Strategy offered a benchmark for tackling a diversity of food issues ‘in concert 

with the wide range of sectors and stakeholders involved’. Although parts of this scholarship 

take a stand for addressing socio-economic and environmental problems on the municipal level 

(Morgan and Sonnino 2013), Mansfield and Mendes (2013) argue that London shows how an 

integrated approach with central government contributed to that city’s food strategy successes.  

In other parts of the world, grassroots movements are taking the lead. The ‘pioneer Incredible 

Edible Todmorden’ (Tornaghi 2014) is an initiative happening in a U.K. city that is home to 

15,000 people. Citizens got together and decided to grow edible landscapes in 2008. Guerrilla 

gardening took place everywhere: cemeteries, schoolyards, police stations and street verges. 

As a result, the city began attracting tourists, which enabled new economic activities iii . 

Tornaghi (2014) writes about Todmorden, stating that the city has provided opportunities to 

reconnect ‘gardening for its leisure, educational and therapeutic benefits’, with ‘radical, 

informal, grassroots practices’. In other words, Todmorden’s streets became an unique 

commons (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013), in which citizens share the experiences of cultivating 
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and harvesting food. The strength of the model would lie in the constant contact with food as 

a daily public experience, which heightens the possibility of engaging cultural change. 

Food sharing offers a complementary approach to those kinds of thinking around alternative 

urban food provisioning. Food sharing is based on gifting: exchanges that exclude money 

(Muñoz and Cohen 2017). Foraging and gleaning in the city’s public spaces are a part of such 

sharing practices. Davies et al. (2017) present ‘a novel landscape level analysis of more than 

4000 ICT-mediated urban food sharing activities operating across 100 cities in six continents’. 

Davies et al. (2017) recognise that most of these initiatives are small-sized and advocate for 

building sharing networks through the online database that they developediv. These authors 

grapple with notions of scale and the kinds of impact that these initiatives can effectively have 

in the wider social domain; concluding that ‘further research is required in order to establish 

the worth of these initiatives, for whom that worth is generated and the means by which worth 

can be rolled out’ (Davies et al. 2017). 

Perhaps due to the health and social benefits claimed by some scholars, edible landscapes 

started drawing the attention of urban planners and designers who developed methodologies 

for growing foods intertwined in highly consolidated urban tissues. In San Francisco, Napawan 

(2016) proposes a methodology for mapping spatially and programmatically sites for growing 

foods in San Francisco, based on a combination of urban food production typologies. In 

Rotterdam, De Graaf (2012) developed a methodology for mapping spatial opportunities for 

urban food production (de Graaf 2012). Ribeiro (2019a) builds upon these ideas suggesting 

that planned urban food forestry can activate our cities’ commons into dynamic knowledge 

platforms. She speculates on a participatory methodology for designing urban food forestry in 

public spaces for the city of Auckland (NZ), how this kind of place-making might contribute 

to raising people’s awareness about food processes and the importance of politics in the 

implementation of these ideas (Ribeiro 2019a). These authors argue that grassroots initiatives 

put bottom-up pressure on the system up to a certain extent and that planners and designers 

could contribute to more meaningful interventions through planned edible landscapes.  

The Continuous Productive Urban Landscapes (CPULs) (Viljoen et al. 2005) represents one of 

the first general texts that included integration of urban food production within the lexicon of 

designers (Napawan 2016). CPULs are a thought experiment, whereby the authors envisioned 

an urban experience that preserves ‘the greenbelt by offering the rural on the urban doorstep’ 

(Viljoen and Bohn 2014). They designed a model to achieve this goal (i.e. CPULs), and the 
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book advocates for applying it to any city, by mapping all existing interstitial spaces and 

connecting them through green infrastructures – where agriculturally productive land is 

inserted (Viljoen and Bohn 2014). Commercially viable market gardens would form a part of 

the city’s network of open spaces, providing some of the fresh food urban dwellers consume 

as locally as it gets. Although ‘the British Dig for Victory campaign during the Second World 

War shows that up to 50% of fruit and vegetable requirements could be supplied by urban 

agriculture’, CPUL’s design ‘suggests that 25 per cent is a more realistic target (…) for our 

time’ (Viljoen et al. 2015, p.267). Notably, CPUL illustrates a concept rather than a built 

reality. 

Although UA, edible landscapes and sharing economies provide socio-cultural richness, these 

reviewed practices alone cannot solve the problem of feeding urban populations sustainably. 

For instance, the most ambitious city plan that I came across hopes to source up to 30% of its 

fresh fruits and vegetables through those kinds of initiatives. The City of Brussels is growing 

foods everywhere to achieve its 30% target: parking lots, roof-tops, and so on (City of Brussels 

2016). The value in the literature reviewed so far would thus lie in the argument that these 

alternative food practices offer themes of reconnection for urban people that might foster more 

sustainable food practices, rather than enabling systemic reorganisation. Besides, other critical 

thinkers pinpoint limitations to the state of research and analysis on claimed reconnections of 

urban people with food processes through practices such as UA.  

[UA] research data and insights ...are not sufficient to help policy-makers to address the 

most compelling questions that are emerging in relation to urban food provisioning and 

land-use planning. Indeed, the lack of comprehensive and comparative studies on urban 

agriculture makes it difficult to understand under what specific conditions this activity can 

deliver its alleged public health, social, economic and environmental benefits. (Sonnino 

2009, pp.427–428) 

Localism, Resilience, Otherness and Affect   

Besides urban agriculture, edible landscapes and sharing economies some critical thinkers 

point to other potential pathways for feeding people more sustainably, in the form of localism, 

resilience, otherness and affect (Dombroski et al. 2020). There is an emphasis on the potential 

for local systems to increase the resilience of communities, coupled with scholarly interest in 

small-scale initiatives. Such small-scale initiatives, they argue, could potentially enhance 

community resilience and reconnect people with food processes, through notions of empathy 
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for the people who produce our foods and the association of affect with food. Some of these 

critical thinkers pay attention to small-scale and local initiatives based on the premise that 

capitalism is not ubiquitous, but rather one way of living that can be challenged.  

Environmental degradation, the loss of biodiversity, carbon emissions, and many other 

sustainability factors are shaping a new language of resilience, that points to more creative 

thinking about scale. This creative thinking highlights, for example, the importance of the 

production of food at the city fringes in making sure food is available in the face of ‘chronic 

stress and sudden shocks, including unforeseen circumstances’ (Carey et al. 2016). Carey et al. 

(2016) look into the importance of food production in the city fringe for Melbourne’s resilience 

against fluctuations in food prices due to climate change. The authors conclude that 

Melbourne’s local municipality should protect the ‘food bowl’ located in its urban fringes due 

to pressures inflicted by land value, which raises questions to do with the economic viability 

of growing foods in the city fringe. 

Land value puts pressure not only on production practices but also on alternative distribution 

networks, such as farmers’ markets. The idea that direct physical encounters would benefit the 

value of farmers’ produce might be right, but the costs of land surrounding highly consolidated 

urban tissues and the travel expenses to farmers’ markets put additional pressure on these 

workers’ livelihoods (Jarosz 2008). In Washington State (USA), Jarosz (2008) conducted ‘an 

in-depth, qualitative case study reliant upon participant observation’ and in-depth interviews; 

which drew upon a ‘regional consumer survey’. She concluded that the dynamics of farmers 

markets ‘do not necessarily enable all farmers to consistently make a living from season to 

season’ (Jarosz 2008). The intersection between farmers’ livelihoods and community resilience 

is perhaps more directly addressed through the concept of food sovereignty. Wittman (2009) 

writes about how La Via Campesina brought this concept to ‘global attention at the World Food 

Summit in Rome in 1996’.   

(…) In La Via Campesina’s terms, a ‘people’s food sovereignty’ encompasses the right of 

local populations to define their own agricultural and food policy, organise food 

production and consumption to meet local needs, and secure access to land, water, and 

seed. (Wittman 2009) 

La Via Campesina and the slow food movement share a core purpose: to resist ‘industrialisation 

and standardisation in the food chain’ (Morgan et al. 2006). While La Via Campesina focuses 

more on social justice issues to do with the livelihood of the farmers and resilience, the slow 

food movement is primarily concerned with preserving cultures of food and with the tasting 
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experience (Wittman 2009; Morgan 2014). The slow food movement fosters geographical 

diversity through activities aimed at strengthening markets for local and regional products. La 

Via Campesina received attention in the critical literature for their perceived potential to 

reorganise food systems around more just social practices in production systems. The slow 

food movement advocates for behavioural change towards the appreciation of foods that embed 

a strong connection to local systems of production and consumption – or the terroir.  

Researching alternative networks such as La Via Campesina and the slow food movement is 

still vital for food geographers interested in alternative food provisioning; who see global food 

economy as irrational, inefficient and a driver of social inequality (Cook 2004). Harvey (1990) 

called upon geographers to ‘make powerful, important, disturbing connections between 

Western consumers and the distant strangers’ who feed them. Cook (2004) was one of the 

geographers who answered such a call and conducted research about ‘de-fetishising’ papaya as 

a commodity. From paddock to table, Cook (2004) takes the reader through farmers’ hardships 

and absurdity of price fluctuations embodied in a papaya global value chain. In the last section 

of his paper, the author briefly addresses ‘papaya consumption’: ‘a papaya consumer is 

supposed to pick the fruit fresh off the supermarket shelf’. His last provocation entices the 

reader to think about the politics embodied in purchasing practices: ‘what can any ‘‘radical’’ 

and/or ‘‘sustainable’’ politics of consumption realistically involve?’ (Cook 2004).   

A growing number of scholars, on the other hand, started depicting localism as a problematic 

notion for other reasons. Morgan et al. (2006) state that ‘local food is not a synonym for 

sustainability’. It fails to account for local environmental, social or economic contexts in which 

local food production may be less sustainable (Guthman 2008; Morgan et al. 2006). Morgan 

and Sonnino (2013) advocate that we should focus on alternative food values that are both 

‘locally embedded and globally attuned’. Another way to look at this debate is through the need 

to interrogate 'local' as a concept that can comprise a diversity of practices – both sustainable 

and unsustainable, as Morgan et al. (2006) put it. 

Thanks to the work of Harvey in particular, some of the more self-critical AFN literature 

is recognizing the danger of fetishizing the ‘local’ realm (Allen et al., 2003a; D. Harvey, 

1996; Hinrichs, 2003). (Morgan et al. 2006, p.189) 

Diverse economy geographers offer yet another way to explore how alternative food networks 

could challenge mainstream urban food provisioning, through mapping and making visible a 

proliferation of alternatives to capitalism (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013). These mapping 
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dynamics build upon their own argument that otherness cannot encapsulate alternative 

initiatives as something other than capitalism, just as women exist in themselves regardless of 

the reference of men (Gibson-Graham 2006). The diverse economies scholarship takes a stand 

against an assumed ‘capitalist hegemony’. Their call for diversity in economy takes the reader 

through disruptive initiatives happening worldwide that transcend food, such as the Norwegian 

government oil fund (built upon extraction of non-renewable resources) that currently supports 

green enterprises; and a group of workers in Argentina who took control over a factory and 

turned it into the FaSinPat cooperative: employee-owners currently use the business surplus to 

care for their community’s needs (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013). Most of their thinking models 

are based on ‘affect’ as a driving force for these kinds of initiatives (Carolan 2017). 

Affect draws attention to empathy towards the people who produce our foods and, by 

extension, to socially just relationships. On issues to do with food, Gibson-Graham et al. (2013) 

frame community-supported agriculture (CSA) as a Japanese invention from the 1970s that 

spread across the world. Consumers support farmers by paying for their groceries in advance, 

which aligns with fair trade principles (Oosterveer and Sonnenfeld 2012). The farmer gets paid 

in advance for their produce, establishing a partnership with their urban consumers. According 

to the Food Connect Brisbane CSA, ‘we ask our farmers the price that they need to continue 

farming sustainably’ (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013). The consumer gets high-quality fresh 

produce while the CSA promotes a connection between producers and eaters. Farmers are no 

longer invisible behind packaging bought from supermarkets shelves, but humans who have 

needs and desires. Diverse economies scholars emphasise human relations of empathy and 

care, rather than economic or market behaviours, claiming that this approach can challenge 

capitalism and enable the system to achieve a higher degree of sustainability (Gibson et al. 

2018).  

3.2 Accommodating Systemic Concerns and Alternative Approaches to 

Scale  

Contemporary economies are primarily shaped by uneven power relationships and the practices 

of corporate capitalism (der Ploeg 2008; Dicken 2015). Food is a space where these uneven 

relationships are visible, as we eat the produce of these inequalities on a daily basis. La Via 

Campesina, the slow food movement, Carolan’s (2017) emphasis on ‘affect’ and Gibson-

Graham’s (2013) ‘otherness to capitalism’ represent voices advocating for the need to move 
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away from values other than price and efficiency towards an assemblage of human and non-

human values. But do they fully answer Harvey’s (1990) call for ‘powerful, important, 

disturbing connections’? The problem is that to be effective universally, they require significant 

socio-political change. While advocates see this change as being brought about in part by 

shifting to different scaled, alternative food economies, it is important that in a context of 

significant urgency we do not lose sight of opportunities to make positive differences at the 

large urban scales and through extant investment patterns of capitalism. Are there upscaling 

opportunities that will help us to feed 8 billion people sustainably and address some of the deep 

problems of global climate change and global energy balances? 

The sustainability transitions literature offers a different kind of lens to analyse transition 

pathways to more sustainable food systems that can feed everyone. Transition scholars begin 

with the problem of a rapidly urbanising world where cities already consume around 75% of 

the planet’s food and energy resources (Steel 2013). While these figures may be insensitive to 

distinctions between the global South and global North in terms of both need and energy 

consumption level, they point to the compelling global scale of the problem of feeding a world 

population of around 8 billion people today and 9.8 billion by 2050 (United Nations 2017). For 

many, this means that the call for alternative food practices must be upscaled or reproduced to 

include a more significant amount of people (Boschma et al. 2017). 

Taking up this challenge, Spaargaren et al. (2013) envision food transition pathways that 

include mainstream regime actors: ‘blurring the boundaries between alternative and 

mainstream’ in a ‘multidimensional and heterogenic’ way. Transition scholars argue that any 

food transition to sustainability will have to involve supermarkets, catering services, and other 

major retailers (or regime actors) (Oosterveer 2013); where the majority of a growing urban 

population source their foods. In transition theory, the challenge is to disrupt locked in socio-

technical trajectories already established in existing regimes (Amstel et al. 2013). Path 

dependency is often a part of the lock-in effect, whereby technological innovations emerge but 

do not challenge the regime (Bos et al. 2013). Such lock-ins and path-dependencies can be 

disrupted to generate different forms of change, but this involves overcoming the challenge of 

upscaling in a sustainable manner – one of the key points that I address empirically in the 

Chapters to follow with respect to ‘mainstreaming’ goods through contests between different 

values in consumption junctions. 

  



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

41 
 

Chapter 4. The Geography of Sustainability Transitions 

 

This part of the literature review outlines a sustainability transitions approach that might 

stimulate the scaled production of sustainable foods. It explores developments in the transition 

scholarship and offers a critique of the problem of agency in transition theory that has 

concerned other social theorists.  

4.1 MLP and Transitions Pathways 

Transition theory is a young field of research that resulted from a group of Nordic scholars. It 

started from an institutional approach to ‘nesting innovations’ so that they could ‘mature’ and 

‘challenge’ unsustainable ‘socio-technical regimes’ (Geels 2005), which became known as 

Strategic Niche Management or Transitions Management (Verhoog 2018). In the early 2000s, 

transition scholars started writing about ‘the analysis of specific environmental innovation 

processes’ that included, but were no longer limited to, governance (Truffer and Coenen 2012). 

Technological innovation systems (TIS) constituted the first systemic framework produced in 

the field, which was later challenged by the Multi-level perspective (MLP). 

The TIS systems approach (BERGEK et al., 2008; MARKARD and TRUFFER, 2008; 

HEKKERT et al., 2007; CARLSSON and STANKIEWICZ, 1991) builds on insights from 

environmental innovation research but adopts a systemic perspective by considering the 

interplay of a whole range of potentially relevant actors (including governments, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), research institutes, etc.), as well as different forms 

of institutions relevant for innovation success (EDQUIST, 2005). (Truffer and Coenen 

2012, p.4) 

Supporters of the TIS approach claim that it provides insights into how we can enable greener 

technologies, which can contribute to support ‘more sustainable production structures’ (e.g. 

wind energy, biofuels and photovoltaic cells) (Truffer and Coenen 2012). The studies and 

reports generated by TIS researchers are meant to inform policy and contribute to greening the 

cities’ infrastructures. In the 2000s, a group of transition scholars started questioning this 

‘narrow technology supply-side focus and instead proposed to look at entire production and 

consumption systems’ (Truffer and Coenen 2012). In other words, these scholars argued that 

entire value chains must be reorganised for niche innovations to substitute unsustainable social-
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technical regimes. The multi-level perspective (MLP) emerged as a response to these concerns 

(see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2 ‘Multi-level perspective on transitions’ (Geels 2011, p.28) 

The MLP frames sustainability transitions as the outcomes of reflexive relations among 

economic actors at niche, regime and landscape levels (Roep and Wiskerke 2013). It breaks 

down transitions processes into three levels: ‘technological niches (micro-level), socio-

technical regimes (meso-level) and socio-technical landscapes (macro-level)’ (Bos et al. 2013). 

Socio-technical regimes tend to show robust resistance to niche innovations that do not fit into 

established socio-technical trajectories, potentially creating lock-in effects (Amstel et al. 2013). 

The landscape dynamics are exogenous influences to the system that have the power to foster 

or hinder windows of opportunity for transitions to sustainability (Geels and Schot 2007). 
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These can be human-made (e.g. the advent of trains) or natural phenomena (e.g. climate change 

– although one could argue that climate change results from human practices). Amstel et al. 

(2013) state that the co-evolution between levels is currently at the centre of attention in 

transition theory.  

The MLP is often adopted as a conceptual scheme for understanding transitions dynamics 

(Coenen and Moodysson 2009; Zukauskaite and Moodysson 2016). The MLP provides a 

framework for gaining insights into the landscape dynamics, mechanisms and triggers involved 

in the process of more sustainable niches challenging socio-technical regimes (Truffer and 

Coenen 2012; Boschma et al. 2017). For example, in food transitions to sustainability studies, 

Zukauskaite and Moodysson (2016) investigated development processes in the Swedish value-

added food chains through a regional innovation systemic approach of the MLP. The authors 

depicted three multiple paths of development: new path creation (food and health convergence; 

e.g. wild honey to prevent and cure hangovers), path extension (mainstream product 

development; e.g. healthier foods in a natural way, such as sugar-free) and path renewal (new 

processing technologies; e.g. ingredients preserved without additives). Many frameworks that 

approach the MLP in different ways have been flooding the transition literature over the past 

ten years. Geels and Schot’s (2007) framework is of interest to this research because it pays 

attention to regime actors (see Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3 Transitions pathways typology 

In the transformation pathway, ‘regime actors get to know the trick, see how it works, copy 

and contextualise and by doing so bring the existing regime at a higher level of sustainability’ 

(Amstel et al. 2013). The organics mainstream penetration in California constitute an example 

of transformation pathway. Organics were stripped-down to a minimalist for profits approach 
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as they mainstreamed, or ‘the big guns’ entered the market (Guthman 2008). In the second 

pathway, regime actors lose faith in the regime, which leads to a lack of clear leadership. 

Genetically modified organisms (GMOs) represent an example of one such de-alignment 

pathway. For instance, while the USA embraces the technology with the promise of decreasing 

chemical inputs due to increased pests’ resistance, Europe heavily regulates GMOs due to the 

lack of long-term safety evidence for both humans and the environment (Enzing et al. 2014). 

The technical substitution pathway represents the maturity of a particular niche innovation. 

According to Geels and Schot (2007), when some kind of landscape dynamics opens a window 

of opportunity, the matured niche innovations will rise and challenge the socio-technical 

regime. Greener energies could be framed as such a pathway, enabled in different countries by 

distinct, disruptive landscape pressures. The reconfiguration pathway seldom happens because 

it implies a complete systemic reorganisation, in which the niche innovation establishes a, 

hopefully, more sustainable regime. In food, Zukauskaite and Moodysson (2016) argue that 

the 1960s saw the last reconfiguration pathway with the successful inception of frozen and 

chilled food into the wider social domain.  

This approach has been challenged by Boschma et al. (2017) who advocate for moving away 

from the transition pathways put forward by Geels and Schot (2007) (see Figure 3) towards 

more specific technological innovations (e.g. the discovery of penicillin). Boschma et al. 

(2017) mostly focus on regional diversification while Geels and Schot’s (2007) transition 

pathways typology (see Figure 3) offers a framework for studying regime actors. Both the 

importance of place and recognition of levels of change are important to this thesis. However, 

the MLP, the transitions pathways framework and the regional diversification proposal appear 

to advocate for a systemic approach that potentially implies the exclusion of the messy social 

dynamics that configure social processes of change.  

These considerations align with the work of scholars who suggest transitions to sustainability 

would be a product of relational agencies and less ‘formalised, systems-oriented models of 

social organisation’ (Lewis and Le Heron forthcoming). Although some scholars have been 

working to refine transition frameworks while recognising agency as a crucial component of 

sustainability transitions (e.g. Smith et al. 2005; Truffer and Coenen 2012; Avelino 2017), 

others argue that such frameworks remain too ‘fixed, bounded and predetermined’ – potentially 

organising processes of change at governance scales and political movements that may be 

unachievable (Lewis and Le Heron forthcoming).  
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In this thesis, I will use the MLP and the transition pathways framework to help articulate how 

messy social dynamics and relational agencies are embodied in the mainstream penetration of 

alternative food values in New Zealand. While doing so, I will articulate socio-technical 

innovations at the niche level (i.e. farmer-producers and processor-distributors of sustainable 

foods) in regards to the consumption junction as a pivotal economic actor and a crucial site of 

negotiations, encounters and contestations. The consumption junction exercises powerful 

influence in the socio-technical regime of mainstream urban food provisioning, raising 

questions to do with the nature of this power and to what extent these business models may 

achieve a higher degree of sustainability (Sections 4.3 and 4.6). Government and the potential 

for consumer demands to further enable food transitions to sustainability are investigated as 

landscape dynamics, or the kinds of exogenous forces that might open or close windows of 

opportunities for niche-innovations to challenge socio-technical regimes (Section 4.7).  

While this structure is helpful for organising and articulating the different economic actors 

placed in distinct nodes of the studied value chain (Section 4.8), gaining deeper insights into 

how intangible values transform from paddock to table requires more relational, open-ended 

and practice-oriented conceptions of transitioning. This consideration underpins both the 

rationale for coupling transition theory with convention theory as this thesis’ theoretical 

framework (Sections 4.4 and 4.5) and the recommendation regarding experimentation 

pathways outlined in the conclusion of this thesis (Chapter 10). The next section further 

elaborates on ‘the transformative potential of reflexive relations among economic actors’ 

(Lewis and Le Heron forthcoming) through Urban Living Labs. 

4.2 Urban Living Labs 

While multi-level perspective (MLP) thinking underpins much of the sustainability transitions 

approach, different theorists have taken it forward into distinct grounded contexts and 

experimental frameworks in more micro- and meso-level applications of the basic concept of 

transition. These include Urban Living Labs (ULLs) (Nevens et al. 2013), transitions 

management (Amstel et al. 2013) and the governance of transitions (Truffer and Coenen 2012). 

While the latter two suggest business and government as pivotal transformational actors, ‘a 

recent trajectory in transitions thinking recognises the transformative potential of reflexive 

relations among economic actors, most notably through ULLs’ (Lewis and Le Heron 
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forthcoming). The experimental thinking embodied in ULLs is of particular interest to this 

thesis due to its openness for trial and error and grassroots engagement.  

(…) [ULL] is an open innovation ecosystem based on a systematic user co-creation 

approach that integrates public and private research and innovation activities in 

communities, placing citizens at the centre of innovation. (The European Network of Living 

Labs (ENoLL), cited in Santonen et al. 2017, p.5) 

A ULL is defined by its long-term goal or purpose, or by a necessity brought about by a place 

and people from a particular time – often associated with the pressing sustainability challenges 

currently faced by humankind (Ribeiro 2019b). While there is no consensus regarding a 

definition, ULLs have been spreading fast across Europe and abroad (Voytenko et al. 2016; 

Bulkeley et al. 2018; Wirth et al. 2018). Steen and van Bueren (2017) estimate there are 90 

active ULLs in the Netherlands. Figure 4 displays examples of ULLs to shed light on how 

differently they might operate depending on the long-term goal tackled, regarding three key 

features: what, where and who. 

The living lab methodology [i.e. ULLs] is an important public sector innovation which 

enables the foundation for bottom-up (public-sector) innovations. (Santonen et al. 2017, 

p.36) 

On the methodological level, a ULL embodies a participatory approach in developing co-

creation and collective governance, which involve both internal and external stakeholders in 

the process (Nevens et al. 2013; McCormick 2016). Steen and van Bueren (2017) argue that 

ULLs offer a platform for experimentation, which embodies three dimensions: 1) participants 

will learn from the experiences (and make mistakes while doing so); 2) the formalised 

knowledge production implies the replication of the innovation elsewhere (for instance, 

members of Rotterdam’s Bluecity Lab 010 have been giving workshops across Europe, 

promoting knowledge exchanges); 3) ULLs utilise parts of cities as laboratories, which embeds 

a ‘territorial focus on finding local sustainable solutions addressing wicked problems that tend 

to be global’ (i.e. the where) (Steen and van Bueren 2017). 
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Figure 4 How ULLs operate 
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The GUST project lists 50 cases of ULLs spread across Europe (McCormick 2016). For 

example, the Bluecity Lab 010, located in the Netherlands, aims to establish a platform for the 

circular economy. The circular economy starts from the position that we should explore the 

value in waste and, in doing so, out-design waste from otherwise linear systems of production, 

distribution and consumption. The people that are enacting the Bluecity Lab 010 claim that it 

offers ‘a playground for circular companies’ that might be fostering key disruptions for ‘a 

world in which waste is valuable’v. The Bluecity Lab 010 operates in a building where all 

activities are circular: from the companies that they incubate to the zero-waste restaurant on-

site. The people behind the ULL have the ambition of developing Bluecity Lab 010 ‘into an 

example of the circular city of the future that has no equal yet elsewhere in the world’v. 

(…) [The Bluecity Lab 010] innovative approaches to enhanced material flows is 

established by providing spaces for co-creation and co-working, hosting (waste free) 

events and meetings as well as offering lectures, hack parties and space for 

experimentation including a real wet and dry laboratory. This urban living lab particularly 

aims at facilitating trials and demonstration projects for successful business models of the 

Circular Economy. (McCormick 2016) 

ULLs offer an experimental approach to landing long-term goals on the ground (i.e. the circular 

economy in the Bluecity Lab 010 case). All practices within the Bluecity Lab 010 are circular: 

from food production in their restaurant to the start-up entrepreneurs that share working spaces 

in the building. Matured start-ups get help to establish headquarters elsewhere, which embeds 

a strategy for scaling up circular business models and their sustainability narratives throughout 

the city. Bluecity Lab 010 is impacting place-making surrounding its building; where the ULL 

is playing ‘a role in the regeneration and local transformation of the surrounding 

neighbourhood’ (Wirth et al. 2018). The ULL is also disseminating its practices through the 

Blue City concept, conveying their ideas to interested actors in the Netherlands and abroad (e.g. 

via workshops on how to organise a circular economy business model) (Wirth et al. 2018). 

Wirth et al. (2018) state that the Bluecity Lab 010 embodies ‘exemplary practices’ of diffusion.  

Although ULLs have gained momentum in recent years and spread across Europe, the critical 

literature highlights a key limitation to be addressed. It remains unclear how the knowledge 

built through that kind of experimentation process gets diffused beyond the ULLs’ territorial 

boundaries, which would compromise its main purpose (Steen and van Bueren 2017; Wirth et 

al. 2018). Cormick (2016) emphasises that ‘there is a lack of systematic learning across urban 

and national contexts’; while Steen and van Bueren (2017) note that some ULLs in the 

Netherlands are generating ‘traditional top-down product development processes’ instead of 
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sustainable solutions for urban living that can be replicated elsewhere. To help overcome this 

territorial challenge, Wirth et al. (2018) analyse three examples of best practice in ULLs in 

Sweden and the Netherlands (including the Bluecity Lab 010). They devise a set of three model 

strategies to achieve theoretical replication: embedding comprises transformative placemaking’ 

and ‘activating network partners; translating embodies replication of lab structure and 

education and training; and scaling embeds stimulating entrepreneurial growth and narratives 

of impact. 

Wirth et al. (2018) conclude that ULLs clearly hold potential for place-making and urban 

regeneration in cities, alongside learning opportunities for enacting more sustainable city 

futures. Following that strand of scholarship within transition theory, Chapter 10 discusses a 

recommendation that embraces ULLs as a way to foster the educational potential of place-

making, which may be crucial for upscaling the intangible values that are triggering the 

mainstream penetration of alternative food values. This discussion indirectly addresses ULLs’ 

claimed limitation, as place-dependency might not necessarily constitute a hindrance for the 

dissemination of ULLs. 

4.3 Subjects and Objects of Transitioning: Power Relations and Relational 

Agency in Sustainability Transitions 

In developing Urban Living Labs (ULLs)  and other experiments, transition scholars began to 

question the lack of engagement with agency, politics and power within those models (Smith 

et al. 2005; Truffer and Coenen 2012; Avelino 2017). How were transitions supposed to take 

place? Critics began to ask who would imagine, develop, resource and implement transitions. 

What kinds of engagement would they have with corporations and governments? ULLs 

constitute one answer – that is, in echoes of alternative food movements, agency may lie at the 

local level, albeit in an embrace with local authorities. But more generally the question is who 

are the subjects of transitions, and how can we study the relational agencies and social 

structures that enable these processes? Again, I argue more relational, open-ended and practice-

oriented conceptions of transitioning are required. This section elaborates on what the 

theoretical underpinnings of such conceptions may look like, turning attention to 

considerations regarding power relations and reflexive agency. 
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Avelino and Wittmayer (2016) argue that ‘theoretical frameworks and empirical analysis of 

power in transitions lack precision when it comes to distinguishing between different types and 

levels of actors’ (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016). They developed a framework named ‘MAP’ 

to address this gap (see Figure 5). Figure 5 indicates the authors’ approach to the quadruple 

helix: they instead consider a triple helix in which academia and science would be embedded 

in the third sector (instead of comprising a sector of its own). The purpose of the MAP is to 

locate power relations between agents and social structures pertinent to sustainability 

transitions. They suggest that transitions should consider three categories of power: ‘who has 

power over whom’, ‘who has more or less power than whom’ and ‘who has different power to 

whom’ (see Figure 6). They argue that the power dynamics that transitions thinkers need to 

consider are of different kinds of interdependencies and that interactions between these types 

of power are exercised by agents and social structures. Their interest lies in these different 

kinds of relational power while making a clear distinction between power over and power to 

found elsewhere in the critical literature (see Pansardi 2012 for an overview). 

 

Figure 5 Multi-actor Perspective: level of sectors. (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016, p.636) 
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Figure 6 ‘Typology of power relations and dynamics’ (Avelino 2017, p.507) 

(…) analysing (new) levels of dependencies between one and the other (power over), and 

about reconsidering (new) task divisions between sectors regarding the different types of 

power they exercise (different power to). This is particularly relevant in the context of 

sustainability transitions, as it relates to the question of who is responsible for investing 

in long-term sustainability matters, who can afford to engage in risk-taking transformative 

activities, and who is made dependent on whom in the process. Political debates about 

sustainability transitions often revolve around such issues of responsibility and 

dependency. (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016, p.642) 

Avelino (2017) also elaborates on disempowerment. She claims that the ‘dark and unintended 

effects of social change often tend to be underemphasised, as well as the fierce power struggles 

that come with it’ (Avelino 2017). Innovation produces winners and losers (Avelino and 

Wittmayer 2016) and often develop unevenly across space. Innovation is a field of power 

relations in which transitions between socio-technical regimes are struggled over. In this 

struggle, those committed to existing practices have much to lose and will seek to protect their 

advantages. Radical niche innovations may lose some of their ground-breaking traces to 

become more attractive to mainstream actors, while these and other actors wedded to existing 

practices will seek to reclaim some ground. The threat of disempowerment will lead them to 

seek to secure the lock-ins of existing regimes, at least temporarily, until they are able to make 

whatever adjustments to their practices necessary to retain. Innovators who advocate for radical 

change may make accommodations. Understood in this relational context, the authors argue 

that the empowerment of some always leads to the disempowerment of others in sometimes 

‘unintended’ (or unsustainable) ways (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016).  
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Power dynamics are crucial in transitions, but this still begs the questions of who imagines, 

markets and implements transitions, and how they do it. There is an important dimension to 

transitions to sustainability that requires suitable methodological tools: the how. If Avelino and 

Wittmayer (2016) map and discuss the who from a theoretical perspective of power and 

politics, they strictly frame the how as a part of their power typologies, running the risk to 

imply power to be a stock rather than a relation. While power certainly deserves a great deal of 

attention in any process of social change (sustainability transitions included), there are other 

dimensions of triggers and motivations that remain left aside. Avelino and Wittmayer (2016) 

ground their theoretical approach on psychological explanations of what may drive people to 

take the journey from unsustainable to sustainable (i.e. ‘determination and intrinsic 

motivation’) (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016; Avelino 2017). In the social sciences, however, 

agency has been increasingly understood as the result of tensions between ‘the particular’ and 

constantly shifting networks of relationships with other agents and social structures, rather than 

solely as the result of forces residing within individuals (e.g. Callon 1999; Latour 1999; Law 

1999; Thévenot 2002; Law and Mol 2002; Boltanski and Thévenot 2006).  

Despite this concern with power, tentative identification of agencies, and the example set by 

experiments with ULLs, the abstractions of the MLP approach distract transition scholars from 

the deeper problem of relational agency and analysis of the messy social dynamics of practice. 

In their review of the field, Loorbach et al. (2017) elaborate on different kinds of methods. 

They argue that the socio-technical approach is associated with systemic analytical 

frameworks, whereas ‘socio-institutional dimensions of change’ are often addressed through 

‘more qualitative, action-oriented, and transdisciplinary methods’ (i.e. the ‘socio-institutional 

approach’) (Loorbach et al. 2017). While this provides a sense of how transitions are studied 

and possibilities framed, the questions of who and why are still backgrounded into the realms 

of methodological individualism and rational behaviour. In the next section, I turn to 

convention theory to enrich the understandings of the interplay of investment trajectories, 

social change and decision making in sustainability transitions in a way that will help me make 

sense of sustainable food initiatives that seek to upscale by penetrating mainstream markets in 

New Zealand. Bringing convention theory to transitions thinking is one way of dealing with 

agency. 
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4.4 Convention Theory: Grounding Transitions in Social Contest 

(…) to better include actors and agency [in food transitions to sustainability studies], 

convention theory stands out because it argues that markets and commodity (or value) 

chains have to be coordinated by the relevant actors through defining ‘quality’. 

Consequently, different conventions are feasible depending on the product characteristics 

and the processing activities involved. (…) This framework constitutes a starting point for 

more effectively incorporating agency in the analysis. (Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2013, 

p.368) 

Grounded in a Marxist concern with the appropriation of surplus value, Convention Theory 

(CT) scholarship builds on both institutionalist traditions and the structuralist analysis of 

regulation theory (Allaire and Daviron 2019). The approach directs specific attention to the 

‘creation of norms and standards’ and the way that these intersect with institutions in shaping 

modes of regulation and state-economy-society relations (Touzard and Labarthe 2019). In food 

studies, scholars such as Ponte (2016) and Rosin (2008) have use a CT lens to ask questions 

about institutions, national agricultural formations, state-society relation, and international 

trade and production networks in the wake of commodity chain analysis and regulation theory 

inspired scholarship (Marsden 2013; Touzard and Labarthe 2019). 

Convention theory was originally developed by Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot. 

Boltanski and Thévenot were participants in a group of sociologists and economists who 

explored the collaborative dynamics in market relations in order to unsettle the more common 

emphasis on ‘competition’. Boltanski and Thévenot (2006 [1991]) wrote about six worlds of 

justifications that shape social institutions and establish economic qualities: inspired, domestic, 

renown, civic, market and industrial. The inspired world comprises conventions of passion and 

drive for creation, for its centre of gravity relies on innovation and novelty. The domestic world 

relates to intimate relations, such as family, alongside notions of care, trustworthiness, tradition 

and history. The civic world deals with an expanded relation of one’s agency within the 

collective, with responsibility, solidarity and corresponding distributional arrangements and 

societal impacts. Worlds of renown depend upon the attention of the media or other ways of 

getting ‘renown in public opinion’ (e.g. judgement by experts, opinion polls or social media). 

The market world is about market competition and the value of price as a dominant convention. 

The industrial world revolves around efficiency and productivity, pointing to systemic thinking 

and forecasting, such as the potential for upscaling systems of production, distribution and 

consumption. 
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Each world of justification provides an ethical ‘anchor’ (in terms of a conception of the 

‘common good’) from which to either uphold or contest a convention, or accepted set of 

parameters and standards for social action (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). Each of the worlds 

is argued to have its own polities and rules of justification to test and measure its subjects’ 

orders of worth. For instance, in the worlds of fame (or the renown world) people are measured 

against each other based on ‘the opinion of others’ to establish who is worth more than whom 

(Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). The resulting conventions (or, in this case, agreed-upon 

parameters of fame) are co-constructed by economic actors. Some agri-food scholars have been 

associating CT’s worlds of justification with the specificities of food production and 

consumption for analytical purposes. For example, Ponte (2016) suggests that agri-food firms 

use the worlds of fame under the concept of ‘reputation’, thereby ‘qualified objects’ (food 

products) will have passed the ‘test’ (justification) when they are ‘known and visible’ (quality 

convention). 

Boltanski and Thévenot maintain that the point of their framework is to highlight the public 

contestation of conventions rather than to define rigid explanatory categories (Boltanski and 

Thévenot 2006; Boltanski and Chiapello 2007). The authors also acknowledge that the original 

six worlds they identified were most relevant to the French context, in which the contestations 

they examined were located; and, therefore, other worlds would be likely (Thévenot et al. 2000; 

Boltanski and Chiapello 2007). Those who have picked up the ideas have sought to find and 

define additional worlds of justification. A green world, for example, has been incorporated in 

the social sciences as a 7th world (Latour 1998; Thévenot 2002; Rosin and Campbell 2009; 

Blok 2013). The green world embodies notions of planetary protection and reduced 

environmental impact through concerns such as animal welfare and environmental limits. 

Other scholars and researchers have theorised an 8th world, such as worlds of regard’ (Kirwan 

2006), ‘the situated practices of daily life involved in the creation and enactment of 

information’ (Ekbia and Evans 2009) or ‘maoriness’ (Piatti 2015). However, these 8th world 

attempts tend to overemphasise the specificity of local conditions or fail to fully distinguish the 

proposed worlds from one or other ones of Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006 [1991]) original 

worlds 2. These 8th world attempts were not incorporated in the social sciences as widely as the 

other seven worlds: inspired, domestic, renown, civic, market, industrial and green. 

                                                           
2 One should note that some 8th world attempts, such as ‘maoriness’ (Piatti 2015), were designed by definition 
to remain local and, therefore, their potential power would lie in their localness.  
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Convention theory has been used across multiple disciplines as an approach to agri-food studies 

for around two decades (Ponte 2016). In reviewing this literature, Stefano Ponte, a leading 

scholar in agri-food studies, suggests that CT has been used for three main empirical and 

theoretical ambitions: 1) to explain global trends in the food sector; 2) to analyse individual 

and comparative case studies; 3) to build upon CT theory, such as suggesting new worlds of 

production (Storper and Salais 1997). Ponte, himself, understands convention theory (CT) as 

the ‘justification, orders of worth and conventions’ that enable, organise, and stabilise agrifood 

markets (Ponte 2016). He argues in relation to agrifood economies that CT theorises markets 

as multiversal phenomena where different conceptions of quality shape production, exchange 

and consumption (Ponte 2016). He suggests that CT offers a theorisation of ‘how different 

quality conventions shape certain forms of coordination or organisation’ (Cheyns and Ponte 

2019). Cheyns and Ponte (2019) insist that these include, but should not be limited to, 

governance and regulation, and that they reflect, encompass and express different ‘knowledge 

formats’ and power relations, such that defining ‘quality’ is very important. 

CT enables the framework for incorporating the significance of social values and collective 

agency in the imagining, formulation and implementation of food sustainability transitions. I 

draw upon how CT builds notions of quality and power relations in co-constructed conventions 

and orders of worth grounded on understandings about social institutions and notions of 

regulatory regimes (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006; Boltanski and Chiapello 2007; Rosin and 

Campbell 2009; Ponte 2016; Cheyns and Ponte 2019). The work on justifications and orders 

of worth evolved from Boltanski and Thévenot examining the public contestation of 

conventions (or agreed upon parameters and standards) and what happens when people no 

longer consider the benefits of social relations determined by a given ‘convention’ to be 

sufficient compensation for the power ceded (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). My interest lies 

in how price and efficiency might no longer be perceived as a sufficient common good in the 

negotiations shaping mainstream urban food provisioning. 

As I develop my interest in transitioning to sustainability through mainstream urban food 

provisioning and overturning dominant conventions in the consumption junction, the market 

and industrial worlds are of particular significance. In the industrial world, relative efficiency 

is a measure of the capacity to achieve a common good – the more efficient the production, the 

better and more accessible are the material goods that contribute to a common good. The market 

world directs attention to cheaper goods as a contribution to a common good. I frame price as 

both a tangible value (as in monetary value) and a convention (as an agreement around what is 
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expected of urban food provisioning; that is, the offering of cheap foods regardless of the 

embodied external costs). I also frame efficiency as the tangible value of logistics and 

distribution practices (or the biophysical materialities of the three product-case studies) and a 

convention directly related to cheaper foods (as in, economies of scale as a normalised practice 

to decrease prices). I use these notions of price and efficiency as a baseline against which 

alternative food values are disrupting the current regime, as they penetrate mainstream urban 

food provisioning. 

The worlds of justification are one ‘tool’ in the CT analytical box, which provides a heuristic 

framework for considerations around how mainstream urban food provisioning – or the current 

regime – is organised. Of equal importance in this thesis are the notions of conventions, orders 

of worth and both tangible and intangible values. Table 1 outlines my understanding and use 

of these concepts, alongside some of the references I draw upon to frame them as heuristic 

tools. Although I further elaborate on tangible and intangible values in Sections 4.8 and 6.3, 

these concepts feature in Table 1 to demonstrate how I distinguish between conventions and 

values throughout the thesis. When discussing the consumption junctions and the current 

regime, conventions are very helpful for understanding how mainstream urban food 

provisioning is currently organised. This is the background against which the studied food 

sustainability transitions take place. In the analyses of the mainstream penetration of the three 

product-case studies, values are the chosen heuristic tools due to their flexibility for embracing 

the disturbing impermanence of my object of study.  
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Table 1 This thesis’ relational agency analytical toolbox 

Concepts Understandings 

Worlds of 

Justification 

Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006 [1991]) define worlds of justification as ethical 

anchors in terms of different conceptions of the common good, from which 

economic actors uphold or contest conventions. The worlds embody a set of 

conventions that people utilise to judge and test parameters of negotiations. That 

is how, within each world, orders of worth are established as meanings of the 

common good. 

Conventions  As outlined by Rosin and Campbell (2009), conventions are ‘commonly 

recognised meanings and standards’. They are supported or contested based on 

the orders of worth established within a world of justification. 

Orders of 

Worth 

The orders of worth are distinct to each world, and they establish an ethical 

measuring stick of what is good or better (framed as ‘the common good’ by 

Boltanski and Thévenot 2006 [1991]). 

Common 

Good 

An understanding of the common good would result from the negotiated 

conventions that produce orders of worth nested under the ethical anchors of the 

worlds of justification. 

Values Values is a term used to refer to ‘the forms of life, relations, things, thoughts and 

practices that are held dear and are considered to be inalienable’ (Lee 2006).  

Tangible 

Values 

(Sections 

4.8 and 6.3) 

Drawing upon Birch (2019), the ‘co-construction of markets and natures’ are also 

based upon upstream processes. Tangible values, therefore, refer to biophysical 

materialities or nature (e.g. fertilisers and land use) and downstream processes to 

market relationships (e.g. packaging and transportation to retailing channels). 

Intangible 

Values 

(Section 

4.8) 

See Allee’s (2000, 2008) discussion on ‘knowledge economy’ and ‘intellectual 

capital’ in the conversion of social and cultural values into economic value 

(Section 4.8). Intangible food values, for example, refer to values other than price 

and efficiency and include values derived from taste and experience, empathy for 

the people who produce our foods, or understanding connections between 

production systems and the environment, animal welfare and human health. 
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4.5 The Interplay of Convention and Transition Theories 

The use of CT as a heuristic tool injects relational agency into systemic thinking. I use CT 

alongside notions of value to build a language through which it is possible to narrate agency 

and change (see Table 1). The two bodies of scholarship have expanded along similar lines in 

the last 20 years. Transition theory has also turned to the specific from its more abstract starting 

emphasis on regime theories and assumed governance forms. Writers have turned attention to 

how mutually supportive institutions and governmental arrangements are locked together, how 

they are bound to socio-technical arrangements and how niche-innovations may be locked-out 

(see Section 4.1). CT and notions of intangible values escape the linearity and rationality 

imposed on history by the view of struggle between innovation and locked-in resistance 

embedded in transitions frameworks.  

A recent agenda circulated among the Sustainability Transitions Network (STN), of which I 

am a member, aiming to foster other strands of thought within the field. In the circulated 

agenda, Köhler et al. (2019) identify nine research streams at the time of writing, including the 

geography of transitions, recognising a need for a greater engagement with agency via ‘co-

evolution and multi-actor dynamics’ and ‘power and politics in transitions’ (Köhler et al. 2019). 

The point is that transition studies require a stronger theory of social change (Boschma et al. 

2017). Theorising the messy social dynamics that can hinder or foster human journeys towards 

more sustainable practices requires that we recognise the importance of values other than price 

and efficiency as platforms for enabling and upscaling on-going transitions. There is clearly 

some movement towards bringing transition theory into conversation with CT to gain insights 

into the blurred boundaries between alternative and mainstream (see Oosterveer and 

Spaargaren 2013), and significant value to be added from these conversations. 

A group of Scandinavian scholars, however, argue that such blurred boundaries between 

alternative and mainstream might not suffice to enable and stabilise food transitions to 

sustainability. After five decades of government incentives and pressure from alternative 

movements, sustainable foods still account for a modest market share in most nations 

(Manniche and Sæther 2017). While Denmark has the highest sustainable food market share in 

the world, this is still only ‘around 8%’ of total food consumption (Oelreich and Milestad 

2017). Others argue that, in the case of specialty flour, for example, an anti-industrial grain 

movement in the early 1990s stimulated a transition that in 2014 had reached the point that 

specialty flour was ‘one of the most popular organic commodities with a 23% market share’ in 
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Denmark (Thorsøe et al. 2017). Still, Manniche and Sæther (2017) and others suggest that the 

specialty flour transition to mainstream urban food provisioning may be an isolated story, and 

one that suggests that a technical substitution pathway may not be all that is required to 

reorganise economy into a reconfiguration pathway. What these considerations lack are 

empirical insights into the regime actors enabling or hindering these transitions, a gap 

addressed in this research and theoretically grounded on the chosen typological theories. 

In their conceptualisation of the worlds of justification, Boltanski and Thévenot (2006 [1991]) 

argue that conventions, and consequently orders of worth, are co-constructed by economic 

actors. They emphasise that economic actors are, therefore, aware of the rules of the game and 

capable of challenging perceived power differentials. What CT fails to do is address such power 

relations directly. As Avelino (2017) would have it, major retailers would have both ‘more 

power’ and ‘power over’ in the negotiation of mainstream penetration with farmer-producers 

and processor-distributors. Where it comes to power relations between major retailers and 

upstream suppliers of food, unevenness is prominent (e.g. Greenwald 2005; Lichtenstein 2006; 

Fishman 2007; Guthman 2008; Dixon and Isaacs 2013; Grin 2013). At the same time, 

transitions scholars point to the importance of shifting demands (or ‘consumer empowerment’) 

for major retailers to secure competitive advantage (Oosterveer 2013; Spaargaren et al. 2013a). 

Such need to satisfy consumer demands could potentially foster transitions to sustainability. 

The question of access for sustainable foods to mainstream markets is situated firmly within 

these and other power relations, which may not necessarily be grounded on agreed upon 

understandings of the common good. 
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4.6 The Consumption Junction 

 

Figure 7 ‘The Consumption Junction’ (Oosterveer 2013, p.160) 

Here [at the consumption junction] the definitions and standards of sustainable foods are 

made concrete (Oosterveer 2013, p.160). 

The term consumption junction was coined in a publication that constitutes one of the building 

blocks of transition theory (Cowan 1987). It refers to the mainstream site where retail meets 

production and goods passing along supply chains meet messages from the consumption end 

of the chain. A group of authors use the term to elaborate on this concept by discussing different 

propositions for transitions to sustainability in the food sector in a book edited by Spaargaren 

et al. (2013). Oosterveer and Spaargaren (2013), for example, argue that supermarkets, 

specialised food shops, farmers’ markets and so on ‘all constitute consumption junctions as the 

places where providers and consumers meet and where their respective logics are bound to 

connect’ (see Figure 7). The volume became a reference for food transitions studies, carving 

out a specialist niche in a literature dominated by the energy and transportation sectors (e.g. 

Geels and Schot 2007; Avelino and Wittmayer 2016). The work represented a significant 

intervention in food transitions thinking in turning attention to mainstream food practices. 

Spaargaren et al. (2013) argue that any transition to sustainability will have to take major 

retailers into account. Large quantities of food production arrive to those of us living in cities 

through very few channels (Steel 2013). Even among sustainability role-models such as 

Denmark and Norway, urban food provisioning is dominated by two to three major retailers 

(NOU [Norway’s Public Investigations] 2011). Oosterveer and Spaargaren (2013) insist that 
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these consumption junctions have become immensely powerful in food provisioning systems, 

and have even become co-regulators of food safety and labelling schemes alongside state 

agencies. Contributors to the volume explore how. 

According to Oosterveer and Spaargaren (2013), sustainability narratives are worked out and 

‘sustainable food consumption practices are (re)constructed at these consumption junctions’. 

These narratives are argued to develop the kind of information represented on labels and come 

to co-structure demand in conjunction with consumer preferences. Oosterveer and Spaargaren 

(2013) turn their attention to ‘the interplay between agency and structure in the production, 

consumption and retail domain of food’. They argue that supermarkets are crucial consumption 

junctions and play key roles in organising systems of food production and consumption in most 

nations, concluding that ‘supermarkets more than other actors’ have translated ‘what they 

consider to be relevant consumer concerns into guidelines for primary production and 

processing’. 

Most steps towards increased food sustainability taken by supermarkets can be seen as 

driven by consumer concerns, by societal demands on climate change or by the opportunity 

to capitalize on financial savings. (Oosterveer 2013, p.160) 

Supermarkets are a relatively new phenomenon. The first Kroger stores opened in New York 

(USA) in the 1930s, and the concept expanded rather quickly across Western nations. By the 

1960s, big corporations were already taking shape through buy-outs and mergers, such as the 

big four dominating UK today: Tesco, Asda (owned by Walmart), Sainsbury's and Morrisons 

(Greenwald 2005). However, supermarkets can be very protective of their business strategies 

and we know little about how they operate in controlling supply relations and urban food 

provisioning (NOU [Norway’s Public Investigations] 2011). Nonetheless, Oosterveer and 

Spaargaren (2013) conclude that they do not act the same way in every national context. They 

argue, for example, that supermarkets in the Netherlands have incorporated more sustainable 

practices due to societal demand, policies and other government interventions; whereas in the 

UK, supermarkets respond to oligopolistic pressures for competitive advantage. They present 

data on other nations as well, concluding that: 

(…) the five per cent threshold [of sustainable foods’ market share] seems insurmountable 

in most countries. Better understanding these (limited) changes is important to identify 

perspectives for more substantial change. (Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2013, p.132)  

These observations raise two important points. The first is that this difference suggests that 

changes to power relations are possible and thus in turn that sustainability transitions might be 
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developed through mainstream retailing in the right socio-political and regulatory conditions. 

The second is that it is important to link transitions theorising to the wider critical literature 

and the social and political movements to which they are often connected. For example, the 

interest in consumption junctions intersects with the critique of the power over supply chains 

exerted by supermarkets as well as corporate producers and processors. Not only are these 

actors argued to tie the majority of producers and farmers to a neoliberal ‘leash’ and lock-in 

unsustainable practices (Greenwald 2005; Lichtenstein 2006; Dixon and Isaacs 2013), but they 

are argued to block or actively overturn alternative initiatives. Guthman (2008), for instance, 

analyses the organics mainstream penetration in California where she claims that major 

retailers entered the organics food market, stripping it down to a minimalist for-profits’ 

approach. Organic production to feed major retailers began incorporating unsustainable 

practices like nitrogen imported from Chile to boost yields faster, and illegal workers from 

Mexico to decrease prices (Guthman 2008). Other authors argue that this phenomenon might 

be restricted to California and not necessarily reproduced across territorial boundaries 

(Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2013).  

Despite this critique, if distribution is key to urban food provisioning and supermarkets can 

perform differently in different socio-cultural contexts, then the consumption junctions 

dominated by major retailers can be seen as potential sites for transitioning (e.g. Morgan et al. 

2006; Guthman 2008; Spaargaren et al. 2013b). This thesis begins from this supposition. It 

focuses attention on the possibilities that lie in mainstream consumption junctions, where the 

majority of consumer-citizens source their foods in OECD nations. These sites include catering 

services (e.g. centralised school meals provided by a government or included in the fees paid 

by parents), even if the primary interest is in the role of supermarkets in the New Zealand 

context. 

An analysis of transition dynamics therefore implies a focus on the changes taking place 

at these consumption junctions and on the narratives of sustainability that are constructed 

there. (Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2013, p.133) 

Consumption junctions, therefore, are the key sites where meanings and understandings of 

alternative food values are negotiated and performed, as sustainable foods penetrate 

mainstream urban food provisioning. They seem to be ripe for disruption and transition 

scholars pay considerable attention to efforts to transform them. Yet they resist change, 

especially in the context of internet exchanges of goods as well as information. Belgium’s 

Colruyt (founded in 1925), for example, sells over 7,000 products 100% organic and ‘non-food 
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products made of recycled material, organic textiles, cosmetics without animal testing and 

made of natural components’ (Oosterveer 2013). Other disruptions connect consumers directly 

to suppliers, tackling both waste and price limitations.  

Otterloo (2013) focuses attention on internet technologies, which he argues have ushered in a 

new era of ‘consumer empowerment’. These technologies might displace supermarkets directly 

or may impose an exogenous influence that can steer their business strategies to more 

sustainable practices. GrubMarket vi , for instance, is one recent novel initiative that uses 

algorithms to connect consumers with suppliers while displaying online the amount of fresh 

produce available as soon as it is harvested. Backed by funding from venture capitalists (i.e. 

GGV, Y Combinator, Gang Wang and New Gen Partners), it is setting new benchmarks for 

other like-minded disruptive initiatives around the world. While alternative supermarket 

initiatives such as Colruyt have struggled to achieve the scale and reach necessary to compete 

with conventional ones, these web-based initiatives promise new possibilities, even though this 

will require strategies that enable them to achieve scale and reach. 

Many of these questions are shaped by shifts in food practices and values over time. The next 

section uses CT ideas to explore these shifting relations. 

4.7 Shifting Food Values 

In what follows, I set out a ‘food timeline’ (adapted from Ribeiro 2019a) that relates shifting 

food values to consumer empowerment – a transition theory concept reviewed in this chapter. 

The food timeline explores the potential influence of consumer empowerment in 

mainstreaming alternative food values, which is challenged through a follow-up review in the 

next section. This focus leaves aside less mainstream shifting food values, such as Halal and 

Kosher (which existed for much longer than the 1950s), as well as historical figures (e.g. 

Sylvester Graham, Rudolf Steiner and Francis Moore Lappe). There are echoes in this timeline 

of Friedmann and McMichael’s (1989) food regimes, and in particular the tensions underlying 

the collapse of the second industrial regime and the emergence of what Friedmann (2005) calls 

the third, ‘corporate-environmental’ food regime (Friedmann and McMichael 1989; Friedmann 

2005). The timeline deals with many of the same pressures on the industrial organisation of 

food provisioning from new food values but is anchored in the organisation of production and 

shifting orders of worth.  
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1950s to 1970s: The Rise of Consumer Empowerment 

Food industrialisation was driven by the dark shadow of food scarcity during WWII, the geo-

politics of the cold-war, the financial order of Bretton Woods and the Green Revolution. 

Consumers welcomed abundant and cheap food without paying much attention to the rise of 

monocultures, the chemicalisation of food production, or the living conditions of livestock 

(Otterloo 2013). New technologies translated frozen and chilled foods into the processing 

industry, distribution businesses and household dynamics (Zukauskaite and Moodysson 2016). 

The ruling commercial and political ethics were efficiency and universal provision. Women 

gained space in the workforce, further triggering the rise of a new food culture. With no one 

left in the kitchen to cook in richer nations (Grin 2013), the food industry began successfully 

marketing highly processed edibles and empty calories foodstuffs. 

Scholars refer to this nexus of changes in social dynamics and technological development as 

‘the birth of consumer and the rise of a counterculture’ (Otterloo 2013). Overall, consumers 

embraced efficiency as a quality convention that would deliver food that was cheap, convenient 

and abundant. Zukauskaite & Moodysson (2016) argue these were the years that established 

the last significant ‘path renewal’ in the food system. However, contradictions became 

increasingly apparent. Cheapness, convenience and abundance became associated with health, 

but a group of scientists and scholars realised that food production was actually heading in the 

opposite direction of a healthy system. They predicted that environmental degradation and the 

loss of biodiversity would be the external costs of industrialised agriculture in the years to come 

(Carson 1962).  

1970 to 1990: Early Challenges to Food Industrialisation 

During the 1970s a new counterculture arose in response to the environmental problems 

identified in the late 1960s. The increased use of pesticides on food crops fuelled concerns 

about its impact on the human body’s health. Small communities were formed by highly 

educated people who chose to exchange the dynamics of living in cities for growing their own 

food and living on their own terms (Otterloo 2013). Despite these initiatives, however, food 

industrialisation proceeded, devouring more land and dominating socio-technical and socio-

ecological systems worldwide. While neoliberal western governments dismantled heavily 

subsidised agricultural practices inherited from the post-war period, they also opened 

regulatory space for corporations to become co-regulators of food quality standards. The 
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alternative food movement remained, yet a new generation of wealthy young urban consumers 

displaced the hippy pressures with desire for higher-end technological consumer goods and 

anti-modernist impulses turned towards other political projects, such as housing (Otterloo 

2013). Price and efficiency prevailed in mainstream food practices. 

Nonetheless, pressures for change built up elsewhere.  In 1987, a new cultural shift began with 

the publication of the Brundtland Report (United Nations 1987). The United Nations report 

presented a compromise in which, for the first time, economic growth and sustainable practices 

were not mutually exclusive. Its motto sensitised audiences worldwide: ‘development that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs’ (United Nations 1987). The Report triggered the sustainability momentum 

that was to emerge more fully in the decades to come and provided a platform upon which 

more specific forces and events would crystallise. Towards the end of the 1980s, for example, 

alternative food movements were given a major boost after the UK registered the first BSE 

case in 1987. BSE, otherwise known as ‘mad cow disease’, was a result of feeding infected 

animal remains to cattle (such as meat and bone meals) and causes irreversible destruction to 

the human brain (Morgan et al. 2006). 

1990 to 2010: The Quality Turn 

A sequence of food scares followed BSE’s spread across Europe and overseas. A number of 

new illnesses inflicted ‘industrialised animals: foot-and-mouth disease, avian influenza, swine 

fever, bluetongue, and, most recently, Q fever among goats and people’ (Otterloo 2013). 

Throughout the 1990s, the media consistently displayed livestock’s living conditions under the 

industrialised meat production system; further kindling consumers’ reactions in Western 

nations. NGOs and consumer organisations produced pamphlets, websites and campaigns 

conveying information about agri-food companies involved in the food scares, framing 

consumption as a social practice (Goodman and DuPuis 2002; Goodman et al. 2016). The 

inception of genetically modified organisms in the 1990s also raised concerns in Europe, while 

the USA market did not show similar degrees of resistance (Otterloo 2013). So too did 

pressures on food supplies and prices from supply crises, the consolidation of supply chains 

and the rising power of giant agriculture supply companies, processors and supermarkets, and 

a nascent financialisation of food supply chains (Burch and Lawrence 2009; Marsden 2013). 
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This nexus of changes triggered the now widely studied organics transitions in European 

countries, such as Germany, the UK and the Netherlands. In just a few years, the organics 

market share grew by 25-30% in Europe, marking what scholars labelled the ‘quality turn’ 

(Spaargaren et al. 2013b; Ponte 2016). Efficiency and price became less prominent for the first 

time in over 40 years, as animal welfare, environmental stewardship and fair trade increasingly 

gained space in rearranging the market organisational principles identified in previous decades. 

Health concerns related to fear (food scares and the GMOs controversy) seem to have 

contributed to raise awareness of animal welfare and environmental stewardship in the wider 

social domain. 

Consumer demands had an impact in major retailers’ rearrangement of quality conventions on 

the distribution side of the system. As supermarkets sought more sustainable products for their 

shelves to secure consumer loyalty, competitors felt the pressure to follow their lead 

(Oosterveer and Spaargaren 2013). The organics mainstream penetrations in Europe blurred 

the boundaries between mainstream and alternative food, and alternative food values became 

normalised in the wider social domain for the first time in over 40 years. These European 

transitions impacted countries abroad, such as New Zealand: where organics production 

upscaled in the 1990s mainly to feed European markets (Rosin and Campbell 2009). 

Contemporary Power Relations: Supermarkets and the Agri-food Industry 

Next to technological and policy changes, also sustainability concerns among consumers 

can be regarded as drivers for food transitions. The emerging and evolving food-related 

consumer concerns necessarily interact with changing provider strategies. This occurs in 

particular in the concrete settings where food is bought and sold, as there ‘green food 

consumption’ becomes constructed as a social practice. (Oosterveer and Spaargaren 

2013, p.131). 

This food timeline was interrupted in the 1990s, displaying an optimistic perspective of 

consumers pressuring the system towards more sustainable practices through embodied living 

politics. Spaargaren et al. (2013) included a criticism to this model in their volume. Marsden 

(2013) argues that consumer empowerment actually resulted in ‘the empowerment of the 

market’, possibly alluding to Harvey’s (2003) understanding that the Neoliberal 

individualisation and entrepreneurship contributes to the reproduction of social inequalities 

instead of setting people ‘free’. Marsden (2013) states that this ‘shift to the market’ continues 

to reproduce the same kinds of crises identified by other Marxists (e.g. Harvey 2003). 
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According to Marsden (2013), the latest crisis was the skyrocketing of food prices in 2008 after 

a number of bank institutions collapsed worldwide.  

If Marsden’s (2013) and Harvey’s (2003) perspectives depict citizen-consumers as mostly 

drawn into these processes, another group of scholars claims that this structuralist approach 

fails to consider other relevant dimensions in relational agencies. They claim that, in 

considering social and political dimensions as contexts that derive from economic dynamics, 

the roles of other social actors get overshadowed by this economic logic that tends somewhat 

to overlook ‘the role of agency in general and of consumers in particular’ (Goodman and 

DuPuis 2002; Spaargaren et al. 2013b). Drawing upon Giddens (1984), they state that food 

consumption ‘cannot be reduced to any one of its single elements but represents an enduring 

pattern which is reproduced by a multitude of actions’ (Giddens 1984 cited in Spaargaren et al. 

2013b). 

(…) it is at the specific ‘consumption junction’ (Shwartz Cohen 1987) of the supermarket 

floor where strategies and actors from the system of provision actually meet and run into 

strategies and concerns of the consumer. At the shopping floor, serving as locale of 

interaction between provider and consumer, sustainability strategies in food provision and 

consumption are instantiated and become visible (or not). (Oosterveer 2013, p.160) 

Other authors who also direct their attention to consumers still tend to agree with Marsden 

(2013) on the power of structure (i.e. major retailers) over consumers’ agency. For instance, 

Carolan (2017) frames as inappropriate the understanding of the consumer as ‘empowered’ due 

to the unequal and unjust power relations entailed. The author claims that consumers are still 

very much at the mercy of demands created by food corporations. He maps the origins of such 

practices through a Campbell’s Soup ad from 1918. The full-page ad displayed in Figure 8 

contains information targeted at convincing consumers to stop cooking in exchange for having 

more time for themselves (Carolan 2017). In the post-war period, that marketing strategy 

resonated well with the women who had recently joined the workforce and became overloaded 

with housework. This intersection marks the beginning of the Western diet, based on highly 

processed edibles rich in fat, salt and sugar. The author draws upon this historical context to 

argue that the cheap food options available in mainstream consumption junctions determine 

how poor and less informed people eat nowadays. 
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Figure 8 Campbell’s Soups ad, 1912 (Carolan 2017, p.42). 

Other authors highlight how demands are still created by agrifood corporations that market 

high-calorie, low nutritious edibles and highly processed foodstuffs and drinks to children 

(Morgan et al. 2006). A report from the International Association of Consumer Food 

Organizations, entitled Broadcasting Bad Health: Why Food Marketing to Children needs to 

Be Controlled, concluded that ‘the food industry’s global advertising budget was $40 billion, 
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a figure greater than the GDP of 70 per cent of the world’s nations’ (Morgan et al. 2006). Agri-

food corporations spend most of this budget on TV advertisement, which accounts for ‘around 

half of all advertising broadcast during children’s TV viewing times’ (Morgan et al. 2006). 

These data might be slightly out of date, but the problem remains. At the time of writing, the 

TV chef Jamie Oliver launched a campaign against junk food ads for children that was going 

viral on the internet (The Coast NZ 2018). 

Others argue that the food industry and mainstream retailers are not synonyms. The food 

industry usually depends on supermarkets and catering services to access consumers across 

nations. Building upon these structural distinctions, Steel (2013) points out that agri-food 

businesses and supermarkets have diverse impacts on socio-ecological landscapes. Her 

understanding is that agri-food businesses often directly relate to production systems, whereas 

supermarkets tend to build synergies with companies in the service sector. An extreme example 

is how Tesco repositioned itself in South London when they started building apartment units 

connected to superstores (Steel 2013). A city’s landscape also changes dramatically as smaller 

businesses close down pressured by supermarkets’ low prices and broad offerings (i.e. 

convenience). Since the 1950s, major retailers dominance over smaller shops has been greatly 

affecting the urban experience for pedestrians (Jacobs 1964). Other authors highlight how 

impoverishing spaces are also related to consequences for socio-technical and socio-ecological 

systems, as smaller businesses get crushed (Greenwald 2005; Lichtenstein 2006; Fishman 

2007). 

The broader dimension in which supermarkets became incumbent firms in organising urban 

food provisioning worldwide is ‘vertical integration’, through which they impose standards 

upon suppliers (such as quality standards). In Australia, for instance, a group of researchers 

argue that supermarkets are manufacturing consumer trust through ‘private standard 

certification of badges on food products’ (Richards et al. 2011). According to Oosterveer 

(2013), a dominant business model in mainstream retailing consists of strategies ‘aimed at the 

optimisation of economies of scale and just-in-time distribution while revolutionising the use 

of information technology’. This model’s purpose is to increase market share through price 

competition. Walmart operates according to this model. According to Harvey (2007), there is 

an opposite model in which supermarkets’ and retailers’ responsibilities find intersections 

instead of functioning completely apart. The supermarket actively works with suppliers to 

achieve the production of own-brand items that embody qualities other than price, although 

price competition remains a key component. Tesco constitutes a prominent example of this 
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model: one of the two British conventional supermarkets that pioneered the sale of organic 

food products in the 1980s (Oosterveer 2013). 

Transition scholars turn their attention to how conventional supermarket chains can be driven 

towards more sustainable practices for their powerful impact on the organisation of urban food 

provisioning in Western nations. They argue that consumer culture and urbanisation constitute 

exogenic influences to the system (or landscape dynamics), which have been gaining attention 

in the critical literature as potential social practices of change (Grin 2013; Kjærnes and 

Torjusen 2013; Otterloo 2013). Oosterveer (2013) points to three main triggers that have been 

steering conventional supermarkets’ practices towards more sustainable ones: to attract new 

consumers, to increase sales ‘at the higher-quality end of their product range’ and ‘offsetting 

NGO or consumer protests’ while responding to consumers’ growing sustainability concerns. 

Supermarkets have been increasing their research capability to meet these targets before their 

competitors.  

There are, however, underlying issues to do with the economic subjectivity of the agents of 

such consumer empowerment, and different socio-cultural contexts will present distinct sets of 

dimensions. Governments might ‘tend to go along’ with the interests of corporate firms (or 

regime actors) as Spaargaren et al. (2013) state, but some central governmental acts might 

function as landscape dynamics, such as the GMO regulation in the European Union (Enzing 

et al. 2014). Governments’ roles as passively ‘rolling with Neoliberalism’ (Lewis and Murphy 

2015), as agents for change, or as landscape dynamics enabling transitions can only be 

understood in relation to particular places, other agents and structures, as this thesis does 

regarding New Zealand. The question of how we can foster behavioural change towards more 

sustainable purchasing practices goes alongside the institutional dimension, in which 

behaviours are shaped not only by supermarkets but also by consumption practices, NGOs, 

associations and local governments’ regulatory frameworks, among other influences. 

Although this thesis embraces Spaargaren et al.’s (2013) optimism towards the potential for 

consumer empowerment as a trigger for food transitions to sustainability, it also recognises that 

supermarkets can create unsustainable demands. As such, ‘structures of domination’ might get 

reproduced (Giddens 1984) while consumers perform as ‘vehicles of power’ (Foucault 1980) 

and contribute to ‘reinforcing’ power relations (Avelino 2017). For example, major sales 

embody negotiations with upstream suppliers of food that might comprise pressure for lower 

prices. These ‘cost-cutting business practices’ of corporate food retailers can structure small 
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scale farmers out of the farming industry (Richards et al. 2013), while encouraging consumers 

to (de)value certain foods and perform accordingly, indicating a potential synergy in different 

power relations (see Figure 6) (Avelino 2017).  

This thesis starts from the position that more important than framing supermarkets as friend or 

foe is to understand both how they operate and the underlying mechanisms that have been 

shifting some of their practices towards more sustainable ones. It explores consumer 

empowerment as potential landscape dynamics in the mainstream penetration of sustainable 

foods while examining supermarkets as places of multiple encounters and contestations – 

where economic actors perform negotiations that embody an assemblage of values and 

relational meanings in sustainable foods. The articulation of worlds of production and 

consumption and intangible and tangible values within the consumption junction is of great 

interest to better understand how sustainable foods are penetrating mainstream urban food 

provisioning and the kinds of practices that might get adapted or lost as these are negotiated 

and performed. Value chains constitute one example of a model for organising these 

relationships. 

4.8 A Comprehensive Value Chain 

Value chains are a dominant metaphor in the critical literature that gradually replaced 

commodity chains to some extent (Gereffi and Fernandez-Stark 2016). The growth of global 

supply chains across international borders transformed the way business is organised 

worldwide (Frame and Mortimer 2010). World-systems theory often uses value chains to 

highlight processes of uneven exchange in systems (instead of nation-states), in which sellers 

of manufactured products capture most of the value of the parts or ingredients that constitute 

these commodities (Wallerstein 2005). Value chains represent movements of material objects 

and the people that create and appropriate value in the process. The topographies of the spaces 

where these movements and values are shaped are co-constituted with uneven worlds of 

justification that are of interest to this research. As price gets challenged by other orders of 

worth, contractual relations remain important, but because they come to underpin more 

nuanced articulations of value.  

In the business literature, value networks have been portrayed as a tool for studying more 

nuanced articulations encapsulated in digital value chains (or e-commerce) where knowledge 
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sharing is portrayed as more important than monetary exchanges (Zott et al. 2011; Massa et al. 

2016). Knowledge sharing embodies considerations to do with risks and the choice of types of 

investments (de Reuver and Haaker 2009). Allee (2000, 2008) brings ‘knowledge economy’ 

and ‘intellectual capital’ into the discussion about economic value conversion of intangibles. 

She argues that ‘only a portion of value exchange can be tracked or measured through service 

delivery or revenue generation’ (or value chains) (Allee 2000). Although the purpose of her 

‘value network strategy’ is to increase profitability through a higher return on investment 

(ROI), or ‘value realisation’, she briefly touches upon the notion of ‘perceived value’ by the 

people who are recipients of the value output (Allee 2008). The emphasis put on ‘perceived 

values’ extends the concept of a value chain towards CT and multiple orders of worth. 

Value chains offer frameworks for organising market and industrial conventions underpinning 

transitions to sustainability but also a platform for understanding in which nodes these 

conventions articulate values other than price and efficiency. For example, Figure 9 provides a 

useful economic model for understanding the tangible dimensions of bio-fuel transitions (Birch 

2019). It maps the cost structures, the regulatory system and potential financial access that 

shape the contracts through which value travels. In an unusual value chain representation, Birch 

(2019) also indicates regulatory systems that help build contractual relationships; through 

which one can explore who is creating value, who is capturing it and where inequalities might 

reside. Chapter 6 draws upon Birch’s (2019) representation to explore the articulation between 

market and industrial dimensions regarding this thesis’ three product-case studies. 
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Figure 9 ‘Advanced Biofuels Value Chain’ (Birch 2019, p.168) 

4.9 Summary and Links 

This chapter has set out the central conceptual platforms of transition theory and convention 

theory in relation to value chains analysis and the concerns of critical food studies. It suggests 

that the sustainability transitions literature is only just beginning to connect notions of food 

transitions to the critical food literature, the significance of intangible values, the importance 

of place, power relations and collective and reflexive agency. In short, the Chapter assembles 

a set of concepts that are beginning to define a ‘geography of sustainability transitions’ (Truffer 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

74 
 

and Coenen 2012; Hansen and Coenen 2015). This nascent geography is being developed at 

the scale of analysis and is argued to invite geographers: 

 (…) for a more intimate engagement with the dynamics of socio-technical configurations 

and a stronger emphasis on early formation processes. At stake is what can be broadly 

termed as the formulation of a ‘geography of sustainability transitions’ research agenda. 

(Truffer and Coenen 2012, p.3) 

A group of scholars has begun to take up that invitation and add ‘spatial sensitivity’ to analyses 

of transitions processes developed in different parts of the world. Hansen and Coenen (2015), 

for example, argue that ‘there is still little generalisable knowledge about how place-specificity 

matters for transitions’. Convention theory offers a framework to examine how values, qualities 

and standards set at different scales frame key social contests in the evaluation and organisation 

of mainstream urban food provisioning and alternative food initiatives. My study of 

consumption junctions and the penetration of sustainable foods into mainstream food supply 

networks in New Zealand will assemble CT, food studies and transitions thinking to address 

this scholarly gap. It will take a bottom-up approach to transitions that focuses on practices and 

agency, rather than the abstractions of ‘regime change’. It will focus on ‘socio-technical 

regimes’ through the action of key locally embedded actors in the putative transition. 
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Chapter 5. Methodology and Research Design 

 

Case studies shape the backbone of this qualitative study in economic geography. Case studies 

are ‘in-depth’ descriptions of ‘some social phenomenon’ (Yin 2014), which have been used on 

diverse topics – such as business and organisational issues, and research on social problems. 

According to Yin (2009), case studies also have been associated with ‘process evaluation’, or 

assessment if a certain implementation of change was successful or not. If the case study is 

placed in the appropriate research literature, the ‘lessons from the case study will more likely 

advance knowledge and understanding of a given topic’ (Yin 2009). Ragin and Amoroso 

(2011) offer a similar approach to the study of cases, arguing that: 

By interpreting the single case as an elaboration of something more universal, social 

scientists can draw on a large body of ideas and previous research. This knowledge offers 

(…) a valuable resource of accumulated wisdom as well as points of reference for 

comparison and analysis. (Ragin and Amoroso 2011, p.194) 

Yin (2009) suggests that case studies are an appropriate method under three circumstances; all 

of which inform the strategy of this research: 

(a) to define research topics broadly and not narrowly, (b) to cover contextual or complex 

multivariate conditions and not just isolated variables, and (c) to rely on multiple and not 

singular sources of evidence. (Yin 2009, p.xi) 

This research’s strategy builds upon three different analytical approaches in different phases of 

data collection and analysis: descriptive, explanatory and exploratory (Kothari 2004; Yin 

2009). I answer the first part of the research question through both a descriptive-analytical 

approach (Kothari 2004; Yin 2009) – which described the studied transitions by reporting this 

phenomenon’s ‘observed state and rate of change’ – and an explanatory research approach, 

which primarily focused on ‘causal investigations’ (Kothari 2004; Yin 2009). The causal 

investigation approach serves the purpose of paying attention to what motivates my participants 

to take a journey away from the urban food provisioning status quo (discussed in previous 

chapters). I answer the second part of the research question through an exploratory analytical 

approach (Yin 2009), which coalesces into a potential theoretical contribution and the 

elaboration of new questions and hypothesis (in Chapter 10). This plural analytical approach 

aimed at constructing a ‘scientific representation of social life’ could help structure the lessons 

learned from on-going food transitions to sustainability in New Zealand (Ragin and Amoroso 
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2011). The rationale for this analytical approach lies in the nature of this study, placed in 

between systems, as is the case with on-going transitions to sustainability.  

Esbjörn-Hargens (2010) offers a recognised approach to ontology and epistemology (cited by 

a number of researchers and scholars), which helped organise this research’s strategy for 

establishing new social scientific knowledge. My descriptive approach takes shape in the 

ontology realm, or ‘the philosophical field revolving around (the study of) the nature of reality 

(all that is or exists), and the different entities and categories within reality’ (Esbjörn-Hargens 

2010). The convergence between convention theory and transition theory provide a framework 

in the analysis of the collected data, answering an identified gap in transition scholarship: a 

weak engagement with agency. Epistemologically, the chosen analytical framework revolves 

around ‘(the study of) knowledge and how to reach it’, including ‘the ontology of knowledge’ 

(Esbjörn-Hargens 2010).  

5.1 Case Studies and Value Chain Nodes 

I looked for cases that could ‘illuminate’ the research question (Yin 2014) through preliminary 

online research. Two questions guided the selection of cases: Does this product embody 

intangible values in which the producers had invested? Are the upstream suppliers of this food 

negotiating mainstream penetration?  

I canvassed a broad range of potential case study products and producers and assessed them 

stringently against my criteria. Homegrown apple juice, for example, remained in the list of 

cases for two months. Homegrown claims to have developed a new technology called ‘cold 

pasteurisation’, which preserves fruits without chemicals. Their marketing strategy involves 

promoting locally grown fruits without additives, as their label clarifies: ‘100% Apple Juice 

Grown in NZ: and nothing else’. Even though all the apples are locally sourced, their price is 

similar to juices made with imported apples from Asia, with chemical preservatives added. 

This has allowed it to become competitive in mainstream outlets and made it a potential case 

of a contemporary ‘path renewal’. Zukauskaite and Moodysson (2016) argue that the 1960s 

saw the last path renewal in the food system, ‘with the successful inception of frozen and 

chilled foods’ into the wider social domain. I was disappointed to learn apple juice comprises 

what is left once apples are stripped down from their fibres and peels – falling extremely short 
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on nourishing the body. In the words of Carolan (2017): ‘apple juice is essentially the 

nutritional equivalent of Coca-Cola’, or ‘100% apple juice equals 100% sugar’. 

After a few months conducting preliminary research, I chose four products to examine: a free-

range egg product, a herb spread from Waiheke, a honey, and the organic cheese produced by 

New Zealand’s largest food company, Fonterra (see Table 2). All four products are sold in one 

of the two supermarket chains that dominate urban food provisioning in New Zealand. While 

Fonterra declined to participate in this research after several months of efforts to gain an 

interview with them, each of the others agreed to participate. FRENZ and Waiheke Herbs 

qualify as suitable case study businesses because of their declared ethical commitments. 

FRENZ eggs come from organic or free-range chickens raised in the New Zealand North Island 

while Waiheke herb spread is made with natural and organic ingredients cultivated in New 

Zealand. FRENZ presents a high-degree of mainstream penetration, whereas Waiheke Herbs 

still struggles to penetrate mainstream urban food provisioning. Airborne has achieved the 

highest level of mainstream penetration across the cases, but its business practices embody 

several sustainability compromises. The empirical work on the three product-case studies 

coalesces into a cross-case analysis (elaborated in Chapter 7). 

Table 2 Preliminary product-case studies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FRENZ organic and free-

range eggs 

Waiheke herb spread Airborne honey Fonterra’s 

organic cheese 

 

The first interviews took place in Pukekohe (FRENZ) and Waiheke Island (Waiheke Herbs) – 

both of which near the fringes of the city of Auckland (NZ) (see Figure 10). I flew to the South 

Island, and a driver took me to Leeston, a small town 45 minutes away from Christchurch, to 

interview an Airborne executive at their headquarters (see Figure 11). The interviews were 

coded to identify values and sustainability investment buckets (see below). The coding revealed 

a diverse set of values and practices, but a pivotal shared intangible value (a health-related 
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value, with emphasis on the foods’ nutrient-density). This value is crucial for catalysing the 

mainstream penetration of sustainable foods, and is shared by all three cases, including 

Airborne. 

 

Figure 10 Product-case studies’ locations: FRENZ (Pukekohe) and Waiheke Herbs (Waiheke Island) 

 

Figure 11 Airborne’s location: (Leeston, NZ South Island) 

Two retailers dominate urban food provisioning in New Zealand: New World and Countdown 

supermarkets. The latter was chosen as a case to explore mainstream consumption junctions in 

this study due to their openness to participate in this research. That they agreed to participate 

is notable given how protective of their business strategies supermarkets tend to be in Western 

nations. Countdown has 184 stores spread across New Zealand, which cater to 2.5 million 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

79 
 

customers every week. Countdown sells both FRENZ eggs and Airborne honey. Its mediation 

of relations between producers and consumers make it a pivotal mainstream consumption 

junction in a country of less than 5 million people. Countdown buys and sells both sustainable 

and unsustainable foods and exerts considerable influence on both sets of supply and 

consumption relations in New Zealand. 

Farro Fresh also connects mainstream consumers to local producers of natural foods, which 

include FRENZ and Waiheke Herbs, but it has considerably less impact on the mainstream 

food system. While Countdown caters to 2.5 million consumers a week across New Zealand, 

Farro has only six stores located in expensive suburbs in the city of Auckland that cater to 

around 50,000 customers a week. I chose to look at Farro because of how their declared ethical 

commitments differ from Countdown’s. In Farro’s website, there are claims regarding its 

business model being grounded on commitments to animal welfare, providing exposure for 

local artisanal producers and teaching consumers about waste. Countdown’s website also 

highlights donations of food, that would otherwise go to waste, to Kiwi Harvest and other 

organisations. Countdown’s core business model, however, seems more focused on achieving 

volume sales for lower prices than its competitors. These differences provide a comparative 

case that allowed to reflect on dimensions of Countdown’s business model, such as waste 

management and relationships with suppliers, which embody references to the sustainability 

buckets, values and conventions (the latter specifically relates to the orders of worth ethically 

anchored by the industrial and market worlds of justification). A cross-case analysis explores 

the potential for consumption junctions to achieve a higher degree of sustainability (elaborated 

in Chapter 8).  

The three focus groups conducted with 24 participants in total represented an experiment that 

allowed me to investigate consumption junction relations from the consumer end of the value 

chain. The main purpose was to explore how consumers imagined, cultivated and lived the 

sustainability values that were being imagined and invested in by farmer-producers; that is, to 

examine what values are brought to consumption junctions by consumers in terms of their 

practices. All participants had one thing in common: the habit of purchasing FRENZ eggs from 

a supermarket chain. Most of them also purchased at least one of the other cases in mainstream 

consumption junctions. Participants came from a variety of backgrounds and had very different 

levels of food ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1991). They answered a questionnaire before having 

their participation confirmed in this study (see Table 6, p.230). I organised the selected 24 

participants in three groups. Each group of eight participants constituted a focus group session, 
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and a cross-case analysis of the three sessions concluded the empirical analysis of the 

consumers’ node of the value chain (elaborated in Chapter 9). 

5.2 Identifying Practices and Relations 

It is not true that social sciences have always alternated between actor and system, or 

agency and structure. It might be more productive to say that they have alternated between 

two types of powerful dissatisfactions (…). [It might be that social processes are] not being 

made of agency and structure at all, but rather of a circulating entity. (Latour 1999, pp.16–

17) 

The consumption junction is a helpful concept for understanding the dynamic interactions 

among material and intangible values and understandings of sustainable foods, from the values 

driving producer investment in sustainability buckets to the imaginations of consumers 

captured through playful techniques in focus groups. Figure 1 represents what is often seen as 

market exchange, as a dynamic process of contestation and performance of values. Much of 

this contest and performance takes place within the consumption junction, which is a key site 

where different configurations of values take material form through contest. The consumption 

junction is a site where circulating entities come into contact and are mediated, transformed 

and given new and differential momentum. It is a site where different powers are performed 

and made, the macro and micro of structure and agency meet in practices, and sites where we 

might imagine transitions not only to take form but also to be forged. 

Process tracing methodologies aim to prioritise and narrow the focus of research on specific 

processes, relations, practices, or forces of change (George and Bennett 2005). The process of 

social change is broken down into its constituent parts to aid an understanding of causal 

relationships, and researchers often build such analysis upon a chronological order of events. 

In this research, process tracing was used to identify and analyse the work of intangible values 

that are held to be triggering changes in food qualities by actors along the full length of supply 

chains.  

While George and Bennett (2005) privilege cause-effect relations as the ‘ultimately 

unobservable physical, social or psychological processes through which agents’ bring about 

change in the world, the focus on cause and effect as a way of identifying process and practice 

can be applied less directly. That is, thinking through cause-effect relations and recognising 

that actors often describe their values and make claims about their work in these terms can be 
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a helpful way to identify relations and practices. Thus while there may be no agreement on of 

the nature of ‘causal mechanisms’ in any setting or even that there are clear causes and effects, 

sensitivity to causal relations allows us to think about and identify the interaction of trajectory 

and place, structure and agency, and circulation. In this thesis, this ‘tracing’ approach to 

highlighting significant relations among practices, agencies and values, hidden meanings, 

implied connotations, and unexpected performances has taken several forms. 

The first is descriptive-analytical chronicling of practice and value-making (Kothari 2004; Yin 

2009). Historical chronicles are ‘a familiar example of what is at best an implicit, atheoretical 

type of process-tracing’ (George and Bennett 2005). The data from the interviews function as 

a platform for building narratives of the cases and how these people think that their businesses 

operate, but most importantly, for identifying their claimed drivers to become involved in the 

production and distribution of these foods. One of the aims is to assess how sustainable their 

practices actually are, and how participants perceive them to be. These detailed narratives also 

suggest relations, which are used in the cross-case analysis for a ‘more theoretically oriented 

explanation’ that coalesces into the coding of a pivotal intangible value embodied in the three 

products produced (or the three cases studies of this thesis). The empirical work is underpinned 

by the review in Chapter 6, where I used grey literature to outline how consumption practices 

are shaped by place-based values and orders of worth and how sustainable foods are understood 

and regulated in New Zealand. 

In Follow the Thing: Papaya, Cook (2004) traces practices to ‘de-fetishise’ papaya as a 

commodity (Cook 2004). The author takes the reader through a series of nodes in the papaya 

value chain: producing, buyer, political economy, importer, papaya plant, farmer, routes, farm 

foreman, payments, packer and fetishism. Interviews provide a face for each node of the value 

chain; for example, Cook (2004) introduces the ‘papaya packer’ node through Pru: ‘Pru was 

twenty-one and lived at home with her parents, brother and four sisters’. The final node is 

‘papaya consumption’, in which Cook (2004) elaborates on the politics of consumption. The 

writer uses his interviews to build an argument that he explicitly states upfront: 

The research on which it is based was initially energized by David Harvey’s (1990:422) 

call for radical geographers to ‘‘get behind the veil, the fetishism of the market’’, to make 

powerful, important, disturbing connections between Western consumers and the distant 

strangers whose contributions to their lives were invisible, unnoticed, and largely 

unappreciated. (Cook 2004, p.642) 
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While the choice of topic (sustainability transitions) is a political one, the study aims to learn 

from on-going mainstream penetrations of alternative food values; rather than revealing 

‘disturbing connections’ or finding out ways to change people’s food behaviours. The process 

tracing methodology functions as a tool for explaining how three nodes in the studied value 

chain operate and explore how economic actors produce and negotiate and contest the studied 

foods. The intangible value produced in the first node of the value chain got transformed 

through negotiations within the consumption junction that coalesced into different 

understandings coded from the focus groups conducted with consumers of the studied foods. 

The third way in which practices are traced in this thesis is by using conventions or orders of 

worth to typologise transition understandings and the stated and implied values that underlie 

them. As explained, transition theory provides a structure to organise and frame certain 

practices and economic actors as niche, regime or landscape dynamics while exploring 

potential transition pathways for specific sectors and business models. Convention theory 

injects life into such systemic organisation, enlivening the messy social dynamics that comprise 

shifting practices in transitions. Drawing upon the descriptive-analytical chronicling of practice 

and value-making, I consider how conventions and orders of worth reorder as the three farmer-

producers and processor-distributors negotiate the mainstream penetration of their foods, and 

how contests within the consumption junction take shape while mainstream consumers 

prioritise shifting values and orders of worth. Convention theory, therefore, provides a 

grammar for understanding how multiple values transform as the studied foods penetrate 

mainstream urban food provisioning in New Zealand.   

5.3 Focus Groups 

Focus groups are usually structured upon discussions, which are moderated by the researcher 

(Cameron 2010); or upon experiences followed by discussions that are aimed at testing the 

outcome of the experiment. An example of the latter approach is Carolan’s (2017) ‘strawberry 

experiment’, in which the author had a group of participants working on a strawberry farm for 

an entire day. Carolan (2017) conducted focus groups before and after participants experienced 

the hardship of handpicking strawberries, and got to the conclusion that experiences – rather 

than words – are an effective way to teach people about food processes and the ethical 

relationships entailed (Ribeiro 2019a). Instead of focusing on behavioural change, this research 

is about learning from the people who are already eating sustainably.  



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

83 
 

Belliveau et al. (2006) argue that focus groups can also provide ‘an in-depth understanding of 

the complex behaviours and motivations behind (…) decision-making’, from which themes 

and meanings can be subsequently coded (Dunn 2010). According to Belliveau et al. (2006), 

open-ended and context questions might not suffice to provide that kind of data through 

interviews, but focus groups discussions can – due to the collective nature of the data collected. 

Following that kind of methodological structure, two examples from the business literature try 

to understand current purchasing practices that align with this research’s purpose: 

The focus groups were organized in three rounds, designed to analyse: eating habits and 

unhealthy diet, perception of food production impact and awareness of products with 

sustainable attributes, “brand reputation effects” and attention to the label. (Mancini et 

al. 2017, p.1843) 

Discussion topics were introduced in the context of how their diets and behaviour might 

change in response to the climate mitigation and adaptation responses. (Mander et al. 

2016, p.415) 

Mancini et al.’s (2017) study focuses on which ‘sustainable attributes [are] affecting the real 

consumption behaviour’; while Mander et al.’s (2016) publication tries to cast light on ways to 

promote behavioural change to achieve climate mitigation. Both studies’ participants displayed 

environmental discourses and a predisposition to eating healthily. And yet, although people 

might feel attracted to these ideas and even embody them in their discourses, they might lack 

these principles in their actual behaviours. Social scientists and psychologists have been 

working on theoretical frameworks for exploring these potential differences. From Psychology, 

the Theory of Planned Behaviour pays attention to ‘the nature of intentions’ and ‘the limits of 

predictive validity’ (Ajzen 2011). The Theory of Planned Behaviour ‘attempts to explain the 

gap between consumers’ reported attitudes and their actual buying behaviour [which] have 

been the main focus in the green faction of consumer psychology’ (Rex and Baumann 2007). 

Examples from the Social Sciences include the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN), which focuses on 

‘environmentally significant behaviour’ in consumption (Stern 2000), and Attitude-Behaviour-

Context (ABC) theory – developed by Guagnano and colleagues who were interested in 

research objects such as ‘curbside recycling’ (Guagnano et al. 1995). Zepeda and Deal (2009), 

for example, build upon these ideas to examine how ‘organic food shoppers in particular are 

motivated by values, beliefs and the creation of norms’. Zepeda and Deal (2009) conclude that 

consumer behaviour is a result of how people seek information, the kind of background 

knowledge (or food cultural capital) they have on the topic, where they come from 
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(‘demographics’), where they currently sit (‘context’), which in turn, produces attitudes 

regarding values, beliefs and norms that generate habits and behaviour (Zepeda and Deal 2009).  

From a social theory perspective, be it Foucauldian, Latourian, Marxian or other, this ought to 

come as no surprise. Action cannot simply be read off intention, and the social cannot be read 

as an aggregation of individual preference or desire. For social scientists working with 

approaches grounded in methodological individualism who do not see this contradiction as a 

consequence of the how the social is made and reproduced, the effect is often understood as 

the ‘values-action gap’ (e.g. Rex and Baumann 2007; Lin and Huang 2012). 

These effects are very much part of everyday life and popular chronicles of consumer 

behaviour. For instance, Stuff NZ interviewed consumers about free-range eggs in a 

supermarket. All of them expressed their support for the free-range production system, but the 

reporter noticed that most of them bought the cheap caged eggs after they turned to interview 

the next customer: 

Look at any survey and you will find 8 out of 10 people say [caged eggs] should be banned. 

Yet many of those people when they go shopping just don't think, and buy the cheapest egg. 

(Sargent 2018) 

"New Zealand is lagging way behind," she says [caged eggs were banned in Australia 

years ago]. So she buys free-range eggs, right? Um, she says, looking away. She buys the 

cheap ones in New Zealand. (Sargent 2018) 

As an executive from Countdown, interviewed in my work, reflects: 

There is always a difference between claimed and real behaviour. We know through things 

like free-range chicken and free-range eggs. If you ask on a survey: do you buy free-range 

eggs or free-range chicken? Nine times out of ten you will say: yes, I always do! But then 

when you go to buy it for your family, and you got x amount of money, you might not do 

that. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

In the food and climate change literature, researchers have sought to neutralise the values-

action gap at both the production and consumption ends of consumer-producer relations 

(Belliveau et al. 2006). Others have sought to overcome this barrier (at least to some extent) 

through astute questioning and facilitation and other research techniques. For instance, in 

marketing and business studies, researchers often accompany a person when they do the 

supermarket shopping and talk with them about their food choices as they shop. Aware of the 

potential values-action gap, I selected participants using proxy criteria of consuming FRENZ 
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organic or free-range eggs bought from supermarkets in Auckland and developed an innovative 

methodological framework to augment a more traditional focus groups approach.  

As a new arrival in New Zealand, I had to reach out to networks’ organisers and ask them to 

circulate an invitation via email, which disclosed the focus groups selection criteria. The 

organisers that agreed to help managed four networks. A couple of participants came from Kai 

Auckland, which comprises activists advocating for local and organic food consumption and 

production. Other participants were students and lecturers that were a part of the University of 

Auckland’s Sustainability network (I am very grateful for the majority of participants who 

came from this network). This organiser also enabled my third focus group session, by inviting 

me to conduct it at the Auckland Climate Challenge Conference, hosted by the University of 

Auckland in 2018. The third organiser who helped me canvas participants was from the Yoga 

Sustainability Network, mostly comprised of yoginis and yogis that are either vegetarians or 

vegans. And lastly, two participants came from the ‘Brazilians in Auckland’ network: the 

organiser circulated my invitation via Facebook. 

Once potential participants began expressing interest via emails, I screened them further 

through a questionnaire answered before the focus group sessions. Their answers to the 

questionnaire helped me establish which participants met the selection criteria. The 

questionnaire explored income ranges, drivers to purchase sustainable foods and the mobility 

required to do so, among others (see Table 6, p. 230). Due to the rich data collected, 

surprisingly, the questionnaires also helped me build the three groups’ profiles in Chapter 9. 

The point of the focus groups was the flow and development of ideas through discussions. The 

questionnaires offered insights regarding what participants deemed valuable when making food 

choices as individuals, which I then correlated with the coding of their performances within 

the group discussions. Three themes emerged from the questionnaires and were further refined 

in the analysis of the focus groups discussions. The three themes were my rationale for 

organising the 24 participants into the three focus groups of eight participants each. 

In their answers to the questionnaire, some participants showed more concerns with budget 

constraints (regardless of their level of income), These participants configured the first focus 

group (Health within Budget). Young girls formed the second focus group, which gave me the 

opportunity to look into a group of people who had to rely on others to eat what they perceived 

to be sustainable, as the girls’ parents purchased food on their behalf. This added another 

dimension of negotiations, alongside the fact that younger people enabled richer insights in the 
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cross-case analysis through their distinct views of the foodscape (Trendy Foods for Health). 

And the third group participants’ answers to the questionnaire directed attention to a 

preoccupation with labelling practices and the difficulty of distinguishing between sustainable 

and unsustainable options at the supermarket. I allocated these participants in the Food 

Knowledge and Health focus group. The three groups or themes, therefore, were representative 

of dietary shifts in distinct ways, which provided a rich platform for analysing consumption as 

a social practice in this node of the value chain. 

In the literature, price is a well-documented inhibitor to consumers making more sustainable 

food choices (Diekmann and Preisendörfer 2003), so when consumers choose the more 

expensive options, it is important to understand which values shape this paradigm shift. Some 

organisations that could be framed as consumption junctions seem aware of the importance of 

understanding different values in sustainable foods. The demand for options perceived as more 

sustainable, such as organic foods, has been surging all over the world. For instance, Walmart 

has invested in decreasing the price of organics due to research that showed ‘nine out of ten of 

its customers would purchase organics if they were more affordable’ (PBS NewsHour 2014). 

The critical literature also portrays price as an inhibitor of more sustainable purchasing 

practices: 

Higher prices impact on demand for these products. Customers will only pay premium 

prices when they believe that the benefits of purchasing environmentally sustainable 

products outweigh the costs of such purchases (Laroche et al., 2001). (Bhaskaran et al. 

2006, p.680) 

But the methodological question implied remains unanswered: how can a researcher code the 

perceived benefits challenging market values in some consumers’ purchasing choices? To 

understand which values underpinned the focus groups participants’ perception of more 

sustainable food options, I was less interested in the accuracy of their responses. I turned my 

attention to pathways for exploring what was true to them and their perspective of values in the 

negotiation of different food options. Drawing upon Belliveau et al. (2006) and Lin and 

Huang’s (2012) considerations regarding the ‘values-action gap’ potential, I incentivised 

participants to see food through five different phases targeted at surfacing the values that were 

important to them when deciding what to buy at the supermarket floor. I created the second 

phase (entitled observing) and adapted the other four phases from a SUSPLACE publication 

(Sustainable Place Shaping): Arts-based methods for transformative engagement: A toolkit 
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(Pearson et al. 2018). The three focus group sessions were conducted utilising the same 

dynamics (see 1. Appendix, for the complete Focus Groups Protocol).  

The convening phase started with a warm-up question to break the ice, followed by the second 

phase. I broke the observing phase into two parts: the mapping dynamic and the products 

brainstorm dynamic. In the mapping dynamic, participants looked at food using the city of 

Auckland as a pair of lenses (see Figure 42, p.228). In the products brainstorm dynamic, they 

discussed eight food products (utilising a visual aid placing four sustainable food products’ 

ingredients list alongside the same information about four unsustainable ones) (Figure 43, 

p.228). These two dynamics were about spatialising their understanding of food consumption. 

By locating the food hubs, participants offered me a platform for exploring the kinds of values 

they understood as significant in determining their purchasing choices. The biophysical 

materialities of the foods were explored through the ingredients lists placed before them. From 

their discussions about both sustainable and unsustainable foods’ constituent parts, I coded 

meanings that sustainable foods could embody according to their perspectives.  

According to Pearson et al. (2018), when considering a specific issue, people usually ‘approach 

it exclusively from a human-centric perspective, prioritising anthropocentric values, needs and 

visions’. That worked for the first two dynamics, but I decided to take a different approach in 

the third phase. Drawing upon Pearson et al. (2018), I was interested in providing a platform 

for participants to experiment with non-human perspectives, which might be ‘crucial for socio-

ecological harmony’. The purpose of this phase was two-fold: understand to which degree 

participants were able or keen to appreciate non-human perspectives and how such appreciation 

shaped their purchasing choices regarding sustainable, expensive foods. This strategy also 

helped me gain insights into the extent of potential values-action gap in participants’ declared 

concerns regarding animal welfare and environmental stewardship. The reflecting phase 

utilises Pearson et al.’s (2018) work more explicitly: 

(…) This method brings ‘more-than human’ viewpoints into the workshop by asking 

participants to embody the perspectives of specific beings and natural entities, such as 

animals, plants, rivers, forests, or mountains. The ‘characters’ selected are linked to the 

case or issue being addressed in the workshop. (Pearson et al. 2018, p.38) 

Building upon Pearson et al. (2018), I asked the participants to personify ‘non-human 

stakeholders’, as this excerpt of my instructions to a focus group demonstrates: 
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Please close your eyes and imagine you are a chicken [there were usually giggles and 

laughter at this point]. I know it’s a lot to ask of you, but really try to get into this mind: 

as a chicken, what is important to you? What is your purpose in life? Now imagine you 

are embedded in a production system. Would you rather be a laying hen producing organic 

eggs, free-range eggs or industrialised eggs? Why? Make an effort to appreciate this 

stakeholder’s perspective. When you are ready, open your eyes and share your perspective 

with the group. (researcher) 

This strategy mobilised participants to try and understand the non-human perspective and, in 

doing so, reveal if animal welfare and the environment were actual values underpinning their 

purchasing decisions. For example, most participants claimed concerns about animal welfare 

and the environment in the questionnaires that they answered before the sessions. And yet once 

a group personified bees, none of the eight participants could differentiate between organic and 

industrialised honey – nor what was important for bees to lead a healthy life. And when two 

groups personified organic and free-range laying hens, most of the 16 participants expressed a 

lack of understanding of the chicken’s needs and wants and the kinds of nutritional properties 

entailed by both production systems. Hence, more important than extracting correct 

information about production systems was to understand what participants perceived as vital 

to purchase the more expensive, sustainable food options. The contradictions and tensions 

revealed through their discourses provided a rich platform for elaborating on the values that 

they were building and performing as they chose what to eat, and I established correlations 

between these values and the convention theory’s framework. 

After exploring participants’ understandings of biophysical materialities and the non-human 

perspective, the last phase was about gaining insights into the kinds of trade-offs they deemed 

relevant or acceptable when purchasing sustainable foods. The sustainability concept is often 

associated with notions to do with trade-offs. Perhaps the most prominent of them all was the 

one offered by the Brundtland Report (1987), which sensitised global audiences to issues of 

food security at various scales and the relationship between food security, environmental 

change and the loss of biodiversity. The United Nations report presented a compromise in 

which, for the first time, economic growth and sustainable practices were not mutually 

exclusive: 

(…) development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs’. (United Nations 1987) 

Although others have criticised this definition of sustainability (see Chapter 2 for a discussion), 

I decided to experiment with the notion of trade-offs to further explore what was important to 
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participants in building meanings and understandings of sustainable foods. I used a technique 

called ‘yes, and…’ to provide a platform for participants to think through trade-offs that 

underpinned their allocated budget for eating those kinds of foods while hoping to incentivise 

participants to talk about challenges and needs that seemed important to them along this 

journey.  

“Yes, And…” is a structured process that supports free and open brainstorming which is 

vital in the expansion and elaboration phases of ideation. Originally developed in 

improvisation theatre, it is also a way to disrupt the common habit of responding to an 

idea or suggestion by saying “yes...but”, which can kill a brainstorm before it has a chance 

to become something useful or inspiring. In its most basic form, one person starts with a 

question or proposition and then, in a circle, each successive person adds something to it, 

starting each new addition with the phrase “yes, and...”. (Pearson et al. 2018, p.53) 

The ‘yes, and…’ technique produced statements that helped me identify what kinds of benefits 

participants valued more than money as they chose to purchase more sustainable, expensive 

food options. Besides, the technique was meant to empower participants to think through 

potential places where they could become active in helping food systems reach a higher degree 

of sustainability. They started brainstorming ideas in a circle while revealing some of the values 

underpinning their actual journeys, which denoted how all worlds of production and 

consumption, including market conventions, are a part of the messy social dynamics that 

underpin purchasing food choices. The last phase followed next, providing a sense of closure 

for the participants, in which they reflected on the learning outcomes of the sessions.  

Notably, I conducted the three focus group sessions as the product-case studies were still taking 

shape in this research – hence why organic cheese is a part of the first session alongside one of 

this thesis’ product-case studies (FRENZ eggs). I conducted the other focus group sessions 

utilising two of the three product-case studies of this thesis, so all product-case studies featured 

in different sessions either once or twice. The presence of organic cheese brought diversity to 

the first focus group’s discussions, which ultimately enriched the cross-case analysis. 

5.4 Interviews 

In agri-food studies, interviews have been mostly used to build an argument rather than 

describe a phenomenon (e.g. Cook 2004; Carolan 2017). For example, Carolan (2017) 

conducted hundreds of interviews with people linked to the food system. Those interviews 

were used to frame consumers as powerless economic actors at the mercy of demands created 
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by food corporations (see Chapter 4). As elaborated in the process tracing section, Cook (2004) 

used interviews along the same lines to reveal ‘disturbing connections’ in papaya production, 

distribution and consumption. As this study aims to learn from on-going cases of sustainable 

foods mainstream penetration to ‘enable perspectives for more substantial change’ (Spaargaren 

et al. 2013b), the exposure of problems in the food system might happen as a secondary 

outcome. 

This research uses a relations-tracing approach to study pivotal intangible values shaping the 

mainstream penetration of sustainable foods; and interviews and focus groups as 

methodological building blocks. Open-ended questions structured all of the interview-scripts, 

but closed-end questions were also asked to collect data on production systems and retailing 

practices (Dunn 2010). The eleven interviewees mobilised different configurations of 

conventions and strategically portrayed certain kinds of practices within the organisations that 

they own or represent. Still, the purpose of the interviews is to gain ‘an in-depth understanding 

of the complex behaviours and motivations behind (…) decision-making’ (Belliveau et al. 

2006) and investigate the ‘underlying mechanisms’ (George and Bennett 2005) that underpin 

these businesses decision-making processes. Most interviews took place in person, and two of 

them, over the phone (complying with participants’ requests). To check some claims in person, 

I also visited a FRENZ farm and the Waiheke herbs’ garden. 

Countdown’s interviews followed the same script (see Table 8, p.236), and two interviews were 

conducted with one of Farro’s owners. I also interviewed the former Minister of Primary 

Industries, who was responsible for phasing-out caged eggs in New Zealand: the hon David 

Carter. A cross-discourse analysis between Countdown’s and Mr. Carter’s interviews enables 

a discussion about potential articulations between government’s and supermarkets’ strategies. 

Each of the 11 participants who were interviewed was asked about their history in the company 

or organisation to get a sense of what their day looks like at work, who they report to and so 

on. Open-ended questions were used to establish genealogies of the three cases. Questioning 

directed attention to the specificities of product transitions, values/valuations and the 

circulation and framing of goods and meanings. It also opened up conversations about 

sustainability practices, business success and failure, personal values, environmental 

principles, merchandising, animal welfare and the rationale behind strategic decisions. 

Open-ended questions targeted the relationship of both consumption junctions and upstream 

suppliers of foods with consumers. For the retailers, I asked questions about loyalty cards, 
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consumer research, what new qualities they thought that their businesses brought to New 

Zealand, and which intangible values were a part of their marketing strategies. I asked farmer-

producers and processor-distributors about their investment in understanding the consumer and 

their marketing and investment strategies to reach and or influence both retailers and consumers 

and address competition. I questioned each of the participants about the part played by 

sustainability in their production and investment practices and their business strategies. I also 

asked participants about regulatory issues and their strategies and responses in this regard.  

The retailers were asked open-ended and close-ended questions to do with the kind of contracts 

that they sign with farmer-producers or processor-distributors to assess if they established 

socially just relationships with their suppliers. The idea was to check these data against 

analogue questions answered by the suppliers, but participants (both retailers and suppliers) 

refused to answer some of these questions due to commercial sensitivities. The suppliers also 

answered questions about socially just relationships within their organisations: FRENZ’s 20 

individually owned flocks, Waiheke Herbs’ parsley external suppliers and Airborne’s 

independent honey suppliers. All interviews concluded with open-ended questions about future 

strategy in relation to the politics of transitioning, in which the two key questions were: Do you 

worry that growth and mainstream will undermine the ethical positions? Is growth damaging 

for sustainability? I also visited the organisations and farmers to see their production processes 

up close and understand non-human agency and animal welfare. For example, for the FRENZ’s 

analysis, it was important to see what kind of environment the hens have to go outside, if they 

looked peaceful and how technological advancements impacted the farm’s logistics. 

5.5 Data Organisation and Analysis 

Table 3 identifies ten fields of practice that I used to categorise ‘sustainability buckets’ and 

analyse responses. The former represents key dimensions of sustainability identified in the 

literature, and the latter a typology influenced by both the literature and a reading of the 

responses by participants in interviews. These became the ‘protocol’ for organising the 

empirical work in the thesis (Yin 2014). The protocol starts from the five sustainability buckets 

elaborated in the literature review (see Chapter 2) and unfolds into five other buckets and 

categories resulted from a grounded theory approach to the data collected  (Corbin and Strauss 

2014). The matrix provides a framework for examining similarities and differences between 

participants’ understandings and negotiations of sustainable foods, to gain insights into pivotal 
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intangible values underpinning the mainstream penetration of FRENZ eggs, Waiheke herb 

spread and Airborne honey. The approach helps me to identify and represent associations 

between responses in the interviews and the orders of worth guiding practices and, thus, record 

and analyse perceptions and investments in consumption junctions (Ragin and Amoroso 2011). 

Table 3 Protocol for data collection and organisation 

Fields of practice Analytical focus 

1. Relations among farmer-producers 

and processor-distributors 

Socially just relationships 

2. Animal welfare Nourishing the planet  

3. Environment 

4. Sharing economies Focus groups 

5. Global supply chains Focus groups and consumption junctions 

6. Locally sourced  

7. Government Consumption junctions and farmer-producers and 

processor-distributors 

8. Mainstream negotiations Economic viability 

9. Health and taste Nourishing the body 

10. Circular practices Circular economy 

 

Table 3 contains some specific moves to accommodate the data. The nourish the planet bucket 

is split into two to accommodate the differences between animal farming and horticulture with 

respect to the relative significance of animal welfare and the environment. The focus groups 

participants emphasised a sharing economy approach to knowing and doing food, in which 

they invested significant cultural and financial capital, for which I established a new category 

of sustainability ‘practice’. New Zealand is marked by the routine presence of exporting in 

daily food practices, which generates significant tensions in food provisioning. These tensions 

animated interviews and focus group discussions and are accommodated in Table 3 by 

including a local and a global category of practice. Government is always somewhere present 

in food provisioning practice and in discussions about transitioning towards sustainability, and 

my final category of health and taste recognises two distinctive concerns in debates about 

nourishing the body.  
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Nodes of relational agencies and social structures generated three clusters of data. I conducted 

eight interviews with four business owners and executives of the three product-case studies of 

upstream suppliers of foods. I also conducted one interview with an organic beekeeper (used 

to understand the contradictions inherent in Airborne’s practices). These nine interviews with 

five participants comprise the first two nodes of the studied value chain (see Figure 1), which 

I structure in this thesis as one cluster of data: the upstream suppliers of food (Chapter 7). I 

researched the consumption junction through four interviews with Countdown executives and 

employees, one interview with the hon David Carter and three interviews with one of the 

owners of Farro Fresh. I conducted a total of 18 interviews with 11 participants, which 

comprise the first two clusters of data of this thesis: Chapters 7 and 8. Chapter 9 contains the 

third cluster of data sourced from the three focus groups sessions with eight participants each, 

totalising 24 focus groups participants (the consumers’ node of the value chain). Thirty-five 

people participated in this PhD research. 

Regarding the value chain, each node’s analysis contributes to build this thesis’ argument 

further and answer its research question. Chapter 6 builds an understanding of relations within 

the value chain, by using grey literature concerning New Zealand and inferring the existence 

of value-chain relations that move goods and values from paddock to plate. In Chapters 7, 8 

and 9, the cross-case and cross-session analyses explore correlations between the ten 

sustainability buckets and categories and the filtered findings from the data (which I open-

coded using the Nvivo software as a tool and convention theory as a theoretical framework). 

The cross-case and cross-session analyses developed for each of the three clusters of data are 

meant to explore the diversity of practices and relationships within each node of the value chain 

where both sustainable and unsustainable discourses were identified, organised and coded 

(Ragin and Amoroso 2011). The broader aim of these analyses is to break down each node of 

relational agencies into:  

(…) their constituent parts and viewing them in relation to the whole they form. (…) These 

elements can be viewed in isolation from one another, and they also can be understood in 

the context of other parts. (Ragin and Amoroso 2011, p.58) 

The ten categories of sustainability practice function as a guide in the three empirical chapters, 

which informs and helps organise the empirical analyses in Chapters 7, 8 and 9. I freely utilise 

the sustainability categories as broad guidelines. The cross-session analysis between the three 

focus groups aims at understanding differences between the groups. Analysed differences 

include these consumers’ drivers for transitioning to more sustainable diets, which food 
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qualities they perceive as important and how exogenous and endogenous factors influence their 

purchasing choices, such as urban experience, level of income and ‘cultural capital’ – a term 

used in a similar context to that proposed by Bourdieu (1991) –, that encompasses the diverse 

embodied cultural capabilities in decision making about food. In Chapter 7, the discourses 

come from business owners and executives. Chapter 8 starts taking an explanatory approach to 

why Countdown supermarkets decided to phase-out caged eggs, through the discourse analysis 

of Countdown’s employees and the hon David Carter. This explanatory approach is followed 

by a cross-case analysis between Countdown and Farro Fresh, which explores these business 

structures limitations for achieving a higher degree of sustainability.  

(…) multiple-case [research] design might call for two or more cases that deliberately 

tried to test the conditions under which the same findings might be replicated. (Yin 2012, 

p.8) 

This thesis’ presents three cross-case analyses (one in each empirical chapter), which result in 

‘direct replications’ (Yin 2012). According to Yin (2012), direct replications refer to ‘pattern-

matching’ or patterns identified in the cross-case analysis (which are complementary to the 

contrasts and nuances also generated by case studies). Health-related values comprise some 

level of replications identified in the cross-case analysis of the product-case studies in the first 

node of the value chain and in the cross-session analysis of the three focus group sessions 

(Chapters 7 and 9, plus the discussion in Chapter 10); however, health transformed within the 

consumption junction from paddock to plate. The cross-case analysis of the two consumption 

junctions generates a more direct replication: I identified and discussed the same two 

underlying mechanisms configuring Countdown’s and Farro’s business models (see analysis 

section in Chapter 8 and discussion in Chapter 10).  

The validity of this research was achieved through qualitative methods of data collection, and 

the logical correlations drawn from the data. The resulting social representations emerged from 

‘a systemic dialogue between the investigator’s ideas and evidence’ (Ragin and Amoroso 

2011). These social representations also found their place in the specific research literature with 

the application of typological theories in condensing and interpreting the data. Transitions to 

sustainability are complex social phenomena, and the typological theories helped to identify 

order and regularity in the ways groups of people action the studied transitions. The ideas and 

concepts that make the adopted typological theories are expressed clearly in Chapter 4, where 

I expose the assumptions and relationships that guided this study throughout the data analysis.  
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 (…) the best raw material for advancing theory is often provided by strategies that focus 

on cases, which is the special forte of qualitative research and one of the strong points of 

comparative research. (…) The goal of exploring diversity is best served by the 

comparative approach. (Ragin and Amoroso 2011, p.55) 

Such generalized pathways are what is distinctive about typological theory. They are 

abstract and theoretical even though they are closer to concrete historical explanations 

than are claims about causal mechanisms. (George and Bennett 2005, p.236) 

According to George and Bennett (2005), there are two approaches to typological theorising: 

‘deductive’ and ‘inductive’. In the inductive process, I build the theoretical typology through 

the fieldwork, also understood in the critical literature as a grounded theory approach (i.e. the 

sustainability categories that help organise the data) (Corbin and Strauss 2014). In turn, the 

deductive process starts with the construction of a ‘theory-based map’ that assembles ‘relevant 

theories’ (i.e. the sustainability buckets elaborated in Chapter 2) (George and Bennett 2005). 

The literature review developed in Chapter 4 informs the core typological theories of this study: 

transition theory and convention theory. This deductive approach provided a platform to 

elaborate on a contribution to transition theory, informed by both the critical literature on 

agency found in convention theory and the empirical work’s results. As I synthesised the cases’ 

findings with the literature review, ‘explanatory propositions’ were revised, and the evidence 

was examined from a new perspective in this iterative process (Chapter 10) (Yin 2014). 

Chapter 10 reflects on the interplay between induction and deduction as a method to construct 

new knowledge (i.e. ‘abduction’ or ‘retroduction’) (Ragin and Amoroso 2011; Yin 2012). This 

thesis starts from the position that food transitions to sustainability must embody mainstream 

penetration; and we need to understand further the networks where intangible values of 

sustainable foods are built, negotiated and performed. Chapter 10 discusses this argument by 

synthesising this thesis’ findings with the literature review and revises this proposition while 

answering the research question. Social representations are produced from this analysis, and 

new concepts emerge, which are ‘empirically grounded’ and ‘theoretically informed’ (Ragin 

and Amoroso 2011). Chapter 10 elucidates the relation of a new concept proposed to the 

typological theories that structured this research and the theoretical frameworks that informed 

the empirical work in this thesis, which produced evidence-based social theory.  
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Chapter 6. Sustainable Foods in New Zealand 

 

This chapter touches on New Zealand’s regulatory framework regarding sustainable foods and 

the retailing sector, plus, it draws upon New Zealander convention theorists’ work concerning 

the negotiation of organics. The reviewed New Zealander authors in this chapter explore 

organics and ground their analysis on either labelling practices, production systems, or the 

organics’ impact on mainstream consumption. This literature review contextualises this thesis 

regarding where the studied transitions are placed in terms of existing regulatory frameworks 

and New Zealand’s retailing environment. A reflexion on value chains as useful economic 

models provides further contextualisation of the product-case studies and a platform for 

disclosing background information specific to relevant markets. 

6.1 Food in New Zealand 

New Zealand’s food provisioning is dominated by commitments to international trade, its 

primary food retail outlets are monopolistic, its food ethos has traditionally been framed by its 

place in food commodity-exporting, and its cuisine is dominated by different national 

traditions. New Zealand also faces sustainability challenges common to other places in the 

West but with particular inflections, such as one of the highest obesity rates in developed 

nations (e.g. one in every three dwellers in New Zealand’s largest city: Auckland) and the acute 

rise of diabetes II (Swinburn et al. 2014; Diabetes Projects Trust 2018). Food regulation lacks 

robust guidelines that have been portrayed in the critical literature as a hindrance for food 

transitions to sustainability in New Zealand (Rosin and Campbell 2009; Jones and Mowatt 

2016), and New Zealand’s urban food provisioning is dominated by a duopoly (New Zealand 

Commerce Commission 2014). 

In the New Zealander literature, agri-food scholars have begun to talk about alternative and 

local foods and to challenge the commodity ethos. For example, Sharp et al. (2016) correlate 

alternative food practices with affect, emphasising that farmers’ markets, dumpster divers, 

guerrilla gardeners and raw milk collectives bring diversity to Auckland’s foodscape and that 

some of the people involved in these initiatives teach us about sharing economies. The authors 

admit the alternative food initiatives (AFIs) that they analyse ‘do not threaten to bring down 

the supermarket duopoly’ that dominates urban food provisioning in New Zealand, and yet, 
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they argue that these four initiatives could hold ‘a promise of disruption’ (Sharp et al. 2016). 

These authors, among others, draw upon Gibson-Graham’s economic vision of diverse 

economies as existing in themselves and not as ‘other’ to capitalism (just as ‘woman cannot be 

singularly defined as non-man’ - Gibson-Graham 2006). 

This thesis offers another approach to analysing systemic change, moving away from this idea 

of diverse economies towards an interest in sustainable food practices that might hold more 

potential to penetrate mainstream urban food provisioning. In New Zealand, other authors 

focus on the politics of industrialised organics production, mostly directed at export operations. 

Campbell and Liepins (2001) state that in 2000, ‘organic food exports reached us$30 million’ 

while ‘the domestic market consumed the equivalent of us$16 million of organic food’. 

Organic food production increased in the 1990s, but it was mostly export-oriented to feed 

international markets (Campbell and Liepins 2001; Rosin and Campbell 2009; Campbell et al. 

2012). Campbell and Liepins (2001) argue that corporate capital ‘inevitably’ transformed 

organic agriculture in the 1990s. The authors highlight the ‘hegemony’ of the BioGro label as 

a standard convention for positioning organic foods from New Zealand in the international 

market. 

Rosin and Campbell (2009) suggest a convention theory (CT) framework for analysing the 

‘complexity of organic production in New Zealand’, through which the authors examine 

contestations within the labelling of organics and the dualism between ‘real organic’ and 

‘capitalist organic’ (Rosin and Campbell 2009). The authors analyse organics as ‘a strategy’ 

within each of CT’s seven worlds of justification. Rosin (2008) argues that CT offers a 

grammar to understand the ‘potential for organic production to be promoted or challenged 

based on each of the worlds of justification’ (Rosin 2008). Certification labels would thus 

function as justifications that promote different orders of worth, ultimately justifying organics’ 

higher prices in the marketplace. Rosin and Campbell (2009) argue that, as negotiated entities, 

‘extra-economic factors’ were crucial in upscaling organics production in New Zealand. 

Specifically, the authors are interested in the negotiated claims embedded in the organic label, 

noting that its entailed audit schemes compete with the clean and green branding strategy 

promoted by the New Zealand government.  

Rosin and Campbell (2009) also highlight tensions between Guthman’s (2004) dichotomy of 

‘real’ organics and ‘capitalist’ organics and the realities of organics in New Zealand. Guthman 

argues that, in California, ‘real’ organics turned into ‘capitalist’ organics once ‘the big guns’ 
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(i.e. major retailers) entered the organics market (Guthman 2004). And yet, as the work by 

Rosin and Campbell has clearly shown, the organic movement in NZ has followed diverse 

paths in relation to export markets, agricultural commodities, collective dynamics and existing 

standards. This thesis starts from the stance that, at the consumption junction, 

‘conventionalisation’ gets challenged by a plurality of understandings of sustainable practices, 

be that in regards to nourishing the body and the planet or circular practices, economic viability 

and socially just relationships. If one cannot pinpoint an agreed-upon parameter of what the 

‘common good’ (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006) looks like regarding organics or sustainable 

foods, as this chapter will demonstrate, then conventionalisation becomes a less useful 

analytical concept. Guthman’s political project has also been criticised by others (e.g. 

Spaargaren et al. 2013) for its localised perspective. Organics might have been stripped down 

to a minimalist for-profits approach in California but not necessarily everywhere in the world. 

Rosin and Campbell are also involved in the biological economies project. Ten years ago, 

pivotal names in the New Zealander agri-food studies formed the biological economies 

research team to unravel the ‘politics of knowledge production in agri-food’ (Campbell et al. 

2009). This research agenda indicates the importance of ‘situatedness in practicing economy, 

learning about it and representing it’ through ‘performative conceptualisations’ and ‘ethical 

conventions of worlds of difference’ (Lewis and Rosin 2013). The hopeful performative 

research agenda grounded on experimentation put forward by the biological economies team 

inspires the recommendations section of this thesis, in which I disclose more explicitly my own 

‘methodological politics of enactive research’ (Lewis et al. 2016). Yet my study focuses on the 

anthropocentric dynamics of agencies and the entailed ‘changing materialities’ while the 

biological economies team emphasises the ‘non-human’ or ‘more than human’ negotiations 

through assemblages of knowledge construction (Campbell et al. 2009; Lewis and Rosin 2013; 

Lewis et al. 2016).    

New Zealand’s Clean and Green National Branding Strategy (NZ Inc.) 

Jones and Mowatt (2016) present a complementary approach to that of Rosin and Campbell’s 

analyses of organics conventions, stating that organics’ exports upscaled while organic food 

remained a niche market domestically in New Zealand, mostly due to the success of the clean 

and green branding strategy launched in 1999. NZ Inc., also known as the clean and green 

national branding strategy or 100% pure New Zealand, helped shape the country’s production 
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of foods until today. It underpins how urban food provisioning is currently organised in New 

Zealand and impacts the domestic consumption of sustainable foods. The central government 

launched NZ Inc. 20 years ago aiming at increasing revenue coming from tourism, animal and 

wood products and research and development in the traceability of products and geothermal 

energy: a successful strategy that generated billions of dollars in revenue. Regarding food, NZ 

Inc. originally aimed at increasing the value of primary industries’ exports. It has been 

estimated that ‘95 % of all agricultural production is slated for export’ (Bartos 2016, p.94)3.  

Jones and Mowatt (2016) claim that the New Zealand government has deployed significant 

energy and resources in selling clean and green New Zealand internationally, which coalesced 

into the creation of one of the most successful national branding strategies in the world: NZ 

Inc. (Morrow and Mowatt 2015; Jones and Mowatt 2016). Jones and Mowatt (2016) state that 

NZ Inc. helped shape the domestic food market, influencing consumers to believe that the food 

produced in New Zealand is safe (or clean and green). They argue that domestic consumers 

lack interest in organics as a direct result of this perceived safety and alleged reliable farming 

practices (despite the growing use of pesticides in food production in New Zealand - Jones and 

Mowatt 2016). Organics conquered only 0.1% of the New Zealand domestic market share in 

1997, and the agricultural land dedicated to organic farming in New Zealand of 0.9% in 2014 

presented one of the lowest percentages in OECD nations (Jones and Mowatt 2016). 

Jones and Mowatt (2016) frame the clean and green branding strategy as a powerful hinderer 

of the development of both organics consumption and farming in New Zealand. Rob Darby, 

FRENZ’s owner, admits taking advantage of the clean and green branding strategy on business 

to business events in the Asia-Pacific ring and notes that labelling schemes and certification 

also play a vital role. He claims that ‘BioGro is the only national label internationally 

recognised in strict markets’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June), which aligns with Rosin 

and Campbell’s (2009) considerations regarding labels justifying organics’ higher prices in the 

marketplace while functioning as justifications of different orders of worth. To gain further 

insight into the impact of the clean and green branding strategy in sustainable food production 

in New Zealand, I interviewed the former Minister of Primary Industries, the hon4 David 

Carter, who issued the government’s announcement to phase-out caged eggs in 2012. 

                                                           
3 www.nzte.govt.nz (in Bartos 2016 – accessed February 10, 2016) 
4 ‘Some members of Parliament, and other New Zealanders, have the title of “The Honourable” (abbreviated 
to “The Hon”) or “The Right Honourable” (abbreviated to “The Rt Hon”). Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II grants 
these titles to individuals in selected offices as recognition of their service’ (https://rb.gy/lsmx3q). 

http://www.nzte.govt.nz/
https://rb.gy/lsmx3q
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The interview with the former Minister of Primary Industries aligns both with Jones and 

Mowatt’s (2016) correlations between NZ Inc. and organics food production and consumption 

in New Zealand and Rosin and Campbell’s (2009) analysis on ‘capitalist organics’. According 

to Mr Carter, during his time in government, NZ Inc. aimed at increasing the capital gains of 

New Zealand’s export operations (D Carter 2018, pers. comm., 13 September). He explained 

that government at the time realised that New Zealand could not compete on bulk food 

production with countries ‘like Brazil or Argentina’ and decided to invest in the association of 

foods produced in New Zealand with intangible values such as ‘animal welfare’ and 

‘sustainable farming’ (D Carter 2018, pers. comm., 13 September). From Mr Carter’s 

perspective, NZ Inc. aimed at increasing return on investment (ROI) for the primary industries 

sector while promoting the clean and green New Zealand image abroad (which boosted other 

sectors domestically, such as tourism and high-tech research and development). The following 

quote illustrates how Mr Carter understood the core purpose of NZ Inc. when he was Minister. 

When we became government, we were very focused on increasing the value of exports to 

New Zealand; and it wasn’t a focus on producing more product: it was a focus on getting 

more value out of the product that we were producing and exporting. (D Carter 2018, pers. 

comm., 13 September) 

Perhaps NZ Inc. still influences people to perceive values and meanings in organics 

domestically while other notions of sustainable foods – such as free-range – appear to be 

gaining traction on the ground. In 2012, Mr Carter released the phasing out of caged eggs 

announcement embedded in the Animal Welfare (Layer Hens) - Code of Welfare (2012). As 

central government promoted intangible values in foods abroad (e.g. animal welfare), NZ Inc. 

enabled domestic movements of change. With the phasing out of caged eggs announcement, 

central government took a stand against battery cages: new ones were no longer allowed (New 

Zealand government 2012). According to Mr Carter, the announcement was about 

strengthening New Zealand’s reputation as a country that ‘cares for its animals’ (D Carter 2018, 

pers. comm., 13 September). Mr Carter touched on a problematic underlying mechanism of 

these rising notions of sustainable foods when he admitted that there are regulatory challenges 

‘to this day’ to be addressed in defining sustainable farming practices, such as ‘organic’ or 

‘free-range’, and in translating these into ‘more accurate labelling’ (D Carter 2018, pers. 

comm., 13 September).  
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6.2 Regulation of Sustainable Foods in New Zealand 

In New Zealand, what constitutes sustainable food production, retailing or consumption is 

unclear. Companies can self-label their products ‘organic’, ‘free-range’ or ‘sustainable’ 

without suffering external auditing, as long as they follow the Fair Trading Act (New Zealand 

Legislation 2017). This act intends to inhibit misleading marketing strategies but permits grey 

areas as to which requirements a company must fulfil to self-label their own products. For 

example, according to the Egg Producers Federation New Zealand, eggs became a very 

confusing product for New Zealander consumers who get lost among the labels available in 

supermarkets’ shelves, such as colonies, barn raised, organic and free-range (Egg Producers 

Federation New Zealand 2012). Indeed, the Ministry for Primary Industries defines organics 

quite broadly in a document that utilises vague terminology, such as ‘minimising’ and 

‘avoiding’, and lacks clear guidelines for labelling practices. 

Organic agriculture is based on minimising the use of external inputs. For example, 

avoiding or excluding the use of synthetic fertilisers and pesticides, antibiotics, growth 

promotants, genetic modification, and irradiation. (Ministry for Primary Industries 

2018b). 

The current labelling practices triggered an announcement in December 2018 by Rt Hon 

Damien O’Connor, the Minister of Primary Industries at the time of writing. It concerned New 

Zealand’s position internationally as an agri-food exporter and a consultation conducted by the 

Ministry of Primary Industries on New Zealand’s organics standards domestically. The 

Minister concludes that: 

New Zealand is out of step with many other countries that have a national standard for 

organic production, which gives their consumers confidence they’re paying premiums for 

genuine organic products and potentially boosts their market access. Over the past few 

months, 85 per cent of 208 people who responded to a consultation told us they support a 

change in the way organics is regulated, with 76 per cent supporting our preferred option 

of a single set of rules for organic production. (Rt Hon Damien O’Connor 2018) 

It can be inferred from the hon Damien O’Connor’s (2018) announcement that New Zealand 

presents a lack of robust guidelines for defining organic food production, which has been 

crippling the growth of this sector. Another central government action, that was supposed to 

deliver the opposite outcome, also appears to be hampering food sustainability transitions in 

New Zealand. Central government launched the Sustainable Farming Fund in 2000 to foster 

practices that ‘contribute to sustainability’; however, the projects funded in 2017 were mostly 
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technological solutions to optimise pest control and biosecurity – without a clear focus on 

agroecological practices (Ministry for Primary Industries 2018c). The sustainable farming fund 

received a boost of NZD15million in 2018. Although the current Minister of Primary Industries 

seems to understand the importance of agroecological systems of production, the farm 

management tool Overseer, for example, received NZD5million of operating funding in 2018. 

Overseer helps farmers decide how much fertiliser they need to balance the nutrients in the 

soil, but the fertiliser itself remains unquestioned. Overseer is also the primary regulatory tool 

for water quality, and there are plans for this tool to be used in carbon budgets for farming. 

Regarding the consumption junction, three pivotal pieces of legislation might hinder 

sustainable food transitions in New Zealand. Firstly, the clause 352 Immunity of food in the 

Food Act (Ministry for Primary Industries 2014) – also known as the good Samaritan clause – 

allows the donation of some of the food that major retailers would otherwise waste. However, 

supermarkets can still send foods to landfill in New Zealand for NZD10 per tonne (Rohani et 

al. 2019), whereas in most OECD nations the price is over USD100 per tonne, or even 

forbidden – in France, for example, a law forbids supermarkets to throw away food of any kind 

since 2016. Secondly, the Fair Trading Act targets ‘misleading or deceptive conduct’ but fails 

to address the uneven power relations that pressure suppliers to lower prices for major retailers 

(New Zealand Legislation 2017). Thirdly, the Commerce Act tackles issues to do with 

‘competitive behaviour’ while it still allows for a duopoly of corporate supermarket ownership 

in the country (New Zealand Commerce Commission 2014). Together, these three pieces of 

legislation help shape the uneven power relations, wasteful practices and monopolistic outlets 

that currently configure urban food provisioning in New Zealand.  

6.3 A Value Chain in New Zealand 

A value chain constitutes a useful economic model for bringing together external influences to 

the mainstream penetration of FRENZ eggs, Waiheke herb spread and Airborne honey (i.e. NZ 

Inc., food regulation and retailing in New Zealand), plus the three product-case studies’ 

biophysical processes and entailed negotiations. Some authors argue that value chains cannot 

represent all the stages of transformation in a product’s life cycle: from production to 

consumption and waste (Gereffi and Fernandez-Stark 2016). However, some transition 

scholars would argue that value chains may function as heuristic tools for identifying and 

exploring potential technological pathways for specific products. Overall, a value chain is by 
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definition ‘an oversimplification of a much more complex set of interactions and feedback’ 

(Birch 2019). In this thesis, I use the value chain as an economic model for exploring market-

nature relationships, focusing on my case studies. 

The value chain displayed in Figure 12 draws upon Birch (2019) to summarise the topographies 

of spaces where movements and values are shaped, regarding the mainstream penetration of 

the FRENZ eggs, the Airborne honey and the Waiheke herb spread. Graphically, the diagram 

utilises solid arrows to represent ‘biophysical materialities’ (Birch 2019) moving in between 

nodes of the value chain. The dotted arrows allude to more intangible relationships, such as 

contractual agreements and access to private finance. According to Birch (2019), the 

relationships represented by the different arrows is as important as their position in either 

‘upstream’ or ‘downstream’ processes within the value chain, and consequently, the ‘co-

construction of markets and natures’. Upstream processes refer to biophysical materialities or 

nature (e.g. fertilisers and land use) and downstream processes, to market relationships (e.g. 

packaging and transportation to retailing channels). Although these divisions might be less 

useful to the purpose of this thesis, I share Birch’s (2019) interest in ‘trying to unpack the 

implications of the biophysical materilities’ concerning my case studies and utilise Figure 12 

as a heuristic tool for this purpose. 

Biophysical materialities refer to tangible things that impact ‘the constitutive inter-relationship 

between economic and environmental processes’ (Birch 2019). For example, the hens’ feed 

and lifestyle help configure the quality and value of the eggs commercialised by FRENZ. 

However, biophysical materialities cannot exist dissociated from market conventions, such as 

price negotiations between the farmers-producers and processors-distributors of the studied 

foods, contract negotiations between the latter and Countdown Supermarkets, and the tools 

used to communicate value to consumers. Although not represented in this diagram, 

‘unpacking the implications of biophysical materialities’ (Birch 2019) of the three product-case 

studies (or other negotiated entities) embodies an understanding of underlying negotiations as 

well as underlying biological material. Blue arrows graphically represent these considerations, 

which should be interpreted as the relational agencies between economic actors. This small 

contribution represents circular agencies among the economic actors performing ‘multi-level’ 

negotiations in the market space (Geels and Schot 2007). 
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Figure 12 An integrated value chain (based on Birch 2019) 

Figure 12 also follows Birch’s (2019) unusual and yet useful representation of a value chain 

that includes regulatory frameworks. Figure 12 indicates regulatory systems relevant to the 

New Zealand context that aid in building contractual relationships, which might help denote 

who is creating value, who is capturing it and where inequalities might reside (der Ploeg 2008). 

This point is not just crucial for understanding what socially just relationships mean in relation 

to the case studies, but for testing the metaphor of sustainability buckets as an analytical tool. 

For instance, in the diagram, socially just relationships (see Chapter 2) are embedded in the 

suggested blue arrows; but, in reality, their presence or absence is arguably a consequence of 

how biophysical materialities get negotiated and transformed through movements within the 

value chain. As they get biophysically transformed, new organisations of ‘political-
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materialities’ (Birch 2019) and entailed conventions and orders of worth may either enable or 

impinge the socio-technical transitions of FRENZ eggs, Waiheke herb spread and Airborne. 

As markets and natures are co-constructed, biophysical materialities share their importance 

with other tangible and intangible values, such as ‘economic uncertainties and cost 

considerations’ (Birch 2019). Markets and nature get intertwined, rather than evolve separately. 

Birch (2019) elaborates more deeply on the configuration of this co-construction of markets 

and natures, which falls out of this research’s scope. There is, however, the issue of alluding to 

both constitutive parts of market and nature concerning the case studies. This thesis focuses on 

values other than price and efficiency as pivotal underlying mechanisms shaping sustainable 

foods’ meanings and negotiations but recognises that market values can hinder or foster the 

mainstream penetration of alternative food values. For instance, sustainable foods have been 

portrayed as too costly as a result of claimed inefficiencies in sustainable production systems 

(such as the amount of land required) (e.g. Gray 2017). Although high prices do not necessarily 

follow inefficiencies, upscaling production tends to decrease prices according to the economies 

of scale literature (e.g. Smith and Cannan 2003). But how much mainstream penetration have 

FRENZ eggs, Waiheke herb spread and Airborne honey achieved so far in New Zealand and 

abroad? 

Brief Overview of Relevant Markets 

The three product-case studies supply foods considered expensive. Besides the organisation of 

exchange relations provided by Figure 12, facts and figures about each case will offer a 

platform for elaborating on how tangible values also impact the mainstream penetration of 

FRENZ eggs, Waiheke herb spread and Airborne honey. FRENZ’s eggs cost at least NZD9 a 

dozen while the other free-range brands cost around NZD8 a dozen at Countdown 

supermarkets, and the offering of white caged eggs can cost as low as NZD3 a dozen. Airborne 

can be framed as expensive compared to its main competitor (Arataki), and Waiheke herb 

spread is the most expensive vegetarian spread available at New World. 

Regarding egg production in New Zealand, in 2017, the country produced a total of 93 million 

dozens of eggs (NZ Stats Infoshare 2017), of which the New Zealand Egg Producers Federation 

estimates that 2% was exported. According to Gray (2017), FRENZ has taken a prominent 

share of the market, supplying around 11% of the free-range and organic eggs consumed 

domestically (Gray 2017). According to Countdown, free-range and organic eggs conquered 
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18% of the domestic egg market in 2016 (Countdown Egg Producer Programme 2016). The 

media has speculated that Countdown’s announcement to phase-out caged eggs would mean 

FRENZ has a 30% ‘annual growth target to keep up with the demand of Countdown and other 

supermarkets’ (Nichol 2017).  

The 2017/18 season produced an estimated honey crop of 20,000 tonnes, an increase of 

around 5,000 tonnes (35 percent) on last year, driven by an increase in hive numbers and 

in the national average yield per hive. (Ministry of Primary Industries 2018, p.2) 

The Ministry of Primary Industries considers honey a valuable commodity, hence its efforts in 

monitoring the market closely – as the above quote indicates. The Airborne interviewee did not 

disclose the amount of honey produced by the company (a question deemed commercially 

sensitive), making it hard to position Airborne within the honey market in New Zealand. The 

interviewee claimed to export to many countries: Australia, Japan, Korea, China, Thailand, 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, the U.S., Canada, Dubai and 

Saudi Arabia – which would represent ‘10-20% of our revenue on any given year’ (Airborne 

executive 2018, pers. comm., 08 November). Domestically, the Airborne executive stated that 

‘19.7% of supermarket honey sales by volume are Airborne’s (referring to 1-year time-range: 

Nov-2017 to Nov-2018) (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 08 November).  

Trying to investigate the state of the New Zealand herb market, I contacted sources such as NZ 

Stats and the Herbs Federation New Zealand and consulted with people within the Auckland 

Council. Comprehensive data was unavailable concerning herbs. Because Waiheke herb spread 

is a unique product with no direct competition, this lack of data was not deemed problematic. 

All herbs in the original recipe are organic and naturally preserved in olive oil and vinegar 

(while most herb spreads comprise two to three industrialised herbs, and usually contain some 

kind of chemical stabiliser). According to Waiheke Herbs’ owner, she struggles to gather 

information about herbs producers, which hampers her opportunities for establishing new 

partnerships with suppliers, and she reinvests net revenue with the aim to diversify her products 

mix – which currently includes a range of cosmetics (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 18 

October).  

The background data collected from the three upstream suppliers of foods present 

inconsistencies because of the entailed commercial sensitivities, making it hard to assess each 

case study’s exact degree of mainstream penetration. Due to the nature of a few questions, 

some interviewees chose not to respond, utilising their leverage assured by the ethics approval 
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granted for this research (see 2. Appendix). The core purpose of this research lies on how 

intangible values get negotiated and transformed as the three product-case studies achieve 

mainstream penetration, so these uneven considerations regarding price, efficiency and 

contractual relationships provide useful background data that enrich this study, without 

compromising the in-depth qualitative analysis that will follow next.  

6.4 Summary and Links 

The purpose of this chapter was to highlight unique features of the New Zealand foodscape, 

the clean and green branding strategy (also known as NZ Inc. or 100% pure New Zealand) and 

other, more specific market considerations relevant to this thesis’ case studies. A brief review 

of the New Zealander agrifood literature highlighted other authors correlating convention 

theory with sustainable notions contained in the organics’ production, labelling and marketing 

strategies. It also indicated how NZ Inc. helped frame organics production and consumption 

domestically. These considerations coalesced into an overview of the regulatory state of 

sustainable foods in New Zealand, and some of the challenges and strategies outlined by current 

and former politicians. As it is currently structured, New Zealand’s regulatory space enables 

the duopoly of consumption junctions that dominates urban food provisioning in the country 

and questionable labelling practices.  
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Chapter 7. Production of Values in Sustainable Foods 

 

At the farmer-producers and processor-distributors node of the value chain, intangible values 

and meanings of sustainable foods start being negotiated and performed. FRENZ, Waiheke 

Herbs and Airborne build nutrient-density differently into the eggs, herb spread and honey and 

these upstream suppliers of foods negotiate the value of their practices within the consumption 

junction. This analysis is threefold. First, excerpts of the interviews shape the three historical 

chronicles, which reveal the interviewees’ declared drivers to conduct business the way that 

they claim to do. Secondly, visits to farms and discourse analysis of interviews contextualise 

how sustainable practices are built and enacted on the ground. Thirdly, the analysis focuses on 

which values are being negotiated as FRENZ, Waiheke Herbs and Airborne penetrate 

mainstream urban food provisioning. For this threefold analysis, I use a mixture of past and 

present tense to set the narration directly into the moment of the events when appropriate. 

From the cross-case analysis, a pivotal intangible value emerges. The coded intangible value 

helps shape the three mainstream penetrations investigated – even though most of the cases 

present contradictions regarding the kinds of practices outlined in the sustainability buckets 

(see Chapter 2). The potential embodiment of both unsustainable and sustainable practices in 

the same coded intangible value denotes how potentially conflicting practices might collide 

into a common value proposition, which is the main discussion that emerged from the cross-

case analysis. The cross-case analysis also targets FRENZ’s, Airborne’s and Waiheke Herbs’ 

negotiations with consumption junctions and the struggles that emerge from uneven power 

relationships. The product-case studies’ performances in negotiations with consumption 

junctions demonstrate how market values may be challenged by other orders of worth – 

provided the right levers are in place. 

7.1 FRENZ’s Historical Chronicle 

FRENZ stands for Free-range Eggs New Zealand, a business founded and owned by Rob 

Darby. Online, FRENZ claims to have ‘began farming free-range hens in the early 1980s and 

have pioneered genuine free-range eggs in New Zealand ever since’vii. The FRENZ enterprise 

started with Rob’s one flock of brown laying hens and nowadays has evolved into partnerships 

with 20 farms individually owned around New Zealand’s North Island. Rob Darby owns 
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neither the 20 farms nor the land where they sit. Although Rob Darby remains the owner of 

FRENZ and the original farm that started the enterprise, he has shared the decision-making 

process with a board of directors since 2015. Rob explained that he established the board of 

directors so he could wear ‘fewer hats’ while FRENZ continued to grow (R Darby 2018, pers. 

comm., 21 June). Besides Rob Darby himself, the board is composed by: 

(…) one chairman and two directors in our independent board of directors. One of them 

is a minor shareholder, one was in our exports for the last 20 years, one ex-banker and 

one entrepreneur. We have the guidelines, but they make sure financially, the risks are 

acceptable. (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June) 

My preliminary research indicated that FRENZ was a rare case of sustainable business that had 

managed to upscale and penetrate mainstream urban food provisioning in the country (see 

Chapter 5). Rob’s partnerships with the 20 farmers sounded socially just, FRENZ’s farms 

seemed to take advantage of technological advancements to improve both the hens’ and 

farmers’ quality of life and FRENZ claimed their eggs were nutrient-dense as a result of their 

model of production (which all farmers agree to follow once they sign a contract with FRENZ). 

To cross-check this publicly available discourse, I met Rob Darby a couple of times, plus 

exchanged e-mails to gather additional information. I met Rob for the first time at FRENZ’s 

headquarters in Pukekohe, a small town in the southern part of the Auckland Council area. I 

was welcomed into Rob’s office by his secretary. 

As soon as the interview starts, Rob clarifies that he grew up on a farm. He remembers the first 

time he tasted the water in the city of Auckland, as a young boy, he realised the value of the 

clean, freshwater from his family’s farm. He states that this kind of environmental thinking 

drove him to start his flock with ‘a few dozen brown, laying hens’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 

28 March). As Rob remembers it: they were ‘free-range right from the start’, and he soon 

realised that there was a ‘demand’ for these eggs in the niche market of ‘healthy food stores’.  

Back in the 1970s, (…) the only places you could buy eggs like ours were strange backdoor 

stores, nothing like the healthy food stores of today. But people were spreading the word, 

and demand kept growing. It made us realise that there was a huge group of people that 

wanted something different from the industrialised food system that we all grew up on. (R 

Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March) 

Rob reckons that he started buying more laying hens to respond to an increase in demand for 

his eggs. He claims that the rising demand led him to start making partnerships with other 

flocks, which led to FRENZ’s constitution in the late 1980s with a business partner (who was 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

110 
 

his friend). Since then, he changed business partners and formed a board of directors that advise 

on strategy. Still, FRENZ’s business model remains the same: the farmers own the land and 

the hens, FRENZ sets the standards for sustainable production (that their suppliers sign a five-

year contract agreeing to follow) and the farmers get the assurance that FRENZ will buy all the 

eggs that their hens produce. If either party wants to terminate the contract for any reason, both 

FRENZ and egg suppliers have to give each other a one-year notice. The prices can get 

negotiated within a 3% margin. 

They are 5-year renewable supply contracts. Sometimes they want to sign for less, which 

is fine. (…) If farmers are not happy or simply want to do something else, like farm [Name], 

we allow them to give sufficient notice so we can make plans and allow them to do what 

makes them happy. If there is going to be a divorce, there is no remedy by waving contract 

papers in front of each other. Price can go up or down (max 3%) depending on surplus or 

shortages. (R Darby 2019, pers. comm., 08 July) 

This management strategy resonates with Fairtrade principles, for a minimum price is 

established (the 3% margin). I asked Rob if such margins allow farmers ‘to cover their cost of 

production and improve their lives – by, for instance, providing money to be invested in their 

farms and in schools’viii. He replied: ‘always’ (R Darby 2019, pers. comm., 08 July). Additional 

claims support his answer, as Rob indicates that some FRENZ farmers have been with them 

‘since the beginning, for 25 to 30 years’. Although issues to do with how the 3% margin relates 

to inflation remain unclear, FRENZ’s business structure resonates with a cooperative model 

and appears to embody Fairtrade principles (see the socially just relationships sustainability 

bucket). Rob suggests that this mutually beneficial synergy results from similar ‘goals’ in life 

more broadly understood: 

We have strict standards around animal welfare. People who do farming for us are like-

minded people who are already committed to the land. People who already own the land 

and are thinking: how can we make a better living out of this? It's a nice way of farming 

that is not heavy: they still get to spend time with their kids. (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 

28 March) 

The American Adventure 

Rob smiles as he recalls the first time FRENZ exported to California. Rob claims that, in 1991, 

California’s (USA) free-range and organic eggs market resembled New Zealand’s organic and 

free-range eggs: available solely in ‘backdoor health food stores where you had to wear 

dreadlocks or something to get in’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March). Rob explains that 
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he noticed some stores on Hollywood Boulevard, who serviced movie stars, were interested in 

this type of product to add value to their mix: ‘things like Mother Earth were starting to grow 

and supermarkets were starting to take them’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March). Rob 

states that he saw a business opportunity because the eggs available on these supermarket 

shelves were white and caged, even though five to six times cheaper than FRENZ eggs.  

Our biggest challenge was cultural, and it put us back for a year! There were signs as you 

went down the highways in California that said: ‘If it ain’t from California, it ain’t fresh’ 

(…) So we told them: we can get eggs in the USA market before they are laid. (R Darby 

2018, pers. comm., 28 March) 

New Zealand’s time zone is 19 hours ahead of California and FRENZ shipped the eggs via air. 

So, according to Rob, the eggs ‘technically’ arrived before they were laid in California’s time 

zone. Rob reckons that this lateral thinking generated a creative response to California’s 

resistance to eggs from abroad, opening the Californian market to FRENZ eggs. Rob states that 

FRENZ’s clients included Hollywood Boulevard’s stores that spread the word that movie stars 

like Arnold Schwarzenegger had started buying FRENZ eggs. According to Rob, FRENZ used 

this information to build a successful marketing strategy within the New Zealand domestic 

market. In 1993, Rob established a partnership with Woolworths Ltd. (an organisation that, 

after a merge, became known as Countdown supermarkets – further information provided in 

Chapter 8):  

Back then, we owned all the brown birds, so we told them: we want to supply free-range 

and organic eggs to New Zealand. They said: ‘sounds good’, and gave us two stores: one 

in Pukekohe and one in Grey Lynn. If it works there, we will put it on the rest of them. (R 

Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March) 

According to Rob, he adopted two business strategies at this point: traceability and educating 

the consumer. He reckons California was already keen on traceability. Rob states that FRENZ 

put the traceability system into place to answer California’s expectations and kept it in place 

for the New Zealand domestic market, establishing a competitive advantage over less 

mainstream organic and free-range eggs. Nowadays, any consumer that buys a FRENZ 

package of eggs can trace the origins of the eggs through the ‘flock number’ printed on the 

box. The consumer can visit FRENZ’s website and type the number into the ‘flock locator’, 

which leads the consumer to the exact flock’s name and location that produced that particular 

batch of eggs. Rob explains that, as the system went online, it also aided FRENZ’s logistics. If 

there is a problem with a batch of eggs, FRENZ can trace it back not only to the farm it came 

from but to which shed within the farm.  
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Geographical Imaginaries in Marketing: NZ Inc. 

Rob claims that the California exports ceased due to currency fluctuations and that he started 

looking at other options in the Asia Pacific region. He shows me a pamphlet that had been 

sitting on top of his desk (see Figure 13), explaining that it was printed for the trade show he 

would attend in Hong Kong the following month. The pamphlet displays a New Zealander 

landscape shaped like an egg. The wording below the image presents New Zealand as the actual 

agent that makes the eggs while omitting the laying hens and the farmers on the cover page. I 

ask him if he designed the pamphlet inspired by the central government’s clean and green 

branding strategy, and he nods in agreement:  

Nearly every month, there is a major scare in Asia due to people cutting corners to make 

food cheaper. (…) At the end of the day when we sell free-range eggs in Asia, all they see 

is the words New Zealand [he points to the pamphlet that depicts New Zealand in an egg]. 

(R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March) 

FRENZ’s mainstream penetration abroad accounted for around 20% of their revenue at the 

time of writing. Rob suggests that, abroad, FRENZ is perceived as a synonym of clean and 

green eggs. He explains that some clients cannot remember the FRENZ brand, referring to their 

eggs simply as ‘eggs from New Zealand’. While FRENZ might have started expanding their 

market share with exports, they have also grown steadily within the domestic market since. 

Other egg companies from New Zealand benefit from the same correlation with clean and green 

foods, even though not all of them might present the standards and practices that would lead to 

nutrient-dense eggs. These discrepancies are perhaps more visible in the domestic market, 

where loose regulation can further enable misleading labelling practices (see Chapter 6). 
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Figure 13 Pamphlet for a B2B trade show in Hong Kong (source: Rob Darby) 

Uneven Competition 

The New Zealand regulatory environment, which allows for self-labelling green practices, 

plays a pivotal role in the obstacles FRENZ faces for achieving mainstream penetration. If in 

their exports operations NZ Inc. plays a vital role in enabling mainstream penetration, in the 

domestic market FRENZ has to invest in different kinds of marketing strategies to set their 

eggs apart from other kinds of production systems. Specifically, Rob has been investing in 

educational marketing, both domestically and abroad. 
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Rob states that his approach to marketing aims at educating consumers about different qualities 

in eggs. He claims to have begun this initiative in the 1990s, by putting earlier versions of the 

pamphlet displayed in Figure 13 inside each package of eggs that FRENZ distributed both 

domestically and abroad. Nowadays, he reckons that pamphlets are mostly for trade shows and 

that FRENZ’s website and the information printed directly on the eggs’ boxes serve the purpose 

of educating the consumer. Rob argues that his educational strategy is meant to clarify 

confusion about the difference between free-range, organic and caged eggs; which he notes 

that became even more problematic after Countdown announced the phasing out of caged eggs 

in March 2017. 

Then the big industrial guys thought: how can we comply to that offering the cheapest 

possible product? So you just replaced a bad system for another bad system. (R Darby 

2018, pers. comm., 28 March)  

As a result, a plethora of new terms flooded the eggs market in New Zealand: barn raised, farm-

raised, colony cage and the aviary system. Farm-raised means the same as barn raised; while 

colony cage is a bigger cage where they put more hens but with a little bit more space 

(‘approximately 2 cm2 per hen’ – R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March). Rob argues that most 

caged hens never get to touch the ground, taste fresh grass, catch a worm, nor see the sun. He 

claims that caged hens also need antibiotics daily to prevent diseases related to their 

confinement, which, according to Rob, is not the case with the FRENZ hens because of their 

outdoors lifestyle. He states that excessive medication can lead to antibiotics resistance in 

humans. 

Barn raised eggs is just a fancy name for saying caged eggs. (Countdown Food Specialist 

2018, pers. comm., 09 April) 

Aviary systems are popular in Europe due to climate conditions that don't allow them to 

go outside most of the year. They stack birds on top of birds in a shed of 90,000 birds in a 

huge barn. Very scary system the aviary system. Those 90,000 birds couldn't exist on the 

floor because they always lived in cages and there would be no room for all of them on the 

floor. (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March) 

Rob argues that the New Zealand regulatory system contributes to more ‘confusion’ (and his 

discourse aligns with the considerations elaborated in Chapter 6). Although not obliged by law 

to do so, FRENZ pays for external auditing, and both their organic and free-range labels come 

from BioGro: an internationally recognised label. FRENZ organic and free-range hens find 
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organic grass with worms when they go outside, and FRENZ’s suppliers are allowed to keep 

only up to 1,250 laying hens per hectare (see Figure 14). 

FRENZ’s main competitor is Mainland Poultry: New Zealand’s largest eggs producer. 

According to Rob, Mainland offers both caged eggs and free-range eggs, which they self-label 

without an external auditor. Mainland owns Zeagold eggs, which operates Woodland and 

Farmer Brown brands of eggs. These companies were involved in two scandals between 2017 

and 2018, for selling caged eggs labelled as free-range eggs (which they claimed to have bought 

from external suppliers who went out of business after the scandals: Palace Poultry and Gold 

Chick Poultry Farm) (NZ Herald 2017; NZ Herald 2018). Woodland, owned by Mainland 

Poultry, is the ‘largest free-range brand in supermarkets’ and permits ‘7,500 to 8,000 birds in 

a barn’ix. Mainland’s free-range hens are allowed to go outside where some of them find sterile 

dirt instead of fresh grass with worms (see Figure 15).  

 

Figure 14 Visit to a FRENZ farm in 2018. 

 

Figure 15 Source of Mainland’s farm images: Campbell Live Television programme 2011 (Egg 

Producers Federation New Zealand 2012) 

This problematic space around different practices getting labelled the same way spills onto 

exports operations. FRENZ currently exports to Hong Kong and Macau. Rob claims to be 

working with NZTE (New Zealand Trade and Enterprise Government agency) to enter the eggs 

market in Singapore, South Korea and China. Rob explains that other like-minded companies, 
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such as free-range lamb New Zealand, share expenses of exposure booths. Mainland also 

invests in such events, where the competitors come face to face. 

China is in the free trade agreement, but the protocols for eggs haven’t been written. (…) 

There is a huge middle class, and a huge amount of people want to buy safe food. Animal 

welfare tends to be at the bottom of their list, but safe, nutritious better food for themselves, 

their families - especially their children - is at the top of their list. (R Darby 2018, pers. 

comm., 28 March) 

NZ Inc. is so important for FRENZ’s mainstream penetration abroad that Rob claims FRENZ 

is not even recognised as a brand: his clients mostly care about the eggs’ country of origin. If 

his argument is sound, it means that companies like Mainland benefit from the same 

competitive advantage. Under the eyes of the Asian Pacific customers, both brands would mean 

the same thing: eggs made in New Zealand. Rob believes that New Zealand presents a 

competitive advantage in the egg market against colder regions among Western nations and 

that products like his could do well elsewhere in the world. Due to the country’s mild climate, 

especially in the North Island, the hens can live a free-range lifestyle year-round. What 

concerns Rob are competitors like Mainland potentially mining this advantage over time due 

to what he perceives as misleading labelling practices: ‘NZ sits on a gold mine, but doesn't sell 

it’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March). 

From Rob’s experience in business to business (B2B) events in Asia, NZ Inc. is still perceived 

as ‘food safety’ and associated with animal welfare principles such as ‘free-range’ in Asia: a 

competitive advantage that enabled FRENZ to currently export 20% of their eggs – of which 

80% are organic, and 20% are free-range. Both organic and free-range eggs come from free-

range chickens, but the feed varies5. Rob emphasises the importance of establishing synergies 

with companies like ‘Eat the Kiwi’, which distributes sustainable foods from New Zealand to 

businesses and homes in Hong Kong. Eat the Kiwi markets ‘food that becomes your medicine 

in the sense that gives you good health’. This lever of negotiation suits FRENZ better than any 

other because, as Rob states, their eggs cannot compete on the basis of price. FRENZ’s 

economic viability relies on other orders of worth to establish the higher relative value to invest 

in sustaining their ethical production practices.  

An industrial order of worth is still important in the mainstream penetration of FRENZ eggs, 

as technology has been optimising FRENZ’s logistics and enhancing the life quality of both 

                                                           
5 I will discuss the feed in a separate section. 
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hens and farmers. The shift to these technologies is encouraged by actors in the value chain 

who point to the common good derived from more efficient production methods. Two pivotal 

technological enhancements are of interest to this research: the egg grader (a machine that 

enables the processing and packaging of all the FRENZ eggs from 21 different farms) and the 

automation of all the farms (e.g. machines feed FRENZ’s hens). I visited both the egg grader 

and a FRENZ farm to understand the role technology plays in the mainstream penetration of 

their eggs. 

High-tech Logistics: the Egg Grader 

The egg grader is a machine that occupies the entire ground floor of a shed and can fill a 20-

foot container of cleaned and boxed eggs every two-and-a-half hours. The FRENZ eggs arrive 

from 21 different flocks by truck. The egg grader gives them a gentle wash, followed by an 

examination under ultra-violet light that allows an ‘egg expert’ (as Rob introduced her) to 

determine if the eggs are suitable to FRENZ’s standards. The eggs under the ultra-violet light 

get displayed on a screen that allows the expert to see within each one of them. If the eggs 

contain blood, the expert picks them up by hand and discards them. The eggs that pass the 

inspection get another gentle wash, without being touched by any humans (including the egg 

expert). The last step is boxing the eggs into FRENZ recyclable carton boxes. The egg expert 

feeds the boxes into the machine, but the machine boxes the egg without human aid. In fact, 

from cleaning to checking and boxing, no human touches the eggs that meet FRENZ’s quality 

standards. The only human involved in the entire operation is the egg expert.  

We have to make sure that the eggs are safe for the kitchen space. We have customers who 

eat our eggs raw, and we never had any problems with diseases. (R Darby 2018, pers. 

comm., 28 March)  

Rob explained that he hired Dutch scientists to design the egg grader, yet the daily specificities 

of cleaning and examining the eggs led him to make some alterations independently. After the 

machine finishes its work, the boxed eggs are transported via trucks to businesses all over New 

Zealand, and overseas. 

Visiting a FRENZ Farm 

After the egg grader, I had to see a flock with my own eyes to better understand how Rob’s 

claimed practices were translated on the ground. I went to Buckland to visit a FRENZ flock: a 
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rural area five minutes away from Pukekohe. Not all FRENZ flocks are so close to the 

headquarters, but this one was Rob Darby’s old flock: the first one, established in 1978. Rob 

Darby came to greet me in the car. We passed by a few hens and a sheep flock inside the farm 

until we got to the main pasture for the hens. I had never seen so many hens before and was 

astonished to hear how loud they can get once they see a human being. The hens were docile 

and fascinated by our boots. Rob explained that hens like shiny objects and zippers, which they 

gently try to eat. If I had known better, my urban boots would have stayed home on that day. 

 

Figure 16 Researcher among the FRENZ laying hens at Rob’s farm.  

As we walk, Rob explains that each FRENZ farm is allowed a maximum of 1,250 birds per 

hectare. The birds’ instinct is to stay protected indoors from around 4 pm to 4 am, or when it 

gets too windy or rainy. Rob states that FRENZ farmers rotate them around the shed ‘just like 

you would sheep or cattle or every other animal’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June). Each 

side of the shed has several doors, but not all of them are opened at the same time: for the hens 

to access different pastures alternately. This way, Rob reckons, the grass has time to recover, 

which the sheep help achieve in the farm that I visited. According to Rob, the sheep like to eat 

the tall grass, whereas the hens prefer their grass short and sweet. 

We also know that if you increase the number above that, the grass deteriorates in the 

winter, the bare area starts to grow around the shed and each winter it grows until it is no 

longer a green farm. At the end of the day, it is not us who say how many birds we put on 
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the shed; it’s the animals. You can have 20 cows per hectare instead of one, and you might 

last for one season, but afterwards, there will be nothing left in the farm: so that’s 

obviously not sustainable. They determine what’s sustainable and we are to listen and 

manipulate it to our advantage. (…) We have been at this for over 30 years. If you have to 

do something for over 30 years, it better be sustainable or (sigh). (R Darby 2018, pers. 

comm., 21 June) 

Grass and worms are an important part of the hens’ lifestyle, but their main feed is comprised 

of grains, minerals and other ingredients (which will be detailed in the feed section). Rob’s 

farm is technologically sophisticated. The hens are fed automatically by machines, that also 

provide them with clean, freshwater. The nest boxes, where the birds lay their eggs, are 

automated. Late in the afternoon, Rob explains that ‘the floor becomes the door’, so they cannot 

go back and ‘dirt the eggs’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June). Older systems have a ramp 

built from the nest to a tray placed outside the shed, which collects the eggs. The eggs roll to 

the tray each time a hen lays an egg. Rob gives me a recently laid egg to hold in my hand, and 

it feels warm. The smell inside the shed is overwhelming at first, even though it was morning 

(when most of the hens were outside eating worms in the grass – see Figure 16). 

Rob explains that hens naturally wake up at 4:30 in the morning, so the sheds’ doors open 

automatically at 4 am. He states that the grass in which the birds ‘catch the early worm’ is 

organic, free of pesticides and chemical fertilisers in all FRENZ farms – including his. 

Our hens are out before light: the early bird catches the worm, literally. The grass is 

always sweetest to them early in the morning because it’s fresh and chewy, instead of dry 

like in the afternoon. Birds don’t like to go out at the end of the day. Our hens travel for 

hundreds of meters a day at their own will. (…) The doors go down at 10 o’clock at night, 

when the hens are asleep. (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June) 

Mainland’s organic and free-range eggs come from a very different environment, although also 

highly technological (Egg Producers Federation New Zealand 2012). Their doors are 

automatic, and machines feed the birds, but the outside area has no grass: only dirt. So no 

worms for the birds, which are a natural source of protein. Although footage of a Mainland’s 

farm displays doors opened for the hens to go outside as they please (see Figure 15, p.115), 

Rob claims that their doors remain closed until 4 o’clock in the afternoon – when the hens 

choose to stay inside.  

We know that maybe 5% will get outdoors and yet they are allowed to sell 100% of the 

eggs as free-range. They have too many hens, and it's too disruptive for so many hens to 

go outside at once, and if they got outside, they would destroy the grass too quickly. (…) 
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The feed doesn't even have to be organic because they can be their own self-certified 

organic. (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June) 

FRENZ purchases shaver hens from a chicken breeder based in New Zealand. According to 

Rob Darby, ‘there are only four or five breeds [used commercially] left in the world and shaver 

is one of the big ones’. Chicken breeders are constantly breeding hybrids hatched in incubators 

for better health, making them more efficient and less susceptible to diseases. According to 

Rob, they are genetically modified through breeding (which is the same ancient principle of 

selecting and multiplying seeds).  

Getting good genetic stock into New Zealand is very hard: no one can import eggs or 

fertilised eggs into New Zealand. We buy from companies specialised in breeding hens. (R 

Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June) 

Rob reckons that around 80% of FRENZ hens are sold to backyard farmers once production 

gets down to about 65% of their optimum laying capacity. He explains that at 100% capacity, 

a hen lays approximately 9.2 eggs every ten days; while at 65% capacity that number falls to 6 

eggs every ten days. Rob states that feed is so expensive that 65% represents the threshold 

where costs overcome profitability and that the hens’ mortality rate before declining production 

is about 20%. On the other hand, he claims, 65% sounds pretty good to backyard farmers. The 

visit to Rob Darby’s farm cast light into how FRENZ tries to enact circular practices (selling 

the hens for consumption before they die). 

They are slaughtered and processed by Brisk, a company in Auckland that sells them to 

the Chinese market in Auckland… A few years ago, when we began doing trade shows in 

Asia, we found out that some of these Chinese customers were illegally exporting our dead 

hens to China. (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June) 

The visit to the farm also shed light into how FRENZ couples animal welfare and the farmers’ 

livelihood with technological advancements. Technology enhances the farmers’ quality of life 

and consistently guarantees the outdoors access that healthier hens need. The hens’ bodies are 

nourished with sunlight, organic grass and ‘the early worm’ while the land is cared for by 

closing the loop of nutrients through the inception of other animals into the production system 

– such as sheep and cattle that trim the grass. Although Rob consistently portrays regulation as 

impinging FRENZ’s competitive advantage due to the lack of labelling standards, FRENZ 

appears to be succeeding at securing its economic viability by taking advantage of NZ Inc. and 

problematic foodscapes such as the Asian food scares. Considering the contractual terms with 

farmers that preserve their right to own their land and hens, in a model that aligns with 
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cooperatives, FRENZ seems to fill all the sustainability buckets but one. The hens’ feed, 

however, comprises a challenge. 

Hens’ Feed: FRENZ’s Current Challenge 

According to Rob, FRENZ organic hens lead the same lifestyle as their free-range counterparts. 

He explains that the difference between FRENZ organic and free-range eggs is the feed. Hens, 

unlike cows and sheep, are omnivores and eat meat in the form of worms, slugs, snails and 

slow mice. They also eat protein-rich insects, such as grasshoppers, crickets, flies and spiders. 

FRENZ farmers feed organic hens 100% maize-based organic feed enriched with minerals, 

lime, plus meat and bone protein. The meat and bone meal come from processed dairy cows 

and beef animals. They used to feed them organic barley and wheat as well, ‘but can’t get them 

organic at the moment’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June). FRENZ centralises the feed 

supply to all the flocks. Rob said that he used to get the feed processed in a local mill until he 

found out that the mill was selling back non-organic feed. Rob built his own mill that processes 

the feed to all the flocks (both organic and free-range); which, according to Rob, diminished 

costs and optimised their feed quality control. 

When asked about the difference between the free-range hens’ feed and the organic hens’ feed, 

Rob explains that the free-range hens are transitioning to a GMO-free diet very similar to the 

organic hens (aside from a wider variety of grains that includes barley and wheat). I ask if that 

is the only difference and he sincerely admits that free-range hens might get fed colourants due 

to consumer complaints about the yolk colour: ‘not orange enough’ (R Darby 2018, pers. 

comm., 21 June). Rob explains that such complaints are conveyed to Countdown by some of 

their customers. The organic eggs are naturally orange due to the high maize content. Rob is 

currently testing different kinds of feed to get the orange colour into the free-range yolks 

without colourants. He explains that FRENZ can acquire 20 to 30 tonnes of their hens’ feed in 

New Zealand, but they currently need 500 tonnes, so most of it comes from Argentina (which 

embodies food miles). 

Rob reckons that both their organic and free-range hens eat approximately 135 grams of feed 

per day, and another 80 grams comprised of grass, worms and bugs that they find outside, in 

the organic grass of the farms; so the meat and bone meal sums up to 12.15 grams a day, per 

hen. When I ask Rob if he ever tried a vegetarian diet: 
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We have tried vegetarian (mostly Soya meal), but folk are wary about Soya, and many are 

allergic to it. Also, the hens did not do well on the vegetarian diet, and we had outbreaks 

of cannibalism, and the droppings were very loose. The other reason we found that caused 

the problem of cannibalism was that in NZ the intense ultraviolet light has a harsher effect 

on the hens and although they use veggie diets in other countries, they are predominately 

kept in cages to minimise the effects. (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June)  

In the Animal Welfare (Layer Hens) - Code of Welfare (2012), the New Zealand government 

indicates that cannibalism ‘is often associated with poor foraging opportunities, overcrowding 

and dietary imbalance’ (New Zealand government 2012). I ask him if FRENZ ever tried to feed 

the laying hens with the proteins that they evolved to eat: 

Yes, we did look at worm farm options but all too expensive, and we would need to dry 

them and include in the balanced diet, as otherwise, they eat too much of one thing. (R 

Darby 2018, pers. comm., 21 June)   

Rob claims to have commissioned research to test FRENZ eggs against caged eggs and that 

this research company found out that FRENZ eggs present three times more Omega 3, twice 

the amount of vitamins, are higher in natural protein and have less unsaturated fat. Rob claims 

that the research also indicated that, nutritionally, their organic and free-range eggs are the 

same. He has been conveying this information to consumers through the FRENZ website. Rob 

got to the conclusion that the keys for nutrient-dense eggs are the outdoors activity, sunlight 

exposure and organic grass with worms’ availability but admits that ‘everything you put into 

the hens’ feed will go into the eggs’. He declares that FRENZ plans ‘to have all feed out of 

colourants by the end of next year [2020]’ (R Darby 2019, pers. comm., 27 February).  

Rob demonstrates FRENZ’s commitment to improving the feed by mentioning an on-going 

partnership with Callaghan Innovation. Callaghan Innovation is supporting FRENZ to turn 

green-lipped mussel waste into the chickens feed to increase extra-omega 3s, higher protein 

and less saturated fat in the FRENZ eggs. The mussel waste currently goes back into oceans, 

constituting a concern regarding water pollution. Rob reckons ‘the chickens don’t see it as 

waste’ x . Figure 17 summarises this and other commitments cross-checked during my 

encounters with Rob, which I built into a diagram for highlighting key practices and landscape 

dynamics that shape FRENZ’s business model. 
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Figure 17 FRENZ’s operations: a summary 

Negotiation of Mainstream Penetration 

As introduced in the historical chronicle, Rob established a board of directors in 2015. Rob 

claimed that sharing the decision-making process among five different stakeholders was aimed 

at increasing FRENZ’s market share growth both domestically and internationally. At the time 

of writing, FRENZ supplied both organic and free-range eggs to 173 of Countdown’s 184 

stores. According to Rob, for ‘the first 10 or 15 years’, they had an exclusive contract in place 

because ‘when the Aussies bought Countdown, they were all about price’ (R Darby 2018, pers. 

comm., 21 June). Nowadays, FRENZ also supplies to New World and Pack’n Save stores, 

besides more specialised stores (such as Farro Fresh), but Rob reckoned Countdown is still 

their ‘main client’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March).  

The board’s advice has already challenged the way Rob used to do business before this switch 

in their business strategy. He was experimenting with breeding chicken for the organic meat 

market. The board advised to kill the experiment and focus all their efforts on their main 

market: eggs. Rob decided to follow the board’s advice, although he was unsure at the time if 

this was in the company’s best interest. He explained that, although it is not easy to do business 

as others advise, he eventually agreed that the decision to terminate breeding chicken for the 

organic meat market was the right course of action. It remains unclear how the board of 

directors is influencing FRENZ’s market share growth. They seem to be having an impact on 

the company’s business strategy, rather than its negotiation practices. For example, during the 

interview, Rob always referred to himself as the point of contact with both Countdown’s buyers 

and FRENZ farmers. He appears to still centralise a plurality of functions, such as being the 

face of FRENZ at international trading shows and the pivotal negotiator for the brand. 
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When asked about negotiations with Countdown, Rob explained that FRENZ’s mainstream 

penetration was a result of a partnership. He claimed that as Countdown’s buyers started 

monitoring the sales, they understood that there was a growing demand for FRENZ eggs in 

New Zealand. Nowadays, Countdown carries eight brands of free-range and organic eggs, but 

FRENZ was the first one. FRENZ’s successful mainstream penetration seems to be grounded 

on a combination of ethical commitments, creative sales strategies and timing and place. 

Timing and place were crucial because, in the 1980s, FRENZ eggs were unique in the New 

Zealand market. When Countdown gave Rob a chance, the market absorbed FRENZ eggs 

quickly, which Rob claims to have represented a domestic demand for the intangible values 

offered by FRENZ. According to Rob, that is why Countdown started procuring his eggs for 

other stores due to surging demand for such eggs, which coalesced into FRENZ’s current 

position as the supplier of 173 stores spread across New Zealand.  

Domestically, the announcement to phase-out caged eggs has boosted the demand for FRENZ’s 

free-range eggs while their organic eggs seem to be more successful at penetrating mainstream 

consumption junctions abroad. Since both the New Zealand government’s and major retailers’ 

announcements to phase-out caged eggs, Countdown estimates that the free-range egg 

production conquered 18% of the egg market in 2016 and the organisation expects demand to 

rise 30% a year (Countdown Egg Producer Programme 2016). As elaborated in Chapter 6, 

research highlights an overall predisposition among domestic consumers to perceive foods 

produced in New Zealand as safe, hindering the organic foods’ market share in the country 

(Jones and Mowatt 2016), which could explain the dormant domestic demand for FRENZ’s 

organic eggs in New Zealand (see Chapter 6). If domestically the organic eggs’ market share 

remains dim, Rob states that 90% of the FRENZ eggs exported to Macau and Hong Kong are 

organic. The FRENZ organic eggs mainstream penetration abroad seems to be enabled by 

FRENZ’s business strategy coupled with windows of opportunity opened by NZ Inc. and the 

Asian food scares (i.e. landscape dynamics).  

7.2 Waiheke Herbs’ Historical Chronicle 

Wendy Kendal founded Waiheke Herbs in 2004 when she decided to start selling her first herb 

spread at a local market on Waiheke Island. Since 2004, she diversified her products mix and 

currently produces and sells ‘a natural skincare range’ and a culinary range that includes ‘new 

herb spread flavours’ and a variety of herb saltsxi. She currently has a team of eight people 
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working at Waiheke Herbs helping with manufacturing products or packaging orders, and a 

couple of them perform as sales representatives. Waiheke Herbs’ first product, which Wendy 

named ‘Waiheke herb spread’, has penetrated mainstream urban food provisioning to some 

extent and is one of this thesis’ three product-case studies. I got interested in the Waiheke herb 

spread because of the founder’s claims regarding both the health benefits of organic herbs and 

her declared commitment to sourcing all ingredients locally (see Figure 18). On Waiheke 

Herbs’ website, they disclose the following: 

We try to grow and produce most of our own ingredients from our organic herb gardens 

here on Waiheke Island, and source the rest from local growers; the Waiheke Valley Farm 

and Chantal Organics in Napier. (waihekeherbs.co.nz)  

On the Waiheke Herbs’ website, Wendy’s interest in mainstream penetration was clearly 

displayed within enthusiastic statements such as:  

Taking the Herb Spread to Farmers Markets in Auckland over the next few years, 

confirmed its popularity and convinced Wendy to approach organic stores and 

supermarkets throughout New Zealand (…) where it is now well established, with more 

outlets coming! (waihekeherbs.co.nz)     

The combination of two things shaped this case study into a potential source of rich insights 

regarding the mainstream penetration of alternative food values. There was the declared 

attempt to source organic ingredients locally to produce a herb spread on an island (where 

logistics are arguably more challenging) and a stated ambition to penetrate mainstream urban 

food provisioning nation-wide. To explore this case study, I first visited the Waiheke Herbs 

headquarters on Waiheke Island, to gather data around how the Waiheke herb spread was 

produced and distributed. On a second visit, I saw their organic garden, from which Wendy 

claimed online to source most of her ingredients (see quote above).  

On a chilly sunny day, I took the ferry to the beautiful Waiheke island to visit Waiheke Herbs’ 

headquarters. Wendy Kendall, the proprietor, met me at the ferry terminal. While Wendy drove 

me, she began telling her story. Fifteen years ago, Wendy got interested in Aromatherapy for 

the natural healing properties of herbs, spices and other foods, which remains a core principle 

of her business (see Figure 18). Miller and Miller (1996) contextualise Aromatherapy within 

the Ayurveda philosophy, which offers a holistic view of human health connected not only to 

healthy eating but also the practices of yoga and meditation.  

If you eat badly, medicine is useless; if you eat well, medicine is useless. (Ayurveda, 

unknown author - quoted in Miller and Miller 1996)  
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Wendy explains her understanding of Aromatherapy implies emphasis on utilising natural 

plants extracts and their scent to promote health and wellbeing, and for improving 

psychological and physical conditions – which is commonly associated with the use of essential 

oils either diffused or through topical application on the skin, diluted in a carrier oil (Tisserand 

and Young 2013). The ingestion of essential oils can be risky, and aromatherapists recommend 

ingesting the actual herb or flower instead of its essential oil – especially for treating children 

(Miller and Miller 1996; Tisserand and Young 2013). Wendy’s motivation for starting her 

business revolved around helping her sons to stay healthy through these natural techniques: 

I was interested in natural health and healing and herbs and Aromatherapy and nutrition. 

I did a training and correspondence courses and workshops. (…) I wanted to use my 

knowledge to help my children stay healthy. (…) I came up with this spread with wild, 

traditional herbs [the Waiheke herb spread] and took it to a lunch with girlfriends. They 

asked if I could make them some. (…) I made some and took them to the market to see if 

they would sell. (…) Fifteen years later, I am still making the same recipe [which contains 

15 ingredients – see Figure 18], and it’s quite exciting that we are now entering 

supermarkets. (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 April) 

Wendy claims to have started the business with the strong belief that organics were a core 

principle for her business. Most ingredients in her herb spread recipe are organic6. 

I am very committed to supporting organics: that’s the way to go. (W Kendall 2018, pers. 

comm., 12 April) 

 

 

                                                           
6 Please note that salt, the 15th ingredient, is a mineral, and thus cannot be classified as organic. 
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Waiheke Herb Spread: What’s Inside the Jar and Why?  

 

Figure 18 The herb spread’s 15 ingredients inside the pamphlet for tastings and B2B trade shows 
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Wendy states that supporting organics can be very hard for a small business such as hers. For 

starters, Wendy said she had no available resource mapping the New Zealander organic 

growers of parsley – her main herb (I checked sources such as NZ Stats and could not find such 

database either). Wendy established different partnerships over the years that failed for diverse 

reasons. She argues that climate change has been putting additional pressure on organic 

growers. One of her suppliers went bankrupt because of unusual floods that ruined their entire 

season. She continued buying from them until they sold the farm to a ‘conventional farmer who 

will sell vegetables to the Chinese’ (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 April). I asked how she 

decides to establish a new partnership with an organic parsley grower, and she stated that her 

criteria are the lowest possible price for good quality organic parsley. Her answer embodies 

potentially unjust relationships with suppliers who might not be able to secure the economic 

viability required to sustain their organic farming. 

Wendy parks the car as we arrive at her headquarters. When we enter the shed, I notice a huge 

olive oil machine by the entrance (see Figure 19). Through the loud noise produced by the 

machine, Wendy explains that the olive oil people are the ones who own the shed and that she 

makes a more expensive range of Waiheke herb spread with their olive oil, which is sold at 

their shop at the back of the shed. The olive oil inside the Waiheke herb spread jars sold to 

retailers comes from ‘either Tunisia or Spain’ (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 18 October). 

Wendy rents a tiny room with no windows where three women were making the Waiheke herb 

spread and other Waiheke Herbs’ products by hand on that day. As we entered through the hard 

plastic doors, the women greeted us smiling. One of them was labelling the herb spread recently 

poured from the barrel (similar to the image extracted from their website – see Figure 20). The 

other woman was peeling garlic cloves, and the third was unwrapping fresh parsley (which 

comes wrapped in plastic). Both Waiheke Herbs’ manufacturing and logistics are very low-

tech if compared to FRENZ’s egg grader, and there are issues to do with materials and 

processes in the business’ logistics. 
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Figure 19 The olive oil machine by the shed’s entrance 

 

Figure 20 Inside Waiheke Herbs’ windowless, tiny room (note the barrel to the right where all the 

Waiheke herb spread is made) (image extracted from the video Waiheke Herbs 2017) 

 

Figure 21 Barrel mixing and finely chopping the Waiheke herb spread’s ingredients (image extracted 

from the video Waiheke Herbs 2017) 

Low-tech logistics: Plastics and Glass Miles 

Wendy explains that she is trying to cut down on plastic, but the parsley supplier argues that 

plastic is the best way to protect the fragile organic parsley during the journey from farm to 

Waiheke Herbs’ headquarters. She voices concerns regarding her own packaging too. Wendy 

understands glass as a more sustainable option than plastic. However, she claims that New 

Zealand lacks a glass industry, so the glass jars come from Australia. She also claims to try and 

recover ‘as many jars as we can’ (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 April). As she was talking, 
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I gaze at all the plastic one of the women uses to wrap the Waiheke herb spread for mailing an 

order. Wendy notices my glance and quickly adds: ‘yes, there is that too… I wish there were 

another way to avoid them to break’ (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 April). 

Regarding circular practices, Wendy has been facing other difficulties concerning packaging. 

As she imports glass from Australia, the jars come wrapped up in plastic to keep them from 

breaking. The herbs she buys from the organic parsley grower also come wrapped in plastic, 

and Wendy herself utilises plastic for shipping orders within New Zealand due to the fragile 

nature of the jars. And yet she seems to close the loop of the organic ingredients in her recipe:   

All the organic waste material from our herbs goes back into my compost bin at home, and 

we take it [humus resulted from composting] up to the herbs garden. So that's easy to 

recycle. Our problem is mostly packaging. (...) from the bags that the herbs come in, it 

feels bad throwing out plastic, but there is not really any other alternative for keeping 

herbs fresh, or for keeping the glass from breaking. (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 

April) 

Geographical Imaginaries in Marketing 

 

Figure 22 Researcher at Wendy’s organic garden 

[The garden is] actually about the story [rather] than a real part of the production. 

Because it’s not my land. This land belongs to a girlfriend of mine. She said: you can grow 

some herbs up there [when Wendy started the business 15 years ago]. I started growing 

my garden with spinach and herbs and pretty much everything I was using in the recipe 

(...). I can’t come up here all the time, though. (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 18 October) 

In her promotional material, Wendy takes advantage of Waiheke island’s geographical 

imaginaries (Howie and Lewis 2014), or its perceived beauty and the remoteness of the island 
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(see Figure 23). As Rob utilises the image of New Zealand inside an egg, Wendy takes 

advantage of Waiheke island in her brand’s name – even though over 90% of what is in the 

Waiheke herb spread jar comes from elsewhere: 30% organic parsley, sourced from growers 

outside the island, and 62% olive oil that comes from either Tunisia or Spain (W Kendall 2018, 

pers. comm., 18 October). Unlike Rob, who benefits from NZ Inc. in his export operations, 

Wendy expressed her struggle to demonstrate the value of her product against ‘less sustainable’ 

herb spreads. She refers to industrialised herb spreads available at supermarkets that contain 

industrialised herbs treated with pesticides, stabilisers and sometimes even colourants. These 

options often cost half of Waiheke herb spread’s price point at the same retailer. 

 

Figure 23 Waiheke Herbs’ pamphlet for tastings and B2B trade shows 
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Figure 24 Waiheke Herbs’ operations: a summary 

Negotiation of Mainstream Penetration 

Waiheke herb spread was not able to achieve purchase with mainstream retailers abroad. In 

fact, one of the few opportunities Wendy had to export was to Japanese small shops. However, 

this group of Japanese customers asked for a refund after the Waiheke herb spread jars arrived 

leaking, flagging problems with logistics. In the domestic market, as Wendy tries to teach 

consumers through tastings, she explains that many people seem confident that there is nothing 

wrong with conventional agriculture as practised in New Zealand (W Kendall 2018, pers. 

comm., 12 April). At New World stores, Waiheke herb spread sits in the same fridges as its 

industrialised competitors. I ask how Wendy can justify the premium price one has to pay for 

her organic ingredients, peeled and chopped when faced with cheaper industrialised 

competitors who add stabilisers and industrialised herbs to their spreads. Her answer is she 

cannot (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 April).  

During our first interview, Wendy showed signs of excitement regarding two partners who 

approached her considering buying her business: ‘I’m not getting any younger, you know’ (W 

Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 April). The second time we met, I asked her about the 

negotiations, and she seemed gloomy about it. She explained that they were going to buy into 

the business as an investment, rather than taking over management from Wendy. She voiced 

to have explained to them that the margins were slim unless each partner (including Wendy) 

would commit to a large sum of investment ‘to scale it’ (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 18 

October).  
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[The potential buyers] agreed that as an investment that’s not very profitable. So, that was 

kind of good news for me because I don’t want to feel pressured by anybody. I am going 

to grow the business anyway, and I won’t have to share it with anyone or be answerable 

to anyone. Although the money would have been good. As it is all the money that I am 

making is going back into the business. We are working on new flavours… I will show you: 

this is our Asian herb spread with chilli and ginger. (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 18 

October) 

The challenge to penetrate mainstream urban food provisioning has produced a set of dilemmas 

and resulted in a series of compromises and what on the surface appear to be contradictions. 

Wendy seems to sabotage her declared desire to ‘upscale the business’ through contradictions, 

such as claims about not selling to Countdown because they are an Australian corporation 

(whereas New World’s stores are locally owned), whereas the main ingredient in her recipe 

mostly comes from overseas (the olive oil). And although the organic garden helps her tell the 

story behind her choice for organics and the herbs’ health benefits (see Figure 18), one could 

understand that is the main source of the ingredients in the Waiheke herb spread: whereas her 

pivotal herb comes from external suppliers (the organic parsley). Waiheke Herbs is a business 

founded upon ethical commitments and emphasis on the natural healing properties of certain 

foods, which entail agroecological practices of food production and ethical consumption. The 

business model’s contradictions, however, are embedded in what could be framed as a 

potentially problematic marketing strategy. 

Based on the marketing and branding principle of ‘keeping it simple’ (Adamson 2006; Kotler 

and Armstrong 2014), amplifying her range of products seems counterintuitive if her goal is to 

‘upscale the business’ on her own and with limited resources. If the nourishing the body 

sustainability bucket features high in Wendy’s practices alongside commitments for nourishing 

the planet through organic practices and the healing properties of herbs, the weak economic 

viability of her business might be one of the reasons there appears to be a lack of long-term 

contractual relationships with suppliers (which denotes weak socially just relationships with 

farmer-suppliers who struggle to produce organic parsley). She claims to buy ‘a lot’ every week 

(W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 12 April), but this is not a contractual agreement. Her low-tech 

logistics also raises questions to do with the use of plastics in both sourcing ingredients (parsley 

supplier) and shipping orders of Waiheke herb spread (to customers in general). Those 

practices took shape in a context where no alternative source of momentum is driving towards 

sustainable herbs in New Zealand, and the result has been that Waiheke Herbs has achieved 

limited purchase in consumption junctions. 
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7.3 Airborne’s Historical Chronicle 

Airborne is New Zealand’s oldest honey business. Airborne states online that the enterprise 

began its commercial operations in 1910 before motor vehicles and mechanisation were readily 

available. Owned by William Bray and his partner Alfred Barrett, Airborne ‘operated apiaries 

of 30 to 50 hives in the many bays and inlets on Banks Peninsula, lying on the East coast of 

the South Island’xii. In the late 1920s, William and Alfred established their current headquarters 

in Leeston and built Airborne’s processing and packing plant. Since they founded Airborne, 

the Bray family kept running the business for three consecutive generations. At the time of 

writing, Peter Bray owned and managed Airborne – the third generation of the Bray family.  

   

Figure 25 Machine testing honey samples (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 09 November) 

  

Figure 26 Software for testing honey samples (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 09 November) 

Under Peter Bray’s management, the business model changed substantially. Peter sold all the 

hives that the Bray family owned and now focuses on packaging, distributing and marketing 
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the honey produced by beekeepers based on New Zealand’s South Island. Peter established an 

in-house laboratory where all the honey bought from local producers are tested by trained 

professionals (see Figure 25 and Figure 26). At the time of writing, Airborne claimed to be 

‘one of the largest honey processing and exporting companies in New Zealand with exports 

comprising around 25% of business’x. They also stated Airborne is the ‘technical leader in the 

New Zealand honey industry’. I flew to the South Island to better understand Airborne’s current 

business model, and check Airborne’s online claims concerning their laboratory facilities. 

 

I woke up before dawn to fly from Auckland to 

the South Island and visit Airborne’s 

headquarters in the town of Leeston. I arrived in 

Christchurch, where a driver was waiting for 

me. After 45 minutes on the road, we reached 

what looked more like a small settlement than a 

town. Two Airborne executives were expecting 

me, but we took a wrong turn and arrived at their 

next-door in-house laboratory by mistake. A 

couple of people wearing masks and lab coats 

looked at me alarmed: ‘you are not supposed to  

be here!’, to which I replied: ‘I know; I am lost: would you help me find the office, please?’ 

They escorted me to the Airborne executive, whom I interviewed for two and a half hours, 

before driving back to the airport to catch a plane to Auckland in the evening. 

High-tech Logistics Underpin Airborne’s Strong Commitment to Nourish Consumers 

The honey comes from different hives spread across New Zealand’s South Island. Airborne 

traces every batch of honey through a system, and prints that information on each honey jar 

they sell. At Airborne’s headquarters, samples from every batch get tested at the in-house 

laboratory facility before it gets packaged and labelled by machines into plastic jars that read 

Airborne Honey. I ask about the packaging: 

I know, it’s plastic, but how sustainable is it to source glass from Australia [referring to 

the embedded miles]? What about the costs of exporting the glass weight? (Airborne 

executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 
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We start talking about Airborne’s traceability system. Every plastic jar of honey gets labelled 

with information regarding the beekeeper’s location and the honey’s exposure to heat (or HMF 

– Hydroxymethylfurfural). The Airborne executive explains that HMF above 10mg/kg 

signifies that the honey’s nutritional properties, consistency and texture are damaged. He 

claims that Airborne honey present ‘the lowest level of heat damage in the New Zealand 

market’ (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May). A QR code printed on each label, 

alongside the honey’s HMF, provides ‘the ability to trace the product from a batch number 

back to each apiary and print a map of New Zealand showing these’ (Airborne executive 2018, 

pers. comm., 29 May). Figure 27 displays Airborne’s ‘TraceMe’ system and the pollen count 

found in the honey.  

 

Figure 27 Airborne’s ‘TraceMe’ label (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 09 November) 

New Zealanders believe that the food sold at supermarkets is safe. We get 60 odd hits per 

day doing this. 20% of the hits come from New Zealand, which is by far our biggest market. 

And one of our smallest markets is China. 60% of our hits come from China. The Chinese 

trust nothing. (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 

The pollen count determines the kind of honey, which is of special interest regarding Manuka 

honey due to the high market values seen both domestically and abroad. The media estimates 

that the New Zealand honey industry is an international leader that ‘currently earns $242 

million in exports a year – of which Manuka makes up about 80 per cent’ (Stuff NZ 2016). 

Airborne sells Manuka honey too, among other kinds. When I ask which kind of honey is more 

profitable, the executive states ‘Manuka, of course’ (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 
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May). However, both through Airborne’s website and Peter Bray’s interviews to the media, 

Airborne is positioned as a company that sells ‘table honey’ to distinguish Airborne from 

Manuka honey businesses. The executive explains that they choose to market the brand this 

way due to the lack of robust scientific evidence concerning Manuka honey’s alleged health 

benefits, which Airborne finds misleading for the consumer.  

Any honey is good for you, and Manuka is just another honey. You need to do your research 

because people are lazy; they want the silver bullet. The biggest benefit is that you are 

consuming a small amount that makes up a balanced diet (Airborne executive 2018, pers. 

comm., 29 May) 

Regarding mainstream penetration, as elaborated in Chapter 6, the interviewee claims that 

‘19.7% of supermarket honey sales by volume are Airborne’s’ (referring to 1-year time-range: 

Nov-2017 to Nov-2018) and exports to Australia, Japan, Korea, China, Thailand, Taiwan, 

Hong Kong, Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, the U.S., Canada, Dubai and Saudi 

Arabia (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 08 November). Although this collection of 

countries might denote a successful mainstream penetration abroad, the interviewee appeared 

unconvinced of the influence NZ Inc. could have on their successful exports operations.  

Most people cannot place New Zealand on a map. (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 

29 May) 

Their branding mirrors these claims, for Airborne is the only case study that lacks a graphic 

reference to the origins of the honey being New Zealand. Their branding relies on the 100 

years-old benchmark and an anthropomorphised bee placed beside the Airborne logo. The 

Airborne executive also explained that proximity determines their export efforts: 

The closer we are to markets, the better. We prefer to export to Sri Lanka than to send 

goods to the other side of the planet [referring to Europe] (Airborne executive 2018, pers. 

comm., 29 May) 

It becomes clear that Airborne is deeply committed to offering high-quality, nutritious honey 

to consumers and that they use high-technology as a means to achieve transparency and 

accuracy. Airborne would meet every criterion outlined in the nourishing the body and the 

economic viability sustainability buckets (see Chapter 2). I investigated further their 

relationship with suppliers, their position regarding the bees’ welfare and the extent of 

circularity in their business practices. 
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Bees in the Fields 

I ask how Airborne establishes relationships with suppliers. The executive explains there is no 

contractual bonding between Airborne and any other supplier. If they wish to sell to Airborne, 

they send a sample to be tested at the in-house laboratory to assure that the quality of the honey 

meets Airborne’s high standards. I ask about price arrangements, and the answer challenges 

principles of socially just relationships in favour of market values: 

When the markets go down, we pay less. And when the markets go up, we pay more. That’s 

just the pure market that says if there is not enough honey in the world or too much honey 

in the world, the prices will go up or down. (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 

May) 

I ask the executive about organics, in the hope to disclose considerations regarding the bees’ 

welfare. Pesticides are known to cause deformities in baby bees, and they might be born 

without body parts such as wings if conceived in an environment contaminated with pesticide 

use (Imhoof 2013). The interviewee takes a stand against organics right from the start: 

Personally, I am opposed to organics. (…) Organics use more land and produce less food. 

I think it’s a terrible thing in the world where my belief is in nature and ecology. (..) I have 

travelled extensively, and I have seen roads vanishing in remote areas in New Zealand 

because nobody maintains it. That says that the Earth recovers incredibly rapidly within 

ten or 15 years. (...) So, if we stop doing things, everything starts recovering fast. The only 

thing that is forever is extinction. (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 

I ask again about the bees’ welfare regarding the use of pesticides, and the interviewee reiterates 

his position against organics: 

We need to produce food at the maximum possible rate that we can until such time as we 

get over the hurdle [referring to the recent surge of the human population growth]. Then 

we might have the nicety of being organic, but in the meantime, we have to use GMOs, we 

have to use pesticides that have an advantage. And so the story about bees are dying 

worldwide is false. They are not dying: they are growing; and it’s an economic argument 

(Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 

In New Zealand, you probably heard of the bees are dying, and everybody around the 

world: the human race is doomed because the bees are dying, and we are not going to get 

enough food. Well, our hive numbers are going up, honey production is going up, trade in 

honey is going up. In New Zealand, we had 300,000 hives in 2000, and now we have 1 

million hives. Why is it going up? Because beekeepers are getting wealthier, so they build 

more beehives. (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 
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Manaaki Whenua and MPI (2018) published a report on colony loss across the country, based 

on surveys conducted with beekeepers. Direct correlations between their conclusions on the 

trend in bee numbers in New Zealand and Airborne’s claims might not exist, as it remains 

unclear if Airborne was one of the surveyed businesses due to the anonymised nature of that 

study. What the excerpts below offer is a different perspective on the issue of colony loss and 

colony health across New Zealand, which contradicts some of the above claims voiced by the 

Airborne interviewee. 

A report on the New Zealand Colony Loss Survey for 2018 has been released highlighting 

an increase in colony losses in most regions throughout New Zealand, with the Upper 

North Island having the highest colony loss rates. (Manaaki Whenua (Landcare Research) 

and Ministry for Primary Industries 2018) 

Manaaki Whenua - Landcare Research has been conducting this survey annually since 

2015 for the beekeeping industry & Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI), and this year’s 

survey revealed that beekeepers have reported a higher hive loss rate than previous years 

in four out of the six broad areas of the country. (Manaaki Whenua (Landcare Research) 

and Ministry for Primary Industries 2018) 

Regarding pesticides and bees, the interviewee understands that some chemicals are highly 

toxic, such as Neonicotinoids, a class of chemicals that can go into the plants and the seas 

through water runoff. However, the interviewee insists that if well-used, the pesticides are not 

a problem. If pesticides become a problem, the executive argues, ‘that’s because the farmer 

doesn’t know how to use it properly, then the nearby hives all die, and you see a carpet of dead 

bees on the ground’ (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May). The executive argues 

that neonicotinoids allow for lower land use (‘on average 15% less land’) to produce food for 

a growing human population. The interviewee also states that bees residing in a hive close to a 

farm will have to cope with the pesticide use for the benefit of feeding more people (Airborne 

executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May). 

The critical literature refutes these claims. I outlined some of these arguments in the circular 

practices sustainability bucket and elaborated on the known fact that we already produce 

enough food to feed 9.5 billion people (UN’s projection for 2025) while 1/3 of the produced 

food gets wasted. Arguably, the hunger problem is not a land use problem, nor a production 

system problem, but primarily a waste management problem boosted by wealth distribution 

issues, among others. What got me insisting on the pesticides question was the lack of 

acknowledgement of bee welfare in each given answer. When asked about how suppliers 

comply with Airborne’s quality standards, the interviewee started enumerating regulation 
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regarding the control of tutin7 levels in honey to avoid human poisoning, for example. Because 

the interviewee’s focus remained on human health, I insisted on the pesticides question. 

If you look worldwide for data on pesticides and herbicides in honey, it’s almost non-

existent. (Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 

The reason for the non-existence of pesticides measured in honey is the bees’ biology. Bees 

have the extraordinary biological ability to filter pesticides from the nectar before turning it to 

honey, compromising their own health while generating high-quality honey (Imhoof 2013). I 

wonder if Airborne’s suppliers at least leave some of the honey for the bees to feed themselves: 

Most beekeepers take almost all of it and feed sugar back to their hives. (Airborne 

executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 

 

Figure 28 Airborne’s operations: a summary 

Negotiation of Mainstream Penetration 

In New Zealand, questionable beekeeping practices might have empowered Airborne’s 

transition. To better understand how different beekeeping practices might co-exist in New 

Zealand, I interviewed an organic beekeeper who leaves 1/3 of the honey for the bees to feed 

themselves alongside all the pollen (‘it’s their source of protein!’) (Organic beekeeper 2018, 

pers. comm., 13 May). He moved to a piece of land close to Muriwai (West of Auckland) to 

‘stay away from farmers’ (avoiding pesticides) (Organic beekeeper 2018, pers. comm., 13 

May). His main product is Manuka honey because ‘the Japanese and Chinese pay a lot of 

money for Manuka honey’, which constitutes as much an acceptance of market justifications 

                                                           
7 ‘Tutin is a toxic compound found in some honey, where bees have had access to the NZ native Tutu plant 
(Coriara genus). (...) Toxic honey can be produced during the summer if bees collect honeydew secreted by 
passion vine hopper insects that are feeding on the sap of Tutu plants. MPI have established a maximum 
‘residue level (MRL) of 0.7 mg/kg of tutin in honey to protect people eating honey, and testing of honey 
produced in many areas of NZ is required before honey is able to be sold’ 
(https://www.analytica.co.nz/Tests/Honey-Testing/Tutin). 

https://www.analytica.co.nz/Tests/Honey-Testing/Tutin
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as is Airborne's practice. He sells his honey mostly at farmers’ markets and specialty shops. 

The label displays Manuka honey in capital letters without any reference regarding pollen 

count. When I asked him how he differentiates Manuka honey from other kinds of honey, he 

responded with a sincere smile: ‘my wife has amazing taste buds’ (Organic beekeeper 2018, 

pers. comm., 13 May).  

In a commercial environment where a woman’s taste buds can determine the difference 

between paying ‘NZD3/k (table honey)’ and ‘NZD30/k (Manuka honey)’ (Airborne executive 

2018, pers. comm., 08 November), the consumer who learns about these practices has to make 

a dire choice. Besides having no guarantee concerning which kind of honey they are buying, 

labelling the HMF is not a normalised practice for all honey brands in New Zealand. Airborne 

tests not only their suppliers’ honey but also their competitors’ to make sure that their HMF 

remains the lowest in the market (a claim they use for marketing purposes). The HMF is a key 

determiner of the nutritional quality of the honey, and the Airborne executive was proud to 

share the Airborne honey usually scores lower HMF than its competitors. When I asked the 

organic beekeeper about heat exposure, he smiled again and stated: ‘we collect honey out in 

the sun, as it should be’ (Organic beekeeper 2018, pers. comm., 13 May).  

Within the consumption junction, Airborne claims to be the most nutritious honey for a 

relatively low price, and both the data they provided and an interview I conducted with an 

organic beekeeper indicate that this is probably the case. Could it be that Airborne’s model is 

the only pathway for honey to penetrate mainstream urban food provisioning?  

Although cases from elsewhere fall out of this research’s scope, I conducted pilot web-based 

investigations to explore if other honey business models had managed to transition elsewhere 

in the world. In doing so, I came across at least one case that brings diversity to this discussion. 

Y.S. Organic Bee Farms sells a 100% certified organic, raw honey at Walmart, Amazon and 

other major retailers across the United States of America. They are USDA certified, an 

internationally recognised label, which means that the bees are not exposed to pesticides and 

are partially fed their own honey8. Y.S. Organic Bee Farms started its operations in 1985 but, 

similarly to Airborne, became increasingly dedicated to packaging and distribution. They claim 

                                                           
8 After screening through USDA guidelines available online, the percentage of honey required to feed organic 
bees remains unclear. The guidelines state that ‘the producer must provide bees with water and organic feed’ 
(…) provide supplemental feed from organic honey, organic sugar syrup, and/or pollen substitutes and 
supplements that are allowed under 205.603 (…)’ 
(https://www.ams.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media/NOP%20Livestock%20Final%20Rec%20Apiculture.pdf). 

https://www.ams.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media/NOP%20Livestock%20Final%20Rec%20Apiculture.pdf
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online to source honey from the ‘U.S., Canada, Brazil and New Zealand to meet with the ever-

growing demands as the major supplier of bee products to the natural / health food and grocery 

industries’xiii. 

The fact that a business like Y.S. penetrated mainstream urban food provisioning challenges at 

least one of the underpinnings of Airborne’s business model: bee welfare. As demonstrated 

through this case study’s analysis, Airborne’s executive consistently diminished the 

importance of bee welfare while highlighting market values in both the mainstream penetration 

of their honey and their relationships with supplier-beekeepers. This disjunction presents 

contradictions regarding their declared commitments to consumers, as bees are vital to the 

pollination of foods and, therefore, human survival. While in the New Zealand context honey 

bees are all introduced species, it has been estimated that ‘84% of crop species cultivated in 

Europe depends directly on insect pollinators, especially bees (Williams, 1994)’ (Gallai et al. 

2009). Even though Airborne’s practices are permeated with contradictions in relation to 

nourishing the planet, circular economy and socially just relationships, the Airborne honey is 

economically viable and nourishes the human body. In a retailing environment permeated by 

opacity regarding beekeeping practices, Airborne potentially offers the best honey quality in 

New Zealand. 

7.4 Cross-cases Analysis 

If price is your main differentiator, then supermarkets will beat you to death. (Airborne 

executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 

The three enterprises share the drive to grow their businesses and increase their profitability; 

the main difference resides in the kinds of values and orders of worth that each of the three 

upstream suppliers of food are prepared to negotiate in exchange for volume sales. The 

interviewees share in common an understanding of their foods as healthy and nutrient-dense, 

which they seem prepared to stand for and defend against market pressures. I coded this 

intangible value health as nutrient-density. The discourse analysis of the three product-case 

studies reveals that health as nutrient-density constitutes a core value from production and 

distribution logistics to the negotiation with consumption junctions.  

The production node shapes claims regarding correlations between how the food is produced 

(or sourced) and its nutrient levels. Waiheke herb spread comprises 15 ingredients, and Wendy 
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claims that each one offers different health benefits to the eater. Rob grounds his claims on a 

study commended by FRENZ to assess correlations between the hens’ lifestyle and the 

nutrient-density of the eggs. Airborne claims to market nutritious honey by measuring and 

selecting low-heat exposure batches and that pollen count determines the quality of the honey. 

The ‘TraceMe’ system embodies industrial conventions, as it improves the efficiency of 

Airborne’s logistics. It also alludes to domestic justifications, as Airborne uses the ‘TraceMe’ 

system as a part of their marketing strategy for enhancing consumer trust in the brand. FRENZ 

and Airborne demonstrate how technology also plays a role in the construction of health as 

nutrient-density from a market perspective, which implies industrial and market justifications.  

Technology, and more specific traceability in this case, also mobilises renown justifications 

(the popularity of 'free-range', organic or manuka as signifiers of quality), and inspired 

justifications (the QR code as an inspired means to communicate). Not only traceability 

systems and mechanised packaging enhance their productivity, but it allows for more 

transparency for the consumer regarding the origins of the product. Both businesses utilise 

technology as a way to decrease human labour and costs without losing sight of the things that 

they are not prepared to negotiate. In contrast, Waiheke Herbs’ employees manufacture the 

Waiheke herb spread in a very low-tech environment that presents logistical challenges and 

potentially contributes to impinge volume sales. 

Geographical imaginaries strengthen health as nutrient-density in two of the businesses’ 

marketing strategies. FRENZ takes advantage of NZ Inc. and markets New Zealand contained 

in an eggshell (see Figure 13, p.113), establishing the FRENZ eggs’ differential in Asia as safe 

and nutritious (which Rob argues that contrasts with the Asian food scares due to constant 

surges of animal diseases in this part of the world). Waiheke Herbs utilises Waiheke Island as 

a reference of origin (see Figure 18, p.127), even though over 90% of the Waiheke herb spread 

ingredients come from elsewhere. But perhaps more important than this core contradiction is 

the knowledge database to which Waiheke herb spread refers to, which used to be 

commonplace in ancient times when female humanoids gathered wild herbs to heal the 

wounded and the sick (Tannahill 1989) and has spread among Aromatherapy and Ayurveda 

practitioners (Miller and Miller 1996; Tisserand and Young 2013).  
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The Mainstream Penetration of Health as Nutrient-density 

The interviews with business owners and executives from FRENZ, Waiheke Herbs and 

Airborne revealed the kinds of pressures that farmer-producers and processor-distributors 

suffer as they negotiate the mainstream penetration of their foods. If market values go below a 

certain threshold, health as nutrient-density might get compromised, as ethical production 

practices come at a high cost. I asked each of the interviewees to elaborate on the kinds of 

trade-offs they are prepared to make in exchange for volume sales, and if growth could damage 

their current practices. 

I made a mistake in 2013, where I thought price was more important. I never forgot it 

because I made the GP of the company drop significantly. And it comes back to your 

motivation around why you are in business. Are you in business because you want to be 

driving a Mercedes car and you want to be wealthy, or are you in business because you 

are really pleased that people are loving your product? And slowly but surely more and 

more people are choosing to buy the product. And that’s our strategy. So if you look at the 

business over a lifetime, in this case, 108 years, you will see that sometimes the company 

is big and sometimes it’s a bit smaller. And there is no shame in being a bit smaller. 

(Airborne executive 2018, pers. comm., 29 May) 

For Airborne honey, health as nutrient-density embodies considerably fewer costs to build on 

their price. Quality in honey comes mostly from the bees’ labour. The bees’ regurgitation and 

enzymatic activity combined with the quality of the flowers’ nectar and water evaporation 

generates different kinds of honey (FAO-WHO 1981). Airborne interviewees state that bees 

can produce high-quality honey regardless of what they eat, so the honey is fully taken away 

from the bees to reduce production costs and the bees eat imported sugar (dried or diluted in 

water). Airborne executives also expressed the opinion that as long as pesticide exposure fails 

to kill them, bees can continue to produce high-quality honey. They claimed that they follow 

the safety regulation determined by the CODEX to determine the safety level of pesticides in 

the nectar coming from these flowers (alluding to the FAO-WHO Alimentarius Commission 

1989, which presents very loose guidelines where it comes to the safety levels of pesticides in 

food). However, as stated before, their commitment to high-quality honey and transparency for 

the consumer remains a point of difference in New Zealand. 

Regarding Waiheke herb spread, health as nutrient-density embodies the cost of low-tech 

labour and the struggle to gather high-quality organic ingredients for the recipe. Organic herbs 

attract all sorts of life forms because of their aroma and are susceptible to weather instabilities, 

which Wendy explains has been increasingly happening in New Zealand due to climate change. 
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Wendy states that price has hindered negotiations with some owners of New World stores who 

failed to understand the costs of the practices advocated by her business model. Nevertheless, 

she still perceives New World as a better business partner than Countdown due to her declared 

commitment to support local businesses (see Section 7.2) but also because of a friend’s 

experience concerning the mainstream penetration of a product she perceives as similar to hers. 

So there’s another product that’s kind of similar to mine; it’s organic sauerkraut. (...) And 

then she’s getting into places like Pak’n Save and Countdown. But she says that they just 

always want you to put your product on a special, always want to run promotions, want 

you to do tastings all the time. And she reckons that she is working twice as hard making 

twice as much and not making any more money than she was before. So she really starts 

to consider whether it’s worth it… To have your product in all those supermarkets, 

especially places like Pack’n Save who are really trying to promote savings and cheap 

products, you know… cheap foods. (W Kendall 2018, pers. comm., 18 October – my 

underline) 

Perhaps Rob has developed more diverse strategies for increasing the mainstream penetration 

of FRENZ eggs. For example, the eggs laid by older hens tend to get smaller and sometimes 

present lighter shades of the shell. Rob explained that he used to sell these eggs cheaper to the 

industry or restaurants until they thought of a 20 and 30 cell trays solution. 

Keep it real. It’s always price that makes us cut corners. Once you step on this slippery 

road of price it’s only downhill. 2% is the top end of the market, but we are finding out 

that we can supply to the middle area where all the eggs are sold. We can produce 20 and 

30 cell trays under a different brand and sell them at the top end of that middle and still 

survive. We are finding that an interesting challenge. (Rob Darby)  

Rob claimes that those less valued eggs are generating more profitability now, but they cannot 

carry the FRENZ logo because of consumers’ expectations regarding the colour and size of the 

eggs. And yet more relevant than Rob’s efforts to create new market opportunities is his 

leverage due to the uneven supply and demand relationship generated by the phasing out of 

caged eggs announcements. When I asked if Countdown ever pressured Rob to participate in 

‘lockdown sales’: 

We push back on expectations because we usually don’t even have the eggs to do these 

lockdown sales anyway. (Rob Darby) 

Rob possesses a powerful, and perhaps ephemeral, lever for negotiating with consumption 

junctions. He seems to sustain the building blocks of his business model through his lack of 

enough eggs to feed a surge in demand for free-range and organic eggs. Rob explains that 
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FRENZ cannot compete based on price because their animal ratio and the kind of feed provided 

for the hens would be impossible to sustain below a certain threshold. He states Countdown’s 

current egg buyer ‘understands the value of our eggs’ (R Darby 2018, pers. comm., 28 March). 

Rob argues that Countdown seems more interested in helping them further upscale production 

to feed a rising demand for organic and free-range eggs, referring to the Countdown ‘egg 

producer programme’, through which the corporation commits to buying all of the eggs 

produced by the companies who join in (Countdown Egg Producer Programme 2016). 

None of the other product-case studies is as well-positioned as FRENZ for penetrating 

mainstream urban food provisioning while sustaining ethical commitments. Airborne sheds 

light into how contradictory practices can be framed by health as nutrient-density while 

Waiheke Herbs demonstrates the challenges of upscaling a low-tech production system 

inspired by health as nutrient-density. FRENZ may offer lessons for enabling more substantial 

change in food systems as it provides further insights into the reorganisation of the egg sector 

in New Zealand, which is grounded on commitments to health as nutrient-density. NZ Inc. 

plays a pivotal part in this transition, as it opened windows of opportunity for FRENZ’s exports 

and triggered the announcements to phase-out caged eggs in the country, but also consumers’ 

and consumption junctions’ demands. FRENZ’s transition is embedded in a network of 

relationships that comprises the three dimensions required for a reconfiguration pathway: 

niche, regime and landscape dynamics (Geels and Schot 2007) (see Figure 3, p.43). 

Summary and Links 

Among the three product-case studies, FRENZ is the transition that calls for further discussion 

due their successful penetration in mainstream urban food provisioning domestically and 

abroad, grounded on most of the practices outlined in Chapter 2. Timing and exogenous forces 

appear to underpin FRENZ’s mainstream penetration, which mobilises different conventions 

and orders of worth in the negotiation of health as nutrient-density within the consumption 

junction. The owner, Rob Darby, emphasised many times that Countdown was his partner in 

upscaling his organic and free-range eggs production since the 1990s and that Countdown 

enabled the penetration of FRENZ eggs into mainstream urban food provisioning in New 

Zealand. This case study illustrates how the consumption junction is a pivotal space of 

negotiation and contests within the value chain because reorganising the egg sector in New 

Zealand from a technical substitution pathway into a potential reconfiguration pathway might 
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be problematic if the consumption junction is locked-in a transformation pathway (see Chapter 

4). As considerations regarding transition pathways are place-dependent, the next chapter 

contextualises Countdown in the New Zealand retailing ecosystem.  
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Chapter 8. Food Consumption Junctions 

 

In its effort to penetrate mainstream markets, FRENZ mobilises different conventions and 

orders of worth in negotiating health as nutrient-density. The owner, Rob Darby, emphasised 

many times that Countdown was his partner in upscaling his organic and free-range eggs 

production and that Countdown enabled the penetration of FRENZ eggs into mainstream urban 

food provisioning in New Zealand. Chapter 8 considers this relation. It has two aims. The first 

is to explore how consumption junctions operate, and the second is to examine Countdown’s 

role in enabling FRENZ’s transition. The chapter draws on interviews with four Countdown 

employees and a fifth interview, with the hon David Carter: the former Minister of Primary 

Industries who issued central government’s announcement to phase-out caged eggs. The views 

of these key actors in the consumption junction are compared with those of FRENZ itself, so 

as to explore the re-organisation of the egg sector in New Zealand through the values contested 

and relations negotiated within the consumption junction. 

The consumption junction is a pivotal space through which a technical substitution pathway in 

the egg sector in New Zealand must be transformed into a potential reconfiguration pathway 

(see Chapter 4). Transitions pathways must always be place-dependent, such that Countdown 

is pivotal in the New Zealand context. The market and industrial conventions and orders of 

worth shaping its decision-making processes will have a major bearing on the possibilities of 

achieving sustainable practices, realising sustainable products, and establishing transitions 

pathways.  

Countdown and its competitor New World, however, are not the only mainstream suppliers of 

organic and free-range eggs. The smaller Farro Fresh chain also seeks to establish enduring 

links between consumers and sustainable products and their producers. It is less a niche outlet 

than a small supermarket that also competes for consumer loyalty in routine daily food 

purchasing practices by offering the convenience of satisfying different needs in the same 

place. Farro, however, is able to exert less power over the food system. It is less able to compete 

on high volume, fast-moving consumer goods (FMCGs) and its point of difference is to offer 

a more limited range of higher quality, higher priced foods. In so doing, it is able to more 

strongly embrace ethical commitments such as animal welfare. Farro Fresh offers a helpful 

point of comparison and contrast with Countdown, particularly in highlighting the paradoxical 

consequences for sustainability transitions of two pivotal FMCG strategies.  
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The first is that if everything must always be in-stock, then waste is inevitable; while the second 

is that the quest for the lowest possible price puts pressure in other parts of the value chain that 

might undermine commitments to sustainability. These two strategies exert enormous pressure 

in consumption junctions, and differentiate Countdown from Farro Fresh, which makes 

foundational commitments to selling organic and free-range eggs from the start. This chapter 

asks how the two coded strategies impact upon the negotiations of health as nutrient-density 

within the consumption junction. 

8.1 Countdown Supermarkets 

The corporations that dominate urban food provisioning in New Zealand are Foodstuffs New 

Zealand (which owns New World Supermarkets and Pak’n Save) and Progressive Enterprises 

(who owns Countdown Supermarkets, SuperValue and FreshChoice stores). Countdown used 

to operate as a standalone organisation when its first store opened in New Zealand in 1981. 

The Australian Woolworths and Countdown/Foodtown merged in 2002 to become Progressive 

Enterprises, which turned into an Australian corporation with its headquarters based in New 

Zealand. Countdown is New Zealand’s leading supermarket brand, serving more than 2.5 

million customers every week in 184 stores spread across the country (Countdown 2018). 

According to Wikipedia (2019), between 1993 and 2005, Countdown expanded its offering 

from predominantly groceries to a full-service discount supermarket. Since then, Countdown 

launched its first in-store Pharmacy in 2012; began selling low-cost life and travel insurance 

through a deal with insurance giant Cigna in 2014; and kick-started a partnership with Caltex 

through the AA Smartfuel program in 2016, offering fuel discounts to consumers (Wikipedia 

2019).  

The four Countdown interviewees who participated in this research claim that Countdown’s 

decision-making process is centralised in their headquarters, located in the city of Auckland. 

Headquarters controls Countdown’s procurement practices in New Zealand. A supplier sells 

his or her product only once to headquarters’ buyers who decide if they will start stocking the 

product in designated stores across the country. According to a Countdown national buyer that 

I interviewed at their headquarters, Countdown approves new products to be sold at a few of 

their stores according to the results of consumer research (which involves analysis regarding 

consumer demographics, price point and relationship with the supplier, among others) 

(National buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July). According to the same interviewee, these first 
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stores test if the product sells. If it does, then Countdown usually stocks the new product in 

other stores across New Zealand. Countdown’s centralised buying system contrasts heavily 

with Foodstuffs’ business structure. New World Supermarkets and Pak’n Save stores are 

individually owned New Zealander stores, so a supplier has to sell to each store individually to 

get his or her product ranged across different stores within the corporation. I will now explore 

FRENZ’s mainstream penetration through the consumption junction. 

8.2 The Announcements to Phase-out Caged Eggs in New Zealand 

Why did Countdown start stocking organic or free-range eggs on shelves in 1993 (eggs that 

were sourced exclusively from FRENZ) and decide to announce the phasing-out of caged eggs 

in 2015? Better understanding how the consumption junction operates may cast light on the 

potential of an entire sector transition in the New Zealand food system (eggs), but also on the 

extent of FRENZ’s sustainability practices and their degree of mainstream penetration in 

relation to the other two product-case studies (see cross-case analysis in Chapter 7). FRENZ’s 

owner, Rob, refers to Countdown as their ‘main client’ and a ‘partner’ (R Darby 2018, pers. 

comm., 28 March). After three months of negotiations, I conducted an interview over the phone 

with a national buyer from Countdown’s headquarters. The national buyer explained that the 

organisation’s decision-making process is centralised at headquarters, including the decision 

to phase-out caged eggs. This interviewee was responsible for:  

(…) a 20 people team [that] looks after sourcing the products and putting strategic landing 

in place for the cases that they look after, and they work closely with our stores, our 

marketing team and the supply team. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 

July)  

I asked him why Countdown chose to phase-out caged eggs: 

(…) the government had decided to phase-out caged eggs anyway by 2022 and still allowed 

colony caged eggs. We just took a step ahead to push sustainable and better animal welfare 

practices phasing out colony caged eggs too. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. 

comm., 05 July) 

The interviewee’s claim that Countdown followed government’s lead generated a new 

question: why did government decide to phase-out caged eggs in the first place? I interviewed 

the former Minister of Primary Industries, the hon David Carter, who issued the phasing out of 

caged eggs announcement in 2012. Mr Carter’s discourse indicates that government’s 
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announcement to phase-out caged eggs was a part of a national strategy to increase the value 

of food exports. According to Mr Carter, the phasing out of caged eggs was embedded in a 

broader act (the Animal Welfare Act) that targeted best practices of sustainable farming and 

animal husbandry directed at increasing the value of exports (New Zealand government 2012). 

I asked him how animal welfare and sustainable farming practices would help raise the value 

of New Zealand’s food exports: 

We are by world comparison a small producer, but we export so much we become a very 

significant player in the international food market. And I believe still to this day that New 

Zealand’s future is not in the bulk production of food… because we can’t compete with the 

likes of Brazil or Argentina if they get their act together (…). Our future is in producing 

our product that people are happy to buy anywhere in the world at a price higher than 

other food on the supermarket shelves. And they will pay that higher price because New 

Zealand’s food is backed by credibility, and animal welfare is part of that credibility. 

We’ve got to prove to our consumers that we care about our animals. (D Carter 2018, 

pers. comm., 13 September) 

I asked him how he knew what consumers abroad wanted, and he asserted that, besides being 

a farmer-exporter himself, he travelled extensively as a speaker for the New Zealand 

Parliament: 

I am aware of what the consumer internationally wants, and they are prepared to pay more 

provided the product they are buying comes with that credibility that I was talking about 

earlier. (…) So there are three legs to the stool: animal welfare, food safety, environmental 

enhancement. And all of those things are important to our consumer in Berlin, or London, 

or San Francisco. (D Carter 2018, pers. comm., 13 September) 

Mr Carter positioned himself in favour of this vision for increased value in exports. However, 

the impact of the policy on the domestic market was substantial, specifically concerning the 

egg sector, which he admitted had no substantial volume of export operations at the time. So I 

asked him who was involved in the decision-making process, what triggered the announcement 

to phase-out caged eggs specifically, and what kinds of consultations took place in New 

Zealand:  

It was an organisation [the egg sector] that knew it was also being criticised by activists 

within the animal welfare area, so the industry knew it had to face criticism. (…) The 

industry was well aware also that there was an increasing demand from the public for a 

change in production systems. (D Carter 2018, pers. comm., 13 September) 
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Mr Carter explained that he felt the need to see the egg production systems for himself because 

he is a sheep and beef farmer with no direct experience with poultry farming (Mr Carter exports 

most of his production): 

There were definitely public consultations (…). They called for submissions, they hear 

from people who want to comment, they visit commercial egg producers (…). The Egg 

Federation New Zealand (…) organised tours for me to go and look at egg production 

facilities so that I understood what was existing and what we were attempting to change 

and the outcomes would be from a business point of view. So there was plenty of 

consultation. (D Carter 2018, pers. comm., 13 September) 

Mr Carter’s responses were focused on the public and the industry, leaving supermarket chains 

aside. I asked him directly about supermarkets, and he stated that he did not ‘recall’ being 

approached by supermarkets’ stakeholders willing to get involved in the decision to phase-out 

caged eggs.  

I don’t recall them [supermarkets] being involved. (D Carter 2018, pers. comm., 13 

September) 

The supermarkets will have been aware of government’s announcement. But I think you 

will find the market has driven Countdown and Foodstuffs to make their announcement. 

They recognised the importance of the consumer in this. (D Carter 2018, pers. comm., 13 

September) 

The Role of Consumers in Countdown’s Business Strategy 

What we sell is driven by customer demand. They have no reason to keep selling products 

that consumers don’t buy. (…) That is just the nature of retail: if a line doesn't sell, it will 

go. (Countdown Food Specialist 2018, pers. comm., 09 April) 

Everything comes from consumers. The only reason that anything exists within retail is 

because there is a demand for it. (Countdown Produce Manager 2018, pers. comm., 13 

April) 

Most products are out there because of customer demand, and there are some products for 

which we create demand for, and we have plans in place with the supplier... let’s keep it 

there for 6 months, or 8 months and see what happens. But that would be something which 

we would agree with the supplier upfront. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 

05 July) 

Three interviewees from Countdown seem to agree with Mr Carter’s views about the 

importance of consumer demand not only in the phasing out of caged eggs announcement but 

in ‘the nature of retailing’. The national buyer’s statement raised the question of who creates 
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the demands expressed by consumers. I asked him what kinds of strategies Countdown had in 

place to ‘create demand’. 

I firmly believe that you can’t create strategies to create consumer demand. Consumer 

demand is something which is there. For us is about tapping into those trends and putting 

the cut product in front of them. (…) you can’t force-feed them, or make them put products 

into their shopping trolleys. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 

The national buyer elaborated on ways that Countdown creates customer awareness through 

social media and marketing. He seemed to signify ‘consumer awareness’ as enticing consumers 

to purchase specific products, and not so much awareness about the food’s processes or origins 

(Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July).  

You can entice customers by giving them introductory offers, come and try the product, 

target them differently, but at the end of the day it’s about creating awareness. (Countdown 

National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 

The interviewee explained that ‘science’ informs the strategies for creating awareness and that 

demographics play a pivotal role in the decision-making process. Onecard is a huge data 

gathering system through which Countdown gains insights about demographics, consumer 

preferences and purchasing choices. Every time a consumer buys, he or she can use Onecard 

to benefit from sales and special prices. Countdown collects a range of variables from Onecard 

holders, such as locations where they usually shop, brand preferences and volume of purchases. 

On the other hand, the consumer voice online surveys offer consumers a chance to express 

opinions or demands after a purchase at a Countdown store. All these data are used for ‘kind 

of predicting the future’, according to the produce manager (Countdown Produce Manager 

2018, pers. comm., 13 April).  

We adjust to what people are buying and what sort of demands we are getting. So we can 

sort of adapt to the customer and adapt to what they want. The more information we get 

about what the customers want, the better we can serve them. It’s a constantly changing 

game (...). It’s a very competitive industry. (Countdown Produce Manager 2018, pers. 

comm., 13 April) 

Data gathering through Onecard and the consumer voice online surveys absolutely 

influences my work. We look at our customers’ database, but we also look at global 

consumer demands and trends, and we incorporate that into our decision making process. 

(Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 
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When asked about strategies to face competition, the interviewees’ answers were slightly 

conflicting, but all of them focused on the importance of securing consumer loyalty. 

We always try to innovate and edge out the competition. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, 

pers. comm., 05 July) 

We tap into the trends a bit more faster, and think what our customers are thinking very 

close to their hearts and minds. (…) You always keep an eye in what your competitor is up 

to, but we have gotten more energy focused in what we can do different, so we stay ahead 

instead of behind the competition. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 

Phasing-out Caged Eggs? 

That was really a consumer driven change that they made. That went off for quite some 

time and got into the upper levels, and not long after that [the chickens’ protest] they made 

that decision. (Countdown Food Specialist 2018, pers. comm., 09 April) 

We just had to do it: consumers were dressing as chickens in front of our stores. 

(Countdown Produce Manager 2018, pers. comm., 13 April) 

Both the food specialist and the produce manager were referring to a group of consumer-

citizens dressed as chickens who protested against caged eggs in front of Countdown 

Ponsonby’s store (on its opening day). The food specialist engages with consumers daily during 

cooking demonstrations that he does inside a Countdown store, whereas the produce manager 

has purchasing power in one of the 184 stores. The national buyer seemed more knowledgeable 

about the underlying mechanisms that triggered Countdown’s decision to phase-out caged 

eggs, claiming that social networking is ‘secondary in the decision-making process’ and that 

‘a group of consumers complaining on Facebook is just a small amount of representation’ 

(Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July). He consistently argued that 

‘extensive’ consumer research drives Countdown’s decisions. The national buyer stated that 

the organisation conducts its own investigations and also hires external providers. For instance, 

according to the national buyer, Countdown commissioned research about phasing out caged 

eggs to Cornwall Strategic 9 . The range of variables considered by both consultants and 

Countdown was not disclosed during interviews due to commercial sensitivities. 

We did a thorough check before we jumped into this [announcing the phase-out of caged 

eggs]. (…) We have got a responsibility for every types of customers that shop with us. 

(Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 

                                                           
9 A firm that defines itself as a ‘world leading strategic advisory‘ (https://cornwallstrategic.com/). 

https://cornwallstrategic.com/
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The national buyer also claims that Countdown took different kinds of research into 

consideration before announcing the phase-out of caged eggs, such as focus groups and 

surveys, but also demographics – ‘where consumers are more prone to buy more free-range 

eggs’ – and ‘working closely with suppliers’ (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 

05 July). The latter claim alludes to Countdown’s ‘egg producer programme 2016’, launched 

after the announcement, in which Countdown commits to buying all the free-range eggs from 

producers that enrol in the programme. According to the national buyer, Countdown’s 

programme aims to help producers to scale their businesses to meet the demand for free-range 

eggs. According to Countdown, there is an expectation of 30% increase in demand since the 

phasing out of caged eggs announcement, and the free-range eggs production in New Zealand 

cannot meet current demand (Countdown Egg Producer Programme 2016). 

Unfortunately, supply is not being able to match this rise in demand; but that’s a work in 

progress, and the industry is facing that challenge. They are working really hard in the 

background to kind of increase the free-range egg production, but it’s just challenging: 

when you can have only 2,500 birds per hectare you can’t compete with the scale of what 

caged farming would deliver. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 

The national buyer mentions a 2,500 birds per hectare ratio referring to free-range eggs 

production, which is significantly higher than the ratio claimed by FRENZ (1,250 birds per 

hectare – see Chapter 7). This difference potentially reinforces the claims laid out in Chapter 

6. If New Zealand’s current regulatory system allows for diverse practices to be labelled the 

same way, different farmer-producers and processor-distributors can self-label themselves 

free-range without a normalised standard regarding the ratio of hens per hectare, which might 

produce distinct levels of nutrient-density (see Chapters 6 and 7). Although FRENZ’s owner, 

Rob, demonstrated preoccupation regarding these relaxed regulatory frameworks that enable 

uneven practices to be labelled the same way, FRENZ still chose to adhere to Countdown’s 

egg producer programme. Countdown’s Egg Producer Programme (2016) lists different brands 

without making distinctions between those different ratios of hens per hectare that each free-

range egg producer decides to adopt, as the quote below illustrates.  

To join the programme, farmers will share investment plans with Countdown and 

information about animal welfare. Should the right criteria be met, Countdown and 

farmers can then enter into a partnership agreement to take future supply. Long-time 

Countdown Free-range and Barn egg farmers, Otaika Valley, Wholesome NZ and FRENZ 

are all joining the programme (see their comments below). These three companies will 

invest a total of $25 – 40 million in increasing free-range and barn capacity over the next 

three years. (Countdown Egg Producer Programme 2016) 
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When asked specifically about Countdown’s relationship with FRENZ, and what drove 

Countdown to increase FRENZ eggs ranging to 173 stores over time, the national buyer stated 

that: 

Initially, when we started [stocking the FRENZ eggs on shelves, in the 1990s] it was based 

on how much production they had and to which stores they could supply from a logistics 

point of view. As they started scaling their business, and as the brand popularity started 

gaining momentum, we introduced their eggs into different stores as more production 

came on board. There is a bit of science behind where we range based on the customers’ 

demographics. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 

8.3 Two Underlying Mechanisms of Consumption Junctions’ Transition 

Pathways 

Although Rob Darby describes a positive experience of negotiating access to mainstream 

distribution with Countdown, other suppliers are less positive. The New Zealand Commerce 

Commission recently investigated Countdown’s practices because a group of 90 suppliers 

complained about the organisations’ multiple pressures to lower the prices of their foods and 

products. These considerations resonate with socially unjust relationships. Besides the quest 

for the lowest possible price, Countdown buys surplus to guarantee that their stores’ shelves 

are never empty. If everything must always be in-stock, then waste is inevitable. This section’s 

cross-case analysis will demonstrate that these two pivotal underlying mechanisms underpin 

both Countdown’s and Farro’s business models, even though Farro embraces ethical 

commitments more strongly (such as animal welfare and their active engagement in educating 

consumers about waste), which leads to insights generalisable to consumption junctions as an 

analytical term.  

Countdown and Farro are supermarket chains and direct competitors. They both seek to 

establish consumer loyalty for daily purchasing practices by offering the convenience of 

satisfying different needs in the same place. Farro’s power of connection, however, has 

considerably less impact on the food system. While Countdown sells to 2.5 million consumers 

a week in 184 stores spread across New Zealand, Farro has only six stores located in expensive 

suburbs in the city of Auckland that cater for around 50,000 customers a week. Farro is a part 

of a group of smaller consumption junctions that are trying to ground their practices in more 

sustainable, ethical commitments in the city of Auckland. Two of them closed down in between 

2018 and 2019 (Wise Cicada and Ponsonby Ceres Fresh Market) while Huckleberry, 
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Commonsense, GoodFor and Farro Fresh remain active. One of Farro Fresh’s two owners, 

Janene, agreed to participate in this research. She explained that two main drivers for opening 

their first store in 2006 were both to provide exposure for local artisanal producers and to 

promote practices that embody animal welfare.  

This section first organises the discourses of both Countdown’s and Farro’s interviewees in 

two dimensions of practices and distinct ethical commitments: waste management and how 

and why each organisation pressures suppliers to lower prices. A cross-case analysis then 

concludes this chapter demonstrating that while Farro cannot disrupt the supermarkets’ 

duopoly due to its size and demographic reach, their practices have been changing because of 

uneven competition with the two major retailers that dominate urban food provisioning in New 

Zealand. 

Countdown’s Food Waste Management  

Waste embodies an inverse set of orders of worth. If waste management succeeds at out-

designing waste from systems of production, distribution and consumption, then waste turns 

into value. The challenge becomes how to keep such value circulating within the system, which 

requires different kinds of management approaches. Circularity, therefore, cast light on 

different pathways for producing value (see Chapters 2 and 4). In Auckland, the Sustainability 

Network estimates that out-designing waste from three sectors could generate NZD8.8 billion 

in additional value for the city (SBN 2018). The three sectors are the built environment, 

transport and food. Regarding the latter, SBN (2018) states that a great proportion of food waste 

sent to landfills comes from households and supermarket chains. At Countdown, food waste 

management falls under neither of the first three interviewees’ official tasks, even though all 

of them relate to it in different ways. I conducted the fourth interview at Countdown’s 

headquarters with an executive who seemed knowledgeable about the organisations’ waste 

policies and Countdown’s influence on the Food Act (Ministry for Primary Industries 2018a).  
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Figure 29 Countdown’s headquarters 

After I interviewed the national buyer over the phone, it took me another month to successfully 

negotiate a visit to Countdown’s headquarters. As I was driving there, the GPS took me to their 

central distribution facility – which is right next to it. One can hardly see the distribution facility 

due to security measures. I identified myself to a guard who looked quite puzzled and directed 

me to the appropriate building once he understood the mistake. The building that I visited had 

no security on the streets: just a reception desk on the ground floor. The receptionist gave me 

a visitors’ badge with my name on it, and an employee came to greet me. She had to use her 

tag to open the door to leave the reception. We walked through a predominance of open floor 

spaces – where the national buyer works – until we reached my interviewee’s office (she had 

an office of her own). I asked the executive about Countdown’s strategies for avoiding waste.  

The biggest thing that supermarkets can do to avoid waste is to forecast accurately. We 

are in business to make money and to sell things; it’s not in our best interest to have waste. 

The best thing we can do is for everything that comes into a supermarket is to be bought. 

But there are lots of factors that mean that there is waste: one is the weather. So, for 

example, today it’s sunny, so I will guarantee you that a lot more salad stuff will be bought 

today. Tomorrow, if it’s raining, nobody will buy salad stuff. (Countdown Headquarters 

Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July)  

I asked her who pays for all this waste. 

Most of it is on us. There are some things where waste is kind of built into the price. Like 

milk, some produce and things like that. (…) Perishable food is really tricky (…) But we 

can’t not have enough. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

This statement made it clear that consumers pay for waste when that is ‘built into the price’. 

The first sentence stated ‘most of it is on us’, which indicates the possibility of suppliers and 
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consumers contributing to mitigate the costs of ‘most’ wasted food as well. The executive 

seemed especially concerned with bread waste. 

There is definitely an overproduction of bread in New Zealand and in the world, and that 

has been driven by people’s changing habits in terms of shopping at different times, 

shopping more often during the week, and the general expectation that shelves are always 

full and that bread is fresh. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 

July)  

The above argument apparently revolved around consumers being responsible for the bread 

Countdown wastes, so I asked the executive to elaborate on that point. 

It’s really hard to know whose responsibility it is. (…) From the customer point of view: 

why should I be punished for shopping late [i.e. find out of stock items]? (…) on the waste 

point of view: just get used to it; if we’ve run out, we’ve run out. (…) I think consumers 

have a lot more to answer for than we think. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, 

pers. comm., 26 July)  

I asked the executive why Countdown could not have out of stock products and what impact 

that would have on their competitors: 

So do we want to lose costumers?! Or they will just go somewhere else! (Countdown 

Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

Well, we all keep our shelves full. (…) Who has the power? Customers or retailers? The 

answer is probably both.  Consumers could choose not to shop at night, and they could… 

But convenience is key. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

The interviewee then described the order of mitigating actions that Countdown deploys to 

manage food waste. First, Countdown discounts food that gets stuck in their shelves through 

sales such as the odd bunch initiative (Countdown 2017). The odd bunch are ‘ugly’ produce 

pre-packed in plastic and sold for discounted prices. Woolworths first launched this initiative 

in Australia in 2014, which was followed by Countdown in New Zealand three years later. 

When the odd bunch started, France was already engaging in what is known nowadays as ‘the 

ugly food movement’. In 2013, the French brand Intermarché began a 30% markdown 

campaign on ugly produce entitled ‘inglorious fruits and vegetables’, celebrating perfectly 

nutritious ugly produce as a catchy marketing strategy (Intermarché 2013).  

The executive explained that if discount fails, Countdown donates the food to feed the hungry 

or to farmers (animal feed). The executive emphasised in different moments that landfill 

constitutes their last resort because Countdown pays for a service (‘by the tonne’) to take their 
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waste to landfill (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July). However, 

the interviewee did not provide information regarding the actual costs of sending waste to 

landfill in New Zealand, so I interviewed a public servant, from the Auckland Council. 

Our waste levy is ten dollars a tonne, which is probably one of the lowest levies in the 

world. Most cities are well over a hundred. (…) It’s privately run, and Auckland Council 

doesn’t control the landfill, which is unfortunate (…). So what we do is we advocate for 

[central] government to increase the waste levy, which they are now considering doing. 

(Auckland Council Public Servant 2018, pers. comm., 14 September) 

When asked about Countdown’s priorities regarding food waste, the executive continued 

emphasising how sending waste to landfill was the last resource due to the embedded costs 

while claiming that people were the organisation’s priority. In 2011, Countdown started what 

they named the food rescue initiative. Countdown established partnerships with several 

organisations through the food rescue initiative: The Salvation Army, Kiwi Harvest, FairFood, 

Just Zilch, FoodShare, Kaibosh, Kaivolution, Good Neighbour, Kiwi Community Assistance, 

and City Harvest (Countdown 2011). These non-profit organisations are mostly run by 

volunteers who direct Countdown’s food surplus to charity and to feed the hungry. 

We were really a driving force when the Food Act went under its changes: which took 

forever, but we really advocated to government at the time for ‘the good Samaritan clause’. 

(…) It says: I am a business and I can give you as a registered charity food, and now it’s 

your responsibility and I am not responsible for it. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 

2018, pers. comm., 26 July)  

The executive was referring to the clause ‘352 Immunity of food’ in the Food Act (Ministry 

for Primary Industries 2014): 

 (1) A donor is protected from civil and criminal liability that results from the consumption 

of food donated by the donor if— 

(a) the food was safe and suitable when it left the possession or control of the donor; and 

(b) as applicable, the donor provided the recipient with the information reasonably 

necessary to maintain the safety and suitability of the food.  

I asked the executive how exactly Countdown advocated for such clause and with whom: 

We have really good relationships with government; we have good relationships across 

both parties. (…) Businesses always have some kind of level of dialogue with government, 

or at least they should. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

Where does this dialogue take place? 
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Depends. Sometimes it will be me [flying to Wellington to talk to people in government] 

(…). We talk to MPI [Ministry for Primary Industries] all the time (…) government is very 

accessible (…) Sometimes you just see them on the airport, or you sit next to them on the 

plane: and you just talk. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

I asked her what she thought about France’s government initiative to forbid supermarkets to 

throw away food of any kind. She reckons that New Zealand lacks the infrastructure to enforce 

rulings such as France’s government did when it forbade supermarkets to throw away food of 

any kind.  

[France] put infrastructure around it: it’s got composting facilities; it’s made donating 

really easy (…). There is only two commercial composting in New Zealand. They 

[Auckland Council] are looking at it [composting facilities], but then again it’s slow. Quite 

frankly (…) composting should be only for stuff that can’t be donated because we have a 

food poverty problem in New Zealand. (Countdown Headquarters Executive 2018, pers. 

comm., 26 July) 

How Countdown Manages Supplier Relations 

The produce manager explained that Countdown encourages their suppliers to establish 

exclusive relations through contracts in which they commit to buying all of their yield or 

produce. In this way, Countdown would secure suppliers’ loyalty while providing the certainty 

that whatever they can give, Countdown will buy – ‘so that growers can count on a consistent 

demand’ and ‘prices [are] established in advance’ (Countdown Produce Manager 2018, pers. 

comm., 13 April). The national buyer had a different perspective to offer, grounded on a case 

by case analysis: 

If it’s an ‘own brand product’, so if the supplier is making the product for us then we will 

have a contract for a couple of years or three years, 10... whatever works for both parties. 

If we are talking about a supplier branding the product, it all depends because it's a 

supplier’s product which we are ranging (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 

05 July). 

The quote above resonates with the principles of ‘Fairtrade’, in which Countdown reassures 

farmers that the supermarket chain will purchase their yield or produce in advance and for a 

minimum set price (Oosterveer and Sonnenfeld 2012). Socially just relationships with suppliers 

also depend on how much value is shared and the kinds of exit clauses implied, and I lacked 

access to the terms of such contracts. One of those clauses became publicly available in 2014 

when the New Zealand Commerce Commission investigated Countdown for accusations of 
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having breached the Fair Trading Act and the Commerce Act (New Zealand Commerce 

Commission 2014). The Fair Trading Act aims at hindering ‘misleading or deceptive conduct’; 

whereas the Commerce Act targets ‘anti-competitive behaviour’, and is meant to function as 

anti-trust legislation (New Zealand Commerce Commission 2014). Those two pieces of 

legislation combined are meant to break down cartels. The report cleared Countdown of all 

charges. 

We got a little bit of bad reputation for no reason, but I think we have worked well with 

our suppliers and got some great results out of it. (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. 

comm., 05 July) 

MP Shane Jones’ accusations triggered the investigation against Countdown, an organisation 

he portrayed as enacting ‘mafioso tactics, blackmail and extortion against Kiwi suppliers’ 

(Rutherford and Foreman 2014). The New Zealand Commerce Commission investigated 

complaints from 90 suppliers. One of the major complaints referred to how Countdown 

pressured suppliers to keep their prices low. 

110. Progressive’s terms of trade typically include a provision that ‘Woolworths will 

always buy at the best price’. This type of clause is often described as a most favoured 

nation clause. Most favoured nation clauses are not uncommon across a range of 

industries. A most favoured nation clause can ensure a particular buyer obtains products 

from a supplier on terms that are at least as good as those provided to other buyers. These 

clauses have the potential to be pro or anti-competitive. (New Zealand Commerce 

Commission 2014, p.10) 

Regarding Progressive’s contract clause, the report concluded: 

114.1 It is not a most favoured nation plus type clause. It does not require Progressive’s 

wholesale prices to be a certain percentage below its competitors, or its competitors’ 

wholesale prices to be a certain percentage above Progressive’s. (…) 

114.3 While we have seen some sharing of information between Progressive and suppliers 

(which we discuss elsewhere in this report), we have seen no evidence that there is an 

agreement between Progressive and its competitors or that any sharing of information 

between Progressive and its suppliers is as a result of a most favoured nation clause (New 

Zealand Commerce Commission 2014, p.20). 

The report also highlights that Countdown accepted some suppliers’ requests to increase prices, 

negotiated others and rejected some. It concludes that:  

139. We do not consider that Progressive’s conduct in response to the proposed price 

increases gave rise to taking advantage of substantial market power. In the examples, 
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Progressive acted as a retailer would have if facing price increases, but without any 

substantial market power. Such a retailer could choose to accept or negotiate the price 

increase, it could choose not to buy the product, it could purchase less, or it could find 

alternative suppliers. In fact, Progressive accepted some price increases, rejected some, 

and negotiated others (New Zealand Commerce Commission 2014, p.23) 

This clause remains in Countdown contracts today, and, arguably, provides a platform for 

practices in favour of lower prices, such as lockdown sales. The lockdown sales usually target 

fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) or consumer packaged goods (CPG). These categories 

of products usually embody fast pipeline sales at relatively low prices; for example: ‘non-

durable goods’ (such as packaged foods), ‘beverages, toiletries, over-the-counter drugs and 

many other consumables’ (Brierley 2009).  

When you do something like lockdown sales, you have to do it with the supplier, so they 

lower their costs a little bit for us. (…) At the end of the day, it is meant to break even for 

the supplier. We check if the strategy is working through surveys. (Countdown Produce 

Manager 2018, pers. comm., 13 April) 

Lockdown sales are something we do in partnership with the supplier. (Countdown 

National Buyer 2018, pers. comm., 05 July) 

The produce manager argues that demand for products ‘locked-down’ increases ‘50%’ on 

average (Countdown Produce Manager 2018, pers. comm., 13 April). The producer’s return on 

investment (ROI) would then mitigate the commitment to lower prices. But of course, not all 

businesses are structured to capture value this way, and consequently, parts of the critical 

literature heavily criticise initiatives such as these (e.g. Dixon and Isaacs 2013). And although 

both the produce manager and the national buyer depicted a voluntary participation scenario, 

an organic honey producer that chose not to sell to Countdown was quite clear about the extent 

of their freedom in this power relation.  

Well, you cannot say no to them forever. (Organic Honey Producer who chose not to sell 

to Countdown 2018, pers. comm., 13 May). 

I asked the national buyer what happens if a product does not sell: 

95% of the time we make it work, but you need a contingency plan. Things might not work. 

In those cases, we work with our supplier partners: what is your packaging commitment? 

what have you got sitting on your end? How do we work through that? We work with them 

to get out of the product without putting a dent in their pocket or our pocket. So it's a 

mutual understanding that we have with our suppliers, which is working really well and 

the suppliers are really appreciative about that (Countdown National Buyer 2018, pers. 

comm., 05 July). 
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Keeping employees’ wages low could potentially be a second source of cutting costs. Examples 

conveyed by the media include: in 2006, 500 Countdown employees began a 48-hour strike 

that resulted in increased wages for the workers; and in 2017, 60 distribution workers at 

Foodstuffs (New World’s owners) went on a seven-day strike for better work conditions (Stuff 

2017; Wikipedia 2018). When I asked a Countdown headquarters executive how well they paid 

their own employees: 

We’ve always paid well above minimum wage. For every person that says to me: you 

should pay our staff more, I also have another organisation that says: you need to lower 

your prices on food. That is our customer’s biggest issue: the price of food. (…) One of the 

political parties has got a bill in to look into supermarket pricing because they think we 

are gouging New Zealand (their words), so we got a lot of pressure going on. (…) We have 

18,000 people in our business, and we pay as well as we can. (Countdown Headquarters 

Executive 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

Although the issue of wages is out of this research’s scope, there is potential for further 

investigation. 
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Summary: Countdown Supermarkets 

 

Figure 30 Countdown Supermarkets: summary and links 

Farro Fresh’s Food Waste Management 

On the same day, I drove away from Countdown’s headquarters to the home of Farro Fresh’s 

owner: Janene Draper. The interviewee lives in one of Auckland’s most expensive inner-city 

suburbs. As the door opened, an excited dog eager to play jumped towards me. After a warm 

welcome, Janene invited me into the room where the interview took place. It was late in the 

afternoon, so she lighted up the fireplace, and the dog peacefully rested on its mattress. Janene 

started telling me the story of how she and her husband, James Draper, started Farro Fresh 

twelve years ago with a twelve-person staff. At the time of writing, they had six stores with 

over 400 staff working for Farro, and they took a CEO in 2017 to help the owners manage the 

business. Janene works on both overviewing the marketing team and as an active member of 

the board (which defines ‘what our direction is’). She explained that she has a CFO whose role 
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is to deal with waste issues and that all the edible waste safe for human consumption gets 

donated to Fair Food – a not-for-profit organisation to which Farro donates NZD10,000/year 

(J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 26 July). 

We’ve had over 70% reduction overall our waste. (…) All the wet goods and things like 

that go to pigs. So they get separated. (…) If it’s still good, we send out to Fair Food. It 

gets distributed to people in need in West Auckland where Fair Food is based. (…) Chilled 

goods still get wasted because of health and safety requirements. So that still gets wasted.  

In addition to these actions tackling waste in distribution, Farro also pioneered in teaching 

consumers about avoiding waste through initiatives such as labelling rubbish bins ‘landfill’ for 

educational purposes and their refusal to accept polystyrene from suppliers (J Draper 2018, 

pers. comm., 15 October). Some of Farro’s actions have been implemented long before 

supermarkets, and other retailers started replicating similar initiatives. However, Janene 

emphasises that the ‘need’ to avoid losing customers leads her to have everything in-stock, 

which produces inevitable waste: 

We try to order on a timely basis, without having out of stocks because if you have out of 

stocks, you have lost sales. Daily wastage mostly goes to the pigs. All our composting gets 

redistributed to the pigs, or it gets picked up for actually making into compost as well (…) 

I can’t wait until we have [Auckland Council’s] composting bins. (J Draper 2018, pers. 

comm., 15 October) 

How Farro Fresh Manages Supplier Relations 

When I asked Janene about the selection of products for her mix and the establishment of new 

partnerships with suppliers, her narrative mostly focused on the tasting experience and the story 

behind the product. Although Janene sounded thrilled with the new data-gathering possibilities 

Farro’s loyalty card has opened up for informing her business strategies, it appeared to be 

something she started experimenting with, something relatively new, perhaps not fully 

incorporated into the decision-making process behind choosing new products. 

People will approach us, or we will also see products ourselves and ask them for samples. 

The category managers liaise with suppliers about prices, supplies and that sort of thing. 

And they get their product in front of a tasting panel. The category managers will tell us 

what's the story behind that person: is it a good story to tell? what's the truth behind it? 

Are we going to support it? (J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

She extensively depicted a tasteful part of the process: 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

167 
 

The products are lined up and by category we sort of go through them... all the category 

managers, CEOs there, the head of marketing and one of the chief experience offices... 

First of all, we taste it (does it taste delicious, or is it horrible?), then we look at what's in 

the ingredients. So if it’s pork, in New Zealand we will only do free-farmed pork; we won't 

do battery hens if it’s eggs... If it is palm oil, was it sustainably sourced? If there are too 

many numbers in there, we are not interested... We try to get the products as naturally as 

possible as if we had made it at home. (J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

Janene also highlighted taste was the main driver for the continuation of the partnership 

regarding the consumer end of her business: 

The Farro experience is about having taste in the store and having the experience in the 

store. A lot of them [suppliers] don’t commit to tastings, and then the customer doesn’t 

learn about their products. So we’ve only got so much shelving space, and it’s limited. This 

room would probably be filled up with [the amount of] products trying to get into our 

stores. If we took them all on, it wouldn’t be sustainable for us because it would generate 

lots of wastage. (J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

Janene’s narrative leads to taste and ethical commitments to animal welfare and sustainable 

farming practices as underpinners of Farro’s ethical commitments. During our first encounter, 

Janene also highlighted the value of supporting local artisans as a core business ‘ethos’, and 

the consequences faced in a retailing environment dominated by a duopoly of supermarket 

ownership: 

The difference we wanted to create was supporting New Zealander artisans. If you are a 

producer and you go to the farmers' market, you got one day a week to sell your product. 

We opened it up [Farro] to give them a seven day a week... So as we grew, they grew. It 

[Farro] definitely became that sort of entry stone for people getting entry into the market 

place because the bigger supermarkets always get interested once they see them [new 

products] at Farro. (J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

During our second encounter, I asked Janene to elaborate on Farro’s current partnerships with 

local suppliers, and her answer slightly shifted to a more defensive reaction: 

We can’t survive only on supporting local artisans. And it [Farro] is not a one-stop-shop 

for just supporting local artisans. It’s definitely our ethos to help local artisans. And I love 

the fact that we’ve helped over 500 local artisans, but we still have to survive. We are 

making more in our own kitchens now. Our ready to go meal ranges are going really well, 

and all sorts of things like that. You have to keep evolving. It can’t be a one ethos. 

Everywhere we can, if we can get exclusivity, we will definitely support them, as long as 

they support us I suppose. (J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 15 October) 
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Janene elaborated on how ‘survival’ was rooted in Farro’s need to protect itself against 

supermarkets: 

Very few [local suppliers] will give exclusive contracts (…). You understand they want to 

grow bigger and be in six stores with Farro, or 80 to 180 stores with one of the big guys? 

Which would you choose? You might like selling less margin more. But a lot of them still 

want to be in Farro because they still see Farro as a premium brand. (J Draper 2018, 

pers. comm., 15 October) 

Even though Farro started helping artisans get exposure, supermarkets interest in Farro’s 

suppliers put pressure on their relationship with suppliers. During our first interview, Janene 

disclosed Farro had recently started importing some products directly, from international 

suppliers that agreed to sign exclusivity with Farro Fresh. She reckoned those new partnerships 

were creating additional value for her customers while protecting Farro from what could be 

framed as supermarkets’ parasitic relationship. She claimed the business model remains the 

same for local artisanal and imported products, for she is interested in the taste and in telling 

the story behind the product: 

We’ve started to import some lines directly now: products that aren’t made in New 

Zealand. (…) We are cutting out the middlemen so that we can provide better value to our 

customers. (J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 
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Summary: Farro Fresh 

 

Figure 31 Farro Fresh: summary and links 

8.4 Cross-case Analysis 

The Farro Fresh retailing format starts from the stance that sustainable practices shape their 

founders’ vision, their business purpose, and how they differentiate themselves in the 

competitive marketplace. Janene claims her business started with a focus on providing 

exposure opportunities for artisanal foods made in New Zealand and on animal welfare. 
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Although animal welfare remains at the core of Farro’s business strategy (they only sell free-

range animal products), Farro appears to be moving away from one of its core founding 

principles because of the parasitic shadow of supermarkets’ interest in the artisanal products 

that they have promoted over the years. As Farro’s suppliers negotiate lower prices with 

supermarkets in exchange for the promise of volume sales, Janene grapples with conquering 

the same margins for Farro – the business that supported them in the first place.  

We try to establish our point of difference as much as possible, but that’s getting harder 

as supermarkets copy us. (…) So we have a dilemma when our products go into 

supermarkets. Supermarkets work on this margin, and then we look expensive. So we are 

more and more having to look at: is this viable that we carry that product? And we have 

to find something that is unique to us. So we might have a wonderful relationship with 

someone, but unless they can price-match for us, then it’s not worth for us carrying their 

product. (…) And I don’t want to be the expensive shop. So we are really trying to push 

back on our suppliers to say: look, if you want to be in the bus, we offer a totally different 

service to your product, and we are a premium store, but we need you to come to the party 

on those margins. Otherwise, we will carry something different (…) and there are lots of 

people wanting to come into the store. (J Draper 2018, pers. comm., 26 July) 

Janene has been terminating contracts with suppliers who argue that she cannot offer the 

volume sales that would enable lower prices. As a result, local suppliers get further pressured 

to lower their prices, and Janene seems to be investing more resources on importing niche foods 

for the selected few who can pay a premium for imported delicacies. Janene has been investing 

in imported foods that one cannot find in New Zealand to differentiate Farro’s offerings in the 

retailing ecosystem. She explained that producers abroad are more willing to sign exclusivity 

contracts with Farro than local producers. This movement not only places Farro alongside 

Countdown as an organisation that chases the lowest possible price as a key underlying 

mechanism of their business strategies, but it also may increase Farro’s position as a niche 

supermarket chain that caters for the selected few. 

Conclusion 

If Countdown can achieve higher profitability through more sustainable foods and products, 

they seem to be willing to do it. Profitability appears to be the pivotal driver of business 

strategy, and market values, the dominant convention. The market and industrial worlds of 

justification produce an underlying contradiction within transitions pathways beyond 

transformation. Significantly, however, the particular consumption junction for eggs is also 
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framed by the government intervention around animal welfare and free-range eggs. This has 

imposed ethical considerations on the actors, which have been calculated into the market and 

industrial worlds of justification. The price of free-range eggs is held up by the lack of supply 

relative to the post-regulation demand for them, allowing animal welfare and organic ethics to 

be built into the consumption junction through the price-setting models of supermarkets.  

Farro Fresh is also caught by the same contradiction, even though it represents a different kind 

of consumption junction and grounds its business strategies in long-standing ethical 

commitments (see Figure 32). For Countdown, pursuing profitability through FMCG models 

necessarily results in waste and leads them to exert pressure on supply relations, while for Farro 

competitiveness in the face of the existence of Countdown relies on being able to maintain 

consumer loyalty and, thus, in turn, keeping products in stock and prices within reasonable 

distance to those of the two supermarket chains. For Farro, consumer loyalty depends upon 

demonstrating ethical commitments such as animal welfare and trying to tap into new 

consumption trends, but also on pressuring suppliers and generating waste.  

 

Figure 32 Consumption junctions: pivotal underlying mechanisms of their business models 

The quest for the lowest possible price in supermarkets then over-determines what happens in 

both sets of mainstream consumption junctions. Both Countdown and Farro pressure suppliers 

and fail to out-design waste from their business models, despite their many, diverse initiatives 

to mitigate waste. While both organisations established partnerships to feed most of the waste 

to the hungry and animal farming, both also still send food waste to landfills regularly. The 

interviewees claimed that it is not in their best interest to pay for wasting unsold products, but 

still they do it (as demonstrated, the waste levy in New Zealand is hardly prohibitive, for it is 

one of the lowest among OECD nations). They also criticised Auckland Council’s perceived 

inability to put composting facilities to work promptly. The practice of surplus buying is seen 

as a necessary competitive strategy to retain consumer loyalty by maintaining everything 

always-in-stock.  
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Paradoxically, both organisations argue that they would rather not design waste into their 

systems, but that this is unavoidable given how meeting consumer expectations that everything 

is always-in-stock is built into the competitive relationships between consumption junctions. 

Of course, supermarkets have created this demand to build and sustain their competitive 

advantage and dominance of food systems as opposed to a model of seasonal provision in 

which their FMCG models would give them less advantage over operators such as Farro Fresh 

and smaller shops, such as butchers and small grocers. Ironically, of course, consumers pay for 

the waste. 

The waste paradox also impacts on negotiations of health as nutrient-density with upstream 

suppliers of food. Regarding the re-organisation of the egg sector in New Zealand, Countdown 

mobilised market and industrial conventions by launching an egg producer programme in 2016 

to help upscale the production of eggs labelled free-range and organic. This strategy aims to 

increase supply and reduce the price-point of such eggs to produce a higher return on 

investment for Countdown. While they have yet to overturn FRENZ dominance of production, 

if the strategy generates an increase in production at rates higher than the growth in sales, it 

will erode FRENZ’ potential to stabilise prices and exert influence over the consumption 

junction. The surplus eggs will also likely begin to produce designed waste. As a consequence, 

FRENZ will lose its current levers for negotiating health as nutrient-density, leaving market 

values to prevail in the negotiations with consumption junctions, and putting at risk practices 

such as the limit of 1,250 birds per hectare or the organic feed. Any upscaling of Countdown’s 

egg producer programme has the potential to undermine FRENZ’s ability to negotiate as well 

as its ethical commitments and practices. 

But are consumers able to recognise these distinctions that can nevertheless produce health as 

nutrient-density as a negotiated entity within the consumption junction? The next chapter 

explores how 24 mainstream consumers of sustainable foods perceive nuances in distinct 

production systems, even though New Zealand allows for these practices to be labelled the 

same way.  
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Chapter 9. Alternative Foods and Consumer Values 

 

Chapters 7 and 8 highlight the significance of consumers in the negotiations within 

consumption junctions, whether or not consumers are actually exercising their potential 

powers. Chapter 8 elaborates on how Countdown has been researching consumers to tap into 

new consumption trends (sustainable or not) before their competitors. In the case of organic 

and free-range eggs, consumer demand in the form of both actual consumer action and the 

potential force of consumer action have resulted in both government and supermarket decisions 

to phase-out caged eggs in New Zealand. But what are the pivotal intangible values underlying 

consumer ‘demands’ and to what extent are they dominated by health as nutrient-density? 

Consumer values are set by messaging from all directions – from embodied taste preferences 

to food movements, cooking shows, mediated general fashion trends, cultural traditions, 

retailer promotions, and even comparative pricing practices in retailing. At the consumption 

junction, consumers perform a final negotiation, which is at the same time, the initial valuation 

at the start of an infinitely recursive process of taste and price signalling. When they make a 

purchase in the studied value chain, they effectively negotiate intangible values in relation to 

market and industrial orders of worth, signalled through price and information printed on 

packages. For example, FRENZ’s free-range or organic eggs sit beside several other brands 

and labels on supermarkets’ shelves. Instead of seeing the hens’ different lifestyles, mainstream 

consumers are exposed to the embedded values in free-range and organic eggs through faceless 

packaging sourced from a grey supermarket shelf. How do they differentiate between distinct 

ethical commitments labelled the same way, such as FRENZ’s and Mainland’s? How are these 

people building their own understandings of sustainable foods within the consumption 

junction? And how does such understanding impact the mainstream penetration of alternative 

food values? Is health as nutrient-density coming across, or do they understand alternative food 

values in ways other than that? 

Three focus groups with 24 participants explore these questions. Participants were canvased 

using the same proxy criteria: they all purchase or eat FRENZ’s free-range or organic eggs 

bought at a consumption junction (see Chapter 5). This chapter analyses how these consumers 

negotiate and perform consumption as a social practice built into their understandings of 

sustainable foods. Three steps build this analysis. First, the focus groups participants are 

introduced through their declared income ranges, exploring potential correlations between 
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these and the differences identified among the three groups. Second, excerpts of the focus 

groups discussions and graphic material ground the analysis of nuances in their declared drivers 

and understandings of sustainable foods. Although distinct sets of contradictions permeate the 

participants’ narratives, a pivotal intangible value emerges from the cross-session analysis, 

which presents nuanced differences regarding health as nutrient-density (coded in Chapter 7).  

The focus groups participants correlated health with other factors, and among the three groups 

there are differences in how they established relationships between health and something else. 

This slight disjunction between the health-related value proposition marketed by upstream 

suppliers of the studied foods and the meanings in sustainable foods negotiated, built and 

performed by 24 consumers provided a platform for elaborating how these two health-related 

values are communicated back and forth to the consumption junction and may shape the 

mainstream penetration of alternative food values (Chapter 10). 

9.1 Three Focus Group Sessions 

Chapter 8 concluded that market values still drive the business strategies of at least two 

consumption junctions: Countdown and Farro. These businesses seem willing to enable the 

mainstream penetration of sustainable foods as long as they foresee profitability. Interviewees 

from both Farro and Countdown claim to research consumers before making decisions such as 

Countdown’s move to phase-out caged eggs. It is, therefore, paramount to understand how and 

why consumers’ understandings of sustainable foods are challenging market and industrial 

values as dominant retailing conventions. Exploring this question raises issues to do with how 

people prioritise spending their income, and what kind of consumption deprivations or budget 

planning that choice embodies. The forms filled in by 24 consumers before they were 

confirmed as focus groups participants in this study provide insights on this matter. Although 

the main purpose of the form was to establish more robust selection criteria (see the discussion 

on methods in Chapter 5), participants’ responses shed light on issues to do with how market 

values might influence their decision-making process regarding eating or purchasing 

sustainable foods.  

Table 4 demonstrates that eleven participants made less than NZD60k a year (most of these 

people indicated in their forms that they share their homes with roommates or flatmates). While 

participants were asked to provide household income (see Table 6 in 1. Appendix), some of 
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them might have supplied inaccurate information. For instance, two 16-year-old participants 

marked the NZD30-60k range of income with a question mark on the side, as they were unsure 

about their family’s level of income. With caution regarding the accuracy of some responses, 

one could argue that around fourteen participants’ households made less than NZD60k a year, 

and the proxy criteria implied that all participants consumed FRENZ free-range or organic eggs 

bought from supermarket chains regularly.  

Table 4 Focus groups’ participants’ range of household income per year 

Range of Income: NZD / year First Second Third Total 

Up to 30,000 2 - 4 6 

30,000 - 60,000 3 2 (?) + 1 2 8 

60,000 - 90,000 2 2 - 4 

90,000 or more 1 3 2 6 

 

According to the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (2018), the median 

household income is NZD100,500 in Aucklandxiv, which means only six of the participants’ 

households may have earnings at a level comparable to or better than the median income. As 

argued in Chapters 2 and 5, price is a well-documented inhibitor to consumers making more 

sustainable food choices, but the majority of this study’s focus groups participants still invest 

their limited resources in buying eggs for at least NZD9 a dozen; even though caged white eggs 

cost as low as NZD3 a dozen at Countdown supermarkets at the time of writing. 

The three focus groups discussions demonstrate that health as nutrient-density changed within 

the consumption junction, as it transitioned through contestation and negotiation from paddock 

to plate. Health-related values underpin the 24 participants’ choice to purchase the more 

expensive FRENZ eggs, but not specifically in relation to nutrient-density. Firstly, however, it 

is vital to note distinctions among the three focus groups themselves, which offer a richer 

platform for the health-related values discussion that follows next. The focus groups’ data were 

harder to organise and code due to the sets of contradictions that emerge from collective 

discussions. To overcome these challenges, I labelled each group according to the dominant 

themes coded from their answers’ to the questionnaires (further refined through the discourse 

analyses that will follow – see Section 5.3 for more details on the rationale and methodology), 

which generated a helpful nested structure to navigate the complexity of the collected data. I 

will now elaborate on a detailed description of how participants were canvased (see Chapter 5) 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

176 
 

regarding traits of individual participants within the groups, coupled with the three dominant 

themes coded from the focus groups discussion. 

The first focus group contained a diverse range of incomes. Among the eight participants, five 

were New Zealand residents, one Austrian, one Vietnamese and one Chinese. Six of them were 

highly educated people (three PhD researchers and three lecturers) who were interested in 

understanding where their food comes from and the embodied benefits of what they eat. Among 

these six participants, one of them was a vegan yogini, and another one owned a cow and grew 

some of her own food on Waiheke Island. The last two participants were the only men in this 

group: a food activist who works in the tourism industry and an administrative professional. 

The dominant participant was the vegan yogini, who consistently re-directed conversations to 

animal welfare. The group, however, seemed more concerned with market values (i.e. the 

access to sustainable foods) and health concerns to do with how food is raised or grown 

(regarding their own bodies, rather than the animals’ or environmental stewardship). Driven by 

an apparent common quest for healthier bodies, the wealthier participants highlighted budget-

strategies for sustainable food consumption, whereas the lower-income participants focused on 

issues to do with local food production and free food availability (e.g. foraging or growing 

foods). I coded this group health within budget. 

The second focus group contained eight high school girls aged 16 and 17 years old. These 

participants were canvased during the Auckland Climate Challenge Conference, hosted by the 

University of Auckland in 2018. These girls asked to join the focus group because they met the 

proxy criteria (their parents purchased FRENZ organic or free-range eggs at supermarkets) and 

due to their interest in ‘trendy’, ‘sustainable’ foods. None of them purchased their own foods, 

as they still rely on their parents to provide for them, but all selected participants talked 

passionately about attempts to influence what their parents purchased at supermarkets. The 

discourse analysis, combined with the answers in their forms, revealed an inclination towards 

both health and ‘trendy’ experiences as pivotal values shaping both their food choices and their 

attempts to influence their parents’ purchasing choices. These girls understood food in the city 

of Auckland quite differently from the previous group. They associated eating with having fun, 

and staying healthy was a pivotal concern voiced by most girls. Some of them seemed unsure 

of their households’ income ranges but still demonstrated a surprising awareness regarding the 

higher costs of sustainable foods potentially constituting a difficulty for their parents’ 

capability to afford them. Most girls had their turn as dominant voices. I coded this focus group 

trendy foods for health. 
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Among the eight participants of the third focus group session, there were three New Zealand 

residents, two Brazilians, one Vietnamese, one Colombian (who was 31 weeks pregnant) and 

one Chinese. Among them, there were two food researchers, an urban planner (who struggled 

with coeliac disease), a storyteller (who works in the film industry), a marketing and sales 

specialist, a nanny and two unemployed participants. This group was more diverse, as three 

participants were less educated than the average found in the adults who participated in this 

research. It was the lowest-income range group, and two of them were in financial difficulties. 

Still, all of them purchased the FRENZ organic or free-range eggs at supermarkets in Auckland. 

Interestingly, budget did not feature as highly in the discussions as in the first focus group 

session. Apart from a dominant character (the storyteller) who seemed concerned with the 

environment, most participants kept steering the discussion back to two main points: their lack 

of trust in the politics of labelling and their wish for more certainty that the food they purchased 

for a premium was good for their health. I coded this group food knowledge and health.  

The collected data enabled insights into how consumers prioritise different orders of worth as 

they make the purchasing choices analysed in this thesis. While participants are not necessarily 

purchasers of their household’s food, nor in any way representative of purchasers more broadly 

understood, they care about the kinds of intangible values that may further boost the 

mainstream penetration of more sustainable foods. The 24 participants are hyper-sensitive to 

food politics and values, widely influenced by media and social media commentaries and food 

trends broadly understood (i.e. not only food ethics, but also experience and taste that may 

embody different degrees of sustainability commitments). Moreover, despite commonly not 

being buyers, they are budget conscious. For these reasons, the 24 participants comprise a good 

sample for the purposes of this thesis.  

This introduction to the three focus groups summarised how health was configured concerning 

market values and other factors in three different ways. What follows is a more detailed 

descriptive approach to the insights gained from the focus group sessions, which were nested 

in the coded themes from the discussions. The themes were a way to organise my understanding 

of the shifts in meanings underpinning their decision-making processes.  
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9.2 Focus Group 1: Health within Budget  

All participants happily tasted the organic cheese offered and signed the consent forms. They 

seemed relatively comfortable in addressing the warm-up question. The discussion started 

becoming more robust in the observing phase (with the mapping dynamic) when they were 

asked to discuss and write down ‘everything that comes to mind about food, seeing the city of 

Auckland through the lens of food’. They mapped farmers’ markets and community gardens, 

writing down notes on the map provided (see Figure 33). They overlooked mainstream foods, 

even though those are the predominant feature in Auckland’s foodscape. They mapped only 

alternative food networks: farmers’ markets, foraging hot spots, independent Chinese fishers, 

and the ripe near me app – an application that maps where to find free foods in different cities 

of the world (RipeNear.Me 2018).  

There are lots of small artisan producers on Waiheke (…). And we have a weekly market 

where the produce is sold, and it’s mostly organic and small producers. It’s not exactly a 

farmers’ market, but we are getting there. Where else are there farmers’ markets? (cow 

owner) 

Somewhere near the [Auckland] airport, I was told that there was a free avocado orchid. 

But I went there and can’t find it. (Chinese PhD researcher)  

Sounds like an urban myth [laughter among participants]. (lecturer) 

This is not private land: it’s owned by the Auckland Council (…). There is also a layer on 

top of the google maps that spots all the free trees, fruits, herbs… [referring to Google’s 

ripe near me app, which participants got enthusiastic about]. (Chinese PhD researcher) 

The products’ brainstorm dynamic followed next. When discussing the eight products (see 

Figure 34), they presented shifting worldviews regarding production systems: one of them, a 

lecturer, argued that free-range and organic eggs were the same; when in fact organic hens are 

fed organic feed, whereas free-range hens might get fed the same as caged hens. 

The FRENZ organic eggs: I buy these. Generally, you get these lovely, lovely, orange 

yolks: deeply orange yolks. It’s like those simple things: you crack the egg, and it’s like. 

[sight] (lecturer) 

I buy organic eggs occasionally when I’m feeling flashy. Mostly I buy their free-range 

eggs, and they are the same thing; still beautiful: big, fat eggs with lovely golden yolks. 

And you can almost feel the chickens running around being happy, you know? [laughter 

among participants] (cow owner)  
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Figure 33 Mapping Dynamic: 1st Focus Group  

Market values also featured in the discussions, demonstrating that it remained an important 

factor in their decision-making process as they choose which foods to purchase and where. 

The Waiheke herb spread is really interesting because generally when I look at a product, 

and it’s got more than four or five ingredients, I get a bit suspicious. But it does all look 

healthy stuff. (lecturer)  

I am sure that there is got something else in there because I am completely addicted to it. 

I put it on everything! [laughter among participants] Is it available at Countdown? (cow 

owner) 

It’s available at New World. (researcher)  

I wonder what the prices are like at New World… The average is about $10 a jar for the 

organic; which is quite expensive if you are addicted to it. But it generally lasts for quite 

a long time if you are not addicted to it. (cow owner) 
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Figure 34 Products Brainstorm Dynamic: 1st Focus Group 

In the questionnaires answered before this session, most participants indicated animal welfare 

as one of the drivers to purchase the more expensive food options perceived as sustainable. 

However, only the vegan yogini consistently referred to animal welfare in the initial 

discussions. In the reflecting phase, two non-human stakeholders were invited to the group: 

chickens and cows. When they were asked to imagine that they were chickens in both 

industrialised food systems and organic ones, the participants laughed; but closed their eyes, 

as they were told to, and took a deep breath. When they opened their eyes, we started with the 

chicken perspective. Initially, participants prioritised the industrialised point of view of having 

a regular food source, which was followed by heated remarks like ‘caged hens don’t have 

babies’. They mostly engaged with a broad range of representations on organic hen breeding.  

What I would want is just all these things that all living creatures enjoy and deserve and 

have the right to: basically space and sunlight. When I see the non-organic chicken 

conditions (…): hideous and depressing conditions – that remind me of my office a little 

bit. (lecturer) 

If I were a free-range chicken, I really enjoy meeting up with other chickens and maybe 

even choose my own rooster. If I were one of these poor creatures in battery cages I think 

that I would just be utterly miserable. For starters, I can’t even stand up… Not a happy 

place to be. (cow owner) 
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I would just like to produce milk for my own babies and not for other people. I think that 

(…) I have this picture that other people like suck on your nipples and you just produced 

it for your babies like that’s somehow unnatural to me (Austrian vegan yogini).  

From then on, all participants became obsessed with not being force-milked – the men 

included: ‘produce milk when I want’, ‘for my own babies’, ‘unnatural to produce milk for 

others’, ‘in my own time’ and so on. The participant who owned a cow provided the only 

slightly richer point of view:  

A cow doesn’t quite have the intellect to understand why they have to be milked all the 

time. I know that I would want to be milked when I was full, but I would want that to be 

because I had a baby to feed. I would want to feed my baby. The hardest thing for any cow 

is to be separated from its calf and hearing them cry over a fence somewhere. (cow owner)  

A lecturer built upon that comment:  

(…) being constantly pregnant must be just awful. And the industrialised milking 

mechanism where you end up with mastitis, and antibiotics feed constantly and, of course, 

the separation of the cow and calf… All those things I think would be very uncomfortable 

and suboptimal. (lecturer) 

The discussion steered to the underpinners of choosing what to eat, and participants appeared 

to move away from animal welfare once again; but this time, towards one of the attributes 

strongly indicated in their answers for the questionnaires: health.  

[I want] to be conscious when I consume food, and to give just the best to my body. I 

regularly consume the organic eggs, but maybe once a month. I wouldn’t be able to afford 

that every week (…) I am a vegetarian: the eggs and the honey are what I still eat (…). I 

think that the whole vegan thing sometimes is just a trend that people follow because they 

think it’s healthy, but it’s not like vegan products are more healthy than other products. It 

depends on the principle: if it’s like I want to be healthy and this is why I am vegan than I 

buy stuff like that because I have actually no idea what it’s healthy and what is not; or if 

it is I don’t want to eat any products from animals (Austrian vegan yogini). 

Yes, I agree: is it a principle that you are trying to follow, or is it you trying to be healthy? 

(lecturer). 

(…) self-education: seeking out the knowledge about what you are putting into your body 

(food activist). 

(…) taking control back over my life and my body; not just as a consumer, but as a citizen 

(lecturer). 

The acting phase and the ‘yes, and…’ technique led them back to issues related to market 

values and access to sustainable foods: 
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Maybe moving away from this idea that you need to have a lot of money to be able to buy 

and consume sustainable food, but think about that you can get it locally and that there 

are many possibilities to get sustainable and healthy foods for free (Austrian vegan yogini). 

Yes, and make an effort to buy more sustainable food options; when there are two at the 

supermarket, and budget allows for it, go for the sustainably produced option (lecturer). 

Yes, and where the budget doesn’t allow for it, try to prioritise some foods that you can 

buy organically and sustainably… because our budgets don’t always allow for that. And 

boycott the supermarkets that continue to have unsustainable practices (including plastic 

bags!) (lecturer). 

Analysis: Health within Budget Focus Group  

This group presented a tight focus on alternative practices, which revealed other locked-in ideas 

around sustainable foods being necessarily related to cost-free or locally produced foods. In 

the mapping dynamic, even though they were asked to see the city of Auckland through the 

lens of food, they could only think of alternative food networks – when in fact, international 

cuisine, an abundance of supermarkets and trendy cafes characterise Auckland’s foodscape 

more accurately. Participants were inspired by this idea of local sources of foods and 

knowledge, which blinded them to other potentially sustainable kinds of mainstream practices. 

I was surprised to note so much emphasis on locally grown foods during discussions, as these 

were not identified drivers in the individually answered questionnaires. 

Along the same lines, although animal welfare and the environment featured highly in their 

questionnaires, participants lacked concrete words to refer to both notions (apart from the 

vegan yogini, the dominant participant who led discussions around not being force-milked, for 

instance). And budget never featured in the questionnaires either, although budget-dependant 

choices were prominent in the discussions. In the ‘yes, and…’ dynamic, participants framed 

sustainable mainstream purchasing practices as budget-dependent. Health, however, was a 

consistent value identified in both questionnaires and group discussions during the focus group 

session. The vegan yogini pointed to a conceptual dilemma during the discussions: the 

difference between choosing foods because people think they are healthy (i.e. when people 

seek healthier bodies), or due to following certain principles (i.e. protecting the animals and 

the environment).  
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9.3 Focus Group 2: Trendy Foods for Health 

Participants seemed reluctant to taste the Waiheke herb spread on organic rice toast, served as 

a welcoming gesture. Once they got access to the product’s ingredients’ list, all of them ate it 

while giggling and praising the food. After warming up with a discussion around the 

importance of plant-based diets, the observing phase began with a rich set of contributions. 

Instead of locked-in ideas about sustainability, they demonstrated a genuine openness in 

exploring concepts and localities in the mapping dynamic (see Figure 35). The girls displayed 

their connections to food trends, and what is happening on the ground. They also located all 

their favourite burgers and fish and chips eateries. Market values featured highly alongside the 

value of the experience for the eaters, which embodied not only the food but also ambience and 

‘vibe’.  

Central city is like trendy; they are more focused on more like eco-friendly, healthy and 

stuff like that. 

There is quite a contrast between like fast-food and the luxurious kind of restaurants. 

Diverse… Cafes like vegan and stuff. 

It’s more like fast-food: cheap and quick. Lots of supermarkets. 

In the rural areas, it’s mainly agricultural. So that’s like strawberry farms. I like the 

strawberry ice-creams. 

Devonport and Takapuna would be very classy… Out of my price range. 

Waiheke… Oh, I love Waiheke. Trendy kind of thing, homegrown fruits… Trendy rich kind 

of vibe! 

Upper harbour has a lot of fast food. 
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Figure 35 Mapping Dynamic: 2nd Focus Group 
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In the products brainstorm dynamic (see Figure 36), they explored issues to do with labelling 

and health: natural flavourings, sugar and unhealthy colourants were prompted by the group, 

which aligned with the answers in their questionnaires. Most girls indicated health as a pivotal 

driver to eat sustainable foods throughout discussions, as the excerpts below demonstrate. 

Eating sustainably to me means a lifestyle instead of a fad or a diet: eating healthy and 

balanced, but also what you actually want to eat. And do it for a long-term to make a real 

impact on our world. 

Making sure that I’m eating food that is good for me and that I have like a good balanced 

diet, probably food that I know has been grown ethically and that I know where it came 

from. 

Understanding the food and myself, what do I want to happen to my food before I eat, and 

what I want to put into my body. 
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Figure 36 Products Brainstorm Dynamic: 2nd Focus Group 
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Regarding production systems, the girls demonstrated some degree of awareness mixed with 

shifting worldviews regarding organic and free-range eggs: 

Organic… Does that even mean free-range? How free-range it actually is?  

Caged free means they are still in a cramped space, but they are just not in individual 

cages. 

Caged eggs are cheaper, though: more affordable. 

 I would say that the eggs on the right are more like inhumane, I guess. Like, unethical. 

Organic eggs… is it like free-range or…? 

Organic is more expensive; a lot more land is needed to produce them. 

I think the chickens are treated better if they are organic. 

I guess it makes you feel better when you buy… like… free-range.  

I think a lot more people would buy free-range, but most people just can’t afford it. 

What do they give caged chickens? Is that like steroids? Hormones? 

I will just put genetically modified chickens. 

The participants were already highlighting animal welfare and the environment in their 

discussions, which the reflecting phase further enabled. Bees were the first non-human 

stakeholders invited to the group. 

Bees are very centred around their queen bee; I would probably make sure that we are not 

getting like smoked every day, and that we had nice flowers. 

Several disconnected views followed the above statement.  

I would rather be an organic honey-producing bee because it’s a natural environment 

instead of an industrialised environment, probably more fitting to a free lifestyle for a bee. 

I feel the same way. Organic bees don’t produce like heaps and heaps of honey, and you 

are like sharing with your hive and other bees, you’d probably have your area, and the 

other bees would have another area... and it would be like nice. 

Although participants emphasised assumed environmental differences between organic and 

industrialised beekeeping practices, the outdoors environment where the organic and 

industrialised bees collect pollen and nectar can be very similar: the main difference is if 

pesticides are allowed or not. The amount of honey produced is not the issue either: the organic 

bee gets to eat its own honey, whereas the industrialised bee is usually fed sugar diluted in 
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water either partially or fully substituting honey as a food source. The herbs perspective started 

with more informed answers.  

Organic you probably wouldn’t grow as much, but you would probably feel better as a 

herb; possibly stronger and nutritious and you would probably not have any chemicals 

added to you. 

The soil will be like better and with like less chemicals on it. 

But these statements were followed by a higher degree of difficulty in taking non-human 

perspectives. 

In an industrial setting, growing herbs would be for consumerism as opposed to taking 

care of the plant's wellbeing. 

If you are an industrialised herb, you would be kind of like a clone, and kind of be exactly 

the same to all of your neighbouring species. Whereas like if you are an organic herb, you 

can like spread out and create your own kind of like space, and plant your roots in your 

soil, and not be exactly the same than the other species around you. 

As an organic herb, you would have natural sunlight and water. 

Although some of the girls indicated the environment as a driver to eat more sustainable foods, 

they demonstrated difficulty in embracing non-human perspectives and confusion regarding 

production systems. And even though none of them indicated education as an important factor 

in choosing more sustainable food options, in the acting phase and the ‘yes, and…’ technique, 

education featured in discussions.  

(…)Yes, also educating people on what organic food is and how it’s more sustainable. 

Even though it’s available, I think people don’t buy it because they think it’s too expensive, 

or they think like that’s not a whole lot better because they don’t know about that kind of 

thing. 

Educating people on the environmental impact of eating meat as well: so potentially 

coming up with ideas to make meat more sustainable, or encouraging people to become 

vegetarians.  

It’s a good idea to start teaching people from a very young age about sustainability and 

how we can preserve the resources that we have. That can be done with things like meatless 

Monday and things like that. 

Maybe my family don’t really know what sustainable food is… Maybe we could use 

technology, and people could maybe design a third type of food suitable for people who 

maybe don’t like organic food, or sustainable food: giving them more choice to like 

gradually achieve this goal. 
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Analysis: Trendy Foods for Health Focus Group  

The teenagers were interested in exploring food for taste and place. This group seemed to care 

less about established concepts than with the food experiences that they shared, which enabled 

them to embrace multiple meanings of sustainable foods and of eating in the city of Auckland. 

They explored how the city currently offers different kinds of foods in a diverse set of localities. 

They wanted to have fun as they ate: ‘trendy’ was the third most used word by this group, 

behind food and organic. However, they failed to acknowledge the farmer or producer of such 

foods. Considerations related to socially just relationships were also absent, as were regulatory 

systems, or circular practices – apart from one single contribution in the last dynamic (a fast 

food eater who seemed preoccupied with food waste).  

They portrayed vivid representations of both the environment and meanings of animal welfare. 

And yet this apparent awareness related to nourish the planet concerns was overshadowed by 

contradictions. The girls questioned their families’ mainstream purchasing practices, showing 

a preoccupation with foods that could nourish their own bodies, and elaborated on their role in 

incentivising friends and family to eat more sustainably. As they brainstormed in the 

‘observation’ phase, market conventions were pointed out concerning both sustainable and 

unsustainable products; highlighting their interest in food experiences that they could afford 

versus the ones that seemed out of their parents’ budget.   

Health featured highly in most of the discussions. In the questionnaires answered prior to the 

focus group session, participants also documented health as a pivotal reason for eating 

sustainable foods. Even though they could identify a relationship between taste and healthy 

foods, they were mostly confused about how these production systems work. Their discourses 

seemed to have been grounded on their openness to explore food, experiences and knowledge; 

but also on a genuine will to understand how those things impact the planet and their bodies’ 

health. During the focus group session, the girls seemed to correlate health with the kinds of 

experiences they wanted to have as eaters – as if health was only a driver if related to something 

else. One of them qualified to eat healthily and sustainably as ‘a lifestyle’. 

9.4 Focus Group 3: Food Knowledge and Health 

This group was less keen to utilise the graphic resources available but promptly engaged in 

discussions. After warming up, the observing phase began with the mapping dynamic, and 
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participants chose to discuss instead of write – leaving behind the only blank map of all 

sessions. The products brainstorm dynamic followed next. I gently reminded the group of the 

resources available for writing down their thoughts, and the result was Figure 37. In the 

discussions, they focused mostly on issues to do with the meaning of organic and free-range, 

with emphasis on market values, labelling practices and health concerns. The latter featured 

highly in the questionnaires answered before the focus group session.   

 

Figure 37 Products Brainstorm Dynamic: 3rd Focus Group 

Organic food is still very associated with expensive food. (Brazilian marketer) 

Anything that says organic isn’t’ always the same. It’s not like organic is a blanket term 

you can apply; it’s interpreted differently by different companies: it’s like making your 

label green. (food anthropologist) 

I am not as big on organic, as I am on free-range. My main reason for buying free-range 

is that the animals are better taken care of. (…) Since the demand for free-range has 

increased in the last ten years, prices have gone down as well. (storyteller) 

I guess that’s because they are like achieving economies of scale as well, right? (urban 

planner) 

Our bodies are living things and have been evolving with these living things. Your body 

throws all that stuff in the liver because it doesn’t know what to do with it: like emulsifiers, 
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thickeners. (…) And it’s not just for your health: every time you buy a product, you are 

voting for the industry to go that way or this way. So it doesn’t only end up with your 

health; it ends up with how the industry is going to turn out in the future. (Colombian PhD 

researcher) 

For me, it started with the eggs when I found out that these type of eggs are much better 

for me [pointing at FRENZ eggs]. (…) Do you know the health star rate that we have on 

the product? So I googled the label. It’s five stars, but there is no regulation. So you judge 

your own product. So if I want to say that this stuff that I do with a lot of sugar is four stars 

just because it has some nuts, I can. (Brazilian nanny) 

Besides the storyteller, participants displayed a low level of environmental concerns during 

discussions until the reflecting phase. Even though most of them indicated animal welfare and 

the environment as pivotal reasons for eating sustainably, the non-human perspective only 

became pronounced once herbs and chickens were invited to the group. The herbs perspective 

got them into personas while disclosing a shift in worldview and difficulties in expressing non-

human emotions.  

As a non-industrialized herb, there will be a lot of competition for nutrients and things, 

but there will be lots of types of nutrients. What’s missing for one [herb], the other one 

sends it over, so there is a lot more communication. If there is a disease that comes to me, 

other ones can attract it in a way, chemically distracting it from me. Whereas if everybody 

is the same, we are more susceptible to disease, it might feel a little bit lonelier. 

(Colombian PhD researcher). 

As an industrialised herb, I will be lacking my family and the feeling of belonging. I urge 

to go back to my family (…) (unemployed Vietnamese). 

I am really struggling not to be like a human herb [laughter]. As an industrial herb, I feel 

like I am being cared for people who think they know better than me (…). In an organic 

environment, I can just be me and have more freedom (urban planner). 

I am [Name], the herb. I don’t know why I think I am a basil. (food anthropologist) 

No way! I am a basil too; I am totally a basil [laughter]. (storyteller) 

I was planted not so long ago in a pot. That’s my goal: get big, get by, stay green; until 

somebody picked me up in a store, and now I am on a benchtop in the sun and a little 

underwater [laughter]. (food anthropologist) 

Participants were struggling to perform the herb persona, so I asked them to imagine that they 

were chickens in both industrialised and organic food systems. The unemployed participants 

elaborated on how the industrialised system offered a more reliable food source, whereas as an 

organic chicken, they never knew if they would have enough to eat. One of the more 
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knowledgeable participants also argued that chickens in cages are less likely to get bitten by 

other chickens. These hens actually share cages, so they are as likely to get bitten as in any 

other system. Overall, participants demonstrated plural perspectives and different levels of 

knowledge about production systems. 

Not likely to enjoy cages. I would probably be wondering where my eggs are. Not very 

likely to enjoy antibiotics. (Brazilian marketer) 

Chickens kind of do like to beat each other up, so if you have your own cage, maybe that’s 

not so bad. I would rather be anywhere but the third place: the place that’s kind of not 

really free-range, but pretends that it is. (…) So that’s kind of like the worst of both worlds. 

So you are probably inside and still having people having a go at you. (storyteller) 

Hi, my name is [Name]. If somebody eats me, that would be a relief because life has been 

tough: it’s better to die. [participant changes the voice tone] Hi, my name is [Name]. I am 

an organic chicken: I was so happy with my life and this amazing environment. Everything 

was perfect! I can’t believe they killed me [laughter]. (Brazilian nanny) 

I am a backyard chicken. I live in the city, and I am kind of organic sometimes. I have a 

little garden to run around, but last week we lost Charlie, my friend, who got eaten by the 

neighbour’s dog. So life is kind of alright. (urban planner) 

In the acting phase, they utilised the ‘yes, and…’ technique to discuss growing their own foods 

or growing foods in public spaces to teach people about food processes.  

I already grow some of my food, so now I am going to cross the street and plant fruits on 

the sidewalk. (…) Good food everywhere is our birthright. This planet is like a food 

growing machine (…). So why not like our parks are edible parks? (…) Why don’t we grow 

foods everywhere? There is no reason why we can’t do it. (storyteller) 

I will take a lot of your fruits, and I will share with my co-workers so that they don’t go to 

waste. (Brazilian marketer) 

Yes, and I will create a school programme so that kids learn how you guys grew your trees, 

and make recipes from them. (Colombian PhD researcher) 

Yes, and I am going to make sure that the city regulations let you grow those things. So I 

will make sure that processes are in place to make sure that any fruit left on the ground is 

like picked up and collected to make sure it’s not dangerous, and that the soil is monitored 

for its health. (urban planner) 
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Analysis: Food Knowledge and Health Focus Group  

This group presented diverse perspectives regarding sustainable food systems. While some 

participants grew and shared their foods, others were interested in structuring more sustainable 

urban food provisioning for the city of Auckland’s growing population, and a few were 

struggling to afford organic foods. One concern, however, was common to them all: 

information. During their discussions, participants tackled statutory contradictions in defining 

practices such as different kinds of production systems (e.g. organic and free-range); or how 

labelling schemes worked (e.g. green, sustainable and the health star rate). Some discussions 

revolved around how consumers were bearing the burden of judging if a product was 

sustainable or not. Participants argued that New Zealand’s labelling practices are ‘confusing’.  

This group also displayed an absence of empathy towards the people who produce and 

distribute foods, even though socially just relationships were prominent in other correlations. 

Sharing economies were present in discussions about opportunities for growing their own 

foods, foraging as a birthright and rethinking the city from the housing and eating nexus. In the 

questionnaires, most participants indicated environmental concerns and animal welfare as 

pivotal drivers for eating more sustainably. During the focus group session, they grappled with 

contradictions regarding production systems and difficulty to incorporate a non-human 

perspective. At the same time, in the non-human dynamic, some participants mobilised notions 

to do with nourishing the planet when they referred to biochemical reactions and nutrient-

diversity while displaying a critical understanding of local foods as not necessarily better than 

global commodity chains. 

This group highlighted health concerns regarding labelling practices and production systems 

on both their answers to the questionnaires and during the focus groups discussions. Their 

interest in animal welfare was prominent. This group articulated correlations between how 

foods are produced and the entailed benefits of more sustainable production systems to the 

human body.  

9.5 Cross-session Analysis 

In the discussions, the three groups of people emphasised different intangible values. The first 

group seemed concerned about the budget constraints of supporting a more sustainable diet. 

The second group highlighted a different dimension of eating: the value of the experience. And 
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the third group discussed concerns related to the politics of labelling and the impact it has on 

both consumers’ choices and health. All focus groups’ participants consistently referred to 

three pivotal values underpinning their choices of purchasing or eating more sustainable foods: 

animal welfare, environment and health. I identified the same three values in the questionnaires 

that participants answered before the focus group sessions. Table 5 summarises their responses, 

noting that some of them listed more than one reason for transitioning to more sustainable 

eating or purchasing practices. The last category (taste and other qualities in food) contains 

seven different kinds of responses, with emphasis on family peer pressure, experience with the 

agriculture sector, fair trade and ethically produced foods. I deemed the former too context-

dependent and the latter, inconsistent because participants never mentioned farmers and food 

producers in the collective discussions. This cross-session analysis will consider articulations 

within the focus groups discussions regarding animal welfare, environment and health. 

Table 5 Drivers for adopting more sustainable food purchasing practices 

Main drivers Freedom Experimentation Knowledge Total 

Health – including vegans and 

vegetarians, or participants suffering 

from coeliac disease 

6 7 7 20 

Environment 2 1 3 6 

Animal Welfare 2 2 2 6 

Taste and other qualities in foods 

(inconsistent or context-dependent) 

4 4 8 16 

 

Animal welfare featured tangible discussions during all three focus group sessions, but with 

particular inflexions. The first focus group took a very anthropocentric view as they personified 

cows, displaying a self-centred main concern: being milked only to feed their own babies. As 

they personified chickens, a broader perspective to do with freedom and connection with 

outdoors emerged, but still no mention of their impact on the environment. The second group 

was probably the least successful in embracing non-human perspectives, for their social images 

as both herbs and bees resonated too much with issues to do with socialising, such as the quest 

for their own identities as unique beings. Except for the food anthropologist, the third group 

displayed the same kind of anthropocentric view as herbs; but, as chickens, they revealed a 

more informed understanding of different production systems. 
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The environment featured in discourses as a somewhat intangible idea. Participants brought up 

that word on several occasions, yet their relationship with the term felt unreal as if environment 

meant something alien to their real-life experiences. This disjunction resonates with both the 

fact that all participants are urban dwellers and 23 of them avoided discussions around circular 

practices, such as composting and tackling food waste (the latter was mentioned only once by 

a 16-year-old participant who seemed worried about eating too much fast food). The first and 

second focus groups discussed issues to do with plastic packaging, which could be more related 

to the worlds of fame than the green world – due to the recent announcements by both 

supermarkets and government to phase-out plastic bags in New Zealand. 

Health was the main driver for most participants, both in their answers to the questionnaire and 

during focus groups discussions. In the questionnaires, summing up the related concepts 

separated from this core notion, a total of 20 participants indicated health as the main trigger 

for transitioning to more sustainable diets. One of the remaining four indicated experience with 

agriculture sector in the form but exposed that her priority was to feed her child organically 

due to health concerns during the focus group session – leaving a total of only three participants 

who indicated family peer pressure, taste and food philosophy and fair trade as alternative 

drivers. The participant who indicated taste and food philosophy is a food activist who 

displayed knowledge of both food systems and different kinds of nutritional values. On the 

other hand, the participant who indicated family peer pressure possessed very low food cultural 

capital, which could potentially lead to a lack of overall understanding of his place in the food 

system. Although health was the main driver for most participants, it was contextualised 

differently within each focus group’s discussions.  

Health as Lifestyle Choice 

During the products brainstorm dynamic (see Figure 34, p. 180), the first focus group discussed 

the meaning of healthy ingredients. Discussions revealed how important it was for some 

participants to ‘give just the best to my body’ and ‘taking control back over my life and my 

body’ (see section 9.2). Other themes, such as the freedom of growing their foods and sharing 

free foods as a lifestyle, sounded more like a statement against mainstream practices rather than 

a quest for health. At times, participants elaborated on alternative food practices as a pathway 

for transitioning to more sustainable food systems. Although these different themes reveal 

shifts in worldview in their discourses, participants consistently highlighted throughout the 
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session how they perceived health as a driver for eating more sustainably and budget-related 

challenges to sustain such healthier diets, which is more aligned with the answers in the forms 

that they filled beforehand: 

[I started buying/consuming sustainable food products for] Desire to be healthy, 

encourage environmentally friendly food production, and great taste. (food activist – 

questionnaire) 

[“] Because I love animals and want to live a healthy life. (vegan yogini – questionnaire) 

To be conscious when I consume food, and to give just the best to my body. (excerpt from 

the focus group discussion – see Section 9.2 for more) 

The second focus group was coherent around the relationship between discourses and answers 

provided in the forms, which were embodied in diverse and rich understandings of meanings 

in food. Throughout the session, they considered lifestyle and their interest in learning more 

about their bodies and what it actually means to eat healthily and sustainably (see section 9.3). 

During their session, the 16 and 17 year-old-girls explored taste and having fun as underpinners 

of food choices (see Figure 35) but also displayed informed opinions about renewable resources 

and plant-based diets (as both ‘healthier for the body’, and ‘better for the environment’). They 

engaged with health issues during the products brainstorm dynamic (see Figure 36), talked 

about their families and ways that they have been trying to influence their parents’ purchasing 

choices, among other discussions that aligned with most answers provided in their forms. 

[I started buying/consuming sustainable food products for] General fitness. (second focus 

group participant – questionnaire) 

[“] Recognised by family as more healthy products. (second focus group participant – 

questionnaire) 

Understanding the food and myself, what do I want to happen to my food before I eat, and 

what I want to put into my body. (excerpt from the focus group discussion – see Section 

9.3) 

The third focus group elaborated on concerns related to the lack of information and 

inconsistency of labels in New Zealand. Even the participants who declared themselves ‘big 

on free-range’ or ‘naturally interested’ in eating sustainably, agreed with the others on how 

hard it can be to find information about New Zealand foods in general. These frustrations 

contrasted with an apparently shared vision of New Zealand foods being desired by ‘everyone’ 

(see section 9.4). They discussed health concerns throughout the session, even though 

sometimes they seemed more interested in going beyond health towards more political issues 
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(see the discussion below Figure 37, p. 190). Participants emphasised the relationship between 

the politics of labelling and the health of the human body throughout discussions, which also 

aligned with their answers to the questionnaire. 

[I started buying/consuming sustainable food products for] Health in general and 

disappointment with the food industry in general. (pregnant Colombian researcher – 

questionnaire) 

[“] Be healthier, help animals and better digestion. (Brazilian nanny – questionnaire) 

For me, it started with the eggs when I found out that these type of eggs are much better 

for me [pointing at FRENZ eggs]. (excerpt from the focus group discussion – see Section 

9.4) 

It became clear that health was always context-dependent as in ‘health and…’. The first focus 

group participants correlated health with alternative food practices, cost-free edibles and 

budget planning (or constraints). The second focus group participants understood health 

embedded in exploring taste and having fun. And the third focus group participants often placed 

health alongside the politics of food labelling and budget constraints.  

From the synthesis of collective discourses and individual answers, I coded health as lifestyle 

choice as a dominant intangible value. The three focus groups’ analyses revealed that health 

embodied nutrition alongside other meanings and understandings of alternative food values. 

For instance, the first focus group at one point highlighted sharing knowledge about the impacts 

of foods in the human body, whereas fitness and experiences featured highly among the 16 and 

17-year-old participants and the third focus group’s participants put emphasis on animal 

welfare and labelling practices alongside human health. So, yes, health as nutrient-density 

changes for these 24 consumers, as they perform their micro-level of negotiations in the value 

chain. Participants seemed more concerned with other values in health than nutrition, even 

though some of them (especially in the third session) demonstrated a higher understanding of 

correlations between food production systems, nutrition and the human body health. The 

second question this chapter sought to answer was how such understanding impacts the success 

of sustainable foods mainstream penetration. 

Health as Lifestyle Choice, Health as Nutrient-density and Consumption Junctions 

This thesis starts from the stance that the discursive composition of the messages produced by 

both consumers and upstream suppliers of foods gets packaged back and forth to the 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

198 
 

consumption junction. Due to the level of shifts in worldview identified among reasonably 

informed people who participated in the focus groups, health as lifestyle choice may succeed 

in a questionable marketing strategy. For example, it can serve the purpose of marketing free-

range eggs that lack FRENZ’s commitments (see the Mainland discussion in Chapter 7), as 

Countdown invests in upscaling free-range and organic eggs to meet current demands at a 

lower price-point. On the other hand, governments could also use health as lifestyle choice as 

a core principle for building a strategy to educate consumers about different kinds of production 

systems, increasing food awareness in the wider social domain. Both the opportunity and the 

value proposition depend on who uses this knowledge and for which purpose. Hopefully, as 

health as lifestyle choice challenges industrial and market orders of worth, participants’ health 

discourses reveal multiple axes of alterity and ethical coordinates that may inform pathways 

for alternative food values to penetrate further mainstream urban food provisioning.  
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Chapter 10. Mainstreaming Alternative Food Values  

 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the possibilities of stimulating sustainability 

transitions through the mainstreaming of ethical products. It did so by examining efforts to 

mainstream ethical products in three New Zealand food initiatives: FRENZ Eggs, Airborne 

Honey, and Waiheke Herbs. The work focused attention on how the values driving the 

production and processing of these foods became contested in what I have termed pivotal 

consumption junctions, sites where these values encounter those of price and efficiency. These 

consumption junctions are relational spaces composed around key moments of exchange 

between retailers and producers but stretch backwards from the rooms where deals and 

contracts towards frameworks on farms and in gardens and forwards into the complex 

embodied conflicts around values in consumer decision making. The thesis argues that as a 

conceptualisation of the spaces in which values-based transitions must occur, the consumption 

junction allows scholars to align transitions thinking with convention theory. It adds the 

emphasis on systemic change of transitions thinking to convention theory and brings the 

relational social agency that is necessary to animate social change to transitions thinking. In 

this way, it adds to the conceptual armoury required to bring about just transitions.  

In a grounded sense, the thesis offered insights into the challenges of translating ethical value 

into mainstream consumption practice. Ethical commitments from all the actors are constantly 

challenged by values and conventions from multiple worlds. What emerges as a mainstream 

product in a shopping basket is the outcome of the construction and negotiation of a plurality 

of values. In cases like FRENZ eggs, animal welfare and organics ethics manage to translate 

through multiple calculations of value and compromises into a significant proportion of New 

Zealand shopping baskets. They are still ethical eggs when they arrive at the breakfast table, 

the values of the producers are intact, and a transition is being made. In the other two cases, 

the outcome is less clear, the consumption junction less smooth, and the product less pure in 

its ethical content. These two cases confirm that consumption junctions are variegated, 

sustainability is in practice a never-fully met aspiration, and contest is on-going. Just transitions 

are a struggle over the values of ethical practices.   

The dissertation went about meeting its objectives in a series of seven distinctive interventions. 

First, it developed the metaphor of sustainability buckets to emphasise the requirement for 

actors to invest in values and commitments in order to achieve sustainability transitions. 
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Second, it brought transitions thinking into dialogue with convention theory as a platform for 

examining agency in transitions and infusing convention theory with a dynamic sustainability 

praxis. Third, it identified and distinguished clearly between a set of sustainability dimensions 

or values, each of which is imagined to have a strategic investment bucket associated with it. 

Fourth, the thesis assembled these values along a guiding transitions dynamic that identified 

key sites of negotiation and potential transformation from paddock to plate (see Figure 1). Fifth, 

it highlighted the consumption junction as a key space (or series of sites) of contestation and 

opened up what is often treated as a black box. Sixth, the thesis demonstrates that this potential 

depends on coupling consumer empowerment with food awareness in real places, where 

consumers are complex embodied subjects. 

The final intervention or contribution made by the thesis is ontological. It elaborates on the 

significance of place to imagine the consumption junction for transition theorists as place rather 

than a node in value chains. It explores how the consumption junction articulates the 

convention theory’s worlds of justification, alongside multiple intangible and tangible values. 

The focus on place-dependency provides a platform for thinking through ways of coupling 

consumer empowerment with food awareness, from which reflexions are elaborated on the role 

of local government in activating the knowledge platform prospect of edible place-making; but 

also, on the recommendation for central government to incorporate a more active role 

concerning the regulatory frameworks and policy-making that can unlock sustainability 

transitions. This chapter concludes by making connections between the seven interventions and 

what can be drawn from the analysis, its implications and practical applications, alongside 

opportunities for further research. 

10.1 From Sustainability as Destination to Sustainability as Contest 

Writing about sustainability transitions directs attention to the challenge of defining what 

sustainability means in relation to the object of research, identifying what sustainability 

transitions are in play, and considering what is worth knowing about it. The studied transitions 

in New Zealand reiterate that sustainability is less an end-state or a world towards which we 

might plot transitions, but rather an aspiration, a set of dynamics through which economic 

actors relate to each other and a set of concerns around which intangible values challenge 

industrial and market orders of worth in mainstream urban food provisioning.  
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The language of convention theory could be helpful here. Treating positions on sustainability 

as orders of worth within worlds of justification echoes the way that Rosin and Campbell 

(2009) treat organic labelling schemes in New Zealand. They frame the schemes as 

conventions, which bind actors to giving up some level/measure of power to conform to the 

agreed practices. All actors forego some level/measure of power by agreeing to conform 

behaviour to the agreed practices of the convention, and each label embodies an understanding 

of what the ‘common good’ (or organics) looks like. Recognised orders of worth are established 

as a result of the negotiated conventions, which will be used to contest or support negotiations 

of other conventions that might take place within the same world. Drawing upon this 

framework, sustainability would constitute the measure of worth. In this thesis, the focus would 

lie on classifying who is more sustainable than whom according to the practices elaborated in 

Chapter 2. The sustainability buckets would thus perform as orders of worth, which would be 

positioned within worlds of justification related to health as nutrient-density and/or health as 

lifestyle choice. The classification of who is more sustainable than whom would aid in gaining 

further insights into the contests at play in the nodes of relational agencies shaped by my 

research participants.  

My findings, however, point to the inconsistencies that this approach grounded on conventions, 

orders of worth and worlds of justification would generate, for there are no agreed upon 

parameters of what sustainability means among my participants. Outside formalised 

certification schemes, such as the ones analysed by Rosin and Campbell (e.g. BioGro, CertNZ 

and Demeter), there are fewer agreed-upon parameters of what sustainability means and the 

practices necessary to deliver it. Economic actors adopt and perform different, and at times 

contradictory understandings of sustainability through the negotiation of health-related values. 

At times, they build notions of sustainability and health concerns upon contentious practices, 

as the Airborne case study demonstrates. Due to these identified inconsistencies, I drew insights 

from how my participants operate according to their own understandings of sustainability, and 

how they seek to negotiate tensions between sustainability values and the market and industrial 

orders of worth that currently prevail in mainstream urban food provisioning. I suggest that 

economic actors effectively adopt a practice-based, values grounded, sustainability buckets 

approach to the challenge. 

These diverse and at times conflicting understandings are juxtaposed against a set of practices 

that are understood to be ‘unsustainable’ as matters of fact. Sustainable practices are by contrast 

outcomes of contest over matters of concern challenging industrial and market orders of worth 
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and investment in sustainability buckets. Chapter 2 consolidated the key concerns of the 

sustainability movement into five domains: nourish the body, nourish the planet, circular 

economy, socially just relationships and economic viability. While these domains can be 

identified, the empirical work with both producers and consumers of food confirm that in the 

world of practice, there is no simple or stable structuring of these domains such that a final 

state of sustainability might be imagined and defined. Rather, from nourishing the body to 

economic viability, these domains are embodied and contested locally and in the context of 

place-specific opportunities, choices and investments.  

Recognising that for business people, materialising the values in these different domains of 

sustainability involved investment, I used the notion of sustainability buckets to emphasise that 

materialising sustainability involves agency, choice, investment and difference. Negotiating 

the mainstream penetration of ethical products is an investment process. Ethical commitments 

are costly, and there is often a trade-off to be made between ethics and financial returns. The 

pursue of financial returns embodies ethics as well, as the Countdown interviewees claim to be 

the case. All interviewees, Countdown included, appeared committed to justify how their 

actions would have a positive impact in this world. This could be framed as an appeal to a 

common good, as understood by Boltanski and Thévenot (2006 [1991]). For instance, a 

Countdown executive tried to frame their waste management programme as a contribution to 

diverting waste from landfill (or the common good), even though Countdown’s business model 

is what generates such environmental waste in the first place. It was important for her to be 

able to narrate Countdown’s practices in a different way, one in which the firm had invested 

symbolically and financially. Yet the contest over the common good is not resolved – for the 

Countdown executive it revolves around diverting waste, while for the circular economy 

advocate it must also entail initiatives that can out-design waste from the system (Chapter 2).  

This example demonstrates a shared desire among all participants to be perceived as ‘good 

people’ but not necessarily a shared understanding of ‘the common good’. At one level, there 

is nothing new here. However, recognising the consumption junction as a site of contest opens 

up the ongoing nature of such struggles and the shifting nature of meanings, values and orders 

of worth. It suggests a politics, and that continuing to explore the potential of mainstreaming 

is not a lost cause or naïve practice in the face of either power or reality. 

What my findings reiterate is that enterprises will invest in certain ethical commitments rather 

than others, as will consumers – investment that involves calculations and values beyond purely 
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financial concerns. Monetary values and efficiency are continually calculated in relation to 

more intangible values in the negotiation of transitions to sustainability. In practice, these 

values are relational, unstable and continually negotiated in embodied contexts. In food 

consumption junctions, health-related values are particularly significant and clearly illustrate 

the messy social dynamics embodied in sustainability transitions. 

So what of the mainstream penetration of alternative food values? Are health-related values 

enabling the mainstream penetration of economically viable edibles that promote socially just 

relationships while embodying circular practices, and nourishing both the body and the planet? 

Both cross-case analyses of the product-case studies and the focus groups demonstrate there is 

more to answering that question than a simple yes or no. My analyses direct attention to the 

importance of further understanding inconsistencies between nourishing the body and the 

planet where it comes to health-related values. Although Chapter 2 recognises this would be 

the ideal synergy, my findings challenge Lang’s approach to how ‘good human health’ would 

require ‘ecological viability and, vice versa’ (…) (Lang 2005). This thesis reiterates his 

consideration that ‘this is not necessarily being delivered’ while adding another dimension to 

health-related concerns. Lang’s sustainable synergy might not get delivered as a whole, but as 

Airborne demonstrates, good human health does not necessarily require ecological viability. 

The bees’ welfare and the quality of the honey can get disentangled and still generate nutrient-

density that nourishes the human body without necessarily nourishing the planet. 

10.2 Contest within the Consumption Junction: Negotiating Health-related 

Values 

The research highlights the importance of health-related values in contesting the industrial and 

market conventions underpinning the urban food provisioning current regime, at different 

nodes of the value chain. All three enterprises are committed to health as nutrient-density, albeit 

to different extents relative to other commitments. This finding aligns with other agri-food 

studies that highlight the importance of health-related values in the mainstream penetration of 

other kinds of sustainable foods (see Manniche and Sæther 2017) – for example, the specialty 

flour transition in Denmark (Thorsøe et al. 2017) (see Chapters 3 and 4). Similarly, focus group 

participants claimed to be prepared to pay a significant premium for the health benefits they 

believed they would gain from eating FRENZ eggs. While they recognised that health as 

nutrient-density benefits regards to nourishing their own bodies, these were subsumed in a 
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more determining discourse of healthy lifestyle, in which organic and free-range foods were 

understood to perform an important role. That is, health is a lifestyle choice as much as a cold, 

rational calculation to do with organs, tissue, disease and longevity.   

Sustainability as health is locked into at least two sets of on-going contest. First, it is understood 

differently by different actors; most notably it is understood by producers as nutrient quality, 

but by many in my focus groups as a lifestyle consideration. Nutrient-density is as much a 

biophysical characteristic generated by their production practices, as it is something they 

believe to be able to influence and thus a lever used to differentiate themselves in the market 

place. The former relates to how nutrient-density is produced, which varies greatly across the 

three product-case studies (see Chapter 7). The latter is a more nuanced consideration, which 

embodies their own view of what the common good looks like. While health as nutrient-density 

is purely a matter of nourishing human bodies for Airborne, it embodies other sustainability 

dimensionalities to Waiheke Herbs. And, to FRENZ, it means an engagement with most 

practices outlined in Chapter 2. While the how changes significantly, the ultimate value that 

gets negotiated at the consumption junction is still health as nutrient-density. 

Second, sustainability as health is locked into contests between value over its relative worth. 

Just as upstream suppliers of foods generate the same intangible value (health as nutrient-

density) through contentious practices, my focus groups participants expressed different views 

of lifestyle in relation to health. For consumers, health as lifestyle choice is routinely traded-

off for other values. In the group discussions around health within budget, trendy foods for 

health and food knowledge and health, the focus groups participants presented very different 

levels of knowledge about the food system. At times, they got very creative at developing their 

own sustainability narratives, which often challenged correlations with the ethical 

commitments outlined in the sustainability buckets. Still, they all invested (often limited 

resources) to purchase what they perceived to be sustainable foods at the consumption junction, 

which constitutes a challenge to market and industrial conventions that currently shape 

industrialised food systems.  

These two sets of on-going contest take shape against a lack of agreed-upon standards of what 

sustainable foods, or the common good, means in New Zealand from a regulatory perspective 

(as elaborated in Chapter 6). As my FRENZ interviewee puts it, upstream suppliers of foods 

can self-label themselves organic or free-range, challenging the efficacy of labelling schemes 

in the country. The consumer is then left to identify and decide which food qualities to prioritise 
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at the consumption junction, a challenge highlighted by one of my focus groups (Food 

Knowledge and Health – see Section 9.4). My findings, therefore, point to the lack of 

agreements upon standards, or conventions, regarding sustainable foods in New Zealand. Both 

the opportunity and the value proposition of health as nutrient-density and health as lifestyle 

choice depend on who uses this knowledge and for which purpose. Such opportunity and value 

proposition are co-constructed by economic actors in the contests and disruptions at play within 

nodes of relational agencies in the negotiations of the mainstream penetration of sustainable 

foods (see Figure 38). 

 

Figure 38 Expanded diagram of key sites of struggle over the realisation of sustainable food values 

through consumption 

Figure 38 captures multiple lines of relationality, contest and disruption, from the underlying 

investment decisions and business models of producers and purchase frames of consumers to 

the pivotal intangible values decoded from the empirical work. This figure expands the 

instrumental and transactional logics of simple value chain models underlying the version 

presented in Chapter 1 (see Figure 1, p.16) to incorporate a more agentic conception of the 

relational values at play at the consumption junction. It introduces uncertainty and instability, 

which are routine and worked through in consumption junctions where sustainable foods are 

transformed into mainstream ‘sustainable’ products. This occurs through negotiations between 

different clusters of economic actors and a series of feedback relations, but these negotiations 

are never over one dimension of sustainability in isolation (as discussed in Chapter 2). Figure 

38, for example, also includes two of the key feedback relations of economic worth (coded in 

violet) alongside the health-related values (in blue). Calculations of and commitments to health 

are made in the presence of these and myriad other relations, which come together in the 

consumption junction. In this way, the consumption junction functions as place, or locality, 

rather than a node of economic actors. It articulates the convention theory seven worlds by 

creating socio-cultural, temporal and spatial dynamics through correlations, contest and 

negotiation of both tangible and intangible values. 
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10.3 Place as an Articulation of Worlds of Justification   

In this thesis, I have used convention theory (CT) to add a reflexive dimension to transition 

theory’s systemic frameworks and to animate the crucial notion of transition with a conception 

of relational agency. In doing so, and working with the place-based contingencies of real-world 

consumption junctions as places where CT’s seven worlds of justification are articulated, the 

research has pointed to the centrality of place in any articulation of conventions. Storper and 

Salais (1997), among others (e.g. Rosin et al. 2013), demonstrate that all articulations must 

take place somewhere and that all knowledge is situated. Place is configured by institutions 

and past-resolutions of worldly articulations. Here, place is represented as world-making ethics 

of health-related values, which shape cases of successful penetration of sustainable foods in 

mainstream urban food provisioning in New Zealand.  

The convention theory literature is replete with efforts to discover an elusive 8th world that 

extends Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006 [1991]) original worlds to grapple with localised 

nature of any empirical use of the theory. Kirwan (2006), for example, suggested the notion of 

‘worlds of regard’, which would embody the coordination of expectations of both consumers 

and farmers of qualities and values. Piatti (2016), on the other hand, proposed a deeply localised 

8th world of ‘maoriness’, to capture efforts to capitalise on the rich socio-cultural practices and 

legacies of Māori in New Zealand at a time when these practices have rich political and 

economic value as well as spiritual and cultural values for Māori themselves. Each of these 

initiatives focuses on efforts to consider questions of how the other seven worlds are articulated 

in time and place. 

For Ekbia and Evans (2009), such articulations must always be a question of knowledge. They 

suggest that actual worlds emerge from distinct forms of information that must always be in 

articulation with each other across multiple worlds of justification in the production and 

mobilisation of knowledge to make any actual world. For Ponte (2016), this brings the question 

of the articulation of worlds of production to the forefront of CT analysis. That is, if Ekbia and 

Evans (2009) are right, then: 

(…) an industrial world that sees information as measurement data; a market world that 

treats information as commodity; a civic world that uses information as documentation; a 

world of fame that mobilizes information as message; a domestic world, where information 

is used as anecdote; and an inspired world, where information is intuition. (Ponte 2016, 

p.20)  
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While place might not constitute an 8th world in the classical sense of CT, worlds of 

justification, orders of worth and conventions are always grounded in contest. They conjure up 

situated worlds of articulation. The actual relations, actors and contests of a consumption 

junction is an actual place, where time, regulations, and bio-material flow and transform. It 

highlights the consumption junction as the site in which the seven worlds come together to 

forge new articulations of reality. By site, I mean the analytical locus of negotiations rather 

than a geographical location. Figure 39 represents CT’s worlds as a conceptual tree seen from 

above that finds its roots in place or site, where the worlds of justification are co-located. In 

geographies of food, authors have used localism as both ‘a coherent site of resistance to a 

placeless global’ (Guthman 2008) or to argue the opposite concerning specific local production 

systems (Morgan et al. 2006). The site articulation provides a grounding property to CT that 

extrapolates spatial embeddedness beyond the food dimension. The point is not only place is 

forged by the articulation of different worlds, but this articulation must always take place 

somewhere. Once placed, the other seven worlds will emerge in relation to each other.  
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Figure 39 Place as an articulation mechanism of CT's worlds 
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To illustrate the value of this approach and show how the place articulation helps to explain 

the emergent relations of sustainable foods mainstreaming in New Zealand, I point to the way 

that health-related values take shape and in turn shape relations in the mainstream consumption 

junction (inferring the literature reviewed on organics transitions in Europe – see Chapter 4). 

Concerns with food-scares in Europe drove new food-health social movements and an organics 

transition in Europe (Oosterveer 2013). In New Zealand, these global concerns were felt as a 

force in and of themselves but were also entangled in local articulations of orders of worth. 

However, they were connected more to local debates about the deteriorating quality of New 

Zealand production environments and the threat they posed to community activities and New 

Zealand’s clean and green export branding strategy than fears about the quality of foods 

consumed. In fact, domestic consumers tended to believe that the foods produced in New 

Zealand were safe and healthy, despite the growing use of pesticides in industrialised food 

products domestically and the European experience (Jones and Mowatt 2016). Distinct sites 

framed health-related values and associated orders of worth differently in relation to organics 

transitions in New Zealand. 

In Europe, the media, NGOs and other organisations emphasised the risks of the industrialised 

food production system (Spaargaren et al. 2013b), while in New Zealand, government and the 

media emphasised New Zealand’s position within it. Place helps us to see the working out of 

different configurations of knowledge and social relations. More broadly, it is possible to 

identify an ethic of empathy at work in the interplay of domestic, fame and civic orders of 

worth among concerned food consumers in Europe, where climate change, child labour, food 

scares and other concerns were often bundled into food social movements (Otterloo 2013). 

This was not the case among my focus groups, who generally emphasised strong concern for 

nourishing their own bodies in relation to the qualities of food products. The focus groups 

revealed an individualistic approach, albeit slightly seasoned by a social concern with national 

reputation: as in ‘Not-In-My-Body’ (Bell and Carolan 2012).   

The local articulation of the green and inspired worlds of justification has yielded distinctive 

kinds of localised socio-technical innovations in Europe and New Zealand. In Europe, animal 

welfare awareness among civic groups and NGOs seems to have driven the rise of a new wave 

of vegetarianism and veganism that currently enables food innovations (Spaargaren et al. 

2013b). In New Zealand, this is manifest in how animals’ flesh and products will affect human 

bodies, which is configuring socio-technical innovations such as the re-organisation of the egg 

sector domestically. Industrial and market orders of worth performed quite prominently in the 
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discourses analysed in this research but appear to have been less so as organics transitioned in 

Europe. The critical literature on the latter points to an acute awareness among consumers that 

drove major retailers to incorporate more sustainable practices for the first time through the 

mainstream penetration of organic foods (Otterloo 2013). Perhaps fear constitutes a more 

powerful intangible value than lifestyle choice. 

10.4 A New Consumption Junction Conceptual Model 

Each of the reflections above positions transitioning as a place-based relational problem rather 

than a systems-level challenge, or an issue of individual behaviour. Figure 38 captures some 

of this relationality, but is it possible to further disrupt the linearity and accommodate the fuller 

set of material and social relations bound up in the work of the consumption junction?  In this 

section, I propose a conceptual model of the consumption junction that captures a great range 

of this relationality. 

Chapter 6 argued that while value chain diagrams capture the key sites and much of the 

movement of objects in economies, they struggle to capture the relational complexity of 

economies, including relational agency, uneven power relations, contests among orders of 

worth, and the multi-directionality of meanings and signals. Second generation efforts to 

accommodate feedback loops, different categories of actors and stylised agency (see Figure 12, 

p.104) miss the practice-based realities of negotiating at mainstream consumption junctions, 

and the relational work that these junctions perform. My research suggests that in urban food 

provisioning and, consequently, food transitions to sustainability, the consumption junction is 

a much more relational and open space than is indicated in Figure 10. While the literature on 

consumption junctions posits them as sites of exchange, I go two steps further. I propose that 

they are far more than sites of exchange; rather, they are spaces of contestation and negotiation 

where meanings and understandings of alternative food values are built and negotiated by a 

plurality of economic actors. Figure 40 moves the discussion forward by using the notion of 

the consumption junction, where orders of worth are contested in a space that transcends the 

specific sites of value chain thought. 

I re-theorise the consumption junction as more than just a node in a value chain. I suggest it is 

rather the analytical site where economic actors routinely reorganise and re-define the values 

associated with foods. These negotiations include the tangible and intangible values at stake in 
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the mainstream penetration of sustainable foods, which are challenging the industrial and 

market conventions and orders of worth that shape the urban food provisioning current regime. 

Demands and criteria of buyers and consumers are always shifting and therefore unstable. The 

consumption junction articulates worlds of production and consumption in shifting hierarchical 

order. It is where relevant parameters get negotiated over and over again, and where economic 

actors perform ever-evolving meanings and understandings of sustainable foods and where the 

definition of sustainable foods is remade. It is in the re-positioning of the consumption junction 

that convention theory and transition theory meet in my work, and where I suggest the first 

steps of a different heuristic framework for transitions studies; one that can inject relational 

agency into systemic thinking, or the messy social dynamics that are enabling hopeful 

movements of change in between systems. By conceptualising the consumption junction as a 

position or site in processes of social change, this contribution also addresses a call by 

geographers of sustainability transitions: 

(…) place-specificity matters while there is little generalisable knowledge and insight 

about how place-specificity matters. (Hansen and Coenen 2015, p.105) 
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Figure 40 Mainstream urban food provisioning value chain: a new model 
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Oosterveer’s (2013) consumption junction model (see Figure 7, p. 60) places the consumption 

junction as a space of interaction between two distinctive groups of economic actors: upstream 

suppliers of foods and the consumers of such foods. Goods move through the consumption 

junction taking on values (meanings, prices etc.) through the contests that occur there. Figure 

40 enhances Oosterveer’s (2013) representation in four ways. First, it highlights government 

as a key node of economic actors. Second, it gives some content to the contests that define the 

interactions that constitute consumption junctions by imposing key tangible and intangible 

values on the diagram (note these are in blue, selected for my cases – sustainable foods in 

mainstream consumption junctions in New Zealand).  

Third, it extends the notion of the consumption junction beyond the idea of a stable node or 

site to an always situated, yet open, space of negotiation that is relationally co-constituted by 

the actors involved both within the consumption junction (white) and in the intersections with 

other nodes of economic actors (thick outline in grey). All nodes of economic actors exist both 

within the consumption junction space, and outside of it, so their actions may constitute 

endogenous or exogenous forces. Fourth, it recognises that the agency operating through 

consumption junctions is relational – the consumption junction shapes consumers and 

producers as values and conventions get negotiated. Finally, the diagram internalises the 

material practices and associated movements of ‘worlds of production’ (Storper and Salais 

1997) and consumption within the figure (and, in turn, the consumption junction).      

The FRENZ transition exemplifies how different values in food get negotiated within the 

consumption junction as a dynamic space in which different understandings of practices 

outlined in the sustainability buckets are negotiated by a plurality of economic actors.  It also 

emphasises the importance of actors beyond the immediate transaction between supermarket 

buyer and egg seller, most notably government, voters, animal rights movements, and 

consumers. In the New Zealand sustainable eggs case, the national government was a crucial 

actor. The Code of Welfare (2012) enabled the re-organisation of the domestic egg sector in 

New Zealand. The FRENZ transition challenges the notion put forward by some transitions 

scholars that governments simply tend to go along with corporate interests (Spaargaren et al. 

2013b). It might have been the case elsewhere, but in New Zealand, notions of animal welfare 

and environmental stewardship meant to boost NZ Inc. overseas surprisingly spilt onto the 

domestic sector when central government announced the phasing out of caged eggs. Notions 

of health challenged market conventions as the domestic demand for organic and free-range 

eggs spiked. Government opened windows of opportunity for the FRENZ transition whilst 
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crystallising uneven power relations within the consumption junction – most notably when the 

New Zealand Commerce Commission (2014) decided in favour of Progressive’s terms of trade, 

when the organisation faced investigation due to a provision included in their contracts with 

suppliers: ‘Woolworths will always buy at the best [or the lowest possible] price’. 

Government is also involved in the consumption junction for sustainable eggs in less overt 

ways. It allows upstream suppliers of foods to self-label themselves organic or sustainable, 

which challenges FRENZ to further differentiate its eggs from its competitors. Even though 

the Fair Trading Act is meant to protect both consumers and upstream suppliers of foods from 

‘misleading or deceptive conduct’ (New Zealand Legislation 2017), in my focus groups, 

labelling practices in New Zealand were portrayed as ‘confusing’. At the same time, the Food 

Act sets guidelines around food health and safety and also includes the ‘good Samaritan’ clause 

– lobbied for by Countdown, according to one of their executives. The good Samaritan clause 

may help divert waste from landfills, however, foremost it allows consumption junctions to 

keep one of the core practices communicated back to consumers: everything is always in stock 

and we can donate whatever is wasted (although consumers pay for the wasted surplus, and 

most of it still goes to landfills). 

Significantly, incorporating governments into the consumption junction as relational actors 

further grounds analysis in place and allows for a far more realistic interplay of the economic 

actors than is normally recognised. Governments shape worlds of consumption as much as 

worlds of production but are absent in most value chain analysis. Importantly, it also 

recognises, that governments are not simply system shapers or policy setters, as is commonly 

assumed in systems models (see Spaargaren et al. 2013b). They are bound up in more manner 

of relations, from setting health and environmental regulation to making unpredictable 

decisions about competition or labelling law, to influencing different consumers in different 

ways through their education spending programmes. The phase-out of caged eggs as a part of 

the Code of Welfare (2012) supporting the value of animal-products exported from New 

Zealand is not normally captured in sustainability transitions systems model, yet it encouraged 

specific actors in time and place contingent settings to act unexpectedly. The re-organisation 

of the domestic egg sector that followed saw FRENZ’s competitor Mainland adopt improved 

practices. As Amstel and colleagues (2013) recognise, in locked-in transformation pathways, 

regime actors (like Mainland) can come to ‘know the trick, see how it works, copy and 

contextualise and by doing so [bring] the existing regime at a higher level of sustainability’ 

(Amstel et al. 2013). 
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Figure 40 attempts to circumvent and displace much of the linearity of value chains and 

transitions thinking (at a more systemic level). The use of double arrows and the notion of 

spaces, rather than the singular arrows of fixed logics and the boxes of stable entities, highlights 

relationality, recursivity and co-constitutiveness rather than cause and effect. The double 

arrows signify pipelines through which multiple tangible and intangible values travel back and 

forth in reconstitutive relations. As meanings and understandings of sustainable foods travel 

along these pipelines of relational agencies, worlds of justification become re-arranged through 

negotiations within the consumption junction – talking back to the other graphic 

representations of theories that it draws upon (see Oosterveer 2013 for a transitions theory 

model; see Birch 2019 for a value chain representation). Figure 40 reiterates the value of the 

consumption junction as a way of framing valuation and exchange (e.g. Greenwald 2005; 

Dixon and Isaacs 2013; Scrinis et al. 2017) but reorganises and opens it up to relationality and 

the possibility of emergent futures well beyond the rational instrumentality presumed by 

methodological individualism to rule market exchange. 

10.5 Opening the Consumption Junction Black Box 

Understanding how consumption junctions operate as a space of contest (and not a node) is 

crucial for analysing the potential for transformations to turn into reconfiguration pathways 

(see Transitions Pathways review in Section 4.1, p. 41). They are crucial sites at which 

reconfiguration forces are materialised and new potentialities forged, and from which signals 

emanate and flow back to production and consumption nodes. The idea of reconfiguration is 

essential, but in a relational world, this occurs in a continuous context rather than a pathway. 

The point is illustrated by the different consumption junctions that have taken form around 

mainstreaming pathways through Farro as opposed to Countdown. Thought through the 

concept of the consumption junction, this comparison allows me to speculate on where the 

levers for negotiating sustainable practices may lie in stimulating sustainable food transitions 

in New Zealand. 

While Countdown positions itself in the business ecosystem as a caterer for mainstream 

consumers, Farro continues to reinforce its position as a niche supermarket chain. Executives 

at both Countdown and Farro point to core strategies centred on keeping prices down and items 

in stock. Both justify their strategies in terms of consumer demand, although it is clear that this 

is in the context of a sector dominated by the supermarket duopoly. Both invest in efforts to 
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understand consumer demand, even though they ground their strategies on the assumption of 

an unsophisticated consumer. Despite significant consumer research, there is a strong sense 

here of competition based not on differentiation or consumer knowledge but on actively 

shaping consumer values. On the one hand, this might be read as revealing consumption 

junctions to be conservative and locked into power relations that over-determine the outcome 

of negotiations (see power relations review, Section 4.3, p.49), but it might be interpreted to 

suggest that there is much to be gained from working to create a more sophisticated consumer 

demand.  

The Countdown and Farro interviewees share a declared effort to tap into new consumption 

trends before their competitors. The interviewees indicated that values get communicated back 

to the consumption junctions mostly through consumer research, although Countdown seemed 

more advanced in this regard. A Countdown executive explained that the corporation utilises 

different kinds of methodologies for sourcing data around consumer behaviour (e.g. 

demographics and quantitative data sourced via OneCard, or ethnographic approaches such as 

following consumers around the stores). What consumers reveal about their desires through 

their consumption and shopping practices is clearly important to supermarkets, as are their pre-

formed views canvassed through surveys (such as frustration with items out-of-stock, 

especially those such as fruit and vegetables where there is an alternative retail source). The 

point, then, is that supermarkets do respond to consumer desires, even if they are heavily 

instrumental in shaping them (such as creating the expectation that everything is always in 

stock).   

Ultimately, consumption junctions are the spaces in which the contests over sustainable 

practices are worked out – where efforts to tap into new consumption trends are aligned, or not, 

with the sustainability ethics of producers, consumers and Countdown executives. What 

happens in one consumption junction is related to what happens in others. As Farro, for 

example, endeavours to mainstream sustainable foods, it must have regard for the consumption 

junction in which Countdown operates. Farro is being driven to move away from its core, 

founding principles because of the parasitic shadow of supermarkets’ interest in the artisanal 

products that they promote, yet it is precisely the failure of Countdown to more fully embrace 

desires for niche products, including sustainable foods, that creates the possibility for Farro to 

enter the mainstream. While the New Zealand case fully accords with claims in the Nordic 

literature that any food transition to sustainability will have to take supermarkets into account, 

my findings suggest that this is a more complicated question than is often recognised. As the 
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FRENZ case study suggests, transitions practices and their effects can differ by sector, while 

the Farro example highlights that relations between supermarkets and other large retailers are 

also important. All these cases point to the importance of contests among values and the 

opportunities that they might open up within consumption junctions.  

Resisting Market-driven Outcomes 

What, then, does all this discussion of transitions possibilities look like on the ground? Taking 

the eggs example, the analysis of the interviews with FRENZ, Countdown and the former 

Minister of Primary Industries highlighted the importance of pivotal actors in consumption 

junctions: FRENZ (production capability) and government (phase-out caged eggs). Countdown 

conducted both quantitative and qualitative research on consumer preferences and 

demographics before issuing their announcement to phase-out caged eggs. As in the Australian 

case (Parker and Scrinis 2014), this research also canvassed how much consumers would be 

willing to pay for non-caged eggs. Ultimately, none of these moves is purely about 

sustainability ethics, those of key individuals or of buying and voting subjects – they are woven 

into market and political concerns. They are about contingency, concerted action, seizing 

opportunities, as well as ethical commitment. They result from contest and struggle in 

consumption junctions, as they are in other celebrated cases globally (Parker and Scrinis 2014; 

Parker and De Costa 2016; Carey et al. 2017; Scrinis et al. 2017).  

The Unimelb research team concluded that the Australian owned Coles Supermarkets 

researched consumers before announcing to phase-out caged eggs. The empirical work in this 

thesis also highlighted how Countdown conducted both quantitative and qualitative research 

on consumer preferences and demographics before issuing their announcement to phase-out 

caged eggs. However, Parker and Scrinis (2014) revealed that Coles Supermarkets researched 

not only how consumers felt about this decision (before making the announcement) but also 

how much consumers would pay for these kinds of eggs. A synthesis of the underlying 

mechanisms of Countdown’s and Farros’ business models with the study on free-range eggs in 

Australia led me to identify two components underpinning the phase-out of caged-eggs: 

research on consumers’ interest in such eggs (i.e. demographics and surging demand), and 

research on how much these people are willing to pay for them (i.e. price point) (Parker and 

Scrinis 2014; Parker and De Costa 2016; Carey et al. 2017; Scrinis et al. 2017).  
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FRENZ itself, of course, is also a key actor in the consumption junction, even if cited upstream 

from some pivotal points of exchange.  FRENZ currently benefits from the excess demand for 

free-range eggs over national production capacity, both in terms of price, security of contracts 

and ability to materialise their ethics through a position of strength in the consumption junction. 

While Countdown is acting commercially to stimulate further production of free-range eggs to 

reclaim its monopolistic power in free-range egg markets, FRENZ’s strength to date has meant 

that they have been able to dictate the terms of reference around what constitutes a free-range 

egg and how the concept should be delivered and framed in markets. This strength and the 

terms of ‘free-range’ will need to be contested on an on-going basis; the transition is neither 

final nor complete. The sustainability ethics embodied in FRENZ eggs could easily be washed 

out of the wider egg supply system should mass producers emerge and greenwash their 

practices to secure free-range status under the current regulatory framework. FRENZ and other 

like-minded businesses must continue to struggle to generate more robust consumer knowledge 

and expectations, and more robust regulation on production, sales and labelling practices, and 

thus secure advantages in consumption junction negotiations. 

The current transition towards sustainable egg provision is founded on ethical commitments 

that rest on a fragile structure of negotiations, which could potentially shift radically. The 

danger resides in two underlying mechanisms inherent to Countdown’s and Farro’s business 

models, which could be generalisable to mainstream consumption junctions more broadly 

understood: the quest for the lowest possible price and keeping everything always-in-stock. 

Nowadays, these two core practices are – at least temporarily – interrupted because FRENZ 

cannot fulfil the current demand for their eggs. Politically, a series of interruptions would have 

to be engaged to enable FRENZ’s technological substitution pathway to turn into a 

reconfiguration pathway for the entire egg sector in New Zealand. It is clear that we cannot 

expect capitalist markets to deliver this outcome. 

The Airborne case exemplifies the need to continue to contest values in all spheres of the 

consumption junction. Both Countdown’s and Airborne’s interviewees emphasised honey 

quality over organic production and bee welfare. Countdown’s interviewees stated that the 

supermarket chain does not sell organic honey due to the lack of demand for it, as revealed by 

consumer choice in-store and consumer preference research. Airborne interviewees monitored 

consumer preferences in terms of quality attributes in the tasting experience. They attributed 

their competitive advantage in the market place to their knowledge of preserving honey’s 

nutritional properties, conveying this information effectively through labelling and marketing 
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campaigns. Their mainstream market advantage is quality at a particular price point. Neither 

Airborne nor Countdown pointed to consumer concerns with organic honey or bee welfare, an 

observation borne out in my focus groups where consumers did not hold a universally 

recognised, well-understood or well-articulated position with either concern. Breaking the 

emphasis on lower prices will take significant efforts by actors to bring to bear the market 

implications of different value wherever different orders of worth collide.   

The Waiheke Herbs owner brought to bear another sustainability value on the consumption 

junction. She claimed that the choice to sell to New World is a conscious one; grounded on her 

preference for supporting local businesses (alluding to the fact that Countdown is Australian 

owned). She claimed to refuse to negotiate any of her ethical commitments in exchange for 

increasing the mainstream penetration of her organic herb spread. Her belief in agroecological 

systems of production and the natural healing power of herbs drove her to continue a hard 

journey of educating consumers through tastings and events. In a context, where no alternative 

source of momentum is driving towards sustainable herbs in New Zealand, the result has been 

that Waiheke Herbs has achieved limited purchase in consumption junctions. One can find 

Waiheke herb spread in ten New World stores, the six Farro Fresh stores and other specialty 

stores in the city of Auckland; whereas Airborne honey and FRENZ eggs are sold at both New 

World and Countdown stores spread across New Zealand and have established successful 

exports operations. In this situated context, the challenge of transitioning is to identify and 

bring to bear other forces, perhaps cooking shows, recipe books, or celebrity chefs – either 

directly through an emphasis on herbs, or indirectly through other products and emphasising 

the importance of completing the ethical meal with ethical herbs. 

Disrupting established consumption junctions externally represents another transitions 

strategy. Chapter 4 touched on current attempts to disrupt consumption junctions framed by 

large monopolistic retailers and providers. These consumption junctions normalise scaled-up 

practices of urban food provisioning and limit opportunities for retailers such as Farro or 

Belgium’s Colruyt to compete for mainstream demand via more ethical practice and supply 

relations. There are multiple small-scale examples in Auckland of alternative attempts to 

connect consumers directly to suppliers, tackling both waste and price limitations (Sharp et al. 

2016). Get Kai is an enterprise that tries to upscale these connections in Auckland through a 

websitexv. It started operating in Auckland in 2018, utilising the same kind of algorithms as 

GrubMarket’s (USA)xvi, attempting to connect mainstream consumers living in the city with 

local producers and suppliers. While these experiments are crucial to thinking alternative 
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futures, these disruptions have not as yet challenged the major up-scale providers and will need 

to proliferate and/or upscale their activities and connections to overturn current business 

models and offer-up a disruptive pathway to transition. The struggle over values must continue 

at consumption junctions. 

There is a strong case for further research on ways to couple consumer empowerment with 

eating awareness, so that consumption as a social practice can increasingly resist market-driven 

outcomes generated in consumption junctions. Further, stronger regulation is almost certainly 

necessary to intersect with and intercept business models in consumption junctions. Here again, 

as with ethical demand, research on how to develop regulation that will drive different business 

practices in consumption junctions will be valuable. Consumer empowerment coupled with 

food awareness and stronger regulation may open windows of opportunity for further 

sustainability transitions, but this will depend on people-place relationships. The vital point is 

that possibilities for success in transitions to sustainability are clearly spatially and historically 

contingent.  

10.6 A Potential Pathway for Urban Food Reconnection 

 (…) there is something inherently hopeful about this style of scholarship. Once you start 

thinking in terms of verbs – doings, thinkings, and feelings – rather than nouns – 

structures, subjects, objects – you cannot help but grasp multiplicity, in terms of not only 

what ‘is’ but what ‘could be’. (Lewis et al. 2016, p.24) 

This research is a determination to encourage transitions to sustainability through consumption 

as a social practice. The research suggests that this will require a much more incisive, sharper 

understanding of how values shape consumer empowerment than the critical literature has yet 

to develop. We will need to find ways of coupling values and awareness of practices so as to 

reconnect urban populations with knowledge, politics and ethics of food provisioning. As in 

the case of free-range eggs, a mix of consumer empowerment and regulation may enable 

significant change. Research shows that food awareness has been increasing through different 

kinds of experience, especially among social groups such as pregnant women who might 

conceivably lead change centred on health, empathy and concern with the future (Jones and 

Mowatt 2016). Certain kinds of experiences, such as pregnancy, can metamorphose 

unsophisticated consumers into active, co-producers of food knowledge. If enough people 

transform, then the food system can change from informed demands underpinning consumer 
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empowerment (or endogenous and exogenous pressure). Exploring place-based mechanisms 

for teaching people about food through experiences represents a promising pathway for 

reconnecting urban dwellers with food processes.  

It took humanity 100 years to build the degree of disconnection with food processes 

experienced in cities today, but there is no reason to believe that this could not be undone by 

creative models and approaches to educating urban people about food. Carolan’s (2017) 

argument that we can change the system by teaching people through experiences rather than 

words finds an echo in Freire’s (2000) work. The Brazilian philosopher states that the learner 

needs to become a co-producer of knowledge, instead of a passive listener. The author criticised 

the nature of the Brazilian educational system as a form of reproducing social inequalities 

(Freire 2000). As in the traditional forms of education enacted in Brazil, urban people’s 

disconnection with food processes may support oppressive relationships in society.  

Urban Living Labs (ULLs) are one example of a place-based mechanism that can enhance just 

transitions and relations through disruptive urban experiences (see the review in Section 4.2). 

For instance, the Green Living Lab, in Amsterdam, actions awareness about food processes 

through a community garden that hosts educational activities for children and the surrounding 

community (see Figure 4 p.47). However, Davies et al. (2017) and others argue that these kinds 

of initiatives are small-sized and advocate for building sharing networks that would hopefully 

have a wider impact in the social domain (see Chapter 3). Drawing upon these considerations, 

I started advocating for metamorphosing parts of ornamental landscapes into edible ones (NZ 

Herald 2020; Ribeiro 2020).  

Local government should manage these new, edible landscapes to avoid problems such as 

volunteers that either discontinue these kinds of initiatives or avoid sharing harvesting 

practices. They tend to do so at least partly due to a sense of ownership underpinned by the 

invested labour (see, for instance, the Kelmarna Community Garden case in Ribeiro 2019a - 

Figure 41). In the course of this study, I have engaged with multiple actors to investigate the 

potential for a publicly managed ULL centred on growing foods in public spaces to activate 

civic commons into dynamic knowledge platforms in the city of Auckland (Ribeiro 2019a). By 

eliminating the issue of ownership, the planned approach to edible landscapes enables 

consumers to perform as citizens. It presents food as a public service rather than a product to 

be consumed (Boltanski and Chiapello 2007). 
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Figure 41 Kelmarna Community Garden (reproduced with permission from Ribeiro 2019a, p.59) 

The work uses urban food forestry designs to suggest edible landscapes for two inner-city 

parks. These initial sites, or focal points, are designed to substitute parts of the current 

ornamental landscapes for edible ones, focusing attention on interstitial spaces where urban 

landscapes might become food landscapes. I wrote that publication before conducting my focus 

groups, but these ideas are also supported by the findings from one of them (Trendy Foods for 

Health – see Section 9.3), in which the participants associate health as lifestyle choice with 

having fun (or ‘trendy foods for health’). This thesis conceptualises the focal points and 

subsequent nodes of urban food forestry as Urban Living Labs (ULLs), which constitute an 

experimental mechanism for actioning long-term goals increasingly utilised by governments 

worldwide (as elaborated in Section 4.2).  

The Fun-loving Food ULL designs initiated a dialogue in Auckland (NZ Herald 2020; Ribeiro 

2020). While requiring local government’s intervention to be materialised, the initiative finally 

raised attention among a local government that had largely the efforts of community groups of 

different forms to initiate urban agriculture (in its many forms). Auckland Council is currently 

trialling the publicly managed edible landscape idea utilising a part of the Monarch Park, in the 

Kaipatiki Local Board. There is an important role for local government in these place-based 

initiatives, especially those mobilising the commons, and one that needs to be played more 

actively and more supportively in most contexts. Its involvement might involve finding ways 

to support the love and fun that may underlie many of these place-making initiatives towards 

pathways for food reconnection (de Graaf 2012; Nasr and Komisar 2012; Mansfield and 

Mendes 2013; Tornaghi 2014; Napawan 2016; Davies et al. 2017; Muñoz and Cohen 2017). 

Love and fun hopefully constitute more powerful long-term transformative mechanisms than 

fear. If fear is to be the pivotal force for challenging mainstream food provisioning, we are left 

having to wish upon us the food scares that drive it. From the mainstream penetration of 
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FRENZ eggs, Waiheke herb spread and Airborne honey, I learned that different orders of worth 

challenged market values, but the latter still underpins the more nuanced articulations of value 

embodied in these sustainability transitions. Reconnecting urban people with food processes 

implies experimenting with mechanisms for potentially enabling a long-term paradigm shift 

concerning such nuanced articulations of values in the wider social domain. Educational place-

making holds the potential to normalise such paradigm shift. Love and fun are the key elements 

in this dream that, if turned into a built reality, would entail new dimensions in food that 

embody love, knowledge and conviviality. 

10.7 Making Connections 

My research offered significant insights into how consumption junctions operate to mainstream 

sustainable foods. It elicited information on food producers and food consumers, and rare 

material on how supermarkets actually act from interviews with Countdown employees, 

information that is often hidden from researchers (NOU [Norway’s Public Investigations] 

2011; Parker and Scrinis 2014). Although that constitutes a good start, we need far more data 

to open the consumption junction black-box fully. Future research with more participants could 

unpack further the nodes of economic actors identified in Figure 40 into the sub-networks 

operating on meso- and micro-levels. FRENZ eggs, Waiheke herb spread and Airborne honey 

offered diverse, rich sets of knowledge about many of the contradictions regarding ethical food 

practices that allowed me to understand how health as nutrient-density is produced differently. 

However, there are many more enterprises and many more actors within consumption 

junctions, all of whom have stories to tell of their practices and values. Similarly, the focus 

groups involved participants from a restricted set of backgrounds. 

One of the challenges facing transitions research is to demonstrate how established 

consumption junctions actually operate, which remain configured by market-driven outcomes 

albeit challenged by the rise of alternatives. Much might be gained from future quantitative 

research. Current estimates are patchy and of variable quality (e.g. the 5% market share 

commonly attributed to ‘sustainable foods’ broadly understood - see Spaargaren et al. 2013b; 

Morgan 2014). They struggle with essential definitional issues (what is sustainable food) as 

well as data access. More quantitative insights could also shed light on how useful health-

related values could be for informing marketing strategies to mainstream further sustainable 

foods and/or consumer practices and preferences. 
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Being able to demonstrate more participants and diverse qualitative methodologies would 

communicate stronger messages about possibilities and concerns to government, supermarkets, 

niche stores and a host of prospective retailers and food intermediaries, food producers of all 

types and sizes, as well as consumers themselves. This strengthening of messaging would help 

to yield consumer empowerment that far transcends the purchase decisions of discrete 

individuals. Similar effects might be generated from new research using qualitative 

methodologies that provide deeper insights into consumption as a social practice (Goodman 

and DuPuis 2002). One potentially enriching method would be to take an ethnographic 

approach and follow consumers of sustainable foods as they shop at supermarkets. An 

ethnographic approach would offer insight into how values are communicated back to the 

consumption junction.  

Following a supermarket buyer as a relational agent would also produce valuable insights, for 

further enabling the mainstream penetration of sustainable foods will involve working within 

consumption junctions to destabilise the junctions and stimulate temporary reversals, such as 

the free-range eggs victory, by creatively exploiting contradictions among orders of worth and 

ethical dilemma. All interviewees voiced personal ethical commitments and the will to make a 

positive impact in this world, which constitutes a resource for change even if the consumption 

junction business model remains driven by market values. Even though consumption junctions 

are likely to remain pivotal spaces where most of the urban population source their foods, 

interventions in sustainability transitions will need to contest this dominance. Contradictions 

and contestation are inherent to sustainability-related practices, but this might provide 

opportunities for change rather than be seen as a fracture in the shared purpose of a movement. 

There is also more research to be done on alternative consumption junctions, especially 

research on the business practices and models that they adopt. Such research will help us to 

evaluate better the challenge posed by initiatives such as Get Kai and GrubMarket, how further 

experimentation might be stimulated and better connections made to couple consumer 

empowerment with awareness about food processes, and what it takes for these experiments to 

succeed in implementing new food provisioning arrangements in cities. It might help 

governments worldwide to enforce systems of regulation that can steer consumption junctions’ 

strategies towards more sustainable practices; while creating a more inclusive space for 

competition that would disassemble the dominance of monopolies and duopolies actioning 

urban food provisioning in most Western nations (Morgan et al. 2006; Guthman 2008; Marsden 

2013; Spaargaren et al. 2013b; Steel 2013; Dicken 2015; Li 2015; Carey et al. 2017). 
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What became clear as I interacted with the people making food transitions to sustainability 

happen on the ground in New Zealand is that sustainability is not a place where we will arrive 

and suddenly make everything right. Sustainability is a movement rather than a destination. 

The idea that we can live in closer and more harmonious relationship with the environment and 

other people has been inspiring those of us taking a journey away from dominant models of 

production, distribution and consumption. The disruptions that we frame as transitions to 

sustainability are shaped by people trying to challenge the status quo. Products or services 

cannot become sustainable if disembodied from networks of people who share a belief that 

such movements of change are needed. As a movement in between systems, sustainability 

transitions must embody experimentation on the ground. The messy social dynamics 

underpinning these processes reveal discourses permeated with contradictions and 

contestations over distinct understandings of orders of worth. 

In this thesis, organising such messy social dynamics embodied the challenge of paying 

attention to relational agencies coupled with systemic change. I experimented with coupling 

transition theory’s frameworks with convention theory to understand consumption junctions 

and the potential for disrupting them. I have also experimented with the idea of the Fun-loving 

Food ULL, an experimental mechanism for coupling consumer empowerment with awareness 

about food processes, expanding the health as lifestyle choice intangible value into place-

making knowledge platforms. The Fun-loving Food ULL (Urban Living Lab) highlights the 

importance of active learning and place-making in experimenting with reconnecting urban 

people with food processes, and thus food awareness with consumer empowerment. 

There are, of course, transitions roles to be played by central and local governments in 

promoting and supporting new initiatives and regulating the existing world. One initial 

intervention in New Zealand might be to use regulations to tackle the two core unsustainable 

practices identified in the supermarkets’ analysis: the quest for the lowest possible prices, and 

the waste that ensues from keeping everything always-in-stock. There are also roles for 

corporate social responsibility. FRENZ, for example, is an ethical producer, and there are 

ethical actors in all of the enterprises I interviewed. The challenge comes when this ethics is 

challenged by profitability, especially in moments of crisis. There may be roles here for 

government in supporting ethical producers to maintain ethical pathways or to level playing 

fields by pressuring less ethical producers into more ethical practices. 
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My final message, however, is that it is initiatives such as the Fun-loving Food ULL that offer 

ways forward that allow for a fundamentally different articulation of orders of worth than those 

offered in business as usual. It is precisely the experimentation with others in doing things 

differently within expanding networks of connection that will allow people to be otherwise in 

their food practice. It is these experiments that will enable the new articulations of worlds of 

production and consumption in place necessary to stimulate food sustainability transitions. And 

it is in these ways that new connections will be built to sustain sustainability transitions. 

Perhaps the most valuable lesson that I learned resides in the correlation between the cross-

case and cross-session analyses: even if mainstream consumption junctions continue to 

dominate urban food provisioning, there are endogenous and exogenous forces that can steer 

their strategies towards more sustainable practices. Place-making, sustainability-targeted 

policies and regulation constitute hope for reorganising and reconfiguring relational agencies 

and systemic relations for mainstreaming further alternative food values.  
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1. Appendix: Focus Groups Protocol 

 

Each focus group session lasted for approximately 48 minutes. The participants were always 

welcomed with a tasting of an organic product made in New Zealand. They were invited to sit 

down and enjoy the food while signing the consent forms. I would then explain the focus 

group’s dynamics and welcome the participants to begin the session. The main purpose of the 

dynamics was to understand how and why these consumers transitioned to more sustainable 

food purchasing practices, and the social mechanisms that might had fostered these transitions: 

such as particular aspects of living in the city of Auckland. 

1st Phase: Convening (5 minutes) 

The group formed a circle, and each participant addressed the warm up-question: ‘say your 

name and the first word that comes to mind when you think about sustainable food’. 

2nd Phase: Observing (18 minutes) 

Mapping dynamic: The participants were invited back to the table. They were given an A3 size 

map of the city of Auckland (see Figure 42, p. 228). They were invited to see food through the 

lens of the city, and discuss these relations. 9 minutes 

Products brainstorm dynamic: The participants were invited to brainstorm about 8 products 

displayed in a A3 sheet of paper. The three studied foods were presented with a fourth product 

on the left side, and 4 unsustainable versions of these products were displayed on the right side 

(see Figure 43, p. 228). 9 minutes. 
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Figure 42 Focus Groups Mapping Dynamic Resource 

 

Figure 43 Products Brainstorm Dynamic Resource 
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3rd Phase: Reflecting (10 minutes) 

Inviting Non-Human Stakeholders: The participants were asked to form a circle again. They 

were asked to appreciate particular non-human perspectives regarding industrialized versus 

organic production systems.  

- 20 March 2018 Focus Group’s non-human perspectives: cows and chickens. 

- 7 April 2018 Focus Group’s non-human perspectives: bees and herbs 

- 20 April 2018 Focus Group’s non-human perspectives: bees, herbs and chickens 

4th Phase: Acting (10 minutes) 

Participants were asked to form a circle and ‘Yes, And…’ the person to their left about the 

topic: ‘how can we, consumers-citizens, foster food sustainability transitions?’ 

5th Phase: Harvesting (5 minutes) 

Essential Title: In the same circle, each person came up with a title for summarizing ‘what it 

means to eat sustainably to you’. 
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Table 6 Focus Groups’ Form 

Name:  

Age:  

Professional occupation: 

Do you have children? If you do, please indicate how many / ages. 

How many people live in your household? 

What kind of physical exercises do you practice and how often? 

What drove you to start buying/consuming sustainable food products?    

Home address: 

Work address: 

Addresses of preferred places for groceries shopping (please include at least 1 supermarket). 

Example: Supermarket (name): 125 queen street 

Mode of transportation you usually take to buy food at preferred places (please indicate from 

where you usually depart). Example: from home to supermarket 1 = car. 

Please circle the range of income per year that applies to you (if you share your household 

expenses, please circle the option that applies to your incomes together): Up to 30K | 

Between 30K and 60K | Between 60K and 90K | 90K or more. 
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2. Appendix: Interviews Questions – Farmer-producers and 

Processor-distributors 

 

Where it reads ‘eggs’ (for FRENZ) it should be understood as honey for Airborne and as 

Waiheke herb spread for Waiheke Herbs. NA stands for ‘Not Applicable’. 

Table 7 Product-case Studies Interviews 

1. Business historical chronicle 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

Please tell me about when, how 

and why you got involved with 

organic eggs production. 

Who owns this business? 

 

 

Focus on how Airborne used 

to own hives for over 50 

years and turned into a 

distributor and exporter in 

recent decades; Peter's history 

(current CEO): his 

beekeeping training in 

Australia and the changes he 

implemented after he started 

running the company in the 

1980s. 

Focus on how the 

business was born 

and its founder’s 

mentality: Wendy 

(CEO) started 

Waiheke Herbs due to 

her interest in 

Aromatherapy 

Science in the 1990s. 

How do you close the loop of the 

hens’ life cycle? What happens 

when a hen dies? What do you do 

with its manure?  

Focus on recyclable materials. 

 

How are the flocks structured? Is this a cooperative? 

Do you have contracts with flock owners determining in advance 

the price of their eggs? Can they sell to another company? Is 

buyout a part of your business operation? 

 

Do you use renewable energy in your farms? 

Are there any types of waste of organic or inorganic materials in 

your farm? 

How do you transport the eggs? Do you use electrical vehicles? 

Absence of animal 

husbandry in this 

business model. 

 

All the questions 

regarding socially just 

relationships and 

circular production 

principles applied. 
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2. About the product 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

I understand there is no standard 

definition of free-range: how does 

FRENZ define free-range? 

 

Focus on the regulation for 

organic honey, and on the 

bees wellbeing; for example: 

How do you extract honey 

from the hive (chemicals?)? 

Do you take it all?  

Focus on organic 

cultivation and 

agroecological 

systems, such as 

agroforestry. 

 

What is the difference between 

FRENZ free-range and organic 

eggs? What are barn raised eggs?  

What type of land do the hens get 

to walk around (grass / cement?)? 

How do you deal with diseases? 

Those applied mostly to 

Airborne due to the animal 

husbandry involved: e.g. what 

is the difference between 

honey produced organically 

and the Airborne guidelines 

for your beekeepers? 

NA 

What do each group of hens eat? Do you sell the bee’s pollen? 

Do you feed sugar to the bees 

instead of letting them have 

their honey and pollen? 

Organic NPK sources 

and nitrogen fixation: 

Do you mix the crops 

or do you have to 

rotate them? How do 

you fix nitrogen? Etc. 

How do the eggs get their golden 

colour? Do you add any types of 

colorants to their feed? 

Airborne was asked about the 

honey’s texture. 

NA 

Are they raised separately (free-

range and organic producers)? 

How much space do they have? 

Space for the bees inside one 

hive, and how many hives per 

hectare. 

Relationship between 

hectares and grams 

produced. 

Which one is your most profitable 

product: free-range or organic 

eggs? 

Airborne was asked about the 

different honeys the company 

distributes in relation to 

Manuka honey. 

Waiheke Herbs was 

asked about 

profitability: specialty 

stores x mainstream.  

Please talk about the health 

benefits of your products and the 

Airborne was asked about 

particular inflections in the 

Aromatherapy  

Science and the 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

233 
 

relationship between nutrient 

density and production system. 

honey merchandising, such as 

the Manuka Honey Factor 

(UMF). 

healing properties 

offered by the 11 

herbs in the Waiheke 

herb spread recipe 

Please talk about the production process of this product, its packaging / labelling: 

recyclable materials? 

Why do you stamp your eggs? 

Why are they packaged in 10 

units instead of 12? 

NA 

3. Market share 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

How many eggs do you produce per year?  

What is the size of the NZ eggs market and what is FRENZ eggs 

current share? 

Where do you export your eggs to? What percentage of your 

revenue comes from exports?  

 

Waiheke Herbs faced 

challenges when tried 

to export, and 

currently only sells in 

the domestic market. 

How are you exporting to China? Are you exporting to China? NA 

 

4. Competition 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

Do you reckon Mainland is your 

biggest competitor? 

Airborne’s main competitor is 

Arataki. 

Unique product and 

therefore has no 

competitors yet. 

Are Mainland eggs Fonterra 

owned? 

NA 

What differentiates your eggs 

from their organic and free-range 

eggs? 

Honey texture, nutrient 

density and production 

systems in relation to Arataki. 

NA 

How does the ‘phase-out of 

conventional cages for layer hens’ 

impact your business: 2012-2020? 

Airborne and Waiheke Herbs were asked about 

challenging regulations that contribute to hinder or 

foster their businesses’ development. 
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5. Marketing strategy: consumer 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

- Do you network or interact with sustainable food consumers directly?  

- How are online tools a part of it? 

- Why do you think consumers pay a premium for your eggs? 

What new qualities do you think 

FRENZ eggs brought to the eggs 

market in New Zealand?  

What about other markets in the 

world to which you export? 

Airborne exports to more 

countries than FRENZ. 

An Australian venture 

capitalist firm 

approached Waiheke 

Herbs with a buy-out 

offer. 

- Are intangible values a part of your marketing strategy? 

- Do you conduct marketing researches such as focus groups and interviews to 

elaborate your marketing strategy? 

- How do you establish your price point? Export/NZ market 

- Are FRENZ eggs sales growing, stagnating or declining? Export/NZ market 

- Can I see examples of promotional campaigns you conducted recently? 

6. Marketing strategy: mainstream retailing 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

- Who are your major clients (Countdown or New World)?  

- How did you manage to sell to a major retailer?  

- What kind of conditions do they ask of you in sales contracts?  

- Is your profit margin to your satisfaction or do you feel pressured to lower your 

prices?  

- Do you reckon major retailers share the ‘added value’ of your product with you? 

7. Execution and future strategy 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

- Do you have a strategy for growth? Where do you go from here?  

- Do you worry that growth and mainstream will undermine the ethical positions?  

- Is growth damaging for sustainability?  

- Please comment on your company’s current capabilities and the kind of new 

capabilities you see yourself investing in the near future.  

- What kind of achievements do you see for FRENZ eggs in the years to come?  
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- Which were the key networks that fostered FRENZ eggs successful transition to 

mainstream?  

- Do you think your business is sustainable in the long run?  

- Please comment on sustainable egg production: what is the political motive (main 

drive) for taking the journey from unsustainable to sustainable practices?  

8. Visit 

FRENZ Airborne Waiheke Herbs 

Genetics: Where do the hens come from? What are their kind? 

How do you breed them / select their genes? Are they GMO? 

How do you select 

and reproduce seeds? 

- Egg’s production process.  

- Packaging and labelling of the product. 
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3. Appendix: Interviews Questions – Consumption Junctions 

 

Table 8 Consumption Junctions Interviews Questions 

1. Business historical chronicle and circular practices: 

Countdown Supermarkets Farro Fresh Foods 

Are you present in other countries besides Australia and NZ? NA 

- Please tell me about when, how and why you got involved with food retailing.  

- Please tell me about your job as __ at Countdown: what does your day look like?  

- Who owns this business? Who is your boss?  

- How do you handle waste? What happens if a food expires?  

- Do you use renewable energy in your store? Do you use electrical vehicles? 

- Do you pay your employees a fair wage? Is Countdown unionized? 

2. Marketing strategy: consumer 

Countdown Supermarkets Farro Fresh Foods 

What kind of data do you get from ‘Onecard’ and the consumer 

voice online surveys?   

Farro’s loyalty card: 

how many people shop 

at Farro weekly? 

- What new food qualities do you think Countdown brought to New Zealand?  

- Do you conduct marketing researches such as focus groups and interviews to 

elaborate your marketing strategy?  

- Can I see examples of promotional campaigns you conducted recently? 

- Do you have ways to determine how much a single person usually buys via their 

loyalty cards?  

Do you know how much exactly they are buying from my 

product-case studies? Can you please share this information? 

Can I see examples of promotional campaigns you conducted 

recently for these products?  

Please talk about / show me: the dynamics of stocking these 

products on shelves.  

With what kind of products do they sit with? 

How come you don’t 

sell Airborne honey? 

 

The other questions 

apply to Waiheke herb 

spread. 

- Are intangible values a part of your marketing strategy?  

- Do you network or interact with sustainable food consumers directly?  
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- How are online tools a part of it?  

- Do you invest in educating consumers? Examples: organic x free-range eggs / 

Manuka honey x other honeys.  

3. Competition and Circular Practices 

Countdown Supermarkets Farro Fresh Foods 

Do you reckon New world is your biggest competitor?  

How does Countdown differentiate itself from NW?  

 

How do you handle 

competition with major 

supermarket chains? 

Do you think sustainability play a part in your marketing strategy? 

Why did you decide to ‘phase-out conventional cages for layer 

hens’?  

Why did you decide to phase-out plastic bags?  

Can you tell me about your food waste initiative? 

How does the caged eggs 

phase-out announcement 

impact your business? 

How come Countdown doesn’t operate electric vehicles yet, 

whereas New World has been growing their electric vehicles 

initiatives since 2017? 

Do you use electric 

vehicles? 

4. Contracts with farmer-producers and processor-distributors 

Countdown Supermarkets Farro Fresh Foods 

How do ‘lockdown’ sales work?  ‘Farro Special’ sales. 

Do you ‘pay’ for the discount or does the supplier absorb this expenditure? 

- What is your profit margin for each product? How do you establish your price point? 

- Does your organization pressure distributors to lower prices?  

- How is product competitiveness addressed in sales contracts with your suppliers?  

- Do you reckon your organization shares the ‘added value’ of sustainable products 

with the suppliers? 

5. Execution and future strategy 

Countdown Supermarkets Farro Fresh Foods 

- Do you have a strategy for growth? Where do you go from here?  

- Do you worry that growth and mainstream will undermine the ethical positions?  

- Is growth damaging for sustainability?  

- Please comment on your company’s current capabilities and the kind of new 

capabilities you see yourself investing in the near future.  

- Do you think your business is sustainable in the long run? 



Sustainability Transitions in New Zealand: Mainstreaming alternative food values 

238 
 

4. Appendix: Participant Information Sheets (PIS) 
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https://www.consumer.org.nz/articles/free-range-eggs
http://www.callaghaninnovation.govt.nz/customer-stories/eggs-mussel-power
file:///D:/1%20Ongoing%20PhD%20work/waihekeherbs.co.nz
http://www.airbornehoney.co.nz/
http://www.ysorganic.com/
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xiv http://webrear.mbie.govt.nz/theme/household-income-
median/map/timeseries/2018/auckland?accessedvia=auckland&areatype=ta&right-transform=absolute  
xv https://app.getkai.co.nz/log-in 
xvi https://www.grubmarket.com/welcome 
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