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Abstract 

Food supply chains exist in a volatile world, and are facing an increasing global 

pressure to behave in a responsible and sustainable manner, whilst providing 

adequate nourishment for a growing population: the dairy industry in the United 

Kingdom is no exception to this responsibility. An imbalance of power amongst 

stakeholders in the dairy supply chain appears to facilitate sustainable behaviours for 

some, at the expense of other actors’ livelihoods. From the perspectives of the 

multiple stakeholders that are impacted by the activities of the dairy supply chain, 

this research aims to identify the different ways sustainability is defined within the 

industry, and what evaluative factors affects the perception of sustainability. Power is 

focused on to investigate the mechanisms that underpin powerful players’ abilities to 

influence and legitimise certain sustainable practices, 

A multi-method, qualitative, inductive approach is assumed by this research, drawing 

on the previously utilised frameworks of stakeholder theory and resource 

dependence theory, as well as the novel introduction of a cultural hegemony lens in 

the sustainable supply chain field. The latter concept influenced the use of critical 

discourse analysis as a method, which represents a further novelty of this research. 

Contemporary grey literature on sustainability in the UK dairy industry was analysed 

from multiple stakeholder perspectives to identify sustainable storylines in the texts 

and understand how power is transmitted through discourse. Both a dominant 

storyline, with foundations in an economic growth paradigm, and an alternative 

storyline, with focus on an equitable sustainable future, emerged. Through 

recognising a duality of stakeholder identity, a self-perpetuating cycle of legitimacy 

was observed. 

26 semi-structured interviews then took place with different stakeholders of the UK 

dairy industry, from which 12 distinct factors are associated with the evaluation of 

sustainable practices in the UK dairy industry. The need to move away from 

perceiving sustainability as a static checkbox requirement is stressed, with a 

multifaceted and dynamic approach towards measuring sustainable performance 

being suggested. The importance of the relationship between consumer and retailer 

is highlighted, as well as a mechanism that links together components that can 

influence sustainable practices, referred to as the loop of power. By blending both 
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the findings and theoretical lenses in this research, the concept of hegemonic 

resource value is proposed. Finally, the tension between the paradigms of the 

dominant and alternative approach are contrasted, illustrating the profound 

difference that exists between members of the UK dairy industry. Practical 

implications of this research include the suggestion of an independent trade 

association with statutory power in the dairy industry that spans all stakeholders, as 

well as suggestions of areas of focus for such an organisation. 

Keywords and Phrases 

sustainable supply chain management; power; critical discourse analysis; cultural 

hegemony; dairy sector
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1 
The need for change 
 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Sustainability and the UK dairy industry 

Sustainability is more than just a jargonistic buzzword scattered throughout 

organisational discourse; it is a pressing issue at the heart of society’s collective 

conscience. But, how is such a significant concept understood and processed by 

multiple actors (Egan, 2019), and who is behind the shaping of its understanding? On 

a global level, the need for sustainable food systems that have the ability to support 

the world’s ever-increasing population is critical (Govindan, 2018). As the Food and 

Agriculture Organisation of the United Nation’s (2014) report on sustainable agriculture 

emphasises, sustainability is an important and complex issue: greenhouse gas 

emissions, lower productivity, food safety concerns and transport issues are a sample 

of challenges identified in supply chains (Sharma et al, 2019). Food supply chains 

around the world are key to ensuring sufficient nourishment can reach a population 

safely and securely, without compromising quality of life (Dong et al, 2014; Koufteros 

& Lu, 2017). Contemporary research continues to facilitate action on sustainable 

issues, such as demonstrating the use of technology to combat food waste issues 

(Ciccullo et al, 2021). However, creating intrinsically sustainable supply chains 

remains rather difficult, given differing organisational perspectives, structures and 

approaches that can be found in different players (Ha-Brookshire, 2017). As 

sustainable supply chain management advances in a meaningful direction, it appears 

fundamental to ensure understanding of sustainability as a concept. 

Consider the UK dairy industry, where a low farmgate price received by producers 

has subsequently led to a continuous decline in the number of dairy farms (Glover, 
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2020; Anderson & Curry, 2016). The majority of these dairy farms are small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Great Britain. DEFRA, 2020a; 2019), and it is 

these smaller sized businesses that are struggling to continue operating (Glover & 

Reay, 2015). Indeed, pricing of milk contracts has historically been an important 

issue to suppliers and buyers (Bates & Pattisson, 1997), and farm income remains 

topical with recent uncertainty around Brexit (van Berkum et al, 2016). Subsequently, 

new policies are being introduced, such as the Agricultural Act in the UK (Coe & 

Finley, 2020) and the Unfair Trading Practices directive in the EU (European 

Commission, 2021). The effectiveness of these fledgling regulations is yet to be 

seen. 

Tied with their economic success is the producers’ ability to invest in environmentally 

sustainable schemes on farm (Rodriguez et al, 2009), as well as in their local 

communities and their work-life balance, with life quality and societal impact being 

important social goals (Janker & Mann, 2020). These additional aspects typify the 

triple bottom line perspective to sustainability (Elkington, 1997), capturing a broader 

social and environmental view of sustainability, rather than just considering 

economic issues in isolation. This low farmgate price and decline in producer 

numbers may appear unsustainable, but this notion is influenced by fundamental 

assumptions made by an individual when perceiving sustainability. For instance, 

Figure 1.1 shows the number of cows in the UK and average milk yield per cow, 

shown in the red and blue lines respectively. It appears that the number of cows, and 

hence the total emissions from livestock, has slightly decreased whilst yield, thus 

productivity, has increased. Therefore, this relationship suggests that milk appears to 

have less emissions per pint than in the past, and could point to the decline of SMEs 

through vertical integration in the supply chain, as is discussed in Chapter 6. The 

economic pressure put on producers has resulted in what appears to be an 

environmentally sustainable improvement. However, such a framing does not 

acknowledge all the economic, social and environmental aspects of Elkington’s 

(1997) triple bottom line. Indeed, such issues facing the dairy industry can lead to its 

condemnation, such as pollution (Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United 

Nations, 2006) and animal welfare (Arnott et al, 2017). Even within the narrow 

context of the dairy industry, it appears there is more than one way to view 
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sustainable practices. So, why do certain sustainable practices appear to establish 

themselves with greater legitimacy than others? Power appears to be the answer. 

1.1.2 Power and the UK dairy industry 

In his theory, the philosopher Michel Foucault posited that power is present in all 

social interactions, and it remains unescapable on both a macro and micro-level 

(Lynch, 2014). The relationship between organisations in a supply chain is no 

exception to this, where the importance of power cannot be understated; even if an 

effective collaboration has been established, the sharing of any subsequent benefits 

and outcomes remains influenced by the division of power between actors (Reimann 

& Ketchen, 2017). In this context, such a split might not be seen in a favourable light 

by all actors, alluding to another maxim of Foucault’s theory of power:  

“Where there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault, 1990). 

The UK dairy industry offers an example of how power can be wielded to the benefit 

of some, but at the expense of others. Economic uncertainty is evidenced through 

the volatile fluctuations of the farm-gate price received over the past few decades by 

Figure 1.1:  A graph showing the number of UK dairy cows and average annual 

milk yield per cow. (AHDB Dairy, 2021a; AHDB Dairy, 2021b) 
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dairy producers, whose numbers have decreased by over two thirds in the past 25 

years (Uberoi, 2020). In the UK dairy supply chain, the power held by milk buyers is 

greater than that held by Small and Medium Size Enterprises (SMEs) upstream in 

the supply chain, such as farmers (Glover, 2020). Glover (2020) goes on to 

emphasise that this asymmetry facilitates retailer control over what sustainable 

supply chain management (SSCM) practices are imposed on suppliers, leading to 

division within communities and increased levels of stress felt by the SMEs. 

The importance of behaving in a sustainable manner has been acknowledged by 

wider dairy industry, as evidenced through collaborative initiatives such as The UK 

Dairy Roadmap (Dairy UK et al, 2018) and The Dairy Sustainability Framework 

(2015). Food retailers themselves also have their own sustainable initiatives and 

reporting mechanisms (Caritte et al, 2015), and the power held by these actors can 

be wielded beneficially by encouraging the implementation of SSCM practices, as 

well as facilitating effective monitoring and compliance activities (Touboulic et al, 

2014). However, by taking the different perspective of those on whom such 

measures are imposed, alignment with the SSCM activities of large corporations can 

result in an increased financial and environmental burden on the least powerful in the 

supply chain (Glover & Touboulic, 2020). When considering an industry where such 

actors are already facing uncertainty and hardship, such as the dairy sector, 

increasing costs seems inherently unsustainable from an economic perspective. 

Although such issues are faced to differing degrees by all actors in supply chains, 

the pressure from different stakeholder groups nevertheless increases awareness 

and adoption of SSCM practices (Meixell & Luoma, 2015). In 2018, the agricultural 

sector was responsible for 10% of total greenhouse gas emissions in the UK, with 

emissions of methane from cattle being a notable source (Great Britain. Department 

for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2020). Coupling such environmental 

considerations with the volatile economic situation faced by the dairy industry, and 

the importance of ensuring an equitable sustainable future in this context becomes 

apparent. So, with unfair and unsustainable practices appearing to take place across 

the dairy industry to weaker stakeholders, how do powerful actors ensure their 

worldview remains dominant and successful? This research intends to expose this 

mechanism, representing a key contribution to knowledge to emerge from this 

project. 
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1.1.3 Research project motivations 

The previous two sections represent the main practical motivation that drives the 

need for this research, specifically the unequal power balance and unfair treatment 

of players in the dairy industry, which creates sustainability problems that span 

economic, social and environmental concerns. A detailed quantitative example of the 

bleak economic situation faced by a typical dairy farmer can be seen in Table 2.2. 

Whilst this practical issue is sufficient in demonstrating the importance of this 

research problem, further academic and personal motivations also exist for 

undertaking this project. Chapter 2 explores the unique challenges that agri-food 

supply chains encounter, with detail explicitly given on the dairy industry in Section  

2.6. Considering the research design, the output from Chapter 3 highlights the lack 

of theoretical lenses used in sustainable supply chain management. This 

encouraged the use of theory explored in Chapter 4, with cultural hegemony being 

chosen to clearly address the power imbalance from the perspective of the weaker 

actor, which is shown in section 3.5 to be seldom found in existing research. Indeed, 

the use of theories informed the motivation behind methodological decision making, 

which is discussed further in section 5.10. Finally, the researcher has his own 

personal motivations for undertaking the research, whose rural upbringing and past 

experiences are explored in section 5.12. 

 

1.2 Research aim, questions and contributions 

Building on the work of Else (2015), who considered the UK dairy farmer’s 

perspective on supply chain sustainability, this research will consider sustainable 

practices from the perspective of multiple stakeholders in the UK dairy industry. As is 

explained in further detail in both Sections 2.6.3 and 5.8, these stakeholders are 

direct members of the dairy supply chain, as well as those who have major influence 

over the actions of the dairy industry. The aim of this research project is to 

investigate sustainable practices within the dairy supply chain from multiple 

stakeholder perspectives. This will be achieved through identifying how sustainability 

is conceptualised, how it is evaluated and how those in powerful positions are able to 

manipulate the dominant narrative whilst suppressing the weaker stakeholders. 

Conceptualisation refers to how entities in the dairy industry actualise the abstract 
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notion of sustainability, with key entities emerging when appraising which supply 

chain player has the power to influence sustainable narratives. Similarly, 

sustainability performance evaluation relates to how stakeholders judge and 

appraise success and failure of sustainability within the dairy sector.  Three research 

questions to meet this aim are formed throughout the literature review in Chapter 2, 

where they are shown to be emerging from gaps in existing literature. They are: 

1. How are sustainable narratives conceptualised from a multi-stakeholder 

perspective in the UK dairy supply chain? 

2. How is sustainability performance evaluated from a multi-stakeholder 

perspective in UK dairy supply chains? 

3. How does power held by multiple stakeholders influence sustainable 

narratives created within the UK dairy supply chain? 

There are four ways in which this research aims to contribute to existing knowledge 

on sustainable supply chain management: 

1. Empirical findings: By answering the research questions, this research will 

uncover the sustainable narratives that exist in the dairy industry, and the 

power mechanisms that reinforce selected practices as dominant. Evaluative 

factors will also be identified to present distinct areas of focus for the future. 

2. Theory: The use of cultural hegemony in sustainable supply chain 

management is novel in the field. The application of the theory aids in 

understanding how powerful stakeholders control the dominant sustainable 

supply chain narrative, whilst weaker stakeholders are suppressed. Resource 

dependence theory is also employed as a lens to analyse the structure of 

power in the dairy supply chain. Both cultural hegemony and resource 

dependence theory inform the conceptual development of the hegemonic 

resource value model developed in Chapter 8. 

3. Methodology: Critical discourse analysis is employed to compliment cultural 

hegemony in uncovering sustainable narratives and their associated 

mechanisms, demonstrating the usefulness of the method when considering 

power within a sustainable supply chain context 

4. Practice: The findings that emerge from this research are not merely abstract: 

a motivation behind the research was to provide evidence to spark a new 
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discussion in the UK dairy industry. Building on this evidence, practical 

recommendations are given for the dairy industry, including the creation of an 

independent trade association and suggestions of areas of focus. 

A deeper explanation into the contributions and practical implications can be found in 

Chapter 9, along with limitations of the research. 

1.3 Thesis Structure 

Including this introductory chapter, there are 9 chapters in this thesis, through which 

the reader will be guided through the research process. The aim of Chapter 1 is to 

provide an initial rationale for focusing on sustainability and power in the UK dairy 

industry supply chain context. Clarity is also provided through explicitly stating the 

aim and research questions, as well as the contributions of this research and key 

terminology definitions. 

Chapter 2 takes the form of a narrative literature review, where focus begins with 

broad consideration of sustainable development and supply chains, and ends up 

highlighting the gaps from which the research questions are formed.  Sustainability is 

initially looked at from its origins, after which the triple bottom line is explicitly defined 

and critiqued. Narratives within sustainability are then explored, offering insights into 

previous research undertaken on the topic. Sustainable supply chain management is 

considered generally at first, then focus is afforded to an agri-food context. This 

leads onto a discussion on the UK dairy industry, considering issues around Brexit, 

sustainability and the different stakeholders that make up the dairy supply chain. 

Finally, attention is turned to power in a supply chain context, followed by power in 

sustainable supply chain management. 

Deriving from Chapter 2 and the need to comprehensively understanding power 

issues in existing research, Chapter 3 provides a systematic review into power in a 

sustainable agri-food supply chain context. There are many reasons for the inclusion 

of this chapter in the thesis; it captures emerging contemporary research; it deepens 

understanding on the topic of interest in this research and the suggested areas of 

future research provide further rationale for undertaking this project. An explanation 

of how the systematic review was undertaken is initially given, followed by a rich 

bibliographic data and summary statistics section. The findings of this review are 
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structured around the intersection of relative power held by actor, covering powerful 

and weaker stakeholders, and the associated author perception of sustainable 

supply chain management practices, both fair and unfair. After these findings, a 

future research agenda for the sustainable supply chain management field is given. 

Chapter 2 and 3 together form a review of the relevant literature, whose relationship 

is illustrated in Figure 1.2. Given the broad and emerging nature of dairy supply 

chain sustainability, an initial need for making sense of the existing research 

landscape and relevant grey literature was key in exploring where the knowledge 

gaps are situated, hence the narrative review of Chapter 2. As the importance of 

power in relation to agri-food sustainability emerged as critical to this project, a 

rigorous systematic review on this topic was subsequently undertaken to provide 

greater understanding and rationale for exploring power in this research, as well as 

shaping the research design of the study, such as theoretical lens use. Key outputs 

from the literature reviews are summarised in Table 3.4. 

The theoretical framework of this research project is afforded its own chapter in 

Chapter 4. There are three lenses drawn on in this research: stakeholder theory, 

resource dependence theory and cultural hegemony. Each are considered in their 

own section, followed by an explanation of the relationship between the theoretical 

lenses themselves, as well as how they relate to the research questions. Chapter 5 

offers a comprehensive insight into the methodology that underpins this project. This 

is the only chapter written in the first-person perspective, which was used to facilitate 

Figure 1.2: The relationship between Chapters 2 and 3 

Broader scope 

Narrower scope 

Beginning of Narrative Review 

End of Narrative Review 

Systematic Review 

Robust research questions and 

research design rationale 

Sustainability 

Sustainable supply chains 

Dairy supply chains 

Power in supply chains 

Power in sustainable 

agri-food supply  

chains 
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a transparent account of the choices and issues made in this research. The research 

questions are rewritten in an objective format to begin with, followed by a 

consideration of research philosophy, strategy and design. The two methods used in 

this project, critical discourse analysis (CDA) and interviews, are each given two 

sections. Given its novelty in sustainable supply chain management, both a general 

overview and detailed look at the analytic process of CDA are given. The interview 

sections relate to data collection and data analysis issues. The relationship between 

the theoretical lenses and methodological choices in this project is then explored, 

followed by ethical considerations. Finally, a reflection is offered on the researcher 

background and issues found when undertaking the research. 

Chapter 6 is the first of the results chapters, reporting out the output of the CDA. 

Detail is given on the selection of documents used in the discourse analysis, and the 

discourse coalition concept is introduced as a useful method of operationalising the 

cultural hegemony lens in the CDA. Context around the documents is then given, 

which feeds into sections on the approach taken to sustainability and stakeholder 

identity that emerged in the findings. It is here that the dominant and alternative 

storylines are introduced, as well as the cycle of legitimacy. A discussion then takes 

place by drawing on concepts of cultural hegemony and discourse coalitions, after 

which emerging future recommendations for the dairy industry are stated. 

The findings from the interview phase of the research are reported in Chapter 7, 

which are structured around the research questions. Approaches taken to 

sustainability are considered first, followed by the factors affecting sustainability 

perception in the UK dairy industry and the importance of power in influencing 

sustainable practices. The factors affecting perception make up the largest section of 

this chapter, with each of the 12 identified factors being given their own subsection, 

with evidence being provided through supporting quotations. The section on the 

importance of power is split between an examination of the relationship between 

consumers and retailers, and the identification of a mechanism on the influencing of 

sustainable practices, referred to as the loop of power. 

Chapter 8 is the discussion chapter of this thesis, providing further analysis on the 

findings. The chapter begins by relating the output from the interviews to each of the 

theoretical lenses in turn, culminating in the proposition of the hegemonic resource 
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value concept, which blends the theoretical lenses together with each other and the 

findings. The results from the CDA and the interview phases of the research are then 

compared and contrasted against each other, focusing on each research question in 

turn. Finally, a more fundamental outlook is assumed as the differing sustainable 

growth paradigms of the dominant and alternative approach to sustainability are 

highlighted, as well as the tension brought about by the difference. 

The conclusion of this thesis is delivered in Chapter 9. Each research question is 

directly responded to in order, with a summary of the empirical findings in this project 

forming the answer. Additional contributions from this research are then explained in 

detail, spanning methodological and theoretical implications. Practical 

recommendations for the UK dairy industry to implement in the future are suggested, 

with explicit links being made to associated research findings. Limitations associated 

with this research are then addressed, with the thesis ending on some concluding 

remarks.  

To ensure this thesis can be navigated and comprehended as clearly as possible, all 

chapters include an introductory and concluding section to guide the reader through 

the content. Furthermore, a table that summarises the key points raised in each 

section can be found at the very end of each chapter, aiding the reader in 

recognising and recalling significant ideas as they progress through the research.  

 

1.4 Key terminology definitions  

Several key concepts are introduced and repeatedly drawn on throughout this 

research. They are defined as they become the focus of attention in the natural flow 

of the thesis structure. The purpose of this section is not to substitute this approach 

but complement it by bringing together the definitions of important concepts that are 

frequently mentioned throughout the research, Displayed in Table 1.1, stating these 

definitions ensures clear comprehension of the research from the beginning, and 

acts as a reference point if a reminder is required as the thesis is explored. Note that 

the ambiguous concept of sustainability is explored in Section 2.2, with approaches 

in the dairy industry defined from the findings in Section 6.5 
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1.5 Chapter 1 Conclusion 

Although this research project was initially proposed in 2016, the unsustainable 

treatment of farmers remains topical in 2021, with the EU declaring their intention to 

halt the decline of small farms (Harvey, 2021a) and high-profile figures such as 

Prince Charles linking smaller scale farms to future sustainability (Harvey, 2021b). 

When looking at the UK figures, this decline in farms is tangible: the 9,559 producers 

of England and Wales in 2016 have declined in number to 8,040 as of April 2021 

(AHDB Dairy, 2021c). Their decline might be due to economic issues, but as was 

highlighted in Section 1.1, this is also linked to the ability to address environmental 

concerns (Rodriguez et al, 2009). As time progresses, sustainable issues in the UK 

 

Table 1.1: Key terminology definitions 

Concept Definition 

Discourse The context and set of practices around a specific group of 

texts and utterances (Hajer, 2005; Mills, 2004) 

Power One party’s ability to enforce its will on another party. 

(Reimann & Ketchen, 2017; Emerson, 1962) 

Storyline A condensed account of facts related to a complex topic, 

helping the narrator to interpret and make sense of the 

subject. Multiple individual storylines can exist for the same 

topic (Hajer, 2005) 

Sustainable 

Supply Chain 

Management 

“The management of material, information and capital flows 

as well as cooperation among companies along the supply 

chain while taking goals from all three dimensions of 

sustainable development, i.e., economic, environmental and 

social, into account which are derived from customer and 

stakeholder requirements. (p.1700)” (Seuring & Muller, 2008) 

Value A trade-off between perceived benefits and sacrifices, with 

benefits relating to aspects of quality and high-level 

abstractions held by individual consumer, and sacrifices 

relating to monetary and other costs (Zeithaml, 1988) 
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dairy industry appear to be becoming more acute, and so too does the urgency to 

introduce an intervention, or indeed a revolution: a need for change. This research 

intends to begin addressing that need by issuing a call for change in Chapter 9, 

based on the evidence and arguments presented throughout the thesis. 

This chapter intended to introduce the rationale behind undertaking this research by 

giving background information on sustainability and power in the UK dairy supply 

chain. The subsequent sections are then dedicated to ensuring clarity in both the 

research itself and the thesis. The research questions are initially stated, with their 

emergence from the literature being demonstrated in Chapter 2. The contributions of 

this study are also highlighted, with further detail being found in Chapter 9. Detail is 

given on the thesis structure to navigate the reader around the text as necessary, 

breaking down the key content offered in each chapter. Finally, key terminology 

definitions are collated from across the thesis and emphasised to improve 

understanding.  

 

Summary of key points 

 

o Economic, social and environmental sustainability is a pressing, 

contemporary issue facing the UK dairy supply chain, where powerful 

players have the ability to influence sustainable practices. 

o This research aims to investigate sustainable practices in the UK dairy 

industry by understanding how sustainability is conceptualised and 

evaluated by different stakeholders, as well as considering how powerful 

stakeholders can influence the dominant, industry-wide approach to 

sustainability. 

o The contributions of this research come from the empirical findings, the 

theoretical lenses, the methodological choices and the practical implications 

for the dairy industry 

o Structure and key definitions are outlined in this chapter to enhance reader 

clarity and comprehension. 
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2 
Sustainability in Supply 

Chain Management 
 

2.1 Structure 

To contextualise the research questions within the literature from which they emerge, 

this chapter assumes the form of a narrative literature review. Jesson et al (2011) 

discuss the importance of the critical aspect of such a review, with particular 

emphasis on the difficult process of challenging expert opinion with informed 

argument; this critical stance has been consciously considered throughout. The 

layout of this literature review follows guidance from Jesson & Lacey (2006), who 

suggested the inclusion of a search term report to let the reader evaluate the writer’s 

literature searching techniques; the report for this chapter is shown in Appendix A. 

Academic journals are primarily drawn on, with complementary grey literature used 

to support points in the absence of other sources. Given their landmark definition in 

sustainability literature, nothing prior to the Brundtland commission in 1983 is drawn 

on in this review, with many sources being as contemporary as possible . 

To begin with, background is given on the origins and approaches to sustainable 

development on a conceptual level, as well as a discussion on the formation of 

sustainable narratives. An overview of sustainable supply chain management 

practices is then given, after which focus will be afforded to UK food supply chains, 

The UK dairy supply chain will be explored in depth, concentrating on the economic 

situation and sustainable policies found in the industry. Two sections are dedicated 

to exploring the concept of power in relation to supply chain management. Finally, a 

summary will be given, drawing out the key points from this chapter. 
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2.2 The multifaceted meaning of sustainable development  

2.2.1 Sustainable development origins 

As society advanced and technological progress was made, the United Nations 

recognised the importance and necessity for such progression to develop in a 

sustainable manner, resulting in the formation of the Brundtland Commission in 1983 

(Valiante, 1989). Sustainable development is an ambiguous, and arguably 

contradictory, concept for which many definitions exist, although one landmark 

definition commonly stands out: that of the Brundtland Commission (White, 2013). 

This intergenerational interpretation, that calls for humans to ensure the needs of the 

present and the future are met (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987), has been instrumental in shaping subsequent definitions of the 

sustainable development concept (Glavič & Lukman, 2007). It was from this report 

that the term sustainable development became more widely used: a term which 

aspires to uphold social and environmental considerations alongside economic 

issues (Bärlund, 2004). Of course, society has changed profoundly over time since 

1987, and as Fergus & Rowney (2005) point out, so too will the meaning of 

sustainable development change over time. In particular, how the definition is 

interpreted will depend on the lens created by the main paradigm at that epoch, of 

which today’s is currently based in economic rationality (Fergus & Rowney, 2005). 

Essentially, as sustainable development is an intrinsically broad concept, it could be 

argued that humanity should accept the definition will continually need amending and 

refreshing (Thompson, 2007). 

Regardless of its ever-changing nature, countless, and sometimes conflicting, 

definitions of sustainable development still exist. Starting with simple dictionary 

definitions, Wilcox (1992) denotes how the term development is not synonymous 

with growth, as the former implies an increase in quality without requiring any 

growth, which is simply an increase in quantity. Daly (1993) would emphasise the 

importance of this qualitative trait, as he argues growth in a quantitative economic 

sense is unsustainable, further emphasising the semantic distinction between 

sustainable development and sustainable growth. Even within a specific supply chain 

context, being sustainable can be defined differently depending on where the focus 

of the author lies, as is demonstrated in Section 2.3 on supply chain sustainability.  
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Some academics have considered commonalities between different definitions of 

sustainability and sustainable development when comparing them in their work. For 

instance, White (2013) uses a tag cloud to visually demonstrate the most common 

words found in over 100 sustainable definitions. Jabareen (2008) goes beyond 

consideration of vocabulary choices and looks at several key concepts found in 

sustainable development definitions to build a theoretical framework. Examples of 

key concepts discussed include the ethical paradox and natural capital, the former of 

which relates to the mediating role that sustainable development assumes between 

the conflicting concepts of environmental sustainability and economic development. 

Natural capital can be seen as distinct from human-made capital; it is something 

naturally occurring that value can come from (Costanza & Daly, 1992). Aiming to 

maintain the same amount of natural capital going forward into the future can be 

referred to as strong sustainability (Jabareen, 2008), whereas weak sustainability 

allows for human-made capital to substitute natural capital (Hopwood et al, 2005).  

Strong versus weak is not the only way to classify approaches to sustainability, as 

Rees (1995) discusses the difference between an expansionist and ecologist 

paradigm regarding sustainability. In an expansionist paradigm, the economy is 

independent from the environment, whereas in an ecologist paradigm, the economy 

is totally dependent on the environment. Rees (1995) is an advocate of moving to an 

ecologist paradigm and suggests that social and environmental benefits of making 

this transition should be focused on, rather than the negative economic issues. 

Hopwood et al (2005) also consider the different approaches to sustainable 

development and frame it around three different tiers: status quo, reformation and 

transformation. Hopwood et al (2005) finish by calling for something beyond simply 

the status quo, but acknowledge that this is at odds with the managerial approach 

taken to sustainability development, corroborating with the calls of other academics 

for a paradigm shift, such as Rees (1995). 

This desire to move toward an eco-centric approach to sustainable development is 

emphasised by Imran et al (2014), who criticise the Brundtland Commission’s 

sustainable development definition as too anthropocentric. Imran et al (2014) explain 

that embracing ecological sustainability goes beyond the environmental pillar of the 

triple bottom line and places nature on the same level as human considerations. In 

practice, this increasing emphasis on environmental considerations is noticeable 
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through the development of frameworks. Between 2000 and 2015, the United 

Nations aimed to tackle poverty on a global scale through 8 goals, known as the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Out of the 8 MDGs, only 1 explicitly focused 

on environmental sustainability (United Nations, 2015a). The MDGs were 

superseded by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which form part of the 

UN’s Agenda 2030 (United Nations, 2015b). In these 17 SDGs, environmental 

sustainability appears intertwined with social and economic sustainability, with 

examples including combining ending hunger with the promotion of sustainable 

agriculture, and linking access to water with sustainable water management (United 

Nations, 2015b). The UN is not the only organisation producing sustainable 

frameworks that interweave social and environmental concerns, with Oxfam 

producing the UK doughnut model, which interprets sustainable development as the 

area between a solid social foundation and the boundary of the environmental ceiling 

(Sayers & Trebeck, 2015) 

So far, vocabulary used in definitions, commonalities between definitions and 

sustainability classifications have all been discussed, as well as an exploration of the 

paradigms these definitions are contextualised in. This examination needed 

conducting as the ambiguity around sustainable development is central to this 

project in two main ways. Firstly, it demonstrates there is an awareness that 

stakeholders may be operating with different ideas of what sustainable development 

means. This difference of approach is fundamental to research question one, which 

is concerned with different approaches to sustainability. The second way this 

ambiguity impacts this project is the researcher needs to clarify his own working 

definition of sustainability, both to help the reader understand his point of view and 

for the researcher to behave reflexively and suppress his own opinion when 

collecting data. As such, the researcher will declare his own working definition of 

sustainability, which is contextualised and shown in Section 2.3. 

2.2.2 The Triple Bottom Line 

The economic, social and environmental aspects of sustainable development 

became the three tenets of the triple bottom line (TBL): a concept which was defined 

by John Elkington in his book Cannibals with Forks (Elkington, 1997). Through the 

TBL, Elkington directly applied sustainable development to businesses, emphasising 
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the urgency to develop sustainable business practices and providing the foundations 

for how sustainability can be achieved (Jeurissen, 2000). The TBL concept 

encourages organisations to measure their economic, social and environmental 

impacts, placing equal importance on all three concepts (Milne and Gray, 2013). 

Elkington’s (1997) TBL approach to sustainability is drawn on in this study to make 

sense of sustainability in relation to supply chain management practices. A benefit of 

the TBL is the broad nature of the concept, which has the potential to encourage a 

range of sustainable behaviours (Longoni & Cagliano, 2018). However, this desired 

holistic overview is not always reflected in reality, with the economic, social and 

environmental pillars receiving differing levels of attention in research and practice 

(Huq & Stevenson, 2020), further echoed in calls throughout research for greater 

interconnectedness of the TBL dimensions when considering sustainable supply 

chain management (Morali & Searcy, 2013; Gopalakrishnan et al, 2012; Vurro et al, 

2009). When considering a circular economy approach through a TBL framing, 

economic factors seem to be paramount in implementation, which is driven by the 

associated environmental benefits, with associated social impacts being incidental 

(Geissdoerfer et al, 2017). 

Although voluntary in its application, the TBL has the ability to create a competitive 

advantage for those who embrace the concept (Hussain et al, 2018), as well as 

fostering transparency of sustainable processes and collaborations with others 

(Glavas & Mish, 2015). The TBL concept is not without criticism, such as its inwardly 

facing approach to and oversimplification of sustainable issues (Milne & Grey, 2013). 

Rather than the current TBL approach of equally acknowledging each pillar 

respectively, calls have been made to move to an ecologically dominant approach 

when addressing sustainability, where environmental and social needs are met before 

economic considerations (Montabon et al, 2016). Whilst the TBL does not explore the 

interrelationships between the pillars, Milne & Grey (2013) do concede that the 

concept is a good introduction to managing sustainable issues, but warn about the 

lack the depth to foster significant change. As the instrumental interpretation of the 

TBL, where social and environment aspects are treated in isolation with the view of 

benefitting the supply chain, remains used widely (Montabon et al, 2016), and given 

the TBL framing given to sustainability in the literature discussed and analysed in this 

study, it will also be drawn on when interpreting findings. 
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2.3 Narratives of sustainability 

Those who lack power can find that narratives on all levels of society, from local to 

international, seem to be dictated to them, with any meaningful lasting change to 

narratives appearing to be the result of collective action (Rappaport, 1995). This 

resistance can take many forms, be it challenging dominant narratives of traditional 

media outlets through the use of alternative social media (Barros, 2014), or the 

formation of multi-stakeholder initiatives to prevent the domination of a particular actor, 

ensuring a range of interests are considered (Tallontire et al, 2005). 

Superficially, it appears that certain collective actions amend narratives, creating a 

check and balance for any undesirable elements of a narrative. In reality, the power 

dynamics behind narratives are not so straightforward. Consider the previous initiative 

formation solution; such schemes can actually seek to manipulate an issue and move 

boundaries rather than directly addressing the core issue (McCarthy et al, 2018). 

Seemingly positive corporate social responsibility practices might actually be 

unconsciously legitimised and rooted in historical power inequalities, such as the 

compartmentalisation of women’s empowerment programmes as business 

opportunities; detracting from the integration of gender equality measures across an 

entire organisation (McCarthy, 2017). 

Narratives appear to be important to the perceived image of an organisation, with 

some using discursive techniques to manipulate narratives and exculpate their actions 

(Vaara & Tienari, 2008), which can be valuable when analysis of narratives can 

highlight social issues (Barrientos et al, 2003). Therefore, it logically follows that 

narratives may be important to the perceived image of, and manipulation of issues 

within, a supply chain context. Sense-making, the process of making sense of a 

particular instance (Weick, 1995), has been shown to take several forms between 

individuals in an organisational setting (Maitlis, 2005). If there is a sensemaking gap, 

a sense giver could then intervene, guiding others on a certain issue (Maitlis & 

Lawrence, 2007). This does not seem too removed from organisations making sense 

of an issue within a supply chain context, where the most powerful actor could behave 

as a sense giver and control the issue.  

An example of such an issue where sense needs to be made in a supply chain context 

is sustainability. Acting as a sense giver, powerful stakeholders could intervene and 
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control the narrative of sustainability within that context, and indeed then manipulate 

the perception of external stakeholders (McCarthy et al, 2018). Of course, powerful 

organisations are themselves constrained by wider societal narratives and 

developments relating to sustainability. This can lead to questioning the world view 

and assumptions on which sustainability narratives are formulated, and considering 

the effects of alternative paradigmatic foundations, such as societal attitude to 

economic growth (Harangozo et al, 2018). Levy & Spicer (2013) consider how climate 

change can be framed in different ways, but it is ultimately influenced by the prevailing 

societal, economic and technological situation. Even then, this does not mean a 

narrative is accurate; farmers can be seen as having an underdeveloped livelihood, 

when the agency afforded to them in their job can facilitate flexibility and resilience 

(Kietäväinen, 2013).  

Exploring alternative sustainable narratives can aid in understanding what future 

sustainable practices may look like; Bauwens et al (2020) undertake such an 

exploration within the context of the circular economy concept, demonstrating the 

potential for multiple narratives and providing direction for future practical applications. 

As shown in Section 2.4.1, sustainable supply chain management can be framed in 

many ways in academia, within which differing narratives will likely exist. Yet, if an 

equitable future is sought for power-imbalanced supply chains, such as the dairy 

industry, exploring sustainable narratives may be helpful in capturing multiple 

stakeholder perceptions. In this research, the formation and conceptualisation of 

sustainable narratives in a supply chain facing a power-imbalance will be explored, 

highlighting the control held by the few, and the imposition on the many. Power in a 

supply chain context is explored more deeply in Section 2.7 and 2.8. 
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2.4 Sustainable supply chain management  

2.4.1 One concept, many approaches 

This study has assumed the definition of supply chain management as  

“The strategic management of all the traditional business functions that are involved 

in any flows, upstream or downstream, across any aspect of the supply chain 

system” (Mentzer, 2004).  

Even though supply chains have become more globalised, and hence production 

more decentralised, organisations still face direct accountability for their actions (Kim 

& Davis, 2016). As such, organisations are expected to consider the sustainable 

performance of their entire supply chain, unless they wish to be subjected to 

pressure from stakeholders and bad publicity (Wolf, 2014; Seuring & Müller, 2008). 

Frameworks began to develop for managing sustainable supply chains, such as the 

work of Carter & Rogers (2008), who wished to create a common understanding of 

sustainable supply chain management theories amongst practitioners. This lack of 

unified understanding also appears to extend to academics, with Ahi & Searcy 

(2013) evaluating the numerous definitions offered by their peers of both sustainable 

and green supply chain management. 

Seuring and Müller (2008) provide a general overview of how sustainable supply 

chain management is discussed as a concept in academic literature. They mention 

that when literature explores sustainability, alongside discussions on cooperation 

between firms, a broad section of the supply chain is considered from a triple bottom 

line perspective, even though this is normally reduced to just environmental 

considerations. (Seuring and Müller, 2008). Drawing from the discussion in the 

Section 2.2.1, the approach captured by this paper seems to be largely 

anthropocentric and expansionist, fitting in with the prevailing utilitarian paradigm in 

sustainable supply chain management as identified by Matthews et al (2015). 

Indeed, drawing from the different paradigms suggested by Matthews et al (2015), 

this study appears to fit well in the constructionist paradigm, which is identified as an 

unrepresented approach in the sustainable supply chain literature. 

Supply chain literature may well acknowledge that sustainability is an important issue 

that needs considering, but it certainly doesn’t agree on how to tackle the issue 
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(Matthews et al, 2015). Given that sustainability can be seen as an interdisciplinary 

issue (Linton et al, 2007), this lack of consensus is hardly surprising. There is even 

indecision on how to define sustainability in the field, as demonstrated in the 

comparison tables given by Ahi & Searcy (2013). For instance, van Marrewijk’s 

(2003) definition focuses on a triple bottom line approach to sustainability, whereas 

Bansal’s (2010) approach goes beyond this and links the notion of resilience to the 

topic. Furthermore, Carter & Rogers (2008) posit on a conceptual level that the four 

tenants of transparency, risk management, strategy and culture are all key parts of 

implementing sustainable supply chain practices. 

In a supply chain context, sustainability can be linked with risk management as a 

way of framing solutions to sustainable challenges (Giannakis & Papadopoulos, 

2016). Indeed, as Gouda & Saranga (2018) point out, implementing sustainable 

practices can tangibly reduce the level of risk experienced by supply chains. Risk 

management is not the only way sustainable supply chain management is framed in 

the literature, with practices relating to resilience (Govindan et al, 2014), innovation, 

relationship management and collaboration also being linked to the concept (Beske 

& Seuring, 2014). Lean supply chain management practices can also improve 

sustainability in a supply chain context, but not equally across the triple bottom line. 

Whilst research on the environmental and economic benefits of lean supply chain 

management is present, there is a noticeable gap on linking social sustainability with 

lean supply chain management (Martinez-Jurado & Moyano-Fuentes, 2014). 

Although it is starting to gain more recognition, the social aspect of supply chains 

has historically been neglected in studies (Yawar & Seuring, 2017). Rajeev et al 

(2017) echo the need for more focus to be given to the social pillar of sustainability in 

a supply chain context, highlighting the low number of studies that actually consider 

sustainability from a triple bottom line perspective.  

It is the triple bottom line approach that fundamentally differentiates sustainable 

supply chain management from green supply chain management, which specifically 

focuses on the environmental pillar of the triple bottom line (Ahi & Searcy, 2013). 

Another key part of effective sustainable supply chain management is the 

collaboration that is required between different players (Font et al, 2008). Coupling 

these two key considerations together, and understanding the importance of 

clarifying the researcher’s position, the working definition for sustainability adopted in 
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this study is contextualised in the supply chain and given by Seuring and Müller 

(2008): 

“The management of material, information and capital flows as well as cooperation 

among companies along the supply chain while taking goals from all three 

dimensions of sustainable development, i.e., economic, environmental and social, 

into account which are derived from customer and stakeholder requirements.” 

(p.1700) 

The researcher believes this definition can accommodate concepts such as natural 

capital and fits in with the constructionist paradigm being assumed as the influence 

of different stakeholder perspectives is acknowledged. A potential criticism of this 

definition is that it is anthropocentric instead of eco-centric, as sustainable 

development is said to have arrived from customer and stakeholder requirements. 

However, there is flexibility in assuming whether the stakeholders identified are all 

human beings, or whether animals, plants and the wider environment are also 

included.  

A broader criticism of how sustainability is addressed in a supply chain context is the 

technocratic approach assumed in shaping an agenda, favouring those in existing 

positions of economic power (Genovese & Pansera, 2020). This is not to say a 

technocratic approach is without value; it can be useful for monitoring and 

compliance activities (Hatanaka, 2020). However, a broader stakeholder approach to 

sustainable supply chain management can be taken, where understanding of the 

norms and values held by different supply chain members is sought (Blok, 2018). 

From this latter approach, a more responsible approach to sustainability can be 

achieved, where a shared ownership and knowledge in the supply chain is fostered 

(Hatanaka, 2020; Blok, 2018). This project aims to address the drawbacks of the 

technocratic approach by seeking and critically evaluating the perspectives of 

multiple stakeholders in the UK dairy industry. 

2.4.2 Operationalisation of sustainable supply chain management 

Although there may be some confusion over conceptual definitions, this has not 

stopped use of, and innovation in, sustainable supply chain practices. For instance, 
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Life Cycle Assessment (LCA), which has been of interest to academics since the 

1990s (Guinee et al, 2011), can provide a useful method for environmental 

sustainability analysis in its existing form (Del Borghi et al, 2014). However, the LCA 

methodology has been developed and can be adapted into Life Cycle Sustainability 

Analysis, which covers all three aspects of the TBL (Guinee et al, 2011). Moreover, 

the grave in LCA’s cradle-to-grave approach can be seen as obsolete with the rise of 

the circular economy concept, which challenges organisations to remove the waste 

element from their processes (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2012). These two 

examples demonstrate a lack of complacency in supply chain sustainability 

concepts, which can lead to positive practical outcomes. For instance, when 

compared to the linear supply chain considered by traditional LCA, circular supply 

chains have demonstrated the potential for facilitating a decrease in carbon 

emissions (Nasir et al, 2017). 

As well as reducing emissions, taking a circular economy approach to SSCM has 

been shown to also aid in waste reduction (Genovese et al, 2017). Indeed, there are 

many motivations for implementing SSCM practices, both internal and external to the 

firm (Chen & Kitsis, 2017; Wolf, 2014). Relationships with other firms and ethical 

principles can both be drivers for SSCM, with players possessing higher levels of 

moral concern outperforming those lacking such motivations (Paulraj et al, 2017); 

having a morally responsible mindset has been identified as a prerequisite for 

achieving true sustainability across all areas of a firm (Ha-Brookshire, 2017).  

A key focus of SSCM research appears to be collaborative practices along the 

supply chain, suggesting it can strengthen and improve SSCM performance (Yawar 

& Seuring, 2017; Gimenez & Sierra, 2013; Drake & Schlachter, 2008). Building such 

practices on a foundation of trust and respect can further enhance collaboration 

through improved information flow and shared understanding (Alghababsheh & 

Gallear, 2020), with the effort put into trust in the precontractual phase being an 

efficient opportunity to establish and strengthen SSCM (Bird & Soundararajan, 

2020). When considering what motivates firms to adhere to SSCM practices, 

pressures can come from the buyer, the competition and through both education and 

training (Huq & Stevenson, 2020), which can be respectively referred to as coercive, 

mimetic and normative pressures, forming the basis of Institutional theory (DiMaggio 

& Powell, 1983). However, the obligation expected in a coercive approach can send 
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out negative signals to other firms (Marshall et al, 2019). Such institutional pressures 

are also reflected in the context of the implementation of sustainable practices 

inspired by a circular economy paradigm (Ranta et al, 2018; Fischer & Pascucci, 

2017). The underlying message from this area of research appears to be that the 

relationships within and between stakeholders are a complex and an important 

consideration of successful SSCM adoption, development and adherence. 

Both internal and external dimensions of SSCM can extend beyond relational 

factors, including shared responsibility and support from leaders inside a firm, as well 

as risk management (Wolf, 2011) and projection of an authentic sustainable image 

(Amos et al, 2019). Framing and measurement of SSCM practices is another area of 

research interest, particularly given the importance placed on performance in SSCM 

(Wu et al, 2017). Whilst effective measurements can highlight areas that need 

improvement (Isaksson et al, 2010), superficial and inconsistent measurements on 

performance can complicate SSCM progress (Morali & Searcy, 2013). The wide 

scope of concepts found in the SSCM literature is such that it can be applied to a 

variety of research contextualised in the developing world, where focus primarily 

remains on economic factors, addressing issues of poverty (Khalid & Seuring, 2019). 

Indeed, as mentioned in Section 2.4.1, studies on social sustainability appear to be 

scarcer in SSCM research than their economic and environmental counterparts 

(Rajeev et al, 2017; Yawar & Seuring, 2017). Rather than placing other dimensions 

second to economic issues, firms should instead focus on each pillar of sustainability 

objectively and equally (Yun et al, 2019), echoed by the previously discussed TBL 

SSCM research on interconnectedness. 

As was established in Section 2.4.1, there are many different ways to approach 

SSCM. Therefore, it is important to establish the differing conceptualisations of 

sustainability, as the framing can impact outcomes, such as the social reform that 

could be borne from the circular economy concept (Genovese & Pansera, 2020). 

This leaves questions regarding from which stakeholders the dominant 

conceptualisation of sustainability originates from, and who has the ability to 

influence it? The answer may lie with the influential players within an industry, who 

can use their power to encourage certain sustainable practices (Touboulic et al, 

2014).  
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2.4.3 Contextualisation of sustainability in UK supply chain research 

The journal articles listed in Table 2.1 are a sample of studies that explore the 

sustainable practices of UK supply chains. When considering the TBL, most of the 

studies listed focus on the environmental aspect of sustainability, which is 

representative of the results returned in the initial searching stage of this literature 

review. Interesting findings to come out of these studies include the importance of 

sharing information with suppliers (Ramanathan et al, 2014) and a comprehensive 

list of drivers and barriers when implementing environmentally sustainable supply 

chain practices (Walker et al, 2008). Social sustainability in supply chains was the 

scarcest element of the TBL in the literature, remaining in line with previous 

observations (Rajeev et al, 2017; Yawar & Seuring, 2017; Boström, 2012). However, 

Hoejmose et al (2012) did discuss social sustainability in a supply chain context, 

linking business strategies with engagement in socially responsible practices  

To ensure the continued operations of an organisation, economic sustainability 

remains a vital aspect of the TBL. Although economic supply chain sustainability did 

not feature in the search results as frequently as its environmental counterpart, those 

studies that were found reflected on the importance of sustainable economic 

practices. For example, Emmanuel-Ebikake et al (2014) emphasised that 

economically sustainable suppliers were vital to ensuring projects are delivered on 

time, without the need for extra costs incurred by delays.  

Table 2.1 was created by employing the search strategy in Appendix A on the 

University of Sheffield’s StarPlus literary search system, and taking the top results 

after ordering by popularity. As sustainable supply chains are such a broad area of 

research, the purpose of showing the studies in Table 2.1 is to exemplify the depth 

that studies in sustainable supply chain management go into when undertaking their 

research, notably in terms of context. As well as being based in the UK, examples in 

Table 2.1 alone include the automotive industry (Azevedo & Barros, 2017), the 

plasterboard supply chain (Dadhich et al, 2015) and the defence industry 

(Emmanuel-Ebikake et al, 2014). As such, the UK food sector, specifically the dairy 

industry, has been chosen for this research to facilitate a more detailed insight into 

application of theories and findings by offering explanations through real-world 

problems and scenarios. 
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Table 2.1: A selection of UK based sustainable supply chain studies 

Authors Aims of the study Context Key Findings 
Triple Bottom Line 

elements discussed 

Hoejmose, Brammer & 

Millington (2012) 

Importance of business 

strategy on socially 

responsible supply chains 

Industry mix 

mirroring the UK 

economy 

Business strategy has an impact on 

socially responsible supply chains (for 

example, sophistication) 

Social 

Ramanathan, Bentley & 

Pang (2014) 

Effect of collaboration 

across the supply chain on 

emissions 

Recyclable bag 

and food 

industries 

Collaboration enhances the green supply 

chain, such as information sharing 

Environmental / 

Economic 

Walker, Di Sisto & McBain 

(2008) 

Identify the factors that 

affect green supply chain 

practices 

UK Public 

versus private 

organisations 

Many drivers and barriers identified, both 

internal and external to an organisation 
Environmental 

Azevedo & Barros (2017) 

Sustainability assessment 

of an industry through a 

TBL perspective 

UK automotive 

industry 

Framework applied to measure TBL 

performance. Sustainable practices have 

improved over the past decade 

Economic / Social / 

Environmental 

Dadhich, Genovese, 

Kumar & Acquaye (2015) 

 

Identification of emission 

hotspots through Life Cycle 

Analysis in a plasterboard 

supply chain 

UK construction 

industry 

As emission calculation is difficult, 

information sharing and collaboration are 

beneficial 

Environmental 

Emmanuel-Ebikake, Roy & 

Shehab (2014) 

Assessing the 

sustainability of potential 

suppliers 

UK defence 

industry 

The importance of economic sustainability 

was emphasised, alongside a successfully 

performed supplier assessment 

Economic 
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2.5 Sustainable agri-food supply chain management  

2.5.1 Stakeholders in the agri-food supply chain 

The United Nations (2017) predicts that by 2050, there will be 9.8 billion people in 

the world. Couple this with increasing resource scarcity (FAO, 2014), and it becomes 

clear that feeding this population is going to be a major challenge for future 

generations (Dani, 2015; FAO, 2009). This challenge justifies the need to study food 

supply chains, with a view to make them as sustainable as possible. From a 

monetary viewpoint, the UK agri-food sector significantly contributes to the UK 

economy (Bourlakis & Weightman, 2004). For instance, in 2018, the sector added 

£120.2 billion to the UK economy, as well as providing jobs for 4.05 million people in 

the UK (DEFRA, 2020c). 

In order to illustrate the composition of a generic agri-food supply chain, the list of 

key players and stakeholders given by Dani (2015) has been adapted into a 

diagram, shown in Figure 2.1. Note that the relationships between the main players 

in the food supply chain, denoted by the rectangular boxes, are not just a 

straightforward linear chain, but more of an interconnected network (Dani, 2015). To 

provide a detailed overview of the food industry, the key stakeholders in the food 

Producer Processor 
Retailer 

Distributor 

Caterer 

Consumer 

Government 

Logistics 

Companies 

Industrial Bodies/ 

Regulators 

Non- Government 

Organisations 

Financial 

Institutions 

Academics 

Figure 2.1: A stakeholder map of a generic agri-food supply chain 
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supply chain identified by Dani (2015), shown in the oval shapes, have also been 

included in the diagram. The international scale of a food supply network can further 

add to the complexity of the supply structure (Ringsberg, 2014). This overall 

complexity can have adverse effects on the management of a food supply network, 

such as problems with the traceability of produce (Skilton & Robinson, 2009).  

When considering sustainability, government and non-government organisations 

(NGOs) can influence and create policies and frameworks for the supply chain to 

follow (Dani, 2015). Economic sustainability usually draws the most attention in a 

food supply chain context, but social and environmental sustainability should not be 

forgotten about (Li et al, 2014). This economic bias suggests a slightly different 

ranking to the environmental preference identified earlier in Table 2.1, but both 

identify social sustainability as receiving the least attention. 

Murphy & Adair (2013) highlight that it is not unusual for the media and the public to 

take an interest in the sustainability of an agri-food supply chain. Nor is it even new, 

with protests over slave-produced goods taking place back in the 18th century 

(Murphy & Adair, 2013). A contemporary example of the media’s interest in 

sustainable food supply chains can be found with Nestlé, who faced criticism over 

claims that their palm oil was sourced through illegal deforestation (Tabacek, 2010). 

In response to this, Nestlé committed to a zero-deforestation goal in all products by 

2020 (Nestlé, 2017). The pressure that Nestlé faced to adopt these measures is just 

one of the drivers of sustainable food supply chain practices identified by Murphy & 

Adair (2013), along with policy, certification schemes and strategic differentiation. 

2.5.2 Challenges facing sustainable agri-food supply chains 

Stakeholders within a supply chain, along with government, consumers and other 

industrial bodies all face their own sustainability drivers and barriers (Govindan, 

2018): production efficiency, consumption habits and governance could all be seen 

as hurdles to sustainable food supply chains (Garnett, 2013). Size of stakeholder 

can also create challenges, with the expense of information sharing activities and 

traceability technologies making it difficult for smaller food supply chain players to 

participate in sustainable supply chain practices (Wognum et al, 2011). A rationale 

for considering the sustainable actions of other stakeholders is given by Krause et al 

(2009), who posits that an organisation is no more sustainable than its suppliers. Put 



29 
 

differently, a supply chain is only as strong as its weakest component (Mamillo, 

2014); a broad observation which nevertheless is pertinent to food supply chains due 

to the importance of information flow for food safety quality assurance standards 

(Trienekens et al, 2012), the perishability of the produce (Grunow & van der Vorst, 

2010) and ensuring delivery of a product that is safe to consume (Wajszczuk, 2016).  

Indeed, larger firms are recognising their power to go beyond first-tier suppliers and 

share vital resources with SMEs in the supply chain (Ağan et al, 2018). 

Sustainability is an important element of contemporary research in food supply chain 

management, exploring issues such as the digital brokerage of food waste (Ciulli et 

al, 2020), as well as the setting of superficial and seemingly contradictory standards 

(Devin & Richards, 2018). When considering the circular economy approach to 

sustainability, challenges faced by food supply chains include issues of 

infrastructure, packaging and traceability (Sharma et al, 2019). Although existing as 

independent entities, stakeholders that work together and collaborate can implement 

sustainable supply chain changes in an effective manner (Chen et al, 2017). Thus, 

documents between stakeholders, such as corporate reports, are a means for 

different parties to communicate their sustainability approach to each other (Tate et 

al, 2010). Gaining an insight into the main approaches taken towards sustainability 

across different stakeholders through their discourse could therefore provide a 

means of access to uncover conflicting worldviews, paradigms and assumptions 

related to sustainability practices.  

Identification of storylines in the sustainable supply chain management field can 

facilitate the understanding of specific supply chain archetypes, such as the topic of 

circular economy (Batista et al, 2018). Gamboa et al (2016) contextualise 

sustainability storylines in a food supply chain setting, demonstrating how differing 

levels of supply chain complexity, from local to global, have multiple storylines, which 

results in differing appraisals of sustainable practices based on their own 

idiosyncratic framing, and conflicting perceptions of success between stakeholders. 

It leaves a wandering of what storylines, if any, are neglected or suppressed by 

stakeholders as a collective, potentially preventing a comprehensive account of 

sustainable performance of a supply chain. Although undertaking a discursive 

approach is apt for identifying different storylines, there remains a scarcity of material 

that utilises this approach in SSCM literature (McCarthy et al, 2018). By coupling 



30 
 

such scarcity with the call for further research into challenges and drivers for 

sustainable practices in agri-food supply chains (Govindan, 2018), a motivation 

behind the rationale and structure of this project is formed. 

2.5.3 Issues in UK-based agri-food supply chains 

The UK’s withdrawal from the European Union, termed Brexit, caused uncertainty 

over the future economic sustainability of the agricultural sector (Robertson, 2017; 

Dairy UK, 2016c). Now, as a post-Brexit UK introduces its Sustainable Farming 

Incentive scheme into a landscape of multiple similar sustainable schemes and 

polices (DEFRA, 2020d), the UK makes an interesting country to consider in detail. 

Indeed, although incentive schemes and policies are being actioned, economic 

uncertainty might stagnate other aspects of the TBL, as tighter competition may 

encourage less sustainable cost-saving measures (UK Government, 2016a). 

Wajszczuk (2016), who explores the role of logistics in agri-food supply chains, 

mentions that the agri-food industry now has to consider environmental and social 

aspects of their operations, due to pressure from many different stakeholder groups. 

Although Wajszczuk (2016) writes about the general state of agri-food supply chains 

across the world, the recent prevalence of UK agri-food sustainability topics in both 

academic and grey literature suggests sustainability is definitely on the agenda of UK 

agri-food supply chains. 

Cox et al (2007) use the UK pig supply chain as a basis to apply the concept of lean 

thinking, which involves companies working together across the supply chain to 

create efficient logistic processes to manufacture products just-in-time for their 

consumers. In their study, Cox et al (2007) posited that the UK pig supply chain 

would not benefit from lean thinking, as a power imbalance held by the retailer was 

identified. This UK pig supply chain power imbalance is also acknowledged by 

Bowman et al (2013), who emphasise the consequent threat to supplier 

sustainability. They go on to suggest that a solution to this disparity could lie with 

enforced policy (Bowman et al, 2013).  

Kalfagianni and Kuik (2017) discuss how policy also has the power to improve the 

environmental sustainability of agri-food supply chains. However, the UK 

Government need to involve themselves more with agri-food supply chain policy, as 

well as taking a wider approach to the application of any voluntary guidelines 
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(Kalfagianni and Kuik, 2017). It should be remembered that some organisations have 

other motivations than policy to encourage sustainable supply chain practices, with 

Paulraj et al (2017) finding that relational and moral motivations can significantly 

contribute to sustainable supply chain management. An example of this in the agri-

food industry can be found in Waitrose. They consider upstream in their agri-food 

supply chain, such as hosting supplier conferences, (Waitrose, 2017a), as well as 

any downstream issues, such as tacking food waste through clearer labelling and 

revised vegetable cosmetic guidelines (Waitrose, 2017b). These upstream and 

downstream practices respectively provide examples of potential relational and 

moral motivation. However, Waitrose’s list of environmental initiatives is not 

comprehensive, which corroborates Kalfagianni and Kuik’s (2017) claim that retailer 

schemes can be limited and should not be a substitute for strong external policy. 

Yakovleva (2007) successfully demonstrated how measurable sets of indicators can 

be used to assess and compare sustainable agri-food supply chain practices, using 

the UK chicken and potato supply chains as illustrations for her discussions. 

However, a limitation of her study was the difficulty of obtaining statistics from private 

companies (Yakovleva, 2007), demonstrating a lack of transparency in some 

organisations. If there is a similar lack of transparency inside the supply chain, this 

could be detrimental to a firm’s sustainable practices, as supply chain transparency 

fosters a positive effect on sustainable management of agri-food supply chains 

(Bastian and Zentes, 2013). 

Collaboration with suppliers can facilitate sustainable practices in the UK agri-food 

supply chain, although it is usually driven by economic incentives (Leat et al, 2011a). 

Following this assertion, Leat et al (2011a) explained that environmental and social 

practices that have an associated economic benefit are given preference, alongside 

reiterating the need for policy in the UK. An example of an industry where the role of 

policy is passionately debated is the UK dairy industry, as will be explained in the 

following section. 
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2.6 The UK dairy industry 

2.6.1 A global outlook 

Sustainability is a global concern, with frameworks such as the Global Reporting 

Initiative existing to standardise measurement of sustainability metrics in reports 

around the world (Global Reporting Initiative, 2017). As mentioned in Section 2.2.1, 

the UN have also set a series of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for its 

member countries to work towards (United Nations, 2015b). Indeed, as the milk 

market is global (AHDB Dairy, 2012), it cannot afford to ignore sustainable issues.  

The impact of livestock on the environment prompted the launch of the Global Dairy 

Agenda for Action (Dairy Sustainability Framework, 2017a), which formed the Dairy 

Sustainability Framework (2017b) to align and connect dairy sustainable practices 

across the globe. The governing board of the Dairy Sustainability Framework is 

made up of representatives of further governing boards, who in turn are formed of a 

mix of stakeholders, notably representing producer and retailer stakeholders (Dairy 

Sustainability Framework, 2021). The framework puts forward 11 sustainable criteria 

for members to implement in their organisations (Dairy Sustainability Framework, 

2015). These criteria are very broad, such as recycling waste and contributing to 

economic viability of farmers, however this could be due to the complex global scope 

of the framework. This research project is contextualised in the UK, and attention will 

now be turned to an issue playing out on a global stage will be explored: Brexit. 

2.6.2 Brexit 

The term ‘Brexit’ refers to the withdrawal of the UK from the European Union (UK 

Government, 2017). Approximately half of all trade from the UK is with the EU 

(Dhingra et al, 2016), and the uncertainty that accompanies Brexit was predicted to 

have severe repercussions for many UK industries and their supply chains, 

examples including potential cuts in the manufacturing sector (Roberts & Allen, 

2017) and a significant drop in investment for the UK car industry (Campbell, 2017). 

Indeed, years after the referendum, uncertainty around the nature of the new trade 

relationship between the UK and EU remains (Thissen et al, 2020); the agricultural 

sector is no exception to such vagueness. A report published by the European Union 

Committee (2017) in the House of Lords highlighted key issues for the post-Brexit 
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UK agricultural industry: a funding replacement for the Common Agricultural Policy 

(CAP), trade considerations, loss of skilled labour and the need for an effective 

transitional period for UK farmers to adjust to any changes.  

The CAP is a payment made to EU farmers to subsidise their income and contribute 

to the economic sustainable development of agriculture (European Commission, 

2017a). The European Union Committee (2017) acknowledge the importance of 

CAP and agricultural funding, but are not afraid to mention CAP’s criticisms, such as 

the policy’s bureaucratic approach. Alim (2016) offers his perceived drawbacks of 

CAP, including CAP’s outdated approach and unequal distribution of EU resources, 

and emphasises the opportunity for reform that Brexit brings. In 2020, the Agriculture 

Act was legislated in the UK, superseding the CAP in offering farmers financial 

support (Coe & Finlay, 2020).  

Exporting issues, such as trade agreements and tariffs, are of particular importance 

to the UK dairy industry, as Dairy UK (2016c) emphasise in their post-Brexit report. 

Of particular significance is the trade relationship with the Republic of Ireland, who 

received 67% of UK dairy exports in 2015 in terms of quantity (AHDB Dairy, 2016a); 

a number which had risen to 68% in 2020 (AHDB Dairy, 2021d). AHDB Dairy 

(2016a) stress the importance of maintaining trade with Ireland, as well as the need 

to consider the foreign nature of the largest dairy companies.  

2.6.3 Structure of a dairy supply chain 

By drawing from Figure 2.1 and adapting a diagram by Dani (2015), Figure 2.2 

shows an overview of the UK dairy supply chain, including a selection of external 

stakeholders. The farmers milk the cows, usually two times a day, and send off the 

milk for processing (This is Dairy Farming, 2017). The processors then treat the milk 

and create a range of produce, such as cheese, butter and yoghurt (Dani, 2015). An 

optional player in the UK dairy supply chain could be a dairy co-operative, which is 

an organisation that is run by their farmer members to take advantage of the benefits 

of shared business ownership, such as increased engagement, innovation and 

productivity (Co-operatives UK, 2016). However, these advantages can weaken in 

large dairy co-operatives, as fair representation and good management can become 

difficult (European Milk Board, 2012). Finally, the produce is transferred to the 



34 
 

retailer, who sells it to the consumer. Retailers are not the only way to sell to the 

consumer, with some dairy farms undertaking milk doorstep delivery (Dani, 2015). 

The above description of the UK dairy supply chain structure is a simplification, as 

many different models and configurations exist in the dairy industry across the UK. 

For instance, milk can be sent off to processors for treatment, or could be processed 

on farm. If a farmer chooses to sell to a processor, then the size of processor can 

impact the complexity of supply chain configuration. Whilst a smaller processor might 

only process their products in one location, a larger processor might have several 

locations and distribution channels, adding to the complexity of their supply chain 

structure. Therefore, logic dictates that greater complexity in supply chains could 

lead to great complexity when ensuring sustainable practices. For illustration, a 

selection of additional UK dairy supply chain configurations are discussed in 

Appendix B. 

2.6.4 UK dairy economic context 

10 years ago, Mintel (2011) noted that dairy farmers in the UK were facing financial 

pressure, making reference to supermarket price wars, unfair farmer remuneration, 

commoditisation and lack of value-adding opportunities. Since this report was 

published in 2011, the number of dairy farmers in England and Wales has dropped 
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Figure 2.2: A stakeholder map of the UK dairy supply chain 
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by 23% (AHDB Dairy, 2021c), highlighting the current unsustainable nature of the 

UK dairy supply chain. Whilst the price dairy farmers are paid for their milk, known as 

the farmgate price, promisingly rose from a low of 25.73 pence per litre (ppl) in 2011 

to a high of 34.49ppl in 2013, it has since declined again to an average of 29.85 ppl 

as of 2021 (AHDB Dairy, 2021e). Consider that the average cost of milk production 

for a dairy farm with average productivity was 30ppl in 2020 (AHDB Dairy, 2021f) 

and the tight margins of dairy production become apparent. To provide an example 

of the large difference that small changes in price margins can create, Table 2.2 

presents the information required to calculate the average loss on a UK dairy farm in 

2018, as well as offering additional analysis when decreasing the farmgate price for 

milk. As Table 2.2 shows, a relatively small 0.5ppl decrease in average farmgate 

price in 2018 would have resulted in a 28.4% greater loss to an average UK dairy 

farm. 

Table 2.2: Annual Loss of an average UK dairy farm 
 
(Note that as of 2021, the latest figures available to perform these calculations 
come from 2018. As such, all figures are from 2018 to ensure consistency) 
 

Average yield per cow per annum 
(litres)1 

7,960  

Average herd size2 148 

Average Farmgate price (ppl)3 29.34 

Income from milk £345,648.67 

Average cost of production (ppl)4 31.1 

Cost of Production £366,382.88 

Annual Loss -£20,734.21 

Decreasing the farmgate price by 0.5ppl 

Revised Annual Loss -£26,624.61 (-28.4%) 

 

1(AHDB Dairy, 2021b) 
2(AHDB Dairy, 2021a) 
3(AHDB Dairy ,2021c) 
4(AHDB Dairy, 2020) 
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To understand the economic behaviour exhibited by the UK dairy supply chain, 

events in the past decade that have had an impact on supply chain practices will be 

explored. Aside from Brexit, as discussed in Section 2.5.2, another UK-based event 

is the 2015 supermarket payment protests, exacerbated through media attention 

about the unsustainable farmgate price paid to dairy farmers by supermarkets (Butler 

& Brignall, 2015). In some protests, farmers would buy all available milk and give it 

away to customers, whilst explaining about low farmgate prices (BBC, 2015a). Some 

supermarkets responded to these protests by increasing payments to dairy farmers, 

as well as launching products that give more money directly to the farmers (Neville, 

2015). In addition to the level of payment, the timing of payments has also caused 

controversy. For instance, First Milk, a dairy co-operative, delayed milk payments to 

their farmers at the start of 2015, which not only sent out a negative signal to the 

wider market (BBC, 2015b), but also put their farmers under even greater financial 

pressure (BBC, 2015c). 

Reimann and Ketchen (2017) emphasise the importance of considering power in a 

supply chain context. They draw on Emerson’s (1962) definition of power, who links 

influence over other parties with dependence of said parties on the focal player. 

Whilst it superficially appears those with power in the supply chain are to blame for 

the UK dairy industry’s unsustainability, conclusions should not be drawn based on 

solely Anglocentric events. The dairy industry is international, with a global 

oversupply of milk being held responsible for the falling farmgate prices around the 

world (AHDB Dairy, 2016b). Individual countries can also have an impact on the 

UK’s dairy industry, such as China and Russia. In China, there has been a surge in 

demand for dairy produce (Fuller et al, 2006). Although this might seem favourable 

for British dairy exports, China is striving for self-sufficiency in dairy, which means 

demand drops outside of China for dairy produce, having a negative impact on the 

UK dairy industry (Downing, 2016). Furthermore, given the lack of dairy experience 

in China, coupled with the sheer buying power of the population, worries have been 

expressed over how environmentally sustainable these new Chinese farms will be 

(Balch, 2014). 

In addition to the Chinese demand shift, the Russian import embargo, established in 

2014, also negatively affected the UK dairy export market. In retaliation to sanctions 

that were placed on the Russian Government after the annexation of Crimea, they 
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imposed a ban on certain produce imports from the EU, including dairy (The 

Economist, 2016). Before the embargo, the EU exported a significant amount of their 

cheese and butter output to Russia, but as other non-EU countries adapt to supply 

Russia, the level of dairy required by Russia from the EU might never fully recover 

when the embargo ends (Taverner, 2016). Given that AHDB Dairy (2012) identified 

cheese and butter exports to Russia as an area of economic opportunity for the UK 

in 2012, it is unsurprising that the embargo has since had a negative effect on the 

UK dairy industry. 

In 2015, EU milk quotas were abolished, which were introduced in the 1980s to 

negate surplus supply and cap the amount of milk that could be produced (European 

Commission, 2015). The European Commission (2015) discussed the opportunities 

that removing milk quotas would bring, such as the chance to meet the rising dairy 

demand in developing countries. Indeed, some farmers praised the move, seeing the 

economic potential of an uncapped market, even if it could bring increased volatility 

(Dairy UK, 2015a). However, others expressed worries that after lifting the quotas, 

the resulting competitive environment would ultimately reduce milk price margins 

even further (Marshall, 2015). Contemporary research on multiple European 

countries found that prices have indeed become more volatile since the milk quota 

abolishment, emphasising the need for effective resilience and risk management 

strategies in the dairy industry (Thorsøe et al, 2020). 

The Covid-19 pandemic also created a large economic impact on the UK dairy 

sector; whilst there was an initial boost in retail sales through stockpiling, the market 

structure altered drastically with the closure of hospitality venues, and the pandemic 

ultimately triggered a recession (Mintel, 2020). Coupling this altered market structure 

with processor staff shortages, farmers had to start throwing milk away (Farming UK, 

2020). The farmgate price for milk also fell, which led to the UK government 

introducing a hardship fund for farmers affected by the decrease (Great Britain. 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2020). Reduction in both farmgate 

prices and available workforce did not just impact the UK, and has affected the dairy 

industry on a global scale (Wang et al, 2020), with the existing US market structure 

of a few dominant processors being highlighted as contributing to the lack of dairy 

supply chain resilience (Appelbaum & Gaby-Biegle, 2020). In the face of such 

disruption, economic sustainability of the dairy sector remains as important as ever. 
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2.6.5 UK dairy social and environmental context 

Table 2.3 shows a selection of sustainability-based guidelines and reports issued by 

various different organisations over the past decade, as well as highlighting what 

aspects of the TBL are addressed. It should be emphasised here that a lack of 

academic literature on UK dairy supply chain social and environmental sustainability 

means grey literature is relied upon, without validation from academic sources.  The 

word sustainability appears to take on different meanings in different reports, which 

is an ambiguity directly addressed by the Dairy All-Party Parliamentary Group 

(2015). For example, the dairy roadmap (Dairy UK, 2015b) only addresses 

sustainability in environmental terms. Whilst this is still an element of sustainability, 

exposure to such literature could contribute towards the neglect of social 

sustainability in framework development (Boström, 2012).  

The social aspect of sustainability is clearly addressed in the guidelines by Dairy UK 

(2014) and Forum for the Future (2012), but to varying degrees of depth. Whilst 

Forum for the Future (2012) set broad aims for the industry, such as evaluating the 

needs of people in the dairy supply chain, Dairy UK (2014) provide a detailed list of 

tangible actions that can be taken, such as communicating health benefits to 

consumers. Another distinction between all the guidelines is the intended audience, 

as they do not necessarily follow the industry-wide view taken by Dairy UK (2014) 

and Forum for the Future (2012). For example, the VCoP focuses on the fair 

contracts between milk producers and buyers (Dairy UK et al, 2012). Bogetoft and 

Olesen (2002) stipulate effective contracts are transparent, long term and foster 

cooperation: all of which are benefits that the VCoP aims to bring to the UK dairy 

industry’s contracts (Dairy UK, 2013). 

Some of the guidelines offer contradictory information to other reports and news 

articles, which undermines their credibility and may confuse their audience, thus 

reducing their effectiveness. For example, the Leading the Way report discusses the 

bright economic future for the dairy industry, build on fantastic resources and world-

class production capacities (Dairy UK, 2014).  Using such positive language might 

lead the reader into feeling a sense of security, but when compared to 

contemporaneous news articles that discuss price wars in a dairy crisis (Bulman, 
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2015) and the fear of market volatility (Marshall, 2015), it is not clear which source 

should be believed and trusted. 

The challenges, aims and performance metrics found within these sustainability 

guidelines are key to getting sustainability issues into business strategies, corporate 

reports and the minds of management (Sroufe and Melnyk, 2013). Indeed, the 

collaborative approach to supply chain management championed by all the 

guidelines in Table 2.3 is acknowledged by Chen et al (2017) as a way to effectively 

implement sustainable changes across the supply chain. However, the guideline-

issuing bodies need to be careful that a broad, supply chain mindset does not 

translate into vague goals. For example, challenging the dairy supply chain to 

optimise their water efficiency (Dairy UK, 2014) does not exhibit the specific or 

measurable aspects of the SMART doctrine of effective goal setting (Williams, 2013). 

Furthermore, Leat et al (2011a) would commend the existence of the guidelines in 

Table 2.3, but would ultimately lobby for regulator enforcement through policy, as all 

these guidelines remain voluntary. Yet, regardless of their optional nature, many 

organisations have embraced the ethos of these recommendations and exhibit 

sustainable practices, some of which are explored in the following sections. 
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Table 2.3: Contemporary sustainability guidelines from the UK dairy industry 
 

Author(s) Name of report/guideline Brief Document Outline 
Primary supply chain 

audience 
Primary Triple Bottom Line 

elements discussed 

Dairy UK (2016b) 
United Kingdom: 

Exporting Dairy to the 
World 

Explains actions that need to be taken 
to strengthen UK dairy export position 

Government/ Industrial 
bodies 

Economic 

Dairy UK (2015b) Dairy Roadmap 
Involves the setting, measurement and 
reviewing of environmental indicators 

across the entire supply chain 

Farmers, co-operatives, 
processors and retailers 

Environmental 

Dairy All-Party 
Parliamentary 
Group (2015) 

The Sustainable 
Competitiveness of the 

UK Dairy Industry 

Recommendations to Government on 
how they can support sustainable dairy 

supply chain practices 
Government 

Primarily Economic (Social 
and Environmental 

discussed) 

Dairy UK (2014) Leading the Way 
Through industry-wide collaboration, a 
general list of sustainable actions has 

been created. 

All supply chain members 
and stakeholders of the UK 

dairy industry 

Economic, Social and 
Environmental 

National Farmers 
Union (2013) 

Compete to Grow 
Personalised recommendations for 

individual supply chain members and 
stakeholders 

All supply chain members, 
as well as Government and 

industrial bodies 

Primarily Economic (Social 
and Environmental 

discussed) 

Forum for the 
Future (2012) 

Dairy 2020 
Deliberately broad challenges and aims 

set for the entire UK dairy industry 
Entire UK dairy industry 

Economic, Social and 
Environmental 

Dairy UK, National 
Farmers Union and 
National Farmers 
Union Scotland 

(2012) 

Dairy industry code of 
best practice on 

contractual relationships 
(Voluntary Code of 

Practice) 

Detailed guidance given on how to 
create fair purchasing contracts 

Dairy farmers and milk 
buyers 

Economic 
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2.6.6 Responsibility of different stakeholders towards dairy supply chain 

sustainability 

As is shown in Section 2.6.5, all aspects of the TBL are considered in the dairy 

industry, but economic issues certainly appear to take precedence. Given the 23% 

decrease in English and Welsh dairy farmers in the past decade (AHDB Dairy, 

2021c), this ranking is perhaps understandable. Whilst the importance of ensuring 

sustainability in the UK dairy supply chain is apparent, which stakeholder or member 

of the supply chain should take responsibility for promoting sustainable practices is 

less so. 

As mentioned in Section 2.6.4, supermarkets and retailers have been portrayed in 

the media as the perpetrators of economic unsustainable practices. This imbalance 

of power in the supply chain means that less powerful members, such as dairy 

farmers, can be treated unfairly (Glover, 2011). The power that large retailers 

possess in the supply chain could derive from their buying power and large market 

share (Free, 2008). Historically, some retailers have been known to use milk as a 

loss leader, as well as increasing their share of what little margin is available on milk 

(Gray, 2012). This, in turn, would put pressure on processors to secure their own 

margins whilst remaining competitive (Gray, 2012), leaving dairy farmers to absorb 

the final reduction in margin (NFU, 2015a).  

The Voluntary Code of Practice (VCoP), which was mentioned in Section 2.6.5, 

singles out processors as the supply chain member who should engage with dairy 

farmers and produce sustainable, fair contracts (Welsh Affairs Committee, 2013). 

The sustainable practices of some processors go beyond merely following voluntary 

codes, such as embracing the concept of the circular economy when dealing with 

milk-related waste (Magnin, 2016). However, given the previously mentioned 

pressure supermarkets can place on processors, it might not be fair to exclusively 

blame dairy processors. Indeed, the existence of the VCoP, which was drawn up by 

Dairy UK and the National Farmers Union, both of which are industry associations 

(Dairy UK et al, 2012), suggests external stakeholders have an important role in 

ensuring the sustainability of UK dairy supply chains. This claim is backed up by the 

presence of reports and discussions undertaken by the UK Government (2016b), 

which explore their role within the dairy industry. 
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Another member of the supply chain that could drive sustainable practices is the 

consumer. As awareness of the unsustainable practices in the UK dairy supply chain 

increases in consumers (NFU, 2015b), they have the ultimate power to shop 

elsewhere, pressuring supermarkets into submission (Butler and Brignall, 2015). 

Else (2015) suggests that the consumers can be educated by the dairy farmers 

themselves, who could collaborate and work out an effective dairy marketing 

strategy. Interestingly, Glover et al (2014) point out in their findings that even though 

supermarkets are identified as the most powerful member of the dairy supply chain, 

dairy farmers still prioritise cost reduction over other sustainable practices. Bulman 

(2015) also highlights how farmer members of dairy co-operatives could use their 

collective power to influence other supply chain members. 

Ultimately, this section has demonstrated that several members of the UK dairy 

supply chain have responsibility for ensuring sustainable practices, as well as 

external stakeholders. Whilst the supply chain member held most accountable 

seems to vary from different perspectives, maybe supply chain members should 

consider their own actions alongside the actions of others. A deeper exploration into 

these different stakeholder perspectives is given in the next section. 

2.6.7 Towards a multi-stakeholder perspective on UK dairy sustainable practices 

Sustainable practices can occur due to different members along the UK dairy supply 

chain, from farmers to supermarkets. Beginning with farmers, business 

diversification can be undertaken to offset the uncertain outlook of the farming 

industry (Toulmin, 2014). However, diversification is not the only way farmers can 

encourage economic sustainability, with projects such as The Prince’s Dairy Initiative 

facilitating discussions between farmers, where ideas can be exchanged and support 

can be given (Business in the Community, 2017). If strong connections were built, 

farmers could potentially achieve tangible economic benefits through collaboration, 

such as sharing machinery (Andersson et al, 2005). 

Supermarkets also have sustainable practices in place, such as the Tesco 

Sustainable Dairy Group, in which UK dairy farmers are guaranteed to receive a fair 

price for their milk (Tesco, 2016). Another example is Morrisons, who released a 

premium For Farmers product range in response to media pressure, where the extra 

money paid is given directly to the farmers (Morrisons Farming, 2021). However, the 
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Morrisons For Farmers range initially proved controversial, as it became apparent 

that the majority of the extra money received was sent abroad, instead of to UK dairy 

farmers (Mendick, 2015). When considering fair price schemes, the motivation 

behind their inception may not be altruistic; Glover et al (2014) point out that large 

organisations in the dairy supply chain are likely to promote sustainable practices for 

superficial image purposes. 

Touboulic et al (2014) claim that the power imbalance between supply chain 

members can be used to encourage sustainable behaviour across the supply chain. 

An example of this in practice can be seen by Nestlé, who incentivise their farmer 

suppliers with a monetary bonus if they undertake sustainable actions (Clarke, 

2016), providing a clear example of how supplier governance can foster sustainable 

behaviour (Gimenez and Sierra, 2013). Although complying with such governance 

can result in a financial burden on less powerful supply chain members (Gimenez 

and Sierra, 2013), the money offered by Nestlé appears to resolve this concern.  

In addition to economic activities, environmental actions are also taking place across 

the UK dairy supply chain. The Dairy Roadmap 2015 provides a range of case 

studies discussing environmental practices, such as farmers pursuing anaerobic 

digestion and water recovery treatment, as well as processors installing renewable 

energy solutions and hosting supplier workshops on environmental issues (Dairy UK, 

2015b). Interestingly, most of the case studies cite the economic savings that can be 

achieved through adopting environmental measures. This corroborates with Leat et 

al’s (2011a) claim that organisations are more likely to pursue sustainable practices 

that bring economic benefits. It should be remembered that the case studies shown 

in the Dairy Roadmap 2015 are not necessarily representative of all organisations, 

as there are no detailed explanations given on any unsustainable organisations, 

whose existence is corroborated by media outlets (Farming UK, 2016; Siegle, 2009). 

Inclusion of unsustainable cases in the document could have provided an 

opportunity to illustrate how the dairy roadmap could be applied to facilitate 

improvement. 

Throughout Section 2.6, the uncertain and turbulent UK dairy industry has been 

explored: an industry that is not only affected by events that happen in the UK, but 

on a global scale. A justification for several supply chain members to take 
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responsibility for sustainable practices in the UK dairy industry has been put forward, 

but a final decision on the most responsible member was not reached. Indeed, not all 

supply chain members have even been discussed, with changes in demand for 

sustainably priced milk from consumers (Chandler, 2014) and efficiency in the 

logistics of milk transporters (First Milk, 2012) also potentially being fundamental in 

ensuring supply chain sustainability. Many guidelines exist to encourage sustainable 

behaviour, but it is not clear if they are an effective substitute for enforced policy. 

Whilst the existence of the sustainable practices discussed in this literature review 

are promising, they still do not meet the multitude of sustainable goals set throughout 

the guidelines given in Table 2.3. Alongside this, several stakeholders have been 

clearly identified as having an important role in ensuring sustainability across the 

entire dairy supply chain. How these stakeholders synthesise and evaluate 

sustainable performance is less clear, yet remains equally important if wanting to 

improve the sustainable performance of UK dairy supply chains. Indeed, a 

comparison between UK dairy stakeholders will aid in understanding if they are 

united in their sustainable vision, or if sustainable focus is diverse and divided. 

Blending together the ambiguous and multifaceted nature of sustainability with a 

range of stakeholder views and perspectives results in the first research question: 

Research Question 1: How are sustainable narratives conceptualised from a 

multi-stakeholder perspective in the UK dairy supply chain? 

A sample of sustainable practices in the dairy industry, as well as some drivers and 

barriers for sustainable behaviour, have been discussed so far. Alongside this, 

several stakeholders have been clearly identified as having an important role in 

ensuring sustainability across the entire dairy supply chain. How these stakeholders 

evaluate sustainable performance in the industry is less clear, yet remains an 

important factor to consider if wanting to improve the sustainable performance of UK 

dairy supply chains within the context of the dominant narrative. Indeed, a 

comparison between UK dairy stakeholders may provide further evidence and 

understanding of if they are united in their sustainable vision, or if sustainable focus 

is diverse and divided. This leads to the second research question: 

Research Question 2: How is sustainability performance evaluated from a 

multi-stakeholder perspective in UK dairy supply chains? 
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2.7 Power in Supply Chain Management  

Throughout the exploration of the dairy industry in Section 2.6, an issue that featured 

repeatedly was the imbalance in supply chain power. Whilst power imbalances can 

foster sustainable practices in a supply chain (Touboulic et al, 2014), large retailers 

are identified as taking advantage of their power though unsustainable practices in the 

dairy industry (Glover, 2020; Glover et al, 2014). The annual loss of the average UK 

dairy farmer calculated in Table 2.2 represents a symptom of the unsustainable 

economic practices found in the supply chain. Whilst a general overview of power in 

supply chain management is given in Chapter 2, the emergence of its prominence as 

key in understanding sustainable supply chain practices in the dairy industry signified 

that in depth understanding was required on the topic, providing strong foundations 

for this project. As such, a systematic literature review on power in sustainable agri-

food supply chains has been undertaken, which can be found in Chapter 3. 

Emerson (1962) defines power as when an entity has the ability to exert influence over 

another, with the latter being dependent on the initial entity in question. This 

interpretation can be easily transposed to a supply chain context, where consideration 

of power remains an important issue (Reimann and Ketchen, 2017). Power in a supply 

chain context is complex, and is certainly worthy of research, given the influence other 

stakeholders can have on both an organisations internal direction and external 

practices (Park-Poaps & Rees, 2010). Indeed, power between organisations can affect 

information sharing (Zaheer & Trkman, 2017; Li & Lin, 2006), compliance with 

guidance (Delbufalo & Bastl, 2017) and financial performance (Elking et al, 2017). 

Power can also be misused in the supply chain, as dominant organisations can behave 

unethically and hypocritically, passing burdens onto stakeholders with less power 

(Glover & Touboulic, 2020). Ultimately, the power held in a supply chain can influence 

the framing of sustainability, where narratives can be imposed on less powerful actors. 

This is apparent in the emerging circular economy discourse and the structuring of 

closed-loop supply chains (Genovese & Pansera, 2020). The relation between 

sustainable supply chain management and power is further discussed in Section 2.8. 

Power within the supply chain can be broken into different types, each with their own 

impacts and ability to influence one another, affecting the management of supplier 

relationships (Chae et al, 2017). For instance, when dealing with first-tier suppliers, 
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coercive power appears effective at encouraging engagement with the sustainable 

agenda of a focal organisation. Conversely, second tier suppliers and beyond appear 

to respond better to non-coercive power (Meqdadi et al, 2017). Whilst some studies 

agree that mediated power, such as coercive power, can be effective in supply chain 

management (Mokhtar et al, 2019), others suggest non-mediated power, spanning 

knowledge sharing and admiration of exemplar organisations, is more effective 

(Marshall et al, 2019). Contrasting results like this indicates research on power in 

supply chain management is continuing to develop and evolve. 

Theoretical lenses can be drawn on to examine power in supply chain management, 

such as resource dependence theory (Huo et al, 2017). When considering dyadic 

relationships, resource dependence theory can be drawn on to explain asymmetry in 

power distribution (Crook et al, 2017), which in turn can lead to complexity in 

collaborative practices (Brito & Miguel, 2017). Farmers in the dairy industry are familiar 

with the repercussions of such power asymmetries (Glover, 2011), the identification of 

which is important as those in powerful positions can use their status to encourage 

sustainable behaviours across the supply chain (Touboulic et al, 2014). However, less 

powerful supply chain members implementing these changes, such as SMEs, might 

have to take on a financial burden (Gimenez & Sierra, 2013), counterproductively 

creating an unsustainable economic situation. Farmers are not the only stakeholder to 

face such power asymmetries, with smaller processors also facing tighter margins 

when dealing with larger supermarkets, which in turn can lead to financial uncertainty 

being felt, preventing any meaningful capital investments being made (Bowman et al, 

2019). This backward flow of sustainable expectations in the supply chain in relation 

to power imbalances is illustrated in Figure 2.3.  Indeed, even major retailers can be 

in the weaker position of a pair when faced with a key single supplier, which can lead 

to reputational damage, as evidenced through the European horsemeat scandal 

(Madichie & Yamoah, 2017). Whilst research on power in supply chains considers 

dyadic relationships, where two parties are considered, there are calls to go beyond 

this when researching the complexity of power across the supply chain (Brito & Miguel, 

2017; Reimann & Ketchen, 2017), such as within the dairy industry, which is what this 

paper sets out to do. 
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2.8 Power in Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

Based on the definition given in Section 2.4 by Seuring & Müller (2008), SSCM 

refers to the integration of economic, social and environmental considerations with 

the management of materials, information and capital flows internal and external to 

an organisation. Drawing the concepts of power and SSCM together, actors can 

wield their power to influence the SSCM practices of others, and it is the perceptions 

of these SSCM practices held by different stakeholders that forms the focus of this 

study. Take knowledge acquisition along the supply chain; from a sustainability 

context, it can encourage stakeholders to share best practice amongst themselves 

(Beske et al, 2014). When considering the role power plays in such practices, using 

restraint when exercising any power can mean knowledge acquisition is more likely 

to take place between members of a supply chain (He et al, 2013). 

The relationship with the supplier in regards to SSCM has been explored in supply 

chain literature, with both supplier collaboration and assessment being shown to 

have an effect on performance (Gimenez & Sierra, 2013).  While the use of coercive 

power can encourage sustainable initiatives to spread to immediate suppliers, non-

coercive power, such as offering rewards or possessing specialist knowledge, can 

Farmer E 

Farmer D 

Farmer F 

Farmer B Processor A 

Farmer A 

Farmer C 

Supermarket

s 

Processor B 

Consumers 

Increasing power and influence 

Flow of sustainable practice expectations / Decreasing margins 

= Flow of 

produce 

Figure 2.3: The flow of expectations, influence and margins a supply chain with 

power asymmetries 



48 
 

facilitate sustainable initiatives to spread into the wider supply network (Meqdadi et 

al, 2019). This corroborates with Paulraj et al (2017)’s finding that relational factors 

positively affect SSCM practices, who also found a similar output comes from strong 

moral motivations held by an organisation 

As power shifts downstream in the supply chain, final product sustainability has been 

shown to increase, but so too does the final retail price (Li et al, 2018). Indeed, 

power asymmetry in a supply chain can cause opportunistic behaviour and the 

claiming of greater value in a relationship (Nyaga et al, 2013). This darker side of 

power asymmetry is highlighted when the powerful player behaves unethically, which 

can lead to wide-ranging adverse consequences felt by many actors across the 

supply chain, as was evidenced in the European horsemeat scandal (Madichie & 

Yamoah, 2017).Conversely, Li et al (2018) appears to align with Hoejmose et al 

(2013), who posit that relationships with power asymmetry can be a driver of SSCM, 

due to the ability to foster collaborative and adaptive practices along a supply chain. 

However, whilst power can be seen as a precursor for encouraging unethical 

practices, maintaining a good relationship remains beneficial, as this can reduce 

conflict and increase effectiveness of transactions within the relationship (Nyaga et 

al, 2013). 

The wielding of power appears to have many impacts across the supply chain, 

possessing the potential to be used for both moral and amoral purposes. Power has 

been shown to influence both the practices and framing of sustainability across a 

supply chain context. Yet, we have acknowledged that the perception and outcomes 

of power can differ depending on the position of stakeholders. Alongside the calls for 

supply chain research to go beyond consideration of dyadic relationships (Brito & 

Miguel, 2017; Reimann & Ketchen, 2017), the third research question seeks a supply 

chain perspective; 

Research Question 3: How does power held by different stakeholders 

influence sustainable narratives created within the UK dairy supply chain?  
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2.9 Chapter 2 conclusion 

To ensure we do not jeopardise the needs of future generations, sustainable 

development needs to be on the agenda today. A shift in responsibility from 

considering one’s own sustainable behaviours to that of their entire supply chain has 

taken place over time, resulting in the variety of research that aims to measure, 

facilitate and improve sustainable practices in organisations. The growth in 

population predicted by the United Nations (2017) inspires exploration into the agri-

food industry, as all these extra mouths will need feeding. The challenges faced by 

the agri-food industry stretch along the entire supply chain, from raw material input 

(Shepherd et al, 2017) to waste disposal (Mena et al, 2014). Chapter 3 considers 

sustainability of agri-food supply chains in greater detail, facilitating deeper 

consideration on issues relating to research question 3. Furthermore, the key gaps in 

the literature identified in this chapter, and their relevance to the research questions, 

are reiterated and summarised in Table 3.4. 

By taking the dairy industry as a case study, both theoretical and practical 

contributions from this research will aim to help address sustainability issues felt by 

UK agri-food supply chains in the modern era. Theoretical contributions will include 

evaluation of sustainable narratives from multiple stakeholder perspectives, as well 

as the relationship between power and the formation of such conceptualisations. 

This research will also draw on stakeholder theory, RDT and cultural hegemony in a 

sustainable agri-food context, as seen in Chapter 4. 

From a practical perspective, the research will aim to create a positive impact in the 

UK dairy industry through informing the future direction of sustainable policy. 

Enhanced by the comparison of different perspectives, this research should provide 

tangible ways in which to improve the sustainability of the UK dairy industry. 

Ultimately, building on the aims of Else (2015) to help the dwindling number of UK 

dairy farmers in the UK, this PhD hopes to contribute towards a more informed and 

sustainable industry for all supply chain members. 

The research questions that emerged from this literature review are: 

1. How are sustainable narratives conceptualised from a multi-stakeholder 

perspective in the UK dairy supply chain? 
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2. How is sustainability performance evaluated from a multi-stakeholder perspective 

in UK dairy supply chains? 

3. How does power held by different stakeholders influence sustainable narratives 

created within the UK dairy supply chain?  

 

Summary of key points 

 

o Sustainable development is a broad, ambiguous concept, for which many 

definitions and classifications exists, both in academic and grey literature. 

o The triple bottom line concept is used in supply chain management to 

encourage consideration of economic, social and environmental 

sustainability. 

o Different narratives of sustainability can exist, linked with stakeholder 

power. 

o In a similar fashion to sustainable development, sustainable supply chain 

management is complex to define. Equally, it is an important matter for 

organisations to consider, who are held to account by stakeholders 

o There are benefits to adopting sustainable supply chain management 

practices, where the relationship between stakeholders can affect 

development and adherence.  

o Agri-food supply chains can face unique sustainable challenges, where 

multiple stakeholders can influence practice and policy. 

o The UK dairy industry provides a unique context to explore 

conceptualisation of sustainability, where different stakeholders face a 

multitude of sustainable challenges. 

o The wielding of power can have both positive and negative effects on 

supply chain activities, depending on the stakeholder perspective.  
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3 
Power in agri-food 

sustainable supply chains 
 

3.1 Introduction 

In Chapter 2, the concept of power is suggested as an important consideration when 

understanding sustainability in the dairy supply chain. However, no previous 

research collates and contrasts existing knowledge of power in sustainable food 

supply chains.  In order to comprehensively capture the current research landscape 

of how power is explored in relation to sustainability in an agri-food supply chain 

context, this chapter takes the form a systematic review. The motivation of this 

review is to collate current knowledge, which in turn will explicitly highlight research 

gaps that further strengthen research design choices, as is summarised in Table 3.4. 

The objectives of this review to achieve this aim are: 

• Identify key trends in the literature, drawing from bibliometric information 

• Consider how power and sustainability are conceptualised by researchers 

• Analyse how power is wielded by actors regarding sustainable supply chain 

practices 

The following methodology section outlines the steps that were taken in finding and 

analysing the literature for this review. Then, a section will be given on the key 

bibliometric trends found in the selected articles, after which the findings relating to 

power and sustainability will be considered. A section will be dedicated to exploring 

the future of research in this topic by identifying gaps in the literature, followed by 

some concluding remarks. 
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3.2 Systematic review methodology 

This systematic review into literature was designed following a framework that has 

previously been successfully employed in the operations management and supply 

chain field (Maestrini et al, 2017; Spina et al, 2013), comprising of four ordered 

steps: source identification, source selection, source evaluation and data analysis. 

Figure 3.1 provides important details on how the steps were operationalised. This 

systematic review was not only undertaken to gain a comprehensive understanding 

of the research landscape, but also to critically evaluate current knowledge, and 

identify potential streams of future research. It is the employment of this critical 

perspective through the researcher’s interpretation that aligns with the interpretivist 

philosophical foundations of this PhD, discussed further in Section 5.3. 

3.2.1 Source Identification 

The documents under consideration in this review cover both journal articles and 

reviews published in peer-reviewed academic journals. To increase the rigorousness 

of the review (Mokhtar et al, 2019; Shashi et al, 2018), two databases were utilised 

Figure 3.1: Flowchart showing an overview of the systematic literature review 
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in this search: Scopus and Web of Science. These databases were used to conduct 

the search due to the large number of document entries (Santagata et al, 2021) and 

their previous effective use in systematic reviews in supply chain literature (Mokhtar 

et al, 2019). The key words entered into both of these databases were: 

(food OR agri*) AND supply chain AND power AND (sustain*) 

The inclusion of both food and agri as keywords was to ensure all papers relating to 

agri-food supply chains were captured, even if they only referred exclusively to either 

food or agricultural supply chains. The inclusion of agro in the key words added no 

relevant results, so is not included in the final search string. The asterisk was 

employed in the keywords to broaden the search and ensure all derivatives of certain 

words were captured, such as sustaining, sustainable, sustainability for sustain*. 

Only papers in the English language were considered and, to ensure only relevant 

materials were returned, documents were filtered according to their topic, namely 

business, social sciences, decision sciences, arts and humanities, and economics. 

Considering the rigour of this search, keywords and filters were discussed and 

selected by both members of the research team. The search took place in January 

2021, with 88 and 155 results initially returned by Scopus and Web of Science 

respectively. As this literature review aims to provide an overview of all existing 

relevant research, no date restrictions were specified when searching. 

3.2.2 Source Selection 

Of the initial 243 database results, 48 duplicate documents were removed from the 

search, leaving 195 documents as potential sources. From this sample, selection 

criteria were applied to the title and abstract of each document, ensuring only 

relevant sources remain. The scope of this review is to consider how sustainable 

supply chain management practices are influenced by power in agri-food supply 

chains. As such, when deciding which papers to include, it is important to define the 

concepts under investigation for the sake of rigour and clarity. Table 3.1 illustrates 

the concept definitions assumed in this systematic review. 

Based on the scope of this review, the definitions given for key concepts and an 

assessment of the documents, exclusion criteria formed for the following reasons: 
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• Power was explored in relation to sustainable supply chain management 

issues, but not based in an agri-food context (e.g., Meqdadi et al, 2017). 

• Power was explored in an agri-food context, but not in relation to sustainable 

supply chain management issues (e.g., Chicksand, 2015). For the purposes 

of this study, at least one of economic, environmental or social sustainability 

was expected to be given explicit attention in the article. 

• The incorrect form of power is explored in relation to sustainability in agri-food 

supply chains, such as power generated from renewable energy (Ludin et al, 

2014) and biomass (Ko et al, 2018). 

• Sustainable supply chain management issues were explored in an agri-food 

context, but not with a focus on power (e.g., Gokarn & Kuthambalayan, 2017). 

Rather than just considering the benefits of stakeholder involvement (Hsu et 

al, 2019; Roy et al, 2018), this review expects explicit attention given to 

control and enforcement between parties.  

• Alternative food networks, where natural produce is locally distributed through 

a non-conventional network structure, were not considered synonymous with 

agri-food sustainable supply chain management; whilst such networks may 

exhibit sustainable traits (Forssell & Lankoski, 2015), this was not assumed. 

 Table 3.1: Definitions of Sustainable Supply Chain Management and Power 

 

Concept Definition Sources 

Sustainable 

supply chain 

management 

““The management of material, information 

and capital flows as well as cooperation 

among companies along the supply chain 

while taking goals from all three dimensions 

of sustainable development, i.e., economic, 

environmental and social, into account which 

are derived from customer and stakeholder 

requirements.” 

Seuring & Müller 

(2008) 

Power 
“One party’s ability to enforce its will on 

another party” 

Reimann & 

Ketchen (2017) 

Emerson (1962) 
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Once the exclusion criteria had been applied, 36 documents remained for evaluation 

and analysis. Over 75% of these have been published in the last 5 years, since 

2016, illustrating the emerging contemporary nature of the subject. The first article 

identified was published by Smit et al (2008), who posited that targeting powerful 

stakeholders was key in converting the Dutch potato supply chain towards a more 

sustainable method of production. 

3.2.3 Source Evaluation 

As Maestrini et al (2017) instruct, this third stage of the systematic review involves 

the classification of the remaining papers, with the aim of preparing them for the data 

analysis phase. The initial search provided key bibliometric data for each document, 

including the date published and the associated academic journal. Extra detail added 

in at this stage included methodology, analysis and theoretical lens employed, if any. 

To assess the type of sustainability primarily discussed in each document, a triple 

bottom line classification system was established, based on Elkington’s (1997) 

categorisations of economic, environmental and social sustainability. To establish 

the different contexts explored in the area of food and agriculture, the specific 

industry drawn on in the document was also noted. When considering how power is 

conceptualised and analysed in each source, the structure used is based on the 

research agenda proposed by Reimann & Ketchen (2017). This means asking the 

following questions: what type of power is discussed, who is affected by such power, 

where, why and when is the power wielded, and how is the power applied in relation 

to sustainability? This final question explicitly makes reference to the influence of 

power of sustainable practices, linking back to the initial scope of this review. Table 

3.2 shows the list of codes used when evaluating the documents, organised in 

relation to the scope of this review. To strengthen coding reliability, two researchers 

separately evaluated the sources using the given codes. If there was any 

disagreement relating to the labelling of a specific code or paper, a discussion would 

take place between the researchers until a joint agreement was reached. 
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Table 3.2: List of Codes used in Source Evaluation 

Topic Associated codes 

Bibliometric data 
Date of Publication, Academic Journal, Methodology, 

Theoretical Lens 

Sustainability Economic, Environmental, Social 

Agri-food context Specific Industry 

Power 
What power; Who wielded; Where used; Why used; When 

used; How used 

 

3.2.4 Data Analysis 

Data analysis initially involved calculating bibliometric data, relying on quantitative 

analyses. As such, Microsoft Excel was used to perform these calculations, and 

generating any subsequent graphs. When recording the information collected in the 

source evaluation stages, columns were created in the spreadsheet to organise and 

store the data. Descriptive findings and themes that emerged from this analysis can 

be found in the next two sections respectively.  

3.3 Bibliometric Data and Summary Statistics 

3.3.1 Time Series 

The number of papers published relating to power and sustainability in an agri-food 

supply chain context per year are shown in Figure 3.2. 2008 was when the first 

article was published, authored by Smit et al (2008). Then, besides a paper by Leat 

et al in 2011b, there is an absence of relevant publications until 2013, after which the 

general annual trend shows an increase in publications to the present day. Indeed, 

given the contemporary significance of sustainability (Rajeev et al, 2017; Seuring & 

Müller, 2008) and power (Reimann & Ketchen, 2017) in supply chain management, 

as well as the small amount of existing research that considers an agri-food context, 

it is expected that the general trend will continue to increase in the future.  
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3.3.2 Academic Journal 

A wide and disparate range of academic journals have published relevant 

publications, with 22 sources originating from an academic journal that only appears 

once in list of publications selected for review, equating to 61%. The remaining 39% 

come from three journals, with Sustainability being the most frequently featured 

journal, publishing 8 papers. The remaining 6 are split equally from both the Journal 

of Cleaner Production and Business Strategy and the Environment, which published 

3 relevant papers each. This distribution is captured in Figure 3.3. Sustainability is a 

broad journal in its scope, publishing from a range of different disciplines on topics 

related to economic, social and environmental sustainability. The Journal of Cleaner 

Production has a greater focus on environmental issues, but remains broad in the 

disciplines it attracts. Business Strategy and the Environment again places emphasis 

on environmental issues, but is specifically interested in a business context. Notably 

absent from this list of multiple publication journals are those particularly concerned 

in supply chain management, where expert knowledge in the field could be more 

readily applied to issues around power and sustainability. 

Figure 3.2: Frequency of relevant publications per year 
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3.3.3 Food Industry Context 

Out of the 36 papers under consideration, 12 papers did not focus on a specific food 

industry. The industry contexts of the remaining 24 papers are illustrated in Figure 

3.4. Some papers focused on multiple industries (Grabs & Carodenuto, 2021; 

Wilhelm et al, 2016); where this is the case, the industries have been split and 

counted separately for the purposes of this analysis. The fruit and vegetable industry 

features in 7 papers, and is consequently the most researched agri-food sector, 

covering foods such as berries (Segovia-Villarrea et al, 2019; Grivins et al, 2016) 

and potatoes (Smit et al, 2008). Then, 4 publications focus each on palm oil, meat 

and dairy; a range of items, such as sheep cheese (Filipović, 2019), and livestock, 

such as pigs (Bowman et al, 2013) and cattle (Hooks et al, 2017), feature in these 

papers. Both soy (Guerrero et al, 2021; Jacobi & Llanque, 2018) and spice are the 

focus of 2 papers each, with vanilla (Neimark et al, 2019) and paprika (Repar et al, 

2017) being the specific spices under consideration. The ‘Other’ category features 6 

sectors that all appear once: eggs (Phillipov & Gale, 2020), seafood (Packer et al, 

2019), tea (Wilhelm et al, 2016), grain (Quiédeville et al, 2018), coffee and cocoa 

(Grabs & Carodenuto, 2021). 

Figure 3.3: Number of Publications per academic journal 
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When considering why certain sectors have been afforded attention in previous 

research, it is important to recognise the unique issues relating to sustainability in 

each sector. Fruit and vegetable industries deal with perishable produce being 

shipped globally (Gardas et al, 2018), whereas the meat industry has animal welfare 

considerations (Leat and Revoredo-Giha. 2013). The dairy industry has power 

asymmetries that has damaging economic consequences on weaker actors (Glover, 

2020) and the palm oil industry has been condemned on actions relating to 

deforestation, emissions and human rights abuses (Dauvergne, 2018). Given the 

extra pressures felt by some these industries, which could lead to actors needing to 

influence others to meet sustainability targets, as well as previously recorded abuses 

of power, it seems logical that they have been chosen for contexts in which to study 

power relations. 

3.3.4 Sustainability Framing 

Figure 3.5 shows the different ways sustainability is framed across the papers 

following the triple bottom line of economic, social and environmental factors. The 

data have been presented in a Venn diagram in order to illustrate the different 

combinations of triple bottom line factors found across the papers. The most frequent 

Figure 3.4: Food Industry Contexts explored in the publications 
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framing of sustainability covers all 3 aspects of the triple bottom line, which features 

in 42% of papers, followed by consideration of economic sustainability only in 22% of 

papers. When considering the frequency of each pillar in the literature, the split is 

fairly equal, with the economic and social pillars appearing in 24 papers, and the 

environmental pillar featuring in 22 papers.  

For illustration, Neimark et al (2019), in their investigation contextualised in the 

vanilla industry, offer a detailed consideration of changes in smallerholder power 

across economic, social and environmental dimensions. Contrast this with Bowman 

et al (2013), who consider challenging the market norms when it comes to trading in 

the UK pig meat industry, or Grivins et al (2016) comparing attributes and indicators 

relating to the social dimension of global versus local berry supply chains; all studies 

are addressing pertinent and substantial research problems, they just vary in their 

scope regarding sustainability. Indeed, social sustainability is historically the lesser 

explored dimension in sustainable supply chain management studies (Morias & 

Silvestre, 2018). However, given that power relations are inherently a social 

construct and are of specific interest in this review, the prevalence of the social 

dimension in sustainability framings is understandable.  

Figure 3.5: The framing of sustainability when considering power in the agri-food 

supply chain 
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3.3.5 Theoretical Lens 

The theoretical lens used by a paper was counted if it was drawn on and utilised in 

the research design or analysis phases. As such, passing references to the 

existence of certain theories were not included in this analysis. Figure 3.6 is a tree-

map illustrating the frequency of theoretical lenses used in the literature. Two-thirds 

of the papers in this review do not use any theoretical lens when making sense of 

their findings, highlighting a research gap and the future need for papers with 

theoretical applications in this field. Indeed, this has provided the motivation for 

ensuring this project has strong theoretical foundations, which are covered in greater 

detail in Chapter 4. 

When considering the remaining third, the most frequently utilised theory was 

resource dependence theory (RDT), featuring in 4 papers. RDT was applied in 

relation to bargaining between supply chain members (Filipović, 2019), compliance 

(Grimm et al, 2016), unequal distribution of costs and rewards (Touboulic et al, 

2014), collaborative practices and alliances (Dania et al, 2018). Critical theory, 

institutional theory and power dependency theory were all drawn on twice in the 

literature. Critical theory is drawn on to critique the use of power in the supply chain 

(Glover, 2020), as well as highlighting hypocritical practices by powerful actors 

(Glover & Touboulic, 2020).  Institutional Theory is utilised to view how external 

pressures can influence the sustainable practices of those beyond immediate 

suppliers in the supply chain (Grimm et al, 2016; Wilhelm et al, 2016). Exploiting 

others though power relations (Madichie & Yamoah, 2017) and the choosing of a 

sustainable purchasing relationship (Chkanikova, 2016) were both explored in 

Figure 3.6: Theoretical lenses employed in the publications 
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relation to power dependency theory. 7 other theoretical lenses employed are 

stakeholder theory (Packer et al, 2019), social exchange theory (Madichie & 

Yamoah, 2017), agency theory (Wilhelm et al, 2016), transaction cost theory 

(Chkanikova, 2016), business network approach (Bayne et al, 2019) and signalling 

theory (Filipović, 2019). When papers drew on more than one theoretical lens, these 

were both counted separately. 

The level of interaction with the theory also varies between the papers. Based on the 

classifications suggested by Zorzini et al (2015), 70% of the papers displayed a 

‘theory matching’ approach, where an existing theory is aligned with results for 

validation. An example can be found in Dania et al (2018), who use resource 

dependence theory to frame the identified collaboration factors. The remaining 30% 

of papers assumed a ‘theory suggesting and explanation’ structure, where the theory 

is embedded from the beginning of the research and informs the development of the 

paper (Zorzini et al, 2015). Wilhelm et al (2016) exemplify this by having agency 

theory guide their research design and subsequent conceptual framework 

development. Following Zorzini et al’s (2015) categorisations, no papers were 

identified as ‘theory expansion’ studies. 

3.3.6 Methodology 

As Figure 3.7 shows, qualitative approaches to research are taken by the majority of 

studies in this review, with only 9% of papers drawing on quantitative techniques. 

Interviewing is the most commonly employed method in the literature, featuring in 

56% of the 36 papers. Then, 28% of studies used documents as secondary data in 

their analysis, such as corporate literature (Bayne et al, 2019; Packer et al, 2019; 

Grimm et al, 2016) and contacts between stakeholders (Repar et al, 2017). 8 papers 

were identified as reviews on issues relating to the sustainability of the agri-food 

sector, such as collaboration (Dania et al, 2018), data collection for sustainable 

metrics (Freidberg, 2017) and the use of private standards (Rossignoli & Moruzzo, 

2014). Observations were mentioned in 6 studies, and videos were used in a single 

study, the latter of which being analysed using discourse analysis (McCarthy et al, 

2018). Out of the 4 quantitative occurrences, 3 papers used surveys as a method of 

data collection (Fu et al, 20020; Testa et al, 2014; Leat et al, 2011b) and 1 drew on 

economic data from secondary sources (Grivins et al, 2016). Note that in cases 
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where more than one method was employed in a paper, they have been counted 

separately to accurately capture the frequency of use. 

3.3.7 Scope of power transmission 

When considering how power is transmitted between actors within a supply chain, 

different levels of focus and scope were given in different papers. For the sake of this 

analysis, 4 levels of scope are considered, from narrow to broad: 

1. Dyadic level: when research is primarily concerned with the specific 

relationship between two actors, such as issues around contract design (Fu et 

al, 2020; Repar et al, 2017) 

2. Supply chain level: power transmission from an actor to several other actors 

in the supply chain, considering issues such as compliance through suppliers 

to sub-suppliers (Grimm et al, 2016), and apportionment of risks along a 

supply chain (Glover & Touboulic, 2020)  

3. Network level: consideration of stakeholders that are not directly involved in 

the supply chain, but have the ability to influence its practices, such as NGO 

standards (Nesadurai, 2018) and government interventions (Bayne et al, 

2019) 

Figure 3.7: Methodologies used in the publications 
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4. Societal level: the broadest scope ranking, where national and international 

issues are considered in relation to a supply chain context, such as natural 

resources and existing knowledge (Jacobi & Llanque, 2018), as well as media 

exposure (Phillipov & Gail, 2020). 

As Figure 3.8 shows, 47% of studies consider power between actors in an agri-food 

supply chain context, representing the most common scope explored in existing 

research. Dyadic level relationships were the focus of 22% of studies, considering 

both supplier-buyer (Chkanikova. 2016) and supplier-supplier (Hooks et al, 2017) 

formations. A minority of studies considered relationships and factors beyond the 

immediate supply chain, with 7 papers taking a network level approach, and only 4 

studies considering social issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.8: Scope of power transmission between actors 
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3.3.8 Primary stakeholder perspective of study 

Out of the 36 papers utilised in this review, 7 articles did not feature empirical data 

collection, and instead offered either a literature review (Dania et al, 2018) or 

overviews of particular sustainable issues (Dauvergne, 2018, Nesadurai, 2018, 

Oosterveer, 2015). From the remaining 29 empirical studies, 5 different categories of 

stakeholder perspective were coded: farmers, processors, retailers, multiple 

stakeholders and others. The phrase primary stakeholder perspective is used to 

refer to the stakeholder from which either the data was mostly collected from, such 

as all participants being farmers (Glover, 2020), or relationships between a particular 

actor and others being of specific interest, such as trader intermediaries with other 

actors (Grabs et al, 2021). Figure 3.9 shows that only 31% of studies specifically 

consider the perspectives of multiple stakeholders, highlighting the specific 

unidimensional focus afforded by the majority of research. Note that the other 

category comprises of the media (Phillipov & Gale, 2020) and third sector 

organisations (Thapa Karki et al, 2020). The favouring of a single stakeholder focus 

in a research project might well bring depth to analysis, but at the expense of 

criticality. Considering the perceptions of multiple stakeholders may afford 

opportunity to contrast viewpoints against one another, leading to a fuller 

Figure 3.9: Primary stakeholder perspective assumed 
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understanding of why certain power-related behaviours and sustainable practices 

exist. Once such a holistic overview is gained, it can provide a foundation for 

addressing any unfairness or inequality, fostering positive change. 

 

3.4 The interaction between power and sustainable supply chain 

management 

The unifying factor for all the papers in this review is that they highlight the 

importance of power in relation to sustainability in an agri-food supply chain context. 

The power asymmetry that can exist in such agri-food systems has been already 

highlighted (Madichie & Yamoah, 2017; Touboulic et al, 2014), and so too has the 

importance of ensuring sustainable supply chains for the future (United Nations, 

2020). To capture an overview of current literature on this topic, key points from each 

paper were compared against each other, to both make sense of aspects that are 

explored, and highlight issues that have not been explored. When contrasting the 

output of these papers, specific attention was given to where, why, when and how 

power was wielded in a sustainable supply chain context, as per the research 

agenda proposed by Reimann and Ketchen (2017).  

Through synthesising the papers, two contrasting aspects emerged: the relative 

power held by the focal actor or group of actors in a study, and the perception of 

fairness and equity in relation to associated sustainable supply chain practices. This 

led to 4 differing perspectives on power and sustainability: those who influence and 

impose sustainable practices hold significant power, and those who accept or 

attempt to resist are the weaker actors in the supply chain. Such categorisations 

should not be taken as resolute for specific actors, but can change depending on the 

circumstances and nature of power in a relationship. For instance, if a group of 

weaker actors were to join together as a collective and resist through the imposition 

of sustainable practices, they would then be considered as the more powerful entity 

in a relationship. This synthesis is summarised in Table 3.3, where a summary of 

each perspective is given.  

To illustrate the differences between the proposed differing perspective 

classifications, a sample case from each category will be compared against the 
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counterpart perspective. An example of a paper where powerful actors appear to 

impose unfair sustainable practices on others is Glover (2020), who highlights how 

farmers are compelled into economically unsustainable positions by large retailers. 

In contrast to this is a power actor’s ability to influence fair sustainable practices, 

such as creation of greater efficiencies within the entire supply chain through 

coordinating processes between actors (Fu et al, 2020). When research considers 

what encourages weaker actors in a supply chain to accept fair sustainable 

practices, a flexible and adaptive approach to sustainability is suggested, responding 

to market uncertainties (Neimark et al, 2019). If the sustainable practices appear 

unfair, weaker actors may attempt to resist the need to adopt such activities. For 

instance, farmers can assemble together and pool their collective power into the 

formation of a co-operative, where it is important to engage with and balance the 

situation of all member farmers (Hooks et al, 2017). This section will now consider 

each of these perspectives in greater detail, giving an insight into how power is 

wielded in the supply chain. 
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Relative Power of Actor / Group of Actors 

Powerful Weaker 
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INFLUENCE 

• Power can be used to encourage 

sustainable behaviour  

• Collaborate and integrate to 

improve supply chain 

sustainability  

• Maintaining a good relationship is 

important to influence in supply 

chains. 

ACCEPT 

• Dependence on other actors  

• Perception of sustainability 

influenced by others 

• Effective sustainable practices 

consider differences in 

individuals 

U
n
fa

ir
 

IMPOSE 

• Passing of risks 

• Manipulation of contracts and 

standards 

• Lack of transparency over 

practices. 

• Typically, large retailers, such as 

supermarkets 

RESIST 

• Formation of cooperatives and 

horizontal interaction between 

suppliers  

• Brand differentiation and limiting 

supply chain visibility are 

strategies to resist power 

• Existing research primarily 

concerned with economic 

factors 

Table 3.3: The relationship between relative power of an actor/group of actors, and the 

perception of sustainable supply chain management practices 



69 
 

3.4.1 Fair perception of powerful actors  

The first interaction to be explored is when powerful members of an agri-food supply 

chain appear to wield their power fairly, resulting in a positive outcome for supply 

chain members. The level of power held by an actor can vary based on dependence 

of others, which can in turn effect the sustainability practices followed in a supply 

chain (Chkanikova, 2016). The influence held by powerful actors can be wielded in 

different ways, spanning from the presence of formal unilateral mechanisms, such as 

issuing codes of conduct and auditing practices (Packer et al, 2019) to more 

collective approaches (Dania et al, 2018). Collaboration between actors in the supply 

chain can facilitate exchange of both data and knowledge (Freidberg, 2020), and 

supply chain integration can improve efficiency through alignment of processes (Fu 

et al, 2020).  

Powerful actors can also influence the sustainable practices of their supplier’s 

suppliers. However, to facilitate such a reach, the powerful actor needs to actively 

work with second-tier suppliers, such as providing information transparency (Wilhelm 

et al, 2016), as well as assessment and collaboration activities (Grimm et al, 2016). 

When it comes to fair sustainable practices, power is multifaceted and does not 

always belong to a single actor in the immediate supply chain. Bayne et al (2019) 

discuss the key role that government can play in environmental reporting practices, 

whereas Nesadurai (2018) highlights the power non-government organisations 

(NGOs) can wield over sustainability standards in the absence of government power. 

Furthermore, when tackling sustainable issues in the agri-food industry, multiple 

stakeholders can form overarching steering networks, which can face horizontal 

battles of power between actors, as well as within the immediate supply chain 

(Oosterveer, 2015). Ultimately, regardless of who is the most powerful actor, it is 

clear that sustainable practices can be beneficially influenced in a supply chain. 

3.4.2 Unfair perception of powerful actors 

Whilst it appears that sustainable practices can be enhanced by the actions of 

powerful actors in an agri-food supply chain, another section of research exposes 

the more problematic side of wielding power. The motivation to wielding power with 

negative outcomes is ambiguous, with some highlighting well-intentioned initial 

actions, and others suggesting more unethical behaviour. An example of the former 
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is given by Rossignoli & Moruzzo (2014) when they are analysing private retail 

standards; although there are positives for such an action, some can find themselves 

in an unsustainable situation, facing the rising costs of standard compliance. 

Unethical behaviour manifests itself when the weaker actors lose control and are 

placed under pressure by powerful actors (Glover, 2020), potentially resulting in the 

imposition of unfair contracts (Repar et al, 2017; Grivins et al, 2016) and unequal 

distribution of environmental and social risks along the supply chain (Glover & 

Touboulic, 2020). 

Supermarkets appear to be identified in the literature as perpetrators of unfair 

practices, who can manipulate markets and industries to their economic advantage 

(Bowman et al, 2013; Burch et al, 2013). However, supermarkets do have the power 

to bring about positive changes to sustainable practices (Leat et al, 2011b). 

Furthermore, government could intervene by imposing statutory regulation on 

supermarkets, instead of voluntary codes of behaviour (Bowman et al, 2013). 

Moreover, it is not always retailers that use their power in an unfair fashion. The 

horsemeat scandal in 2013 demonstrated that through a combination of dependence 

and lack of transparency, retailers were reliant on the unethical practices of powerful 

suppliers (Madichie & Yamoah, 2017). It has therefore been shown that power can 

be used as a force for bad when considering sustainability in agri-food supply chains, 

whether purposefully or inadvertently. 

3.4.3 Fair perception of weaker actors 

When considering the fair perception of weaker actors, it is the acceptance of 

sustainable supply chain management practices that others have control over. 

Indeed, the powerful actors not only shape and perpetuate the industry narrative of 

sustainability (Dauvergne, 2018; Jacobi & Llanque, 2018), but they can also 

manipulate how those outside the supply chain can perceive the sustainability of 

weaker actors (McCarthy et al, 2018). Neimark et al (2019) advise that for 

sustainable practices to be accepted by all actors, a nuanced and adaptive approach 

should be taken, emphasising the idiosyncrasies of differing network relationships. 

There is a notable scarcity of research on how weaker actors conceptualise 

sustainability beyond economic considerations in an agri-food setting, as well as an 

analysis on how those in power are able to perpetuate a sustainable narrative over 
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others. However, a great equalizer when it comes to power in agri-food business 

does exist: all actors ultimately answer to the wider market (Smit et al, 2008). 

3.4.4 Unfair perception of weaker actors 

As Foucault (1978, p.95) said, “Where there is power, there is resistance”, and the 

agri-food supply chain is no exception to this. When faced with dominance of a 

buyer, suppliers can interact and collaborate with each other to enhance their 

collective resistance (Touboulic et al, 2014), such as through farmer associations 

(Testa et al, 2014) and cooperatives (Hooks et al, 2017). In some countries, there 

may be distrust in entering collective structures; education of farmers would 

therefore be key in assuaging such fears (Filipović, 2019). Branding and 

differentiation can also be implemented to increase the power of weaker players 

(Segovia-Villarreal et al, 2019; Hooks et al, 2017), as well as limiting the visibility 

within the supply chain for powerful actors (Freidburg, 2017). As with Section 3.4.3, 

research into resistance to power within an agri-food supply chain appears to be 

limited in its scope, with a predominant focus on improving the economic 

sustainability. 

 

3.5 A research agenda  

The importance of the agri-food supply chain in sustainably feeding a growing global 

population has been emphasised throughout this review. Therefore, it seems 

surprising that only 36 papers consider this context in relation to the concept of 

power, particularly when the impact that a power imbalance between stakeholders 

can have on influencing sustainable supply chain management practices is known 

(Touboulic et al, 2014). The growing trend of new articles being published on the 

subject may indicate that the academic community are responding to this scarcity, as 

shown in Figure 3.2. Given the United Nations (2020) setting of sustainable 

development goals, as well as their calls for strengthening food supply chains, it is 

expected that the influence power can have over sustainability in an agri-food supply 

chain context will remain a pertinent area of research interest, and the number of 

relevant papers published will continue to rise. 
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Figure 3.4 shows that a variety of different contexts within the agri-food sector are 

drawn on in existing research. Given that different industries may face their own 

unique challenges, and that acceptance of sustainable practices by suppliers can be 

increased based on acknowledgement of such idiosyncrasies (Neimark et al, 2019), 

such variety in specific research context is welcomed, ensuring as many different 

permutations are considered. Variety also exists in the framing of sustainability, as 

Figure 3.5 shows. Whilst a significant proportion of papers consider sustainability 

from a triple bottom line perspective, the majority do not consider all three pillars in 

their research. To facilitate consideration of a wider range of sustainability issues 

faced by agri-food industries, future researchers would be encouraged to continue 

considering a broader conceptualisation of sustainability in their work. As such, in  

this research project, sustainability will be modelled and considered from all three 

pillars in the triple bottom line. 

As Section 3.4.3 and 3.4.4 state, sustainability from the perspective of the weakest 

actors is primarily framed through an economic lens, with a broader approach to 

sustainability taken when considering the stronger actors’ viewpoint. As such, the 

conceptualisations of sustainable narratives of weaker actors are overlooked; 

indeed, powerful organisations have been shown to manipulate both the industry 

narrative of sustainability (Dauvergne, 2018; Jacobi & Llanque, 2018) and the 

perception of weaker actor sustainability held by wider society (McCarthy et al, 

2018). Social and environmental sustainability from the perspective of weaker actors 

is a research gap that has been highlighted in this review, and it is recommended 

that future studies could consider these aspects when considering stakeholder 

acceptance and resistance to sustainable supply chain management practices. The 

lack of perspective from the weaker actors encouraged use of cultural hegemony in 

this project, which is discussed further in Section 4.4. 

Analysis in Section 3.3.7 showed that the majority of research only considers 

stakeholders within the supply chain, with only 13 studies considering the role that 

government, NGOs and wider societal factors can have on power in sustainable agri-

food supply chains. Considering a broad scope of how power is transmitted and any 

associated effects helps facilitate a fuller understanding of a potentially complex web 

of power relations. This provides a further rationale for the use of cultural hegemony, 

which is shown in Section 4.4 to facilitate a broad overview. A similar point on broad 



73 
 

scope can be made relating to Section 3.3.8, with only a quarter of existing studies 

considering multiple stakeholder perspectives on issues. To encourage critical 

analysis on any unidimensional perspective, comparison with the perspectives of 

others will also foster a more comprehensive overview of power relations and their 

consequences to sustainable supply chain practices. 

Perhaps the most startling outcome from this study is the lack of theory that is 

applied to research looking at power and sustainability in the agri-food context. As 

Figure 3.6 illustrates, two thirds of all research considered had no meaningful 

interaction with existing management theories within the supply chain, whose use 

could provide novel framing and additional insights and explanations into established 

issues and relationships. In past research, theory has been successfully used in 

relation to both power (Reimann & Ketchen, 2017) and sustainability (Touboulic & 

Walker, 2015). Resource dependence theory (RDT) is the most frequently drawn on 

lens in this study, but its application remains in its infancy, featuring in only 4 

separate articles. The application of RDT appears to have provided effective 

corroboration with empirical findings, as well as deepening a fundamental 

understanding of power relations in a sustainable agri-food context. Use of theory 

was also shown to vary in meaningfulness, with the majority of papers showing 

alignment with existing theory, and the minority using theory to suggest new ideas or 

explain findings (Zorzini et al, 2015). As such, future papers would be encouraged to 

embrace and embed theory in their design and results, rather than offer a restrained 

interaction. 

As shown in Section 3.3.5, theory has only been applied to certain aspects of 

power-related topics, and given the wide range of issues facing agri-food supply 

chains, this leaves scope for further integration of previously utilised theoretical 

arguments in future research projects, such as institutional theory and power 

dependency theory. As theory has been only seldom employed when exploring 

power in an agri-food sustainable supply chain context, there also remains a range 

of relevant theories that can be drawn on by researchers. Examples could include 

dynamic capability and relational theory, both previously in sustainable supply chain 

management literature (Touboulic & Walker, 2015), or social exchange theory, which 

features widely in supply chain power research (Reimann & Ketchen, 2017). Further 

recommendations include power-based lenses that would be novel in the wider 
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sustainable supply chain management field, such as cultural hegemony; a gap which 

is being addressed through the use of cultural hegemony in this project, more details 

of which are given in Chapter 4. 

In sum, this review calls for more studies to be undertaken at the nexus between 

power and sustainable agri-food supply chains. Future work should aim to assume a 

broad definition of sustainability, beyond just economic or environmental issues. 

There is a particular research gap when considering social and environmental 

sustainability from the perspective of weaker actors. Different contexts should be 

considered to account for industry-specific idiosyncrasies. The analysis highlighted a 

minority of research that considers stakeholders outside the immediate supply chain, 

or multiple stakeholder perspectives on an issue; both of which are recommended to 

ensure a holistic understanding of power behaviour and sustainable issues. Finally, 

there is a call for theoretical lenses to be drawn on when researching power in an 

agri-food sustainable supply chain context, aiding in deepening understand of how 

power forms and operates in such settings. 

 

3.6 Chapter 3 conclusion 

By following a systematic literature review process, a comprehensive overview on 

literature that explores power in an agri-food sustainable supply chain context has 

been presented in this study. Drawing from two databases, Scopus and Web of 

Science, 36 papers were included in this review, after removing duplicates and 

applying exclusion criteria. Bibliographic information was then analysed to identify 

key characteristics of the literature, which revealed a gradual increase over time of 

relevant papers, which feature a range of different industries in the wider agri-food 

sector. Sustainability was shown to be conceptualised in several different ways in 

relation to the triple bottom line, with the majority of studies not considering all 3 

pillars of economic, social and environmental sustainability. An analysis of how 

different actors wield power in a sustainable supply chain management was given, 

which contrasted different perceptions of sustainable supply chain management 

practices from the different perspectives of actors in the supply chain. 
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From this analysis, a research agenda was then given, which highlighted gaps and 

suggested areas for future focus. Two key gaps were highlighted here: the 

fragmented approach to researching different actors and the application of theory to 

research. The fragmented approach refers to the focus given to how powerful actors 

can wield their power and influence the sustainable supply chain management 

practices, whilst the actions of weaker actors is given less attention. Sustainability 

has been shown to be a multifaceted and complex issue, and the lack of research 

that tackles this issue in a supply chain from multiple actor perspectives means a 

unified voice of how to progress fairly, equitably and sustainably is not given. 

Therefore, research that goes beyond solely considering the perspective of the most 

powerful actors is called for. This gap led to a refinement of the wording of research 

question 3 in this project. Initially, power was going to be examined the perspective 

of “different” stakeholders. However, for the sake of clarity, “different” was replaced 

with “multiple”, which better describes the intended scope of the question and 

reflects the outcome of this systematic literature review. 

Furthermore, future research should also endeavour to integrate a meaningful 

theoretical component to future analyses, providing deeper insight into the issues 

faced by the agri-food sector. This could be in the form of theories already used, 

novel theoretical perspectives or a mixture. Theory would ideally be employed to 

suggest new ideas, explain results or be expanded. The identification of such 

recommendations for future study is a strength of this study, but it is not without its 

limitations. Whilst it is possible some studies may have been missed, the detail given 

on the methodology of this literature review process demonstrates the rigour that 

went into designing and executing this research, minimising the chances of missing 

relevant literature. 36 papers were utilised, resulting in a sample size where some 

may question the generalisability and validity of the findings. However, it should be 

acknowledged that the sample size reflects the emerging nature of this topic in 

supply chain management. Although in a fledgling stage, exploring power in relation 

to agri-food sustainable supply chain management has global implications for future 

generations. This section calls for future research to be comprehensive and fair in its 

supply chain perspective, and theoretically informed in its evaluation, which is the 

approach assumed throughout this project. The impact of these suggestions on the 

research project, along with the key research gaps identified in Chapter 2, are 
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summarised in Table 3.4. The purpose of this table is collate and review how the 

research has been shaped by the literature reviewed in this study. 

Table 3.4: An overview of the research gaps identified so far, and their relationship 

to this research project 
 

Chapter Two 

Summary of research gap Link to research project 

All aspects of the sustainability triple bottom 

line are shown as important to the UK dairy 

industry, but there is no unity or common 

understanding on addressing these issues 

Formation of research question 1 

The aim of this research is to understand how 

sustainability is implemented by the dairy 

industry, and the current approach is 

disparate and fragmented. An understanding 

of commonalities and idiosyncrasies may 

practically facilitate unification and adhesion 

on sustainable matters 

Formation of research question 2 

A clear power imbalance exists, and previous 

research has shown power can influence 

sustainable practices. In the dairy context, 

how does such an imbalance impact 

sustainability conceptualisation? 

Formation of research question 3 

Chapter Three 

The framing of sustainability in most of the 

existing research does not effectively 

consider all pillars of the triple bottom line 

Helped structure data collection 

and analysis instruments to 

ensure all aspects of sustainability 

are covered 

Theoretical lenses are seldom drawn on in 

existing literature 

Integration of theoretical lenses 

with the research design and 

analysis 

Social and environmental sustainability are 

scarcely covered from the perspective of 

weaker actors. Key stakeholders outside the 

supply chain are usually omitted from existing 

research. 

Specific use of cultural hegemony 

to encourage broad outlook from 

the weaker perspective 
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Summary of key points 

 

o To capture a comprehensive overview of the literature on power in relation 

to sustainable agri-food supply chain practices, a systematic review is 

undertaken. Critical evaluation of the existing literature facilitates the 

formation of a future research agenda. 

o In total, 36 papers are included in the review, ranging from 2008 to the 

present day. 

o Differences between the papers include industry context explored and 

framing of sustainability 

o The majority of papers in the review do not employ a theoretical lens, and of 

those that do, only a minority use theory to suggest new ideas and explain 

findings. 

o Power is most frequently explored by stakeholders within a supply chain, 

leaving a minority of studies considering external actors. A unidimensional 

stakeholder perspective is also more frequently used than a broader multi-

perspective approach. 

o The interaction between power and sustainable supply chain practices can 

be understood in relation to the relative power of actors and the perception 

of practices, resulting in 4 discrete approaches; influence, impose, accept or 

resist. 

o Proposed future research is recommended to be theoretically informed, 

offer multiple stakeholder perspectives and consider a broad approach to 

sustainability. 

o Key research gaps and their links to research questions and design choices 

in this project are reflected on and summarised.  
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4 
Stakeholders, 
dependency & hegemony 
 

4.1 Introduction 

Considering the use of theoretical lenses are important in the research process, as 

existing theory in the researcher’s mind underpins their understanding of research 

and knowledge in general (Walshaw, 2012). Acknowledging and using theories in a 

research project provides different angles to view an issue, each of which might 

afford a new way of understanding the subject (Reeves et al, 2008). Yet, even with 

this advantage, only a minority of sustainable supply chain studies consider any 

theoretical lenses (Touboulic et al, 2014). As Section 3.3.5 shows, this imbalance is 

also the case in agri-food supply chain and power research. To ensure a strong, 

clear basis in theory, the three theoretical lenses drawn on in this project will be 

explored in this chapter: stakeholder theory, resource dependence theory and 

cultural hegemony. Whilst alternative supply chain and management theories were 

considered, those selected fit best with a multi-player power focused topic from a 

qualitative perspective. Institutional theory was considered for this project, and has 

been employed successfully in similar research (Glover et al, 2014). However, whilst 

institutional theory might be capable of identifying a dominant logic (Glover et al, 

2014), cultural hegemony can do this whilst also exploring how the mechanisms of 

power work. As such, cultural hegemony was opted for instead of institutional theory.  

Each lens will be given a dedicated section, after which an explanation on how these 

theories connect with each other and inform the research will be discussed. Some 

concluding remarks will then be given, as well as the highlighting of key points from 

this chapter. 
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4.2 Stakeholder Theory 

Based on the seminal work by Freeman (2010), Stakeholder theory suggests the 

adoption of a socially responsible attitude to business by going beyond the 

shareholders of a focal firm and considering all those who affect and are affected by 

the activities of said focal firm (Bevan & Werhane, 2011). This conceptualisation is in 

contrast to the traditional input-output corporation model (Donaldson & Preston, 

1995), and can be perceived as more ethical and socially responsible than the view 

that firms solely exist to maximise the wealth of shareholders (Alpaslan, 2009).The 

location of the firm in an integrated web of other players is a key concept of the 

theory, which provides a basis for managerial consideration of the complex links 

between an organisation and wider society (Bevan & Werhane, 2011). The 

externalities that are produced by an organisation are what concerns stakeholders, 

who ultimately want to maximise positive externalities and minimise negative 

externalities (Sarkis et al, 2011).  

Govindan (2017) demonstrates the usefulness of stakeholder theory in mapping 

supply chains for sustainability. He mentions how past academics have used 

stakeholder theory in their sustainability research, looking at issues such as 

stakeholder influence and co-operation, and establishes relevance to food supply 

chains in particular (Govindan, 2017). Stakeholder theory is fundamental to this 

project as it facilitates the provision of a full account of sustainable activities by 

covering several perspectives, as well as highlighting the wider economic, social and 

environmental contexts that an organisation finds itself in (Govindan, 2018). As such, 

different stakeholder perspectives are built into the research questions themselves, 

as well as the methodology, which looks at different discourse outputs and opinions 

of stakeholders. Furthermore, stakeholder theory will contribute to analysis as it will 

help define the actors under consideration, drawing on the power, urgency and 

legitimacy framework of Mitchell et al (1997). Out of these three key constructs that 

define stakeholders and their importance, it is the concept of power that is of most 

interest in this research, which is explored in greater depth with resource 

dependence theory and cultural hegemony. 
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4.3 Resource Dependence Theory 

At the core of Resource Dependence Theory (RDT) is the principle that 

organisations have to navigate and transact with others in an external environment, 

leading to differing levels of organisational interdependence, and consequently 

control and power (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Pfeffer & Salancik (1978) go on to 

explain the tenets of dependency on a resource, which are based on the importance 

of a resource to an organisation, control over the allocation of said resource by 

another party, and the lack of alternative sources for the resource. For instance, if 

only a handful of parties hold or control a resource desired by many others, power is 

consequently awarded to the resource controllers. A key point of RDT is that these 

resource controllers can use their power to their benefit, exploiting those in the less 

powerful position (Reimann & Ketchen, 2017). To negate such adverse effects of 

power being wielded over other parties, strategies to lessen dependency and 

uncertainty should be engineered, such as exploring alternatives and coordinating 

with others, with the ultimate aim of increasing autonomy (Davis & Cobb, 2010). 

Another such mitigation strategy could be entering a supply chain, which might 

reduce uncertainty felt by an organisation by solidifying relationships with others, but 

also increases dependence on others within the supply chain (Crook & Combs, 

2007). 

RDT as a theoretical lens has only been used infrequently to explore SSCM 

practices (Genovese et al, 2020; Esfahbodi et al, 2016; Touboulic & Walker, 2015), 

but aligns well with ethos of SSCM, including relationship issues such as resource 

sharing and control (Esfahbodi et al, 2016). Consideration of power imbalances 

between actors, as well as any mutual dependencies, when utilising RDT can help 

explore future relationship structuring (Casciaro & Piskorski, 2005). When 

considering SSCM, exploring power imbalances along the supply chain with an RDT 

lens helps explain motivations and resistance to adoption of SSCM by different 

actors, as well as how sustainable considerations can have implications for 

dependency levels (Touboulic et al, 2014; Wolf, 2014). Supply chains can operate 

globally, and multinational companies can hold the power to spark such SSCM 

motivations in suppliers from emerging markets (Wu, 2015). RDT is drawn on by 

Chen (2018) to explain how economic power is wielded by larger organisations, such 

as multinational corporations; he explicitly mentions the food industry as a domain 
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where power imbalances can lead to exploitation and unethical practices. Whilst 

there is a mutual dependence between farmers and retailers, the small number of 

retailers compared to farmers is what drives the power imbalance in the food sector, 

as retailers have a greater choice of who they can transact with (Chen, 2018). 

Whilst effective management of relationships in a supply chain seems key to 

negating the adverse effects of dependency, and indeed can generate competitive 

advantages (Paulraj & Chen, 2007), high levels of trust are not a substitute for 

effective control measures when implementing SSCM practices (Schnittfeld & Busch, 

2016). To lower the sustainability-related risk felt by a buyer, information may be 

requested from a supplier; a dependent supplier who invests in SSCM practices to 

give such information and reduce the risk for a buyer may give themselves an 

advantage over other dependent parties (Foerstl et al, 2015). RDT has also been 

used to consider the effectiveness of board members in enhancing the flow of 

resources into an organisation (Cordeiro et al, 2020; Lu et al, 2020). Clearly, whilst 

resources can vary in their nature, any dependence on resources is inextricably 

linked to power in the supply chain. In this research, RDT will be drawn on when 

analysing the origin and structure of power held by influential stakeholders who could 

manipulate the dominant storyline of SSCM. Given this research project’s focus on 

power and RDTs established effectiveness in SSCM practices, it is drawn on in this 

project to help understand micro-level power dynamics between actors. The power 

focus of the theory also aligned with the methodological choice of critical discourse 

analysis, which encourages consideration of power dynamics. Whilst RDT provides a 

proven lens to appreciate dyadic power imbalances, the macro-level dynamics will 

be considered through a novel lens: cultural hegemony. 

 

4.4 Cultural Hegemony 

Antonio Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony (Gramsci, 1971), whose application 

in the supply chain field is novel, is offered in this research to provide insights into 

how both dominant and suppressed storylines are influenced by particular groups, 

namely different stakeholders. Figure 4.1 illustrates how Gramsci (1971) 

conceptualises the maintenance of a cultural hegemony in society. Prestige is 

awarded by wider society to the dominant actors, who use their power and position 



82 
 

to influence the dominant cultural hegemony. This worldview is then consensually 

accepted by the general population under the guise of common sense. Dissent 

against this dominant hegemony in wider society can come in the form of a passive 

revolution on culture, where small, individual acts of opposition gradually consolidate 

to act as a catalyst for hegemonic disruption. Gramsci (1971) described this passive 

revolution as molecular changes, which culminates in a war of position, the outcome 

of which decisively leads to acceptance or change of the status quo. It is the tacitly 

consented stances held by wider society due to the power held by dominant players 

that this research is interested in exploring in a supply chain context. Ultimately, the 

challenging of a dominant hegemony can lead to a social transformation (Genovese 

& Pansera, 2020), which in the case of this research context would be a more 

equitable reframing of sustainability along the supply chain. 

Gramsci’s notion of hegemony has been previously drawn on within management 

literature when considering corporate power interacting with wider society (Barros & 

Taylor, 2020; Moog et al, 2015), as well as issues regarding the environment, 

Figure 4.1: An overview of Gramsci’s Cultural Hegemony concept 
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corporate social responsibility and sustainability (Kourula & Delalieux, 2016; Moog et 

al, 2015; Shafer, 2006). Indeed, while Gramsci was exploring politics and wider society 

when he offered his thoughts on cultural hegemony, it is proposed that this theory can 

provide an insightful lens through which a richer picture of power relationships in 

industries and supply chains can be understood. For instance, just as Gramsci said 

that hegemonies found in individual nations are idiosyncratic in their character 

(Gramsci, 1971. pp. 240-241), so too could be the case between different supply 

chains and sectors. Indeed, as was highlighted in section 3.5, the broad approach 

taken by cultural hegemony provides a rationale for the theory’s inclusion in this 

project, as a wider view will provide a more accurate representation of the difficulties 

facing the dairy industry. Equally, when considering what causes the cessation of a 

particular hegemony, the chaotic and disorganised movement, without leadership 

referred to by Gramsci (1971, pp. 229) could be seen as describing the proliferation of 

approaches to sustainability in supply chain contexts, as was discussed in Section 

2.2. 

When describing cultural hegemony as being able to provide a richer picture of power 

relationships, this alludes to the dual perspective on power (Gramsci, 1971, pp. 169), 

encompassing authoritative and hegemonic power. Whilst authoritative power is 

forced without consent, hegemonic power is imposed and consented to via the 

prestige which the dominant group enjoys (Gramsci, 1971, pp. 12). This outlook on 

power is similar to that of Michel Foucault, who saw power constantly featuring 

throughout all social exchanges (Lynch, 2014). Indeed, cultural hegemony is closely 

linked to Foucault’s concept of biopower, however whilst biopower places importance 

on each individual interaction (Taylor, 2014), cultural hegemony appears more 

concerned with the binary relationship of dominance and submission, better aligning 

with Emerson’s (1962) definition of power, mentioned in Section 2.7. 

Foucauldian thought is drawn on in this research when considering the nature of 

power, as well as its relationship to knowledge. The nature of power refers to the idea 

that power is not just a negative force, but can also be wielded positively; Foucault 

acknowledges this by identifying resistance as a form of power that is found alongside 

dominance (Feder, 2014). This resistance will be highlighted in the perspectives of 

dairy industry stakeholders that differ from the dominant storyline. As was highlighted 

in Section 3.5, the weaker stakeholder perspective is usually neglected in agri-food 
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sustainable supply chain research; the attention which the cultural hegemony lens 

places on the repressed parties provides a key rationale in using this theory. When 

considering the relationship between power and knowledge, Foucault is clear about 

their inextricable relationship (Feder, 2014). Indeed, that knowledge is always the 

historical and circumstantial result of external forces of power is given as fundamental 

concept by Foucault (1973, pp. 13). 

Common sense at a particular epoch is conveyed through discourse, the origin of 

which represents the source of knowledge, and therefore power (Hall, 2001); indeed, 

discourse is identified by Foucault (1973, pp. 5) as an arena in which power is 

transmitted. Hence, the discourse being produced by different stakeholders in the UK 

dairy supply chain will be drawn on to offer insight into what the dominant approach 

towards sustainability is, as well as identifying any counter-hegemonic storylines. 

Similar work on the conceptualisation of sustainability from discourse in an 

organisation setting has been undertaken (Allen et al, 2012), but this remains internally 

focused, concentrating on employee perceptions. 

 

4.5 The relationship between the theoretical lenses 

Central to this PhD research is the interaction between different actors which is why 

stakeholder theory provides the foundation that this project is built upon. Stakeholder 

theory (ST) will be used to take a broader industrial view when defining those actors 

with influence over the UK dairy supply chain. Different stakeholders may have 

different storylines regarding their perception of sustainability, with one approach 

appearing more dominant than the alternatives. Cultural hegemony (CH) will provide 

a lens to explore how those stakeholders in powerful positions communicate a 

dominant sustainability approach, whilst alternative approaches are marginalised. 

Further reinforcement of power dynamics between those in powerful positions and 

those in weaker positions will be framed through resource dependence theory 

(RDT). Exploring the nature of this power relationship using resource dependence 

theory will contribute to explaining why some stakeholders are able to influence the 

cultural hegemony found in the dairy industry, whilst others have to accept this 

worldview. Ultimately, the power imbalances that inhibit sustainable progress can be 
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identified and addressed, to the advantage of stronger supply chain relationships. 

Figure 4.2 expresses this relationship. 

RDT appears to interact with CH by being able to explain how hegemonic power 

materialises; whilst CH focuses on abstract forces such as consent and prestige 

(Gramsci, 1971), RDT concretises these concepts into a more specific resource 

form. The consent given by the general population in CH could be motivated by the 

interdependence between organisations for certain resources in RDT (Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978). Furthermore, the steps taken by organisations to lessen such 

dependency in RDT (Davis & Cobb, 2010) appear to reflect the molecular changes 

of the passive revolution that feature in CH (Gramsci, 1971). This emerging 

complementary relationship between RDT and CH is developed further in Section 

8.2.4 through the proposal of the hegemonic resource value concept. 

In addition to relating with each other, the theoretical lenses are explicitly linked with 

the research design of this project, as shown in Figure 4.3. ST provides the 

foundation for all three research questions, as contrasting different perspectives of 

stakeholders in the dairy industry are central to this research project. In answering 

research questions 1 and 2, CH is utilised to conceptualise the different sustainability 

narratives in the dairy industry, as well as to make sense of how sustainable 

performance factors can impact a narrative. Both CH and RDT are drawn on when 

Figure 4.2: Relationship between different theories used in this research project 

 

Stakeholder Theory (ST) 

Resource Dependence 

Theory (RDT) 
Cultural Hegemony (CH) 

CH and RDT 

Assessing how stakeholder power imbalances can 

be instrumental in shaping the dominant approach 

to sustainability 

Stakeholder 

Interaction ST and CH 

Exploring which 

stakeholders 

communicate dominant 

and alternative 

sustainability storylines 

ST and RDT 

Examining how power 

imbalances are 

distributed between and 

evaluated by different 

stakeholders 
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answering research question 3, helping to explain power and its ability to influence 

sustainable narratives.  Methodological choices made in this research were also 

influenced by theory, such as the selection of critical discourse analysis due to their 

strong alignment with CH and RDT, and sampling criteria decisions based on 

stakeholder categorisations. The interaction between theory and methodology is 

explored in further detail in Section 5.10. 

 

4.6 Chapter 4 conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to emphasise the fundamental role theoretical 

lenses play in this research project. The motivation behind the use of theory was 

two-fold: to provide a grounding in existing streams of supply chain research, but 

also to encourage taking a new viewpoint on an issue. The effective previous use of 

stakeholder theory and resource dependence theory in sustainable supply chain 

literature (Touboulic & Walker, 2015) demonstrates their suitability for exploring and 

understanding a sustainable supply chain context. Conversely, the novel inclusion of 

Research Foundation 

ST utilised to help define different actors and perspectives under consideration in this research 

RQ3: Relationship between power 

and sustainable approaches 

Blend of CH and RDT to identify where 

power is distributed, show how power is 

managed and understand both the 

positive and negative repercussions of a 

power-imbalanced supply chain 

RQ1 & 2: Different approaches to 

and evaluation of sustainability 

CH drawn on to identify dominant and 

alternative approaches towards 

sustainable supply chain management 

in the UK dairy industry 

Interviews 

Sampling decisions relating to 

interviews were related to ST. Definition 

of different actors facilitated a collection 

of multiple perspectives. More detail can 

be found in Chapter 5. 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

Choice of critical discourse analysis was 

influenced by inclusion of CH and RDT. 

More detail can be found in Chapter 5. 
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Figure 4.3: The Utilisation of Theory in the research project 

 



87 
 

a cultural hegemony perspective is to facilitate original insights into the research 

problem, thus introducing a new lens that can be utilised by others in the supply 

chain field. 

Each theoretical lens that features in this research has a distinct rationale for its 

application, from the identification of stakeholders to explaining the enduring nature 

of dominant storylines. Together, the theories complement each other in exploring 

the approaches taken towards sustainability by different actors in a supply chain, as 

well as the influential nature of power-dynamics found between said actors. By 

providing a conceptual grounding and offering fresh insights, the application of 

stakeholder theory, resource dependence theory and cultural hegemony serve to 

strengthen the quality and impact of this research. 

 

Summary of key points 

 

o Three theoretical lenses are drawn on in this research project: stakeholder 

theory, resource dependence theory and cultural hegemony. 

o Stakeholder theory underpins the structure of this research, helping 

distinguish different actor perspectives 

o Resource dependence theory will a tested theory for explaining the power 

dynamics found in the dairy supply chain. 

o The novel use of cultural hegemony should complement the identification of 

dominant and alternative sustainable storylines found in the dairy industry. 

o As well as relating to each other, the theoretical lenses link with the 

research questions and methodological choices in this research. 
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5 

Research Methodology 

5.1 Introduction 

Intrinsic to the research process is the researcher. Throughout the entire research 

journey, it is the individual behind the project that makes decisions on how to collect, 

analyse and present data. As Silverman (2013) advises, inclusion of the researcher 

within the methodology chapter lends itself to providing a fuller account regarding 

justification of research design, facilitation of discussion on obstacles that have been 

overcome in the research process and allows for contextualisation of research topic 

selection. Therefore, to foster transparency for the reader and candour in the text, I 

will offer personal insights into the formation of the methodology for this project. 

The information presented throughout this chapter has been guided by Murcott 

(1997), who poses four core questions that a research methodology should answer. 

They are: 

How did you go about your research? 

What overall strategy did you adopt and why? 

What design and techniques did you use? 

Why those and not others?  

These questions suggest that the methodology chapter needs to go beyond a 

descriptive account of research design and offer a rationale of methodological 

choices made at each stage of the research process. As such, insights into my 
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decision-making process are included in every section in this chapter. Rather than 

writing an overly formalised methodology chapter, which can often be unengaging 

(Silverman, 2013), I hope to instead guide the reader through the story behind the 

process of this research project. 

To begin, there is a clarification of the research objectives, all of which will be 

reflected on as the theoretical framework of the project is discussed. The two 

subsequent sections, research philosophy and strategy, will mostly involve 

theoretical discussions about the nature of my research, whereas research design 

will bridge theory with practical considerations. Four separate sections on the 

practicalities on data collection and data analysis are then given, followed by a 

reflection on how the theoretical lenses employed in this project relate to 

methodological choices made. Issues around ethics are then considered, from the 

perspective of both the researcher and the participant. The researcher background 

and reflections will be discussed, providing an opportunity to behave reflexively and 

to explain both the impact of past experience and obstacles in the PhD process to 

the reader. Finally, a summary is offered, drawing the methodology section together 

and providing an overview for the reader. The structure of this chapter is captured in 

Figure 5.1. Note that the research journey was not sequential, but there was a 

feedback loop between methods, which is captured in Figure 5.2 in Section 5.5. 

Figure 5.1: The structure of the methodology chapter  

Interviews: Data Collection 

Interviews: Data Analysis 

Theoretical Lens 

Ethical Considerations 

Researcher Background and 
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Research Objectives 
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Research Strategy 

Research Design 

Critical Discourse Analysis: 
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Critical Discourse Analysis: 

Analytic Process 
Summary 
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5.2 Research Objectives 

Through highlighting gaps in knowledge within the literature review, three research 

questions were formed. This project will aim to answer each of these questions as 

fully as possible. Although they have undergone several revisions throughout the 

project, I formulated a set of research questions early in the process. As Bryman 

(2012) warns, failure to create research questions in the preliminary stages of 

research can result in a lack of focus in design and lack of depth in data collection. 

Instead of the interrogative nature of research questions, the research objectives are 

written as declarative statements. The objectives of this research are: 

1. To explore how sustainable narratives are conceptualised from a multi-

stakeholder perspective in the UK dairy supply chain 

2. To understand how sustainability performance are evaluated from a multi-

stakeholder perspective in the UK dairy supply chain 

3. To explore how power held by multiple stakeholders influences sustainable 

narratives created within the UK dairy supply chain  

The choice of initial verb in these objectives is carefully considered, as it relates to 

the purpose of the research. Both research objective 1 and research objective 3 are 

exploratory, as indicated by the use of explore. Alternatively, research objective 2 is 

concerned with developing understanding on stakeholders’ evaluative processes. 

Blaikie (2009) explains how the research purpose links to methodological design, 

both in terms of philosophy and methods employed. He discusses how exploratory 

research, which is used to gain insights into both a topic and context that little is 

known about, requires methods that favour flexibility. This is reflected in the choice to 

undertake a semi-structured interview, as it affords the ability to probe if any 

interesting topics surface in the interview, rather than undertaking a more rigid 

structured interview (Gray, 2014). The importance of context in exploratory research 

is reflected in the decision to pursue a critical discourse analysis, as this method 

uses context to ensure relevance of findings (Morgan, 2010). On the other hand, 

research involved with understanding should aim to capture to specific 

interpretations of individuals involved with the subject under investigation (Blaikie, 



91 
 

2009). This aligns with the importance placed on valuing the subjectivity of social 

actors in the research philosophy, as discussed in Section 5.3. 

 

5.3 Research Philosophy 

At the core of the research process are the philosophical beliefs held by the 

researcher, comprising of their epistemology, ontology and theoretical perspective. 

Consideration of these elements are crucial to the methodology as they are 

inexorably linked to the choice of methods used. As Gray (2014) explains, the 

methodology chosen is influenced by the theoretical perspectives adopted by the 

researcher, which is in turn influenced by the researcher’s epistemology and 

ontology. Whilst methodological decisions can take place without an awareness of 

these philosophical foundations, an appreciation of them allows for greater 

understanding of the research process. The framework established by Moon and 

Blackman (2014) is used to label approaches taken, as this ensures consistency and 

alignment of concept definitions. 

First to be explored is epistemology, which addresses the issue of how an individual 

can understand the world (Jenkins, 2002). It is important to recognise what 

epistemological approach is taken, as each different outlook on how the world can 

be understood can affect the gathering and interpretation of data (Gray, 2014). In 

academia, epistemology considers how a discipline defines knowledge, with a 

replication of natural science procedure in the social science world being referred to 

as positivism (Bryman, 2012). Rather than seeing the social world as a place to 

perform experiments to obtain objective results, I believe knowledge is constructed 

through the perception of each individual. Referred to as constructionism, this 

epistemological approach posits that each individual constructs their own meaning of 

knowledge based on their respective idiosyncratic life experiences (Moon & 

Blackman, 2014). Ultimately, understanding of the social world can be seen as a 

construction of those within it (Gray, 2014). This is reflected in the research 

objectives in Section 5.2 as they aim to explore different stakeholder approaches 

and perspectives on the same issues of sustainability and power. 

Whereas epistemology considers how the world can be understood through 

knowledge, ontology is concerned with what the world is, and the structure of reality 
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(Gray, 2014). I believe that reality is not the same for everyone, but the experience of 

what reality is can be similar across individuals within a specific group. This 

ontological approach is known as bounded relativism, which allows for individuals to 

have their own perception of reality in their minds, but suggests that groups bounded 

together by a particular trait can share the same perception of a reality (Moon & 

Blackman, 2014). In the context of this project, these discrete groups could be the 

different approaches to agriculture or different stakeholders in the dairy industry, 

linking with the theoretical lenses as discussed in Section 3.10. There is congruence 

between constructionism and bounded relativism, as both concepts acknowledge the 

subjectivity of the individual in the construction of reality. 

My epistemological and ontological stance come together in the theoretical 

perspective I take as a researcher, which is that of interpretivism. This theoretical 

perspective values the subjective, multifaceted and emotion-laden interpretations 

that exist within a socially constructed world (Hurworth, 2005). Interpretivism links 

with constructionism and bounded relativism, due to the value placed on the 

subjective individual. It is taking this theoretical perspective that influenced my 

research strategy and overall design, covered in Sections 5.4 and 5.5. Out of the 

several traditions found within the interpretivist stance, this research project aligns 

most with symbolic interactionism, which posits that actions of an individual are 

influenced by the perceived meaning given to aspects of the social world (Bryman, 

2012). Language is central to symbolic interactionism, as it is through language that 

individuals can create meaning from symbols (Polk, 2017). The importance of 

language is reflected in the decision to conduct a critical discourse analysis as part 

of this project, where the meaning behind texts is examined. 

A final point made by Bryman (2012) regarding the philosophical foundations of 

research is that they do not fit into discrete, unambiguous categories when relating 

them to research practices, and as such should not be overvalued. Indeed, even the 

authors referenced in this section have no consensus on the definite application of 

these philosophies. However, the purpose of considering these philosophical 

underpinnings is to explain how these theories can relate to methodological 

decisions made within the research process, as I have evidenced throughout this 

section. 
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5.4 Research Strategy 

Mason (2018) explains that the research strategy of a methodology shows the logic 

behind method choices in addressing the project’s research questions. The strategy 

adopted in this research is based on the qualitative approach, which developed to 

explore the diverse life experiences that have come with ever-evolving social change 

(Flick, 2009). Qualitative research promotes the understanding of meanings given by 

social actors, as well as acknowledging the importance social context plays in fully 

understanding data (Bryman, 2012). As Bryman (2012) goes on to say, qualitative 

research also fosters flexibility that can deal with both the idiosyncrasies of 

individuals and the constant flux of the social world. As well as acknowledging the 

subjectivity of the studied individual, qualitative research allows for reflexivity of the 

researcher (Flick, 2009), as is reflected in Section 5.12 for example. 

The subjective nature of enquiry valued by qualitative strategy aligns with the 

constructionist epistemology and interpretivist theoretical perspective discussed in 

Section 5.3. This alignment should not be oversimplified; these philosophical 

foundations are not exclusive to a qualitative approach, as some forms of 

quantitative study can be shaped by interpretivism (Bryman, 2012). However, 

considering the purpose of this research is to explore and understand, as mentioned 

in Section 5.2, the qualitative approach has a more appropriate fit than its 

quantitative counterpart.  

Whilst a qualitative approach provides a good fit for this research, there remains 

some criticisms about the nature of this strategy. Generalisability of findings, validity 

of observations and reliability of methods are all limitations in qualitative research 

that have been acknowledged throughout academia (Flick, 2009; Mason, 2018). All 

these points are impositions of positivist quantitative-based research criteria on an 

interpretivist qualitative study, so a mismatch in criteria comes as no surprise 

(Mason, 2018). Qualitative research does not see an individual as a collective of 

variables, but instead embraces the full complexity of the subject in context (Flick, 

2009). Therefore, instead of assessing qualitative research with quantitative criteria, 

a different framework of quality judgement needs establishing. 

As Mason (2018) acknowledges, the issues of validity, generalisability and reliability 

should not be totally disregarded, but instead the values behind these measures 
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should act as guidance for the formation of other quality indicators. The 

appropriateness of methods is one such example (Flick, 2009), with informed 

methodological choices leading to improved credibility of research (Bryman, 2012). 

Understanding the importance of undertaking research with care and rigour is 

another quality indicator, demonstrated through accuracy in handling data, honesty 

through lack of data fabrication and transparency in terms of research reflexivity 

(Mason, 2018). As Bryman (2012) summarises, it is important to demonstrate the 

trustworthiness of the researcher. 

The need for rigour in qualitative research provided the rationale for using two 

qualitative methods instead of one, endeavouring to capture a comprehensive and 

accurate representation of the UK dairy industry. Indeed, the mixing of qualitative 

methods not only adds depth to the findings, but also helps answer specific research 

questions (Mason, 2018).  Both of these are the case in this research project, as all 

research questions are answered by both qualitative methods, but research question 

2 is only answered through the interview stage. 

The features of qualitative research discussed in this section lend themselves to an 

inductive research strategy (Bryman, 2012). The study’s purpose to both explore and 

understand the topic under investigation involves initially making sense of the world 

and consequently drawing conclusions. Developing theory from a set of observations 

is the inductive research process, contrasted by the deductive process of taking 

theory initially and then testing it through the research process (Bryman, 2012). 

Blaikie (2009) explains that an inductive research strategy begins with data collection 

and ends with the findings being linked to the research questions, which reflects the 

strategy undertaken in this project.  

Caution should be taken when using the word theory in inductive research, as there 

is not an expectation to generate universal laws akin to those tested in deductive 

research. Instead, the output will be specific to the individuals under investigation 

(Blaikie, 2009; Bryman, 2012). Furthermore, the use of theoretical lenses discussed 

in Section 5.10 are only utilised to make sense of findings inductively, and not tested 

deductively in this project. When this project started, no existing theories were taken 

as a starting point. As the inductive sensemaking process took place, along with 

familiarisation of the literature, it was at that point in time that the usefulness of both 
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stakeholder theory and resource dependence theory emerged. The final lens of 

cultural hegemony emerged through wider reading and discussion of power outside 

the management context, where I saw the potential application within the dairy 

industry. So, these theories are not tested in any way, but instead emerged as 

helpful in understanding the findings of both the critical discourse analysis and the 

interviews. 

  

 5.4.1 Triangulation in Qualitative Research 

To improve the reliability of a qualitative piece of research, Gray (2014) stresses the 

importance of building triangulation into the research strategy. In simplistic terms, 

triangulation involves ensuring that the research topic has had multiple perspectives 

captured when addressing the research questions (Flick, 2009). Denzin (2017) 

categorises the four different types of triangulation as data, investigator, theory and 

methodological, each providing a different approach to capturing multiple 

perspectives. Flick (2009) warns against acknowledging triangulation purely for 

superficial purposes, but instead encourages an explanation of the rationale behind 

considering the concept. In this project, the reasons for considering triangulation are 

twofold: my research questions inherently demand thought on different perspectives, 

and as I alone will form emerging themes from the data, a lack of investigator 

triangulation requires compensation. 

When discussing triangulation in the context of this qualitative research piece, the 

aim is not to end up with an accurate interpretation of the situation, as the concept of 

objectivity does not align with the subjective constructionist epistemology taken. As 

Mason (2018) explains, triangulation involves trying to capture a richer account of a 

situation, showing the different dimensions of any solution to the research questions. 

Taking heed of this definition, the three different approaches to triangulation adopted 

in this research are explained in Table 5.1 overleaf. 
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5.5 Research Design 

The design of this research project needs to solve the intellectual puzzle presented 

by the research questions. Using Mason’s (2018) classifications, I would describe 

this research as being an ecological puzzle, meaning there is an interest in the 

interactions and workings of a particular situation. In the case of this research 

project, it is the interrelationships between UK dairy stakeholders regarding 

perceptions of power and sustainability-related communications that form the basis 

of this intellectual puzzle. Due to the importance placed on context in this project, the 

research design that appears to best compliment the addressing of this particular 

ecological puzzle is a case study design. 

The term case in case study design has a broad definition (Flick, 2009) and in this 

project refers to the UK dairy industry. A case study takes an idiographic approach to 

research (Bryman, 2012), meaning the unique aspects of the UK dairy industry can 

be focused on. Bryman (2012) refers to the depth and contextualisation offered by a 

case study approach as an intensive analysis, whilst warning about issues regarding 

generalisability. In this instance, I would refer the reader back to Section 5.4, which 

Type of 

triangulation 
Use in research project 

Data 

Space triangulation is utilised in the sampling of both the 

documents and the participants, ensuring they come from 

multiple sites. 

Theory 

Stakeholder theory, resource dependence theory and cultural 

hegemony are drawn on in this project, giving different 

perspectives. 

Methodological 

The different data collection methods of the critical discourse 

analysis and the interviews provides between-method 

triangulation, widening the scope of the research. 

Table 5.1: The triangulation of data in this research project 
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considers qualitative quality criteria. The case study lends itself to exploring current 

events in a comprehensive manner, including use of documents and interviews (Yin, 

2009). It is a combination of this ability to capture depth, as well as acknowledging 

the unique aspects of a case, that aligns this research design with the project’s 

research philosophies and strategies. Additionally, case studies have been utilised 

effectively in exploratory and inductive research (Blaikie, 2009), further aligning with 

this project’s methodology. 

Following Yin’s (2009) categorisations of case research design, this project 

represents an example of a single-case embedded design. The single-case element 

refers to the singular context under consideration: the UK dairy industry. The 

embedded element refers to the different components under analysis, which in this 

research project are the different stakeholder perspectives within the same context. 

As mentioned explicitly in Section 5.4, this research is following a multi-method 

approach, as is pictured in Figure 5.2. Note the circularity between the methods 

shown in the diagram, which reflects the feedback and comparison loop that took 

place between analysing the documents and undertaking the interviews. The Critical 

Discourse Analysis was undertaken initially, but overlapping with the interview phase 

sparked ideas when it came to coding the documents under analysis. Equally, the 

sustainability narratives identified in the critical discourse analysis and the interview 

phase are juxtaposed with each other in this circular process. Although one method 

was mostly undertaken chronologically before the other, it is the comparison of 

perceptions and interpretations that Figure 5.2 is primarily aiming to portray. 

Literature 

Review 

Critical 

Discourse 

Analysis 

Interviews 

Findings 
Interpretations 

Perceptions 

Figure 5.2: The circular nature of analysis in the research design 
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Table 5.2 summaries the methodological discussion undertaken so far, capturing 

key elements of research philosophy, strategy and design. The next four sections of 

this chapter will consider the particular methods utilised in this project: Critical 

Discourse Analysis and Interviews. Although the analysis of these qualitative 

methods used in this project are represented through the circular model, their 

ordering in this thesis is based on the order in which the data collection was 

undertaken. As such, critical discourse analysis will be discussed first, followed by 

the interviews. 

 

 

 

5.6 Critical Discourse Analysis: Overview 

The use of documents as data has been used in qualitative studies across different 

disciplines (Atkinson & Coffey, 2011). The analysis of documents facilitates a 

comparison between different perspectives, as well as allowing for contextualisation 

(May, 2011). Silverman (2014) discusses the advantages of using documents as 

Methodological foundations Perspective of this study 

Epistemology Constructionism 

Ontology Bounded Relativism 

Theoretical Perspective Interpretivism 

Research Strategy 
Qualitative 

Inductive 

Research Design 

Case Study 

Multi-method 

Circular process 

Table 5.2: An overview of the methodology argument so far 
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data, which includes their naturally occurring nature and their availability. The natural 

occurrence of documents is of benefit as it has been formed without the influence of 

those studying it, reducing researcher bias. The availability of documents is also 

advantageous, as it removes issues around access. When access issues were 

experienced in the interview phase of this research project, as discussed in Section 

5.8, the use of documents allows for stakeholder perspectives to remain 

represented, such as those of large retailers. 

Consider the constructionist stance I take towards research, which values individual 

subjectivity. Taking this approach towards using documents as data encourages 

viewing them as topics can that cannot speak for themselves, in need of 

interpretation and contextualisation, potentially leading to the identification of 

conflicting perspectives (Silverman, 2014). This aligns well with research question 1, 

which aims to capture the different perspectives taken towards sustainability in the 

UK dairy industry. Viewing documents as topics relates with going beyond just 

analysing content, considering how they are used, interacted with and the scope of 

their influence (Prior, 2011). However, as Atkinson & Coffey (2011) warn, although 

documents exist as social facts within reality, it should not be assumed that they are 

faithful representations of actual organisational practices. It is through noting this 

warning that I am encouraged to be critical of the documents, providing one of the 

rationales behind the choice of critical discourse analysis. 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a type of discourse analysis that facilitates a 

focus on power relations (Silverman, 2014), particularly lending itself to answering 

research question 3 regarding power. More broadly, the focus that CDA places on 

addressing power inequalities and social issues (Vaara and Tienari, 2010) 

compliments the sustainability-enhancing aims of this research project. CDA 

acknowledges the context and ideologies of discourse produced by those in powerful 

positions (Wodak, 2001). Through this contextualisation, CDA can explore why 

particular perceptions of discourse are more widely accepted in society than others 

(Bryman, 2012), linking with the cultural hegemony lens discussed in Section 5.10. 

Indeed, the method has been previously utilised in the literature to explore topics of 

power and class (Dunn & Eble, 2015), as well as the intentions and structures of 

institutions (Wang, 2019). CDA has also demonstrated the important role context 

plays in understanding an issue (Siltaoja & Vehkaperä, 2010), as well as facilitating 
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the comparison of different players and perspectives (Wang, 2019; Winkler, 2011). 

Whilst CDA has begun to be used in a management context to explore 

marginalisation of narratives (McCarthy et al, 2018), the use of CDA in relation to 

power dynamics over the sustainability of a supply chain is novel to this research, 

and therefore is another original contribution to knowledge that this research makes. 

The critical aspect of CDA comes from the positionality of the researchers 

throughout the analysis, which sit from the perspective of those in the weaker 

position (Van Dijk, 1986; Wodak, 2001). Following Glover et al’s (2014) findings, this 

would be from stakeholders that have little power over the supermarkets, such as 

SMEs and dairy farmers. A criticism of CDA relates to the lack of objectivity in this 

process, with the main counterargument being that true objectivity is an illusion and 

the researcher is intrinsically in the social world they are investigating (Cameron & 

Panovic, 2014). Given my research philosophy, I align with the latter, arguing that 

being explicit about researcher positions provides greater transparency for research 

quality judgement. 

The CDA method would address both research question 1 and 3, looking at the 

different sustainability narratives in the UK dairy industry and how important power is 

in ensuring the success of these narratives. Fairclough (2010) acknowledges there 

are several different approaches to CDA, resulting in accusations regarding lack of 

detail regarding specific CDA procedural detail (Vaara and Tienari, 2010). Therefore, 

for consistency when implementing the method, I needed to choose a specific 

approach. Given Norman Fairclough’s important status as a founder of CDA (Locke, 

2004), and the frequent use of his books in wider CDA literature (Breeze, 2011), I 

decided to follow his approach. Fairclough’s (2001) procedure involves analysing the 

text itself, the context and the power relations within that context (Keller, 2013). To 

operationalise Fairclough’s approach to CDA, I added in specific detail for each step 

based on Bloor & Bloor (2007). The protocol used in this study is shown in Figure 

5.3. The context of the dairy industry and stakeholder authorship is initially 

examined, followed by analysis of the author positionality, intertextuality and 

linguistic features of each document. These subsequent steps give insights into how 

legitimacy is conveyed through the discourse. Finally, a critique is given on what 

approaches have been found, relating findings with context and suggesting changes 
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that could be implemented. It is in these final steps that the cultural hegemony lens 

in applied, as discussed in Section 5.10. 

Given the level of depth in analysis for each piece of discourse in this study, as well 

as the comprehensive account needed of the context in which they find themselves, 

20 documents were ultimately analysed. A purposeful sampling strategy was 

employed in this research, as such a strategy can lead to in-depth insights and 

understandings though the selection of specific materials (Patton, 2002). Such a 

strategy facilitated the reaching of data saturation, where no additional useful 

information would be added with additional documents (Saumure & Given, 2008). 

Using Patton’s (2002) categorisation of sampling strategies, this research follows a 

maximum variation sample, also known as heterogeneous sampling. This strategy 

involves selecting materials that differentiate based on a specified characteristic, 

1. Focus on the approach taken 

towards sustainability in discourse 

produced by different stakeholders 

2. Identify ways in which certain 

approaches to sustainability appear to 

be given greater legitimacy than 

others, such as the purpose of the 

text and its relationship with the rest 

of the industry 

4. Suggest ways in which changes could 

be implemented to enhance the 

approach taken towards sustainability 

3. Critique the dominant approaches to 

sustainability identified, and consider if 

there is a reason why society allows 

these approaches to continue 

 

When analysing 

the discourse, 

consider the 

positioning and 

stance of the 

author, 

intertextuality and 

use of any 

linguistic features 

Consider the 

context of culture 

and situation 

 

In these steps, 

the theoretical 

lens of cultural 

hegemony is 

applied. 

Figure 5.3: The Critical Discourse Analysis process used in this study, based on 

Fairclough (2001) and Bloor and Bloor (2007).  
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ultimately highlighting both the idiosyncrasies and central commonalities across a 

particular setting (Patton, 2002). The differential characteristic in this research is the 

author of the discourse, distinguished through their stakeholder grouping. The 

division between stakeholders’ links with Stakeholder Theory, as expanded on in 

Section 5.10, and consequently with the research questions, which aim to capture 

the multiple narratives and perceptions held by different stakeholders. Table 5.3 

captures the particular stakeholders and documents that were selected for analysis. 

All the documents used in this CDA were digital and sourced from the internet. They 

were all publicly available for everyone to see, requiring no special access 

procedures. The use of grey literature to investigate sustainability in a supply chain 

context has been implemented effectively in existing academic literature (Stewart 

and Niero, 2018). However, unlike Stewart and Niero’s (2018) study, this research is 

not concerned about general trends in the industry, with emphasis instead on the 

idiosyncratic storylines produced by different players across the supply chain. For 

the sake of relevance, the content of the documents needed to have an application 

in the UK dairy sector. To keep the research focused on the contemporary UK dairy 

supply chain, I ensured no documents were published earlier than 2017: the year in 

which data collection started. Like interviews, undertaking a CDA also comes with its 

own ethical considerations, which are covered in Section 5.11. 

Acronym* Stakeholder** Type(s) of document 

TA1 National Trade association Annual Review, Guidelines 

TA2 International Trade 

association 

Annual Review, Sustainability 

Report GD Government Department Policy Paper, Reports 

S1 Premium supermarket Sustainability Report, Webpages 

S2 Mid-range supermarket Sustainability Report, Webpages 

P1 Larger national processor Sustainability Reports 

P2 Smaller local processor Sustainability Policy Webpages 

LG Industrial lobby Group Sustainability Related Webpages 

AW Animal Welfare Group Campaign Leaflet, Report 

Table 5.3: Stakeholders and documents selected for CDA 

* Based in the UK unless specified otherwise 

** Acronym is used to refer to stakeholders in the Findings and Discussion sections 
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5.7 Critical Discourse Analysis: Analytic Process  

Following guidance from Bloor & Bloor (2007), the context of culture was refined 

throughout the CDA process, but was initially explored by understanding the history 

of the dairy industry, as well as the contemporary issues it faces and the institutions 

within in. The context of situation is also established for each document, including 

setting of production and author identity. The documents were then uploaded to 

NVivo 12, where the analysis shown in step 2 on Figure 5.3 took place. Using NVivo 

12 simplified the process of making links between documents, as previously 

identified characteristics were stored in a framework that was displayed alongside 

text, aiding in the coding of additional data.  

Fairclough’s approach to CDA is based on three processes: description, 

interpretation and explanation (Titscher et al, 2000). These link with textual, 

discursive and social levels respectively, as is shown in Figure 5.4. Titscher et al 

(2000) explain that at a text level, the content and form of the document are 

analysed, including grammatical choices, metaphors, rhetorical features and other 

linguistic features. Gioia et al (2013) suggest a transparent and rigorous approach of 

coding, a diagram of which can be found in Figure 5.5. These textual level 

considerations are the first codes that were assigned to each document. The 

discursive level links the document to the wider context it finds itself in, through 

considering the intertextuality of the discourse with other texts and conventions 

found in industry discourse and similar genres (Titscher et al, 2000). In this instance, 

genre refers to an item of discourse that follows a particular structure determined by 

society (Bloor & Bloor, 2007), such as a corporate sustainability report. Coding at 

this level included references to other sources, as well as use of specialist language. 

Then, the findings are contextualised and explained in relation to social practices 

found within the wider dairy industry and institutions (Titscher et al, 2000). At this 

level, I drew on the theoretical lens of cultural hegemony to explain findings at the 

textual and discursive stages. 
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After one document was analysed, a second document was then coded using the 

existing codes shown on NVivo 12, adding any additional codes as necessary. This 

iterative process continued across all the documents, with codes being continuality 

updated and each document being revisited multiple times, exemplifying the circular 

nature of this research as discussed in Section 5.5. This cyclic process also links 

with the subsequent interview phase, with comparisons being made between 

stakeholder perceptions and what is found in the dairy industry discourse.  

As the coding process drew to its conclusion, the main narrative found in the CDA 

emerged, as well as alternative, suppressed storylines. As was discussed in the 

paper published from this CDA, two storylines are intentionally chosen to ensure any 

suppression or controlling activities is highlighted clearly and undiluted as one 

against the powerful dominant storyline (Else et al, 2022).

Figure 5.4: The three levels of analysis using Fairclough’s CDA approach, based 

on Titscher et al (2000).   
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 Bespoke Practices 

Broad Guidelines 

Intertextuality 

Positionality and 

Stance of 

Stakeholder 

Cycle of Legitimacy 

Revolutionaries 

Approach taken towards 

Sustainability 

Role and Identity 

Hegemonic Power 

o External validation appears important 

o Use of local imagery 

o Specific details given on implementation and development 

o Scientific and academic vocabulary 

o Notably ambitious and committed tone 

o Aim to inspire others through their knowledge 

o Transference of authority to others can be seen 

o Frameworks seem to add legitimacy and demonstrate 

knowhow 

o Collaboration important to ensure sustainability 

o Different levels of collaboration: casual to vertical 

integration 

o Trust of consumers is important 

o Where do stakeholders fit in addressing the problem? 

What can be their contribution? 

o Overlap/duality of stakeholder identity  

o Purpose of document either to inform consumers or others 

in the dairy supply chain 

o Answering a self-made problem 

o Acceptance of TBL, but lack of interconnectedness 

o Industry is not sustainable in current format 

o Passionate call to arms 

o Direct challenge of status quo 

o Sense of unfairness 

1st Order: Concepts 2nd Order: Themes Aggregation 

Figure 5.5: Development of Coding in the Critical Discourse Analysis 
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5.8 Interviews: Data Collection 

The second method to be employed in this research is semi-structured interviews. 

Due to the co-production of knowledge between participant and researcher in the 

interview process, it fits perfectly with my constructionist epistemological position 

(Gray, 2014; Mason, 2002). The interactional nature of interviewing helps in gaining 

understanding of context (Mason, 2018), linking this method with CDA and the 

research objectives, both of which are interested in the context around the collected 

data. The semi-structured interview ensures data on key questions are collected, 

whilst having the flexibility to probe, add new questions and change the structure of 

the interview to fit the natural flow of topics (Gray, 2014; May, 2011). Interviews have 

their negatives though, such as researcher bias in design and their resource-

intensive nature (Salkind, 2012). I ensured a large data collection window for the 

interviews in response to the time-consuming nature of the method. Following Gray’s 

(2014) recommendations, researcher bias was kept to a minimum by using the same 

wording when asking the key questions to all participants, as well as standardising 

researcher behaviour by dedicating the same amount of time for building rapport with 

the participants. The interview schedule used in this data collection, covering what 

questions were asked in the interviews themselves, can be found in Appendix C. 

Given that the participants for this study are based all over the UK, the telephone 

was used in many cases to undertake the interview, with others being undertaken 

face-to-face in the field. My initial apprehension for using the telephone came from 

issues around building an authentic rapport and not being able to observe body 

language (Fielding & Thomas, 2016). Once in the field, my worries were eased as I 

found interviewing on the telephone reduced the obtrusiveness of the researcher, 

leading to participants feeling comfortable to share sensitive information, as well as 

allowing me to take comprehensive notes without maintaining active listening body 

language, such as eye contact (Lechuga, 2012).  

The interviews were designed to primarily answer research question 2 and 3, with 

the participants being different stakeholders within the dairy industry. Deciding how 

many stakeholders to interview was complex, as issues around resource constraints 

and research design needed consideration (Daniel, 2012). A key document that 

helped me reflect on sample size is Baker & Edwards’ (2012) methods paper on this 
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issue, which draws together the opinions of 14 prominent social scientists across 

several disciplines. There remains no consensus regarding how many interviews are 

enough, with it depending on factors unique to the researcher, including philosophy 

and complexity (Baker & Edwards, 2012). Reflecting on my interpretivist stance, the 

desire to capture context and intricacies whilst not being overwhelmed with data 

implied a smaller sample size. However, the complexity of capturing the opinion of 

different stakeholders across the dairy industry led to the realisation that the sample 

size could not be too restrictive. This led to the conclusion that I should collect data 

until saturation is reached, meaning that no new overarching patterns in the data are 

emerging with respect to the research objectives (Saumure & Given, 2008). In the 

end, 26 participants were interviewed. Table 5.4 shows the breakdown of the 

participants and their respective groupings. 

 

Dairy farmers are taken as the focal actor as they are furthest upstream in a 

conventional dairy supply chain; being upstream in the supply chain means being 

close to the harvesting of natural resources (Singer & Donoso, 2008), which in this 

case is liquid milk. The primary actors are those who have a high level of 

interdependence on farmers in the dairy supply chain (Clarkson, 1995), covering 

downstream stakeholders such as processors, retailers and consumers. The 

secondary actors are those who are not directly involved in the dairy supply chain, 

but have the ability to influence, or be influenced by, the supply chain (Clarkson, 

1995). In this research, secondary actors are accreditation boards, non-government 

organisations, academics and other standards boards. At least two participants were 

interviewed from each stakeholder group. Although there were access issues 

regarding processors and retailers in the primary actor grouping, they are well 

represented in the CDA phase of this research. More detail relating to the breakdown 

Type of Actor Grouping Number of Participants 

Farmers  10 

Primary actors 8 

Secondary actors 8 

Total 26 

Table 5.4: Breakdown of Interview Participants by Actor Groupings (Clarkson, 1995) 
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of stakeholders interviewed can be seen in Figure 5.6. The numbers attributed for 

each stakeholder relate to the grouping for this research, however the dashed line on 

the diagram shows that some participants associated themselves with more than 

one stakeholder grouping. 

Given the wide variety of stakeholders that needed representing, I followed a non-

probabilistic sampling strategy. As with the critical discourse analysis, this followed a 

maximum variation sample, also known as heterogeneous sampling (Patton, 2002). 

The initial sampling was purposive, as I wanted to ensure members from each 

stakeholder group were represented in the interview phase. Purposive sampling 

involves defining specific participant criteria and deciding who will take part in the 

research (Oliver, 2006). This ensured control over the number of dairy farmers 

interviewed, which prevented overrepresentation of this stakeholder and made sure 

my own researcher biases were restrained, as discussed in Section 5.12. A 

limitation of undertaking purposive sampling is the subjectivity of the process; if 

another researcher was to undertake this study, they might choose a different 

structure for the sample (Battaglia, 2008). Although such limitations mean it is 

Retailers 
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Consumers 

[ 3] 
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difficult to generalise the findings (Bryman, 2012), this is not the intention of this 

research. Instead, the findings will provide an insight into the opinions and 

experiences of professionals across the dairy supply chain, as is consistent with the 

philosophy behind this research.  

There were two instances in the research project where the participant suggested 

another individual that might be interested in taking part in the study. This is an 

example of snowball sampling, as it helps contact individuals that might otherwise be 

difficult to access (Atkinson & Flint, 2004). However, snowball sampling should be 

treated with caution, as overreliance on just one of these gatekeepers could 

introduce further bias into the research (David & Sutton, 2011). This issue is coupled 

with the notion that snowball sampling is biased anyway, due to the likelihood of 

participants identifying individuals with similar characteristics to themselves (Lee, 

1993). As only one participant from each gatekeeper was approached, I have aimed 

to keep the introduction of any bias to a minimum. 

5.9 Interviews: Data Analysis 

The transcripts produced from the interviews will be explored by using the template 

analysis procedure. Template analysis aligns well with a constructionist perspective, 

as the method can be comfortably employed whilst acknowledging multifaceted and 

subjective interpretations (Brooks & King, 2014). The strength of the process lies in 

its adaptable structure and transparency, which respectively creates an efficient 

system that demonstrates the development of the coding structure (King & Brooks, 

2017). For this project, the initial template is shown in Appendix D, and the final 

template is shown in Appendix E. Some may view template analysis as being too 

flexible, which makes it difficult for a simple focus to be found (King & Brooks, 2017). 

However, I believe that flexibility is the method’s strength in this project, as it means 

the template can be adapted to capture the complexity of the dairy industry, as well 

as facilitate the use of theoretical lenses in the analysis phase. 

The application of template analysis in the management discipline has been 

strengthened through the work of Nigel King, who remains a key figure in promotion 

of this analysis (King & Brooks, 2017). Due to his management-based approach and 

influential position, the procedure used in this template analysis is based on that of 

King & Brooks (2017). After familiarising myself with the data by reading through the 
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transcripts, 3 transcripts were coded initially, comprised of 1 example of each type of 

actor listed in Table 5.4 in Section 5.8. These codes were clustered into a structure 

and, along with the findings from the CDA and the theoretical lenses, represented 

the initial template of a priori themes. Then, as each interview is analysed, this initial 

template was altered, with some themes being dropped and others being added. 

Once this development phase ended with the last interview, the final template was 

then applied to all previously-analysed interviews, ensuring that any earlier data 

related to themes later identified were captured fully. The final template then 

provided a structure to help write up the findings. As with the CDA, NVivo 12 

software was used for coding of transcripts and the development of the template. 

The template analysis process used in this project is illustrated in Figure 5.7, which 

also highlights how CDA and the theoretical lenses link into the analysis process . 

CDA key findings 

Cultural Hegemony 

and Stakeholder 

Theory lenses 

Data Familiarisation 

Initial coding of 3 transcripts 

Cluster into emerging themes 

Initial template with a priori 

themes 

Template development phase 

Application of final template 

to all transcripts 

Writing up results 

Template Analysis Process 

Figure 5.7: The Template Analysis process used in this study, based on King 

and Brooks (2017)  
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5.10 Theoretical Lenses 

Throughout the thesis so far, I have repeatedly referred to the theoretical lenses 

utilised in this project: cultural hegemony, resource dependence theory and 

stakeholder theory. These theories are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4 and 

related to the project as a whole. However, this section aims to explore both how the 

theoretical lenses influence methodological issues in this project and how 

consideration of these lenses is built into the design of this project. A dedicated 

section to theoretical lenses has been created as theory informs many stages of the 

methodology process, including links with epistemology, analysis and researcher 

influence on the process (Collins & Stockton, 2018).  Rather than discussing the 

theories in isolation, this section will follow the chronological ordering of the research 

process from literature review to findings. The important links between this projects 

methodology and the theoretical lenses are summarised diagrammatically in Figure 

5.8. 

Chapter 4 is where the theoretical lenses are introduced, with the links between the 

research questions and the theoretical frameworks being discussed in Section 4.5. 

Once moving on to the initial research design phase, both lenses influenced 

methodological choices. My ontological approach of bounded relativism links well 

with that notion of many different stakeholder groupings being able to influence an 

organisation. These different perspectives on the same situation can be seen as the 

different realities held by different groupings of individuals. This further aligns with 

the research questions, which call for consideration from multiple perspectives. 

Cultural hegemony also links with the philosophical foundations of this project, as the 

idea of having predominant and supressed values implies there will be differing 

subjective judgements on what is accepted as the dominant worldview.   

Another decision taken in this initial research phase is the role that theory will have in 

the research, linking with the strategy taken. The research questions are not focused 

around testing hypothesis, but instead are seeking to explore and understand, as is 

mentioned in Section 5.4. To aid in this inductive process, resource dependence 

theory and cultural hegemony will be used to help make sense of findings and relate 

them to existing ideas and frameworks. It is in this sense that I use the wording 
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theoretical lens, as they will be looked through when considering the implications of 

the findings. 

The choice of CDA as a method was influenced by cultural hegemony, due to the 

power focused nature of this analysis. By taking the perspective of the least powerful 

players when considering a dominant perspective in CDA, the link with the 
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suppressed values against a common worldview in cultural hegemony is clear. As 

Collins & Stockton (2018) mentioned, the choice of a theory can reflect the role of 

the researcher, which is true in this project’s case and is discussed in more detail in 

Section 5.12. When considering the design of the CDA process, stakeholder theory 

influenced the sampling of documents, as they were differentiated by their 

stakeholder grouping. Cultural hegemony also influenced document selection, as 

both powerful actors and less powerful actors required representation. The absence 

of the individual dairy farmer remains a limitation of the CDA, due to the lack of 

relevant documents. However, the creation of a specific farmer grouping in the 

interview phase was aimed at correcting this imbalance. Within the CDA process, the 

theories were applied as lenses for both critique of the dominant narrative and wider 

discussion. 

When considering the interview design, stakeholder theory influenced the sampling 

strategy undertaken. Reflecting back on Table 5.4 in Section 5.8, the actor 

groupings are defined by bringing together different stakeholder groups, relating 

back to the research questions’ aim to explore different perspectives. Furthermore, 

trying to capture the different perspectives of multiple stakeholders within actor 

groupings influenced the individuals that were approached for interview as the 

fieldwork progressed. As the template analysis process began, cultural hegemony 

and stakeholder theory were included under the theoretical lenses first-tier grouping 

on the initial template. This inclusion provided a reminder to link back to the 

theoretical lenses whilst analysing transcripts, which facilitated regular reflection and 

created links with the theoretical lenses as the template evolved. 

 

5.11 Ethical Considerations 

From the design phase of this project onwards, ethical issues have been reflected 

upon, with action taken as appropriate. The need to consider ethics spans over the 

entire project, from the perspective of both the participants and myself. Additionally, 

CDA and interviews have their own respective ethical issues that will be reflected on 

in this chapter. It should be noted that this project received ethical approval from the 

Sheffield University Management School ethics committee.  
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Whilst no participants were approached in the primary data collection of CDA, there 

remained several ethical issues to consider when undertaking this analysis. Indeed, 

the first issue comes from this very lack of participant interaction, relating to the initial 

collection of the discourse. As all 20 pieces of discourse were publicly available and 

intended for public use, there appeared to be no barrier in their inclusion in this 

study. Although a critique is offered of the powerful players in the dairy industry that 

control the dominant sustainability narrative, I do not want to cause reputational 

damage to any one particular organisation. As such, the identities of the discourse 

authors have been anonymised, with an acronym based on stakeholder category 

used in place of an organisational name, as shown in Table 5.3 in Section 5.5. As 

lengthier quotes may result in identification of the discourse author, as smaller word 

count as possible will be adhered to. Rather than thinking about a particular real-

world organisation, I want the reader to consider the discourse as from a generic 

organisation that is illustrative of their particular stakeholder group. Ultimately, the 

aim of critical discourse analysis is ethical, as it intends to act as an enabler of social 

action to produce greater equality in society (Graham, 2018). As is demonstrated in 

this section, I have strived for this project to be undertaken with this ethical aim 

weaved throughout.  

As well as considering ethical issues from the perspective of the subject, I have 

reflected on the problems faced in this project as a researcher. When considering 

the CDA phase, the notable problem from the researcher perspective is honesty with 

the reader. As the critical discourse analysis process is inherently critical, it is 

important from a moral perspective that my position is made clear, so as not to 

deceive the reader (Graham, 2018). To reiterate for emphasis, this discourse 

analysis comes from the perspective of the least powerful in the dairy industry, 

including farmers and smaller processors (Glover et al, 2014). 

When considering the interview phase of this project, the subject under study shifts 

from documents to human beings. As such, this raises a number of ethical 

considerations to address in this section. When considering issues from the 

participant perspective, three main ethical concerns stand out: informed consent, 

participant anonymity and storage of confidential data. Whilst the subsequent 

paragraphs will explain how these issues were addressed, it should be noted that 

this research project has been designed in accordance with the ethical advice given 
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by the Economic and Social Research Council (2015), as they are the body who are 

funding this research. The Framework for Responsible Innovation (Engineering and 

Physical Sciences Research Council, 2020) has also been considered in this 

project’s design, as is demonstrated through my reflections on the research process 

and the thematic summary sheet disseminated to all interview participants.  

To define informed consent fully, Israel & Hay (2006) break down the concept into its 

two constituent parts: informed means the participant clearly understands the 

research and their role in it, whereas consent indicates that the participant is 

voluntarily taking part in a study. In this research, the participants were informed by 

reading a participant information sheet before taking part, which was sent over by 

email. To ensure they clearly understood the situation, the participants were also 

given an opportunity to ask any questions, either on the telephone or over email. 

When in the briefing stage of the interview, but before the Dictaphone was switched 

on, the researcher read out key information to the participant to consolidate their 

understanding and confirm they had been informed. A copy of both the participant 

information sheet and the interview schedule containing briefing prompts can be 

found in Appendix F and C respectively. 

Once the participant is informed, consent was then sought and recorded though a 

consent form, which was signed by the participant and the researcher (Sieber & 

Tolich, 2013). Courser (2008) mentions that the consent form contains, inter alia, 

verification regarding participant harm and the right to withdraw. As such, the 

participant was clearly informed on the consent form that they could choose to not 

answer a question, or withdraw from the research completely, at any point of the 

data collection process without needing any reason. Whilst a printable copy of this 

consent form was initially created, the progression to telephone interviews led to the 

document also being signed digitally using an online intermediary platform called 

Google Forms. A copy of the consent form in both the physical and digital format can 

be found in Appendix G. Participants were also verbally reminded of their right to 

withdraw in the briefing stage of the interviews. All information sheets and consent 

forms were prepared in line with guidance on General Data Protection Regulations. 

After the interviews had taken place, quotes from participants are vital to illustrate 

themes found during the analysis phase. However, any revelation of a participant’s 
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identity would break confidentiality and could cause distress and disruption to their 

lives (Bryman, 2012). It is therefore important to ensure participant anonymity, which 

means hiding the real identities of participants (Wiles, 2013). When considering 

quoting from interview transcripts, this means giving pseudonyms to all participants 

(Wiles, 2013), as well as changing locations and other identifiable characteristics. To 

replicate an image of the participant faithfully in the readers head, the pseudonyms 

chosen in this project correspond to the actual age and sex of the participant. As the 

research involves looking at different supply chain members, the participant’s 

stakeholder group in the supply chain is also disclosed in the analysis. Due to the 

broad nature of stakeholder groupings, I do not believe such categorisations will risk 

the anonymity of participants. Nevertheless, permission for this disclosure was 

sought on the consent form.  

In addition to anonymity, confidentiality can also be secured through effective 

storage of data (Ward & Westlake, 2004). Following the guidance given by Holmes 

(2004), any physical documents were filed away in a locked cabinet at the 

researcher’s home and any electronic documents were saved onto a USB stick, 

which will also be stored in the locked cabinet. Additionally, any laptop or desktop 

computer used during the research will always be password protected. After the 

research project has finished and the PhD is awarded, all records and documents 

will be deleted or shredded. However, one full anonymised interview transcripts will 

be included in the PhD thesis’ appendices as evidence, for which informed consent 

has been sought on the consent form. A full consideration of how data were 

managed throughout this project can be found in the data management plan shown 

in Appendix H. 

 Finally, when considering ethics throughout the interview process from the 

researcher perspective, personal safety when both in and out the field is paramount. 

To address the risks facing me in this phase, I created a fieldwork risk assessment. 

The purpose of this document was to highlight potential risks in the research 

process, and facilitate the design of measures to lower the level of risk faced. For 

instance, I did not feel comfortable using my personal phone number when speaking 

to participants, as this provides a means of potential unwanted contact after the 

interview process is finished, blurring personal and professional life. To address this, 

a work phone number was established and used when undertaking telephone 
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interviews. The entire risk assessment document can be found in Appendix J.  A 

summary of all the issues considered throughout this section can be found in Table 

5.5. 

 

5.12 Researcher Background and Reflections 

A reflection on relevant experiences and past research projects is not only important 

for providing a fuller picture for justifications (Silverman, 2013), but it affords an 

opportunity for the researcher to behave reflexively. Byrne (2016) discusses 

reflexivity in relation to researcher bias, stating any assumptions a researcher has 

should be made explicit, and consequently be acknowledged in the design of a 

research project. Therefore, this section creates a space for acknowledging the links 

between my own experiences before and during the PhD progress, as well as any 

subsequent decision making. 

I grew up in a rural community and lived on a farm that raised both cattle and sheep. 

Although managed by someone else, I came into close contact with the daily 

 
Perspective 

Participant/Subject Researcher 

Method 

Critical Discourse 

Analysis 

• Availability of 

documents for use 

• Reputational 

damage of document 

author 

• Honesty on 

positionality in the 

CDA process 

Interviews 

• Informed Consent 

• Anonymisation of 

participants 

• Storage of 

confidential data 

• Risk to personal 

safety 

Table 5.5: An overview of the ethical issues faced in this research project  
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workings of the farm, including hand rearing young livestock. Couple these childhood 

experiences with peers that own and operate other farms, including dairy farms, and 

it becomes clear why I have always felt a strong affinity to the farming community. As 

is shown in the objectives listed in Section 5.2, this project considers sustainability 

and power relations across the entire UK dairy industry, not just from the perspective 

of farmers. As the aim of this project is to improve the sustainability of the entirety of 

the dairy industry, the livelihoods of farmers would also improve, providing a 

personal motivation for me to undertake this project. However, this affinity with the 

farming community should not interfere with portraying a fair and comprehensive 

overview of the dairy industry. As such, I have acknowledged this in Section 5.6, 

through both the initial method selection and the perspective taken by the author in 

the critical discourse analysis. Section 5.8 also addresses this issue of fairness 

through the participant sampling strategy implemented when interviewing.  The 

desire I have to create a fairer, more sustainable future for all stakeholders in the 

dairy industry also encouraged me to utilise cultural hegemony as a theoretical lens. 

This is due to the cultural hegemony’s capability to highlight any suppressed 

narratives and elevate them in importance next to the dominant narrative identified, 

ensuring attention is given to all stakeholder perspectives on sustainability, not just 

the most powerful voices. 

This research project has its foundations in my MSc dissertation, which considered 

sustainability from the perspective of the dairy farmer (Else, 2015). It was in that 

initial dissertation that I realised my passion as a qualitative researcher. Even though 

I thought my strength was always numeric, the research process led me to realise 

the high value I place on the lived experiences of individuals. This shapes my 

personal research philosophy, which is discussed in greater detail in Section 5.3. 

Formed in the first year of my PhD, the initial plan was to undertake a creative 

interview technique that involved creating metaphorical models from LEGO. The 

paper that introduced me to the LEGO technique was by Fletcher et al. (2016), who 

recommended the method could be applied to a supply chain context to help 

normalise complex topics between different stakeholders. The major constraints with 

this method were the time-consuming nature of undertaking the interview and 

participant willingness to undertake a novel interview. Once in the field, I quickly 

realised I was undertaking what Flick (2009) refers to as an expert interview, with a 
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view to collect knowledge from experts across the dairy industry to answer the 

research questions. There are two key drawbacks of interviewing experts: they are 

under time pressure in their jobs and the interviewer needs to appear as competent 

and knowledgeable (Flick, 2009). The literature review, CDA, a thorough interview 

schedule and my previous farming experience prepared me to appear as competent 

and knowledgeable. However, the lack of time available from the participants, 

coupled with the access issues of contacting and building rapport with appropriate 

participants, led me to depart from creative interviews and instead follow the usual 

spoken format. 

To speak with individuals all over the UK and remove geographic constraints, the 

majority of interviews were conducted over the telephone. I agree with Ward et al 

(2015) that without being seen, the participants felt less judged and only heard an 

actively listening researcher on the end of the phone. Verbal acknowledgement of 

interest was highlighted in the interview schedule, as I usually nod my head in 

agreement when speaking, but needed to convey this same sentiment on the 

telephone. 

 

5.13 Chapter 5 conclusion 

Intrinsic to the research process is the researcher. By telling the story of this 

methodology from my perspective, through the guidance of Murcott’s (1997) 

questions, I have shown how contextualising the researcher helps illustrate the 

evolution and strengthening of the project over time. With foundations rooted in my 

passion for farming and my MSc project, this research considers sustainability from 

the perspective of several different stakeholders in the supply chain, with an explicit 

focus on the perception of power held by these different actors. The objective of this 

project is to explore and develop an understanding of sustainability and power in the 

dairy industry. Aligning with these objectives is the interpretivist theoretical 

perspective I have taken in this research, which refers to the value I place on the 

subjectivity of individual values, acknowledging the existence of multiple realities.  

The philosophical basis of this project has also influenced the choices made 

regarding research strategy and the design. The importance assigned to the 
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subjective individual led me to follow a qualitative research strategy that takes an 

inductive approach, emphasising the need to explore and understand. The UK dairy 

industry is used as a case study and is explored through a multi-method approach, 

including both critical discourse analysis and semi-structured interviews. Guided by 

Fairclough (2001) and Bloor and Bloor (2007), the critical discourse analysis was 

undertaken first using documents from the UK dairy industry. Then, the interviews 

took place with different stakeholders across the dairy industry. 

Once the interviews were transcribed, a template analysis was undertaken, following 

the approach given by King and Brooks (2017). The initial template contained a priori 

themes influenced by the findings from the critical discourse analysis and the 

theoretical lenses: cultural hegemony and stakeholder theory. These theories have 

been shown to guide decisions made throughout the research process and align the 

research design with the project as a whole. Finally, ethical issues have been 

considered throughout the entire project, focusing on both participant and researcher 

perspectives. 

Summary of key points 

 

o The theoretical perspective assumed in this research is interpretivist, 

influenced by the constructionist epistemology and bounded relativist 

ontology 

o A multi-method qualitative case study is proposed in the UK dairy industry, 

comprising of a critical discourse analysis and semi-structured interviews. 

o Triangulation has been built into the research strategy, to improve reliability 

of results. 

o Initially, grey literature from different stakeholders in the UK dairy industry 

was utilised in the critical discourse analysis. 

o Then, 26 semi-structured interviews took place across several stakeholders 

in the dairy industry, with the resulting transcripts undergoing a template 

analysis process. 

o Ethical and theoretical impacts on the methodology are considered, as well 

as the positionality of the researcher. 
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6 
Dominating suppressed 

sustainable storylines 
 

6.1 Opening Remarks 

“Power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything but because it comes 

from everywhere.” (Foucault, 1978). 

This quotation from Foucault provides a fitting introduction to this chapter on the 

findings of the critical discourse analysis (CDA), as it provides a reminder of why CDA 

is utilised in this study. As discussed in Chapter 2, power can be wielded in a supply 

chain to both the benefit and detriment of other stakeholders. The complexity of the 

dairy industry and the power imbalances already noted in the literature further stress 

the importance of understanding the concept of power and its impacts on the dairy 

supply chain. Chapter 5 explains how the approach and focus of CDA make it an 

effective method for exploring power and its transmission through discourse. But, as 

the headline Foucault quote reminds the reader, discourse is just one of many different 

ways to transmit and exercise power. Therefore, whilst the findings in this chapter are 

of great benefit to addressing the research questions of this study, it must be 

remembered that only one means of power transmission is considered. The 

complexity of power relations within the dairy industry should not be underestimated 

and oversimplified, but this CDA offers an insightful illustration of how power diffuses 

through discourse around the dairy industry. 

Initially, information regarding the discourse under consideration will be given, followed 

by the context surrounding these documents, which is the first step of the CDA process 
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as shown in Figure 6.1. The concept of discourse coalitions will then be introduced, 

strengthening the relationship between cultural hegemony and the critical discourse 

analysis methodology. Based on Figure 3.3, Figure 6.1 relates each step of the CDA 

with their corresponding subheadings within this chapter. After the context, a separate 

section is dedicated to each of the two thematic structures that emerged from the 

analysis. These findings are then discussed and critiqued through a cultural hegemony 

lens and discourse coalition concept, after which a concluding remarks section is given 

to reiterate the key points from the CDA. A dominant sustainability narrative in the 

dairy industry, perpetuated by powerful players in the supply chain, is identified, but 

so too are the suppressed voices of revolutionary stakeholders affected by the 

practices of the dairy industry. The presence of such opposition would come as no 

surprise to Foucault, who famously remarked: 

“Where there is power, there is resistance.” (Foucault, 1978) 

1. Focus on the approach taken 

towards sustainability in discourse 

produced by different stakeholders 

2. Identify ways in which certain 

approaches to sustainability appear to 

be given greater legitimacy than 

others, such as the purpose of the 

text and its relationship with the rest 

of the industry 

4. Suggest ways in which changes could 

be implemented to enhance the 

approach taken towards sustainability 

3. Critique the dominant approaches to 

sustainability identified, and consider if 

there is a reason why society allows 

these approaches to continue 

 

Section 6.4 

Section 6.7 

Section 6.8 

Section 6.5 

Section 6.6 

Figure 6.1: The chapter structure of the Critical Discourse Analysis process 
 



123 
 

6.2 Selection of Documents  

As was explained in Section 5.6, a maximum variation purposive approach was taken 

towards the sampling of the documents (Patton, 2015). This was applied from a 

stakeholder perspective, as the approaches taken to sustainability by these differing 

parties are the point of interest, demonstrating the influence stakeholder theory had 

on the design of this project. Table 5.3 highlights the different categories of document 

that have been selected for analysis. The acronyms are used to refer to the different 

pieces of text throughout the analysis. A description is provided to give context for the 

reader, but is intentionally vague to protect the identities of the authors, addressing an 

ethical issue discussed in Section 5.11. 

One of the main criteria for data selection was that each piece of text had to have 

application to the UK dairy supply chain, given that this is the scope of the project. As 

well as representing a different stakeholder in the dairy supply chain, the other 

restriction placed on document selection was that they had to be published from 2017 

onwards. This interval is purposely narrow to ensure the approaches being compared 

in the texts are all of a contemporary nature and were produced and distributed within 

the same societal context, whose importance to CDA has been previously 

emphasised. Reflecting on the issues facing the UK mentioned in Chapter 1, this 

interval corresponds to the period of Brexit, but before the Covid-19 pandemic. In total, 

20 pieces of text were selected for this study, including examples of frameworks, 

reports, policies and campaign leaflets that were authored by stakeholders in the UK 

dairy industry. All documents could be accessed digitally from the internet in the public 

domain, and appeared to be designed for consumption by any interested parties. 

 

6.3 Discourse Coalitions 

The concepts behind cultural hegemony will be primarily applied in this study by 

drawing on Hajer’s (1993) discourse coalition framework, which builds an effective 

link between Gramsci’s cultural hegemony and the use of critical discourse analysis 

as a method. Hajer defines a discourse coalition as “the ensemble of a set of story 

lines, the actors that utter these story lines, and the practices that confirm to these 

story lines, all organised around a discourse” (Hajer, 1993, p. 47). The concept of 
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discourse coalitions has been successfully applied in existing management literature 

to make sense of power dynamics, such as understanding how think-tanks enact 

policy change (Pautz, 2011), and highlighting the diverse perspectives that can exist 

on an issue, such as waste management (Duygan et al, 2018) and the circular 

economy (Alvarado et al, 2021). In this study, the interest is in how actors of the 

industry transmit their power through discourse to influence sustainable supply chain 

management practices in the industry; uncovering this structure through application 

of cultural hegemony and discourse coalitions represents a novel contribution of this 

research. 

Hajer takes a Foucauldian and Gramscian approach toward discourse analysis, 

considering the power and political relations underlying environmental discourse 

(Hajer, 2005; Hajer, 1995). Hajer sees the environmental crisis as a discursive one, 

where understanding can be sought through uncovering many individual 

interpretations of the same complex issue (Hajer, 1995). Such individual 

interpretations can take the form of a story, where complex issues are distilled into an 

account where the narrators can address and make sense of a topic; Hajer refers to 

these understandings as storylines (Hajer, 2005), which are used in this study to 

distinguish between the different interpretations of sustainability found within a 

discourse grouping. The concept of discourse coalitions focuses on the alignment of 

actors with these storylines through the language used (Alvarado et al, 2021), 

examples of which are evidenced in this research through the use of quotations from 

the sustainability literature in the dairy industry. This study defines discourse as the 

context and practices around a specific grouping of texts and utterances (Hajer, 2005; 

Mills, 2004), such as the traditions used in the formation of sustainability-related texts 

in the dairy industry. Furthermore, any discussion around the concept of common 

sense relates to underlying knowledge that is accepted in society without critical 

thought, and is embraced by most as a generally positive concept (Gramsci, 1971). 

For clarity, these key definitions are summarised in Table 6.1, with the link between 

them illustrated in Figure 6.2. Note that Figure 6.2 shows the dominant storyline as 

being seen as common sense, excluding any alternative narratives. 

An assumption when drawing on a neo-Gramscian lens, such as discourse coalitions, 

is that the exertion of hegemonic power is conceptualised as domination, rather than 

a liberal framing of leadership (Persaud, 2016). In a sustainable supply chain context, 
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this research will demonstrate that the contextual nature of the research is important 

when implementing this framing. The adverse effects shown felt by several 

stakeholders in the dairy supply chain due to hegemonic power motivates the 

categorisation of forceful domination, rather than effective leadership. Persaud (2016) 

suggests what unites these categories is legitimacy, and it is uncovering the 

mechanisms behind the securing of this legitimacy in the dairy supply chain that is 

exposed in this research. 

Table 6.1: Definitions of storyline, discourse and common sense 

Concept Definition Link between concepts 

Storyline A condensed account of facts related to 

a complex topic, helping the narrator to 

interpret and make sense of the subject. 

Multiple individual storylines can exist 

for the same topic (Hajer, 2005) 

Within a particular 

discourse, multiple 

storylines can exist. 

Groupings of stakeholders 

can share storylines and 

produce their own 

interpretations, referred to 

by Hajer (2005) as 

discourse coalitions. 

Common sense links with 

how the dominant storyline 

is perceived by society. 

Discourse The context and set of practices around 

a specific group of texts and utterances 

(Hajer, 2005; Mills, 2004) 

Common 

Sense 
Underlying knowledge held in society 

that is accepted without critical thought 

(Gramsci, 1971) 

 

Knowledge in Society 

Common Sense 

Discourse 

Dominant 

storyline 

Alternative 

storyline 

Figure 6.2: The relationship between storyline, discourse and common sense 
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6.4 Context  

As was emphasised in Section 5.6, the critical analysis is coming from the perspective 

of those who have least power, relative to those who can exert the greatest control 

over other stakeholders. It is important to note this framing when considering this 

discussion on any findings. Before exploration of the narratives emerging from the 

critical discourse analysis, the context in which the discourse is situated needs 

considering.  

The dairy industry is one of historical importance for the UK, with the price of milk 

being determined by locality and technological advances (Taylor, 1974). The image 

traditionally conjured up in the public imagination is one of cattle being milked in a rural 

farmhouse setting (Taylor, 1987). The images of cows out to pasture in fields features 

in several of the documents, suggesting this rural ideal is something the intended 

audience still expects to see. In the UK, milk was historically stored in churns, then 

picked up by milk lorry, or taken into urban areas by rail. Eventually, milk tankers were 

introduced, and as longer shelf life became expected of milk, supermarkets were 

favoured over delivery from the localised milk man (Wilbey, 2017). 

Another key historical institution in the UK dairy industry is the Milk Marketing Board 

(MMB), which ran from 1933-1994 and acted as an intermediary between small farmer 

business and large powerful processor organisations. The MMB was a large 

organisation that helped SMEs by encouraging best practice, sharing new scientific 

techniques, publicising the dairy industry and ensuring milk was bought from farmers. 

The eventual demise of the MMB was coherent to the implementation of free-market 

and deregulation reforms in the 1980s (Empson, 1998). Several institutions have filled 

the void created by the cessation of the MMB, including lobbying groups and 

collaborative organisations. A diagram comparing a contemporary milk supply chain 

with that of a past configuration including the MMB is shown in Figure 6.3. 

Two points of interest relating to these industrial organisations are their focus on 

economic issues and difficulty in obtaining a consensus over what sustainability is. As 

demonstrated through the activities of the MMB and the evolution of milk delivery and 

purchase, the dairy industry has been historically concerned with economic issues of 

sustainability, mirroring the prevailing economic paradigm in society. As a shift takes 

place to consider social and environmental issues of sustainability, their validity may 
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initially have to be backed up by an economic argument to ensure acceptance. 

Secondly, the multiple organisations acting on behalf of different stakeholders in the 

dairy industry all have the potential to champion sustainability on behalf of the dairy 

industry, but the different, and sometimes competing, agendas of the organisations 

mean approaches to sustainability are inherently idiosyncratic; there is an absence of 

a unifying body. 

A contemporary issue facing the UK dairy industry has been the withdrawal of the UK 

from the European Union, a process known as Brexit. The European Union has played 

a key role in UK dairy industry, from the introduction, and later abolishment, of milk 

quotas in 1984 (Wilbey, 2017), to the farming subsidies paid through the Common 

Agricultural Policy (Downing, 2016). Uncertainly in the dairy industry has therefore 

been heightened in recent years, with concerns expressed over regulatory changes, 

self-sufficiency capabilities (Bellamy, 2016), increases in trade costs and labour 

market changes (Bakker and Datta, 2018), as well as the announcement of the gradual 

phasing out of farming subsidies (Great Britain. Department for Environment, Food & 

Rural Affairs, 2020b). Given this uncertainty, worries about the economic sustainability 

Figure 6.3: A comparison between an example contemporary and historic UK dairy 

supply chain 
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of the dairy industry might be forgiven. The key points to acknowledge regarding the 

context of the discourse are summarised in Table 6.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6.2: Context key points 

 

o Locality and technology have shaped the UK dairy industry over time, with 

the now abolished Milk Marketing Board playing a major role in that system. 

o The prevailing economic paradigm in society continues to shape the UK 

dairy industry and its practices. 

o The presence of many stakeholders, coupled with the absence of a unifying 

organisation, may explain the incidence of multiple approaches towards 

tackling sustainability. 
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6.5 Approach taken to sustainability 

From analysis of the documents, two main separate sets of themes seem to have 

emerged and are illustrated graphically in Figure 6.4: approach to sustainability 

practices and role of stakeholder. Figure 6.4 shows the trend that emerged between 

the two themes when considering the stakeholders of the dairy industry. It is at the 

nexus of these two themes where the dominant and alternative storylines emerge, 

which are given in Table 6.3 alongside illustrative quotations from the analysed 

documents. The following section will offer evidence of the storylines in the texts 

through linguistic and grammatical analysis. Blending this detail together with a 

broad industry approach, considering both the position and power held by the 

stakeholder authors within the dairy industry, as well as the contextual information 

shown in Section 6.4, the commonalities and differences taken by stakeholders 

become apparent and were grouped into the storylines presented. A criticism of 

taking a neo-Gramscian approach is that is can overly structure a topic, not fully 

appreciating the complexity of a situation (Andreé, 2011)  
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Figure 6.4: A diagram of the storylines in relation to the identified CDA themes 
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Table 6.3: Definitions of the dominant and alternative sustainability storylines 

 Dominant Storyline Alternative Storyline 

Definition A traditional “box ticking” 

development approach to 

sustainability, where social and 

environmental issues are isolated 

and reported on separately. 

Validated by external industry 

standards and goals. 

A revolutionary approach to 

sustainability, where economic, 

social and environmental 

concerns should be valued 

equally and embedded in 

practices. Validated through 

intrinsically fair and respectful 

treatment of all living beings in 

the dairy industry. 

Sustainability 

scope 

Economically-driven sustainability Ecologically-driven sustainability 

Associated 

Stakeholders 

Supermarkets, Large Processors, 

Trade Associations, Government 

SMEs, Farmers, Lobby Groups, 

Animal Welfare Groups 

Supporting 

quotations 

from the 

documents 

"[We have] achieved great success 

including higher milk yields, 

improved animal welfare, and a 

price guarantee.” 

“[Dairy Farmers] all work to a 

detailed set of animal welfare 

standards” 

“We believe that becoming a truly 

consumer centric organisation is 

key” 

“The aim of achieving nutrition and 

socio-economic improvement goals 

is widely recognized.” 

“We have implemented a series of 

initiatives to ensure [our 

sustainable] objectives are 

delivered”. 

“When trying to resolve the 

sustainability issue, there is a 

wider context [than the 

environment] to consider.” 

“Farmers have become 

commodity slaves” 

“Building better, fairer supply 

chain relationships” 

“The only reason to zero graze 

or intensively farm animals is to 

lower production costs and 

increase product yield” 
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Whilst further levels of division and apportionment of importance appeared to vary 

between specific stakeholder groups, the division into two storylines is intentional, to 

highlight the suppression of an alternative narrative with clear and undiluted 

emphasis. The dominant approach taken by powerful stakeholders towards 

sustainable practices, who take an instrumental approach towards the TBL, forms 

the basis of the dominant traditional development storyline. The documents from 

TA1, TA2 and GD both talk about sustainable goals in general terms, only providing 

specific examples to highlight certain case studies. Examples of such generic terms 

used regarding stakeholder purpose include “collaboration with partners”, “striv[ing] 

for environmental best practice”, “improve the environment” shar[ing] ongoing 

activities” and “ensur[ing… a] thriving dairy industry”. 

Given that these documents were designed for multiple stakeholders in the dairy 

industry to consume and utilise, the broad nature of the written voice may well be 

unsurprising. However, this creates a knowledge gap that may place smaller members 

of the supply chain, such as SMEs, at a disadvantage. By creating a general ‘one size 

fits all’ approach to sustainability that needs to be tailored by the end user, 

organisations that have access to more resources will have the time and money to be 

able to act on framework recommendations quicker and more effectively than a small 

organisation or sole trader that lacks the appropriate resources and expertise. 

Furthermore, the use of ambiguous adjectives, such as best and thriving in the 

previous quotations, can lead to misinterpretation through the subjective opinion of the 

reader. 

When considering the context in which these documents were created, the boards that 

steer the agenda of TA1 and TA2 are formed of key representatives from large 

supermarkets, processors and other trade associations. Hence, it would make sense 

for them to put forward suggestions that are achievable for their respective 

organisations, without putting in as much thought for others. Similarly, GD will be 

answerable to the wider government, influenced by political agenda, economic growth 

and global initiatives, and may subsequently want to achieve visible successes. In a 

post-Brexit UK, the appearance of success may be more important than usual, 

especially after the “bureaucratic Common Agricultural Policy” has taken its “toll on 

wildlife”. In a country that historically values a neo-liberal economic policy (Jones et al, 

2005), serving only yourself may be tolerated as acceptable. However, take into 
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consideration what Krause et al (2009) said about only being as sustainable as your 

suppliers; clearly in a world where the paradigm is shifting towards holistic 

consideration of the triple bottom line, aid and assistance needs to be offered to those 

in less powerful positions. This is where socially sustainable actions could effectively 

be implemented, linking with the importance of collaboration in facilitating effective 

sustainable supply chain management (Yawar & Seuring, 2017; Gimenez & Sierra, 

2013; Drake & Schlachter, 2008) and the implementation of circular economy 

practices (Ciccullo et al, 2021). 

The bespoke approach is the next part of the traditional development storyline; rather 

than the responsibility lying with the general guidance to stakeholders, sustainability 

is so idiosyncratic and location-dependent that stakeholders need to accept 

responsibility themselves without the need of an intermediary. Examples from P1 and 

P2 demonstrating this bespoke ideal include “us[ing our own] standards to drive 

continuous improvement”, “developing our own plan”, “buy[ing] products and services 

from local businesses” and “zero waste to landfill… which we are very passionate 

about”. This location-dependent stance comes across clearly with P2, which uses 

imagery around family and community to embed themselves within their location and 

are responsive to the environment, rather than frameworks. By using “local farmers” 

that utilise “traditional farming methods”, and implementing “regional supply chains” to 

“keep food miles to a minimum”, the interlinkage between sustainable practices and 

locality becomes apparent. Just the use of “local” has connotations of a positive 

environmental image, not dissimilar to that of organic food (Paloviita, 2010). However, 

it is SMEs in these rural settings that find themselves in a weaker position than large 

corporations, but are expected to address challenging environmental issues imposed 

on them (Glover & Touboulic, 2020). 

If the bespoke approach became the sole dominant storyline, a flexible external body 

that acknowledges idiosyncrasies faced by businesses would be needed to enforce a 

satisfactory level of sustainability standards. The onus would then be on the individual 

business to comply to standards and behave sustainably, rather than to voluntarily opt 

into frameworks that may improve business prospects. Indeed, Section 2.3 explores 

the effect that power over other stakeholders can have on supply chain management. 

In the current broad-to-bespoke approach, the intertextuality employed in P1 and P2 

documents aims to strengthen the rationale for their behaviour to the external reader, 
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as well as legitimising their sustainable efforts. Examples of this include being 

“compliant with Red Tractor”, supporting the Prince’s Countryside Trust or undertaking 

work “facilitated by WRAP1 and Dairy UK”. 

S1 and S2 act as an intermediary between both the approaches identified so far; 

they take the broad guidelines and translate them into a set of expectations they 

expect from their suppliers and themselves. This intermediary role is highlighted 

through the importance S1 and S2 place on collaboration and creating standards 

along the supply chain, as demonstrated in “We’ll only achieve [the Sustainable 

Development goals] through creativity and collaboration”, “We’ll use [existing 

sustainability data] to shape future production standards” and “”work[ing] more 

closely together [between farmer and retailers]”. S2 demonstrates the supermarkets’ 

perceived role in being an intermediary by interpreting what supply chain 

sustainability means to them, then “building farm systems to meet these principles” 

by creating their own set of standards. When talking about their own standards, 

intertextuality plays an important role for both S1 and S2 in legitimising their activities 

by discussing where “measures are adapted from” and with which standards they 

“100%... comply with”.  

As well as flowing from broad to bespoke, both S1 and S2 identify bespoke 

challenges being faced and how they are overcome with broad guidelines, 

highlighting a gap in existing frameworks for trade associations to work on. However, 

this appears to be for self-serving promotional reasons, rather than for any altruistic 

motivation. For instance, when discussing about importance of having “to be able to 

afford high standards” if the industry demands them, S1 highlights how they have 

found a solution for a sustainability issue whilst showing off their credentials as a 

“empowering” and “trusted retailer”. S2 makes a similar statement on how an action 

taken contributes to them being the “most trusted” outlet. Furthermore, when 

considering the lack of consensus around what sustainability means in the dairy 

industry, as mentioned the context section, S1 is filling this gap by clarifying a 

definition that unifies their suppliers in their understanding of the concept. Whilst this 

 
1 WRAP is a UK-based charity that promotes and encourages a transition in industry towards a circular 
economy approach (WRAP, 2019) 



134 
 

still falls short of industry-wide unification, it represents a move in a promising 

direction. 

Countering this traditional development storyline is the revolutionary change storyline 

taken by AW and LG. They have been labelled as revolutionary as their sustainable 

ideal would be unable to coexist with the dominant sustainable storyline. AW comes 

from the animal welfare perspective that “there’s no reason to drink cow’s milk”, and 

that dairy cows are “manipulated” and exposed to “abnormal physiological 

demands”. On the other hand, LG reasons that the existence of a dairy industry is 

sustainable, but greater consideration needs to be taken of certain factors. This 

includes campaigning for “contracts that are fit for purpose”, helping farmers “better 

manage risk” and supporting greater farmer representation, as well as arguing that 

appreciating sustainability involves the “contextualising of environmental impact[s]” 

and rejecting claims against dairy produce based on “a dearth of traditional science”. 

These two revolutionary stakeholders represent the lost voices from the dominant 

storyline; how these lost voices are challenging the dominant storyline is discussed 

in more detail in the applying the cultural hegemony lens section. Key points from 

this section are summarised in Table 6.4. 

Table 6.4: Sustainability approach key points 

 

o The broad approach to sustainability is typified by frameworks produced by 

trade associations and government to guide other stakeholders. Note that 

these trade associations are not independent of other influential players in 

the dairy industry. 

o The bespoke approach to sustainability is rooted in locational 

idiosyncrasies, where players have responsibility to action sustainable 

guidance. 

o Intermediary organisations, such as supermarkets, act as interpreters 

between the broad and bespoke approaches, but may not always execute 

this altruistically. 

o Revolutionary stakeholder approaches are identified, which do not fit in with 

the dominant broad/bespoke paradigm. 
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6.6 Stakeholder identity in the dairy industry  

Besides the approach taken towards sustainability, the other main theme which has 

emerged from the analysis is that of stakeholder identity. As with the previous theme, 

the different stakeholder identities are illustrated in Figure 6.4. The stakeholder 

identities emerging in this analysis are that of leader, supporter, enforcer and 

protestor; the first three align with the traditional development storyline, whilst the 

protestor identity lies in the revolutionary change storyline. The documents by TA1, 

TA2 and GD have been interpreted as leaders. The stance they present is that of an 

innovator, a collaborator and an agenda setter. This is echoed through phrases used 

in the documents, such as “provid[ing] a template replicated around the world”, 

“remain[ing] committed to improvement”, “collaborative spirit” and “ambitious targets”. 

GD succinctly summarises the leader role in the quote “If we work together to get this 

[sustainable plan] right, then a decade from now the rest of the world will want to follow 

our lead”. Assuming the role of a leader has been linked with the broad approach taken 

to sustainability by TA1, TA2 and GD, where their place in the traditional development 

storyline is to provide wider guidelines and targets for others to follow and draw 

inspiration from. 

Conversely, P1 and P2 appear to present themselves as supporters, not only of 

behaving sustainably by being “aligned with… frameworks” and “help[ing] both the 

public and private sector” address climate change issues, but also taking “an active 

role supporting” local community, charities and employees. The supports appear to 

present themselves as helpful, caring and diligent. Given that sustainability is not the 

expertise of the supporters, they also appear to have transferred authority to those 

who set guidance and accreditations, demonstrated by the intertextuality of 

organisations such as the Red Tractor, WRAP and Free-Range Dairy. Being a 

supporter has been linked up with the bespoke approach mentioned earlier; a 

supporter of guidance produced by a leader interprets and apply any given standards 

in their own situation. 

The role of the enforcer seems to be assumed by S1 and S2, which marries up with 

the intermediary approach taken by the supermarkets towards sustainability. The 

stance presented by the enforcers is one of trustworthy, responsible and strong. 

Phrases used throughout the texts displaying these characteristics include 
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“strengthens our commitment to address [sustainability issues with] bold new targets”, 

“our goal remains clear: to be the most trusted retailer” and to be “agricultures most 

trusted partner”. In a S2 sustainability report, repetition is utilised as a rhetoric device 

when discussing the pillars of their sustainability plan, which adds to the intensity of 

the point being made (Bazzanella, 2011). Furthermore, S1 and S2 discuss “indicators”, 

“measures” and “performance scorecards” based on guidelines issued by the leaders, 

used to assess the sustainable performance of their suppliers, which in the dairy 

industry include processors and farmers. 

The flow of information consumption can start with TA1, TA2 and GD with broad 

guidelines, which are then interpreted and enforced by S1 and S2 and supported by 

P1 and P2. There is then a ‘cycle of legitimacy’, as the processors report back to the 

supermarkets, who in turn liaise with the trade associations and consult with 

government. However, the processor and supermarket members of the trade 

associations that set the frameworks somewhat blur the distinction between the roles 

of leader, enforcer and supporter. Whilst trade associations hold influence in their role 

as a leader, a supermarket or processor may find it easier to be an enforcer or 

supporter of an external agenda that they have been able to shape; a self-perpetuating 

cycle of legitimacy is created. This point exemplifies the importance of considering the 

origin of a document when assessing if it is independent and altruistic in nature. 

Although this ambiguity exists, it remains apparent that stakeholders seem to play 

specific characters in the traditional development storyline. The process of this cycle 

of legitimacy is illustrated in Figure 6.5, as well as being including in Figure 6.4. 

This cycle is shown in Figure 6.5 through the flow of discourse between actors, 

namely guidelines and reports. 

The stakeholders remaining are the lost voices of the revolutionary change storyline: 

AW and LG. AW has been labelled as a protestor, which is borne from the 

stakeholder’s belief that the dairy industry can never be sustainable as cows’ milk is 

“not for humans”, with the dairy industry “inflict[ing] unacceptable and unavoidable pain 

on cows”. LG has also been labelled as a protestor against the dominant storyline, but 

believes the dairy industry can be sustainable, advocating for “transforming the 

environment” to create “a better future” for farmers, as well as suggesting the multitude 

of arguments in the dairy industry “can become a headache for consumers” trying to 

behave sustainably. Whilst they both differ on their opinion of whether the dairy 
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industry can be sustainable, both LG and AW remain united in their desire for 

challenging the dominant sustainable storyline, possessing the protestor 

characteristics of concern, passion and determination. A review of the results is given 

in Table 6.5, which links together the approaches to sustainable practices and  

stakeholder identities to their respective storylines 

 

 Dominant 

Traditional Development 

Alternative 

Revolutionary Change 

Associated 

stakeholders 

Trade associations 

Government Department 

Processors 

Supermarkets 

Lobby groups 

Animal rights organisations 

Summary 

Broad targets are set by external 

organisations for other 

stakeholders to action and 

translate into bespoke practices, 

who then report back progress 

The current approach is not 

adequately addressing the needs 

of all stakeholders from all aspects 

of the TBL 

Sustainable 

outlook 

Through meeting external 

targets, sustainable practices are 

progressing and development 

Change is needed, as the industry 

approach is inherently 

unsustainable 

Stakeholder 

identity 

Leader 

Enforcer 

Supporter 

Protestor 

TBL 

alignment 
Instrumental approach Ecological approach 

Table 6.5: Summary of Storylines 
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The summary of the dominant and alternative sustainable storylines in Table 6.5 

succinctly responds to research question 1. As has been shown throughout this 

section by initially identifying the approaches taken to sustainability, and matching 

them up to the proposed identity of their authors, the sustainable storylines were 

formed and drawn on to characterise both the text and its author. The stakeholder 

identities emerged through both close analysis of syntax employed, as well as taking 

a broader contextualised overview of the positionality of stakeholders within the dairy 

industry. A contribution made in answering research question one is the effective use 

of critical discourse analysis in exploring sustainable supply chain management 

issues, in particular highlighting the presence of more than one sustainable storyline 

in a supply chain. The findings also respond to research question 3, which considers 

the transmission of power through discourse via the self-perpetuating cycle of 

legitimacy, which forms another original contribution of this study. This cycle is 

further explored through the cultural hegemony lens in Section 6.7. Table 6.6 

summarises the points raised in this section. 

Leader 

Enforcer 

En 

Supporter 

TA1 TA2 GD 

S1 S2 

P1 P2 

Guidelines and 

practical 

actions 

Influence in 

Trade 

Associations 

and reporting 

outcomes 

Dominant sustainable hegemony 

Leader 
LG 

Protestor 
AW 

Suppressed sustainable narratives 

Note: the direction of the arrow represents the flow of documents 

 

Figure 6.5: The self-perpetuating cycle of legitimacy 
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6.7 Discussion 

As previously stated, the concept of discourse coalitions looks at the storylines, 

actors, language and practices around a discourse (Hajer, 1993). Therefore, when 

applying this hegemonic lens to the dairy industry, there are several factors that 

need specific consideration, as per the critical discourse analysis process shown in 

Figure 6.1. Firstly, how the text promotes the traditional development storyline 

through the linguistic features used will be considered, followed by a critique of the 

traditional development storyline. This critique will be framed around the power 

dynamics evident in dairy industry sustainability discourse, culminating towards a 

discussion on vertical supply chain integration. Finally, the revolutionary change 

storyline from AW and LG will be discussed, alongside suggestions of how they 

could be integrated into the dominant storyline of the dairy industry. 

6.7.1 Linguistic and Rhetoric Features 

Focusing on linguistic features, quantification and scientific imagery appear regularly 

throughout the documents featuring in the dominant storyline, from justifying the 

setting of a target to exemplifying the scope and size of an organisation. The use of 

numeric symbols and specialist language enhances the perceived legitimacy of an 

organisation, as the scientific method has been central to developing new knowledge 

for centuries. Perceived legitimacy is specifically alluded to, as remembering the 

literature on effective measurements and targets in SSCM (Isaksson et al, 2010), any 

measurements may well be superficial and could consequently hinder sustainable 

progress (Morali & Searcy, 2013). Specialist language and statistics present a 

perception of being knowledgeable, which Foucault would link to being powerful 

Table 6.6: Stakeholder identity key points 

 

o Differing stakeholder roles are identified and linked to the different 

sustainable approaches based on the actions undertaken. 

o Existing roles facilitate a self-perpetuating cycle of legitimacy, upholding the 

strength and validity of the dominant sustainable narrative. 

o  Revolutionary voices have differing identities based on their motivations. 
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(Smart, 1985). Hence, the organisations using this imagery are perceived as powerful 

and are able to perpetuate the existing dominant hegemony.  

Rhetoric features are also used to promote the power status of the author to the 

reader, such as repetition and intertextuality. Repetition can be used as a rhetorical 

tool to emphasise certain words and make them more memorable (Davison, 2008). 

Words are frequently repeated to emphasise perception of size, such as “global” and 

“world leading” in TA1 and TA2, as well as strength, such as “pillar” and “commitment” 

in S1 and S2. Both aspects create an image of a powerful author in the reader’s mind, 

which is then further reinforced in the framework documents by the presence of 

multiple logos of partners and affiliates found throughout dairy industry texts. These 

pages of logos act as pictorial lists that not only emphasise the support given to these 

documents by the names on list, but suggest to the reader that the support is 

continuing to grow, along with the list (Davison, 2008). The presence of these logos 

suggests collaboration with other members of the dairy supply chain, which is known 

to enhance SSCM practices (Yawar & Seuring, 2017; Gimenez & Sierra, 2013; Drake 

& Schlachter, 2008). 

6.7.2 Critique of the dominant narrative 

The motivation for applying the discourse coalition concept was not only to expose 

how dominant stakeholders maintain a hegemony through language, but also to 

provide a critique of the traditional development storyline. As is clear from the findings 

section, the storyline is controlled by those in power. Given that processors and 

supermarkets are the main constituents of industry trade associations, who in turn 

advise government departments, there follows a self-perpetuating cycle of legitimacy, 

which creates a duality of stakeholder identity. For instance, a group of processor 

supporters can make up a trade association leader, which adds to the complexity of 

the dairy industry and makes it more difficult to introduce sustainable guidelines that 

the supporters would be reluctant to endorse, such as a pay increase to farmers. The 

uncovering of the self-perpetuating cycle of dominant storyline legitimacy through a 

duality of stakeholder identity on trade association and standards boards is a key 

contribution to emerge from this research. Such boards may be inclined to recommend 

a particular approach to sustainability, such as a circular economy approach to the 

industry, if implementation is economically favourable (Geissdoerfer et al, 2017). 
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Whilst a circular economy approach has been shown to help with emission reduction 

(Genovese et al, 2017), reverse logistics (Dev et al, 2020; Frei et al, 2020) and supply 

chain resilience (Nandi et al, 2021), the sustainable benefits need to be felt by those 

in powerful positions for trade associations to recommend such practices, seemingly 

at the expense of those weaker parties in the supply chain. The context of the dairy 

industry certainly influences this conclusion, as industries with truly independent trade 

association and standards boards might be able to introduce sustainable practices, 

such as the circular economy, that benefits players other than the powerful in supply 

chains. 

The self-perpetuating legitimisation of the dominant sustainable storyline is 

emphatically exemplified in S2. When discussing their sustainable efforts in the dairy 

industry, S2 reminisces about the “gate price for milk plummeting and serious risks” 

that dairy farmers faced in 2007. What S2 does not mention is in 2007, in the wake of 

dairy price fixing accusations (Davies, 2007), supermarkets were directly contributing 

to the plummeting milk price by taking a larger portion of profit margin (Lawrence, 

2007). Instead, S2 discusses how they have been collaborating with farmers and 

“unlocking insights” to “understand… challenges”, which suggests they have simply 

been speaking with one another. From a hegemonic perspective, S2 is implying they 

are liaising with those in less powerful positions when contributing to the dominant 

storyline discourse. In essence, they are implying they can be trusted, thereby 

silencing any stakeholders in a less powerful position that disagree. 

Another application of power in the dairy industry text comes from the emphasis on 

collaboration with farmers. From P2 working “closely with their farmers” to ensure 

quality and standards, to the “long-standing relationships” and “partnership” with farms 

of S1 and S2 respectively, the integration of farmers into the dominant storyline is 

clearly shown. The emergence of supermarket dairy groups, where a dairy farmer sells 

milk to a supermarket, so long as they adhere to the standards set, is a major outcome 

of this collaboration. However, through such adherence, the farmer is effectively being 

vertically integrated into the supermarket; SMEs therefore lose their autonomy by 

being absorbed by large corporations. Relating this back to the self-perpetuating cycle 

of dominant storyline legitimacy, SMEs may be less likely to resist unfavourable 

sustainable practices suggested by trade associations if their supermarket customer 

is on the board, serving only to further weaken their position in the supply chain. 
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If the farmers were treated as employees, there would certainly be an associated 

improvement with supply chain efficiency and visibility (Guan & Rehme, 2012), as well 

as improving certain supplier issues given the stronger level of collaboration, such as 

information sharing (Zaheer & Trkman, 2017). For the retailer, greater efficiency would 

aid with the sustainable agenda, and greater visibility would make sustainable 

reporting easier. However, there is the livelihood and lifestyle of the farmer to consider; 

they may want the autonomy of working for themselves and not as an employee. As 

Glover & Touboulic (2020) also point out, this imbalanced power dynamic leads to 

removal of farmers’ agency. If farmers do not like the remuneration offered by their 

employer, they would not be able to seek a new employer in the same way a new 

customer can be sought. For those farmers who do not sell milk to supermarkets, there 

may be barriers to knowledge exchange as sustainable efficiencies gained by farmer 

employees may create a competitive advantage and thus kept internally within the 

organisation. The power imbalance between SMEs, such as farmers and smaller 

processors, and supermarkets is already known (Touboulic et al, 2014), and such 

vertical integration may only serve to formalise such a dynamic.  

6.7.3 The alternative narrative and future recommendations 

Throughout this entire discussion, the voice of the cattle themselves have been 

suppressed, only being drawn upon when they can be utilised as a sustainable 

success story. Plant-based milk alternatives are challenging traditional cows’ milk, 

following along the logic of AW that the dairy industry is inherently unsustainable. 

Whilst cows’ milk holds the dominant share in the UK milk market, the share held by 

plant-based products continues to increase (Mintel, 2019). As an AW report states, 

“humans don’t need cow’s milk to survive”. Such a statement is made based on a 

common-sense assumption that cows’ milk does not primarily exist for human 

consumption, creating a storyline that directly challenges the existing dominant 

storyline of sustainable cows’ milk. 

Whilst it seems the revolution desired by AW in beginning, the sustainable future 

sought by LG is yet to be addressed. On the side of the dairy farmers, it seems difficult 

for LG to move beyond superficial dealings with trade associations comprised of 

producers and supermarket: the cycle of legitimacy ensures the dominance of the 

storyline. Thus, to challenge this storyline, a leader stakeholder that issues broad 
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sustainable guidelines needs creating where there is no duality of stakeholder identity 

of the board members: a truly independent trade association. Such an organisation 

would then work with other stakeholders to shape the sustainable storyline, rather than 

work on behalf of them. Rather than being optional to follow, with the backing of 

government, such an organisation should act as a statutory authority when it comes 

to sustainable matters. The truly independent nature of such a body would mean that 

the funding and governing board of the organisation would be free from 

representatives of other organisations, or individuals who have a personal stake in the 

dairy industry. This is not to say input and advice from industry will not be sought and 

acted on, but that through independence in governing and funding, the duality of 

stakeholder identity is broken, and the cycle of legitimacy is weakened. 

Consider the voluntary code of practice, which was a voluntary code designed in 2013 

to create fair pricing mechanisms between buyer and suppler, hence addressing an 

economic sustainability issue of the dairy industry. As the government report states, 

interpretation of the processors was vital for successful adoption and if not effective, 

statutory intervention should be considered (Great Britain. Welsh Affairs Committee, 

2013). Seven years later and the continual decline of dairy farmers in the industry 

suggests statutory action does indeed need taking, with an independent trade 

association best placed for undertaking this action fairly for all stakeholders. Indeed, 

such an intervention would also answer the call made by Glover & Touboulic (2020) 

for policymakers to assume greater responsibility in the dairy supply chain. Rather 

than relying on potentially biased information from external trade associations to make 

statutory decisions, an independent trade association would be well placed to 

impartially guide decisions that affect all stakeholders in the dairy industry. 

Another recommendation to break the cycle of legitimacy is to challenge the 

interpretation of the concept on which it relies: the triple bottom line (TBL). When 

analysing the documents, the focus placed on environmental issues was notable, with 

social considerations also being acknowledged. Indeed, when considering the 

purpose of the documents in question, such as the sustainability reports and specific 

webpages of the supermarkets and processors, the environmental and social issues 

are discussed independently of economic concerns. In the government documents, 

economic aspects of sustainability were notably perceived as a precursor for 

environmental and social issues. If the three aspects of the TBL were considered 
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equally, then they should be reflected on together and with equal rigour. In reality, this 

doesn’t seem to be the case, with LG exemplifying the underlying issue: the consumer 

“help[s] support an industry” with its environmental practices. Alongside LG’s calls for 

fairer farmer pay, the clear message seems to be that economic considerations remain 

intrinsically connected with environmental and social factors. The need to 

acknowledge the interrelationships within the TBL, as well as a desire to challenge the 

prevailing precedence bestowed to economic factors, leads to the recommendation 

for the wider dairy industry to embrace an ecologically dominant approach if it truly 

wishes to be sustainable in the long term, agreeing with Montabon et al (2016). 

 

6.8 Chapter 6 conclusion  

This study has shown that discourse coalitions between stakeholders in a supply chain 

context are significant when reinforcing sustainability practices, with different 

storylines of sustainability existing within stakeholder grey literature, and highlighted 

some of the techniques utilised by stakeholders to project and sustain power through 

the dairy supply chain. A dominant traditional development storyline of broad 

sustainability guidelines set by industry leading associations and government 

emerged, which are in turn enforced by supermarkets and supported by processors. 

In moving along this storyline, it becomes more bespoke as it moves from trade 

association to processor, and ultimately producer. A self-perpetuating cycle of 

legitimacy in the discourse was identified, powered by a duality of stakeholder identity 

of those in power, which is used as a means for suppressing resistance to the 

dominant storyline. The use of this mechanism to solidify power and influence 

regarding sustainability across the supply chain is a key contribution of this research. 

The alternative storyline can be an approach to sustainability that places greater 

emphasis on the struggles faced by farmers, as well as the animal welfare logic that 

the dairy industry is fundamentally unsustainable 

Not only does the discourse transmit the traditional development storyline, but it also 

reinforces the power held by certain stakeholders in the UK dairy supply chain. This is 

done through linguistic means, such as quantification and specialist jargon, and 

rhetorical devices, such as repetition and power-related imagery. Intertextuality is also 

utilised to further legitimise the dominant storyline. However, trade associations used 
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as part of this intertextuality were not always independent, due to the duality of 

stakeholder identity. The level of control these stakeholders have over farmers was 

likened to vertical supply chain integration, which only further lessens the power held 

by farmers to resist the dominant storyline. To address this issue, a managerial 

implication to emerge from this CDA is the recommendation of a truly independent 

trade association in the dairy industry. Furthermore, such a trade association should 

be statutory in nature, in order to increase effectiveness and uptake beyond voluntary 

mechanisms already seen in the UK dairy industry. 

A potential limitation of this CDA might be the lack of impartiality in the researchers’ 

voices throughout the application of the critical discourse analysis. However, every 

effort has been made to clearly state the positionality and views of the researcher in 

relation to the documents, providing transparency to the reader regarding the 

conditions under which the analysis took place. Furthermore, the lack of a farmer 

stakeholder is notable, due to the dearth of available grey literature. Whilst the LG 

stakeholder was introduced to ensure a general farmer voice was included, a future 

research recommendation is the comparison of the output of different dairy 

stakeholders regarding sustainability, including the differing stances of farmers, on a 

platform where such data is available, such as social media. Additional future research 

recommendations include the use of critical discourse analysis as a methodological 

approach to sustainability supply chain management, as well as the utilisation of 

cultural hegemony, and specifically the discourse coalition concept, as a theoretical 

lens to understand supply chain power. Due to its focus on power and context in a 

stakeholder setting, critical discourse analysis facilitated tangible suggestions to 

improve practice in the dairy supply chain, namely the formation of an independent 

trade association. The hegemonic focus of discourse coalitions was shown to work 

alongside the critical discourse analysis, being instrumental in helping to identify and 

explaining the workings of the supply chain power dynamics, notably the existence of 

the self-perpetuating cycle of legitimacy. 

Ultimately, this CDA has contributed to the existing supply chain literature by 

demonstrating the important role discourse coalitions play in a supply chain context 

when influencing sustainable practices, particularly though the identification of the self-

perpetuating cycle of dominant storyline legitimacy, as well as highlighting how 
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discourse can be manipulated by those in powerful positions within a supply chain to 

control a hegemonic storyline.  

 

 

Summary of key points 

 

o Grey literature relating to sustainability in the UK dairy industry was 

analysed through a cultural hegemony lens, and specifically framed by 

Hajer’s discourse coalition concept. 

o Many stakeholders in the dairy industry encouraged consideration of 

multiple perspectives. 

o A dominant and alternative storyline for sustainability was identified and 

defined, characterised by stakeholder identity and their approach to 

sustainability. 

o The dominant storyline prevails at the expense of the alternative due to the 

self-perpetuating cycle of legitimacy identified through a duality of 

stakeholder identity. 

o To improve equality and negate adverse consequences of a power 

imbalance, a statutory, truly-independent trade association for the dairy 

industry is recommended. 

.  
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7 
Navigating sustainability 

within a power-imbalanced 

supply chain 
 

7.1 Opening Remarks 

As was discussed in Chapter 5, the interview phase of data collection was designed 

to answer all three research questions under investigation in this study. Different 

stakeholders from across the UK dairy industry were spoken to regarding 

sustainable practices, whose quotations are embedded throughout this chapter, 

which aims to report the main findings from the interview data. The structure of this 

chapter is ordered by research question, with each subheading relating to the 

question being addressed. This division is then further broken down by the themes 

or logical structures that emerged from the analysis, and each subheading is finished 

with a key points table that broadly summarises the main narrative for the sake of 

clarity. Areas of theoretical lens interest are highlighted, and discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter 8. Finally, a concluding section is presented, which draws together 

the findings from the interviews. 

At the heart of this project is the differing views of stakeholders, and this 

consideration has aided in shaping the structure of these findings. Firstly, to help the 

reader contextualise the quotations given, the broad stakeholder category of each 

participant is given. Furthermore, several comparisons of stakeholder views are 

given throughout this chapter, highlighting similarities and distinctions both within 

and between different stakeholder groupings. When interviewing participants, it was 
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noticed that many felt they had a duality of stakeholder identity, such as being a 

farmer and a representative, or a farmer and a processor. This emphasises the 

complex reality of the dynamics found within the UK dairy industry. However, to 

avoid confusion, when this duality was the case, it was decided before the questions 

through what stakeholder framing the participant would primarily respond. 

 

7.2 Approaches taken to sustainability in the UK dairy supply chain 

‘Sustainability is defined as something that is a broad thing to achieve. It’s all about 

kind of maintaining the industry and its existence, both now and in the future’  

Daniel, Industry Association 

‘It’s kind of multifaceted really, in that I think it’s not black or white. I think that there 

are various threats from everywhere really in the dairy industry.’  

Tom, Retail 

These two quotes from Daniel and Tom best represent the overall view taken by all 

stakeholders interviewed in this study; sustainability in the UK dairy supply chain is a 

broad and multifaceted issue. This is a relevant point to make at the start of this 

findings section as it demonstrates the wide scope of this study, where attempting to 

solve a complex problem leads to complex, and sometimes conflicting, solutions. 

Stakeholder theory’s contribution towards the establishment of this broad approach 

towards sustainability is discussed further in Section 8.2.1. When relating the 

participants’ answers to Elkington’s (1997) concept of the triple bottom line, an 

interconnectedness between the economic, social and environmental pillars 

emerges, making it difficult to isolate one pillar as distinct from the others. This 

interconnectedness creates the challenge of balancing all three pillars of the triple 

bottom line in a global marketplace that places importance on economic factors. 
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‘Balancing that economic success for all parties along, whilst mitigating the 

environmental and social challenges that exist in the whole sector’  

Sean, Processor 

7.2.1 Economic Sustainability 

The importance of considering the economic issues of sustainability is undeniable. 

Simply put, if there was no consumer demand for milk, then the dairy supply chain 

would cease to exist. As a demand for dairy produce does exist, it is important for 

organisations in the dairy supply chain to ensure they are financially viable in the 

long term, with the ability to weather short term hardships. One way that is 

mentioned of securing this viability is aiming for efficiency and productivity in 

operations, which can consequently create additional environmental benefits. 

Contracts between dairy farmers and purchasers can influence how much money 

farmers receive at the farmgate for their produce, which in turn can affect how they 

act towards social and environmental issues. Fairness and sustainability of the 

contract varied between farmers and processors, with some feeling as though their 

business development was supported alongside transparent pricing mechanisms, 

but others experiencing one-sided, restrictive clauses. At either end of the scale, fair 

contracts were collectively perceived as important for economic sustainability 

‘So, at the moment, in my view, there is an imbalance of power in the supply chain 

and, within every milk contract, there is a thing called buyers discretion, which 

actually allows the buyer to pay you whatever they chose to. And no clear 

mechanism that relates it back to the market.’  

John, Industry Association 

A key message to come out of the interviews was the importance that money has in 

ensuring social and environmental practices; the veneration of economic issues is 

discussed through a cultural hegemony lens in Section 8.2.2. This bestowed priority 

is not only through creating process efficiencies, but also being able to generate 

enough surplus to invest in improvements on infrastructure. Additional payments and 

grants for undertaking specific sustainability practices can incentivise farmers to 
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make such investments, as they have an assurance of greater financial security. A 

greater chance of financial success might also encourage people to enter the market 

and share their knowledge and ideas on all pillars of sustainability. Ultimately, in a 

society that places such importance on economic issues, organisations need to be 

financially viable as a minimum, but require a surplus to begin enhancing the social 

and environmental pillars of sustainability. 

‘As long as we can get the right return for our investment and our money invested, 

which, you know, that’s quite a big debate. But, if that is not there, we will not entice 

those bright young people back into the industry, which would be a disaster. So, the 

economy is really, really important’  

Andy, Farmer 

‘if you’re in the red, it is harder to invest in the green economy, if you know what I 

mean’  

John, Industry Association 

7.2.2 Environmental Sustainability 

The second pillar of the triple bottom line to be considered is environment, which is 

an issue that the dairy industry has the power to behave responsibly toward and 

promote good practice in. Indeed, being custodians of large areas of land, dairy 

farmers have the opportunity to help offset emissions by creating carbon sinks 

through vegetation. Some members of the dairy supply chain feel that when it comes 

to global emissions and greenhouse gases, blame is unfairly assigned to agriculture, 

arguing that this is an oversimplification of the more complex problem of how society 

operates and pollutes. 

 

“We are a genuine source and a sink, so there are opportunities to work there, 

whereas, you know, the transport sector can’t offset their emissions. They can only 

try and reduce as best they can, but without having a massive impact on how they 
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do things. Whereas, we can look at things in a holistic sense and produce a plan, 

which is what we have done.”  

Josh, Industry Association 

“We talk about how they graze and in order to carbon capture, you know, and I think 

we tend to polarise, I think… one of the things that is bad about the world nowadays 

is we tend to polarise things and we don’t look at the grey, you know. We look at the 

black and the white, if that makes sense?”  

Tom, Retail 

Following on from Tom’s quote, it would be wrong to neglect being critical of 

environmental practices found in the dairy industry, with individual successes and 

failures being found in a multitude of different challenges. For instance, the feed 

given to ruminants can be tailored to alter emissions produced from digestion, or can 

be made from responsibly sourced ingredients, with the inclusion of soya producing 

a contemporary debate. Pollution from the mismanagement of slurry and use of 

artificial fertilisers are other debates and challenges facing the dairy supply chain on 

a farm level. The reduction of the supply chain’s carbon footprint as an important aim 

was acknowledged by several stakeholders, seeing the issue as something that the 

whole industry needs to address. An example of an industry level issue is the 

amount of travelling a product does from farmgate to consumer, known as food 

miles. The perception from the interviews is that shorter and more localised supply 

chains are associated with producing less emissions and being better for the carbon 

footprint of the industry. However, it was emphasised that the logic of consolidation 

into larger national units could work for the economic sustainability of the processor. 

It is the misalignment of such consolidation with factors of environmental 

sustainability for other stakeholders that highlights the complexity and importance 

behind balancing different stakeholder sustainability. 

“Climate change has kind of gone from something we [as an organisation] always did 

to a, kind of, increasingly something that is essential to the whole industry… So, all 
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the way to the top of businesses, how do they tackle this problem and what do they 

do.”  

Daniel, Industry Association 

“At the end of the day, the best food for us is the least processed, so you know, how 

can I find the food in my area that doesn’t need to be processed, shipped in, flown in, 

in order for me to be able to make it part of my diet.”  

Tracey, Farmer 

Another industry level issue that was acknowledged by several participants was the 

importance of taking a circular economy approach, from manure as fertilizer to the 

life cycle of plastic. Three participants in particular went beyond the circular 

economy, and stressed the importance for them to end up with more than they 

initially began with. Ultimately, what was clear from these discussions is that what 

constitutes environmental sustainability can vary based on the particular location or 

region an organisation finds itself in. This suggests that when it comes to evaluating 

the success of environmental sustainability, a bespoke approach to measurement 

might be more effective than a blanket standardised set of regulations. Taking a 

bespoke approach would involve acknowledgement of and flexibility around the 

unique situation that a particular stakeholder finds themselves in, such as size of 

organisation and herd, climate, soil quality, farm location, local amenities and 

diversification activities. This is in contrast to existing assurance schemes and 

supplier codes of conduct, where a generic, standardised appraisal is undertaken.  

“[Success] increasingly depends on the postcode lottery and that’s also bad for the 

environment because then in the southwest, where it is worth investing because it’s 

a bit more secure because of more processors and they are encouraging you, where 

they want the milk, then that has negative environmental outcomes because there’s 

too many farms in one area and out in East Anglia, they are crying out for manure to 

fertilise the crops. But there isn’t any, because nobody is given a milk contract.”  

Nick, Farmer 
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7.2.3 Social Sustainability 

Responsible behaviour in the dairy industry also extends to the final pillar of the triple 

bottom line to be considered: social sustainability. As with environmental 

sustainability, there are several ways in which stakeholders’ approach social 

sustainability, rooted in the perception of behaving ethically and morally. From a 

human perspective, ensuring fair labour practices and looking after worker welfare 

are seen as important factors in social sustainability. An example of considering the 

mental welfare of farmers can be found in proper farm succession planning, where 

difficulties in communication and planning can lead to an uncertain future for farms 

and those working on them. Another important aspect of social sustainability that 

emerged from the interviews was the importance of supporting local communities. 

Although supporting local businesses might not be the most efficient way of running 

an organisation, its importance in contributing to the wellbeing and success of local 

residents is clear. Various approaches were taken in supporting local communities 

by different stakeholders, with retailers and processors seeing employment of the 

local workforce and procurement of locally sourced dairy as vital for successful rural 

communities. However, others saw the success of farmers and their consequent 

reinvestment in the local economy through procurement of neighbouring services as 

a means of offering support. 

“All the local farms, you’ve got 3 or 4 people working there… and you stop all those 

connections with those local suppliers… is it efficient that I have got probably more 

employees here than most farmers with a farm of our size have? Yeah you could say 

that is inefficient, but actually, it’s keeping a rural community more vibrant and surely 

that is sustainable.”  

Tracey, Farmer 

“You’ve created like a sustainable community in the fact that [the farmer] might go 

out and buy services from other people in the local area. [The farmer] might use local 

food merchants, local veterinary service. Everything is within a particular locality.”  

Lucy, Academic 



154 
 

Another key part of social sustainability that emerged from the interviews is the 

nutritional quality and health value of milk. Coupled with the easy access of buying 

dairy produce, the importance of milk as a healthy and accessible source of nutrients 

is emphasised by several stakeholders. On a global scale, milk is seen as a key way 

to help combat hunger and improve diet. As well as the health of those who 

consume milk, the health and welfare of the ruminants that produce it is also 

imperative when ensuring the sustainability of the dairy industry. From health issues 

around lameness and mastitis, to welfare concerns about shooting bull calves, 

practices relating to the treatment of animals can have a large impact on both farm 

efficiency and consumer perceptions.  

A key debate to consider here is having fully housed cattle sheds versus pasture 

systems, with farmers from both sides arguing their case for sustainability. Fully 

housed systems can control efficiency by managing input and waste, whereas 

pasture systems afford cattle greater space and the intangible benefits of being 

outdoors. This debate exemplifies how even within stakeholder groupings, 

contrasting approaches can be taken towards sustainability. As each farmer their 

own rationale, this further emphasises the multifaceted nature of sustainability in the 

dairy industry. 

“I think sustainability is obviously about an efficient, working model that can be sold 

or is acceptable to the consumer, and I think sometimes those… so the dairy 

industry seems to be polarising a little bit into more, sort of, some would view as 

intensive but, you know, full housed systems where the health of the animals is very 

high, but you know there may be compromises made in terms of the welfare of those 

animals.” 

 Sarah, Assurance Organisation 

Of course, some consumers would see the dairy industry as inherently 

unsustainable, due to perceived exploitation and mistreatment of cattle. The notable 

rise in vegan alternatives to dairy may be seen as a way for those consumers to 

behave in a more sustainable way. However, some within the dairy industry see this 

attitude as highlighting how consumers can oversimplify a problem into a binary 
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narrative, whereas there are many different factors to consider and balance. 

Sustainability in the dairy industry can be perceived as a static requirement that can 

be completed. For instance, farmers that need to fulfil certain criteria to be eligible for 

a particular grant, or to be part of a milk pool or assurance scheme, could see 

sustainable practices as means to a financial gain, rather than acknowledging the 

underlying importance of animal welfare. Consumers may see a ‘fair for farmers’ 

logo on a pint of milk, and therefore assume that milk is sustainably produced. 

However, this notion does not reflect the complex, multifaceted reality faced by many 

throughout the dairy supply chain, who see sustainability as a dynamic process that 

will improve and strengthen over time. Table 7.1 summarises the performance 

metrics that emerged from the interviews, aligned with their respective sustainability 

pillar. 

 

Table 7.1: Sustainability metrics emerging from interviews 
 
  Sustainable Pillar 

Economic Social Environmental 
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• Contract fairness: 
o Pricing 

Transparency 
o Restrictive 

Clauses 

• Efficiency and 
productivity 
(yield) 

• Investments 
(collaboration) 

 

• Animal Welfare: 
o Handling 

(Shooting 
Calves) 

o Housing 
o Lameness 
o Mastitis 

• Health and nutrition 
of produce 

• Labour 

• Responsible 
behaviour: 
o Succession 

Planning 
o Morality 

• Supporting local 
community 

 

 

• Emissions: 
o Fertiliser (Nitrate 

pollution) 
o Slurry 

Management 
(Ammonia) 

o Carbon footprint 
o Food Miles 
o Renewable 

Energy 

• Feed 

• Waste 
Management: 
o Circularity in 

supply chain 
o Plastic 
o Recycling 

• Water 
Management 
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 “Sustainability to my mind is an evolving thing and the problem is people think it is 

something that we can just do. We realise that artificial fertilisers and burning all this 

diesel ploughing up fields and releasing carbon is all bad and all wrong, so let’s stop 

that. But that transition is huge.”  

Steven, Assurance Organisation 

 

Section 7.2 specifically relates to research question 1 in this research: key points 

that respond to research question one have been drawn out and explicitly stated in 

Table 7.2. 

 

Table 7.2: Research question one key points 

 

o Sustainability as a concept is broad, so bespoke approaches to 

sustainability are needed for practice. 

o Issues can be oversimplified, when they are actually multifaceted. The 

varying approaches taken between and within stakeholder groupings 

exemplifies this. 

o Sustainability is not static, but a dynamic process. 
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7.3 Sustainability perception factors in the UK dairy industry 

During the analysis of the transcripts, twelve separate factors that can affect 

sustainability in the UK dairy industry emerged. To help understand the role these 

issues play in influencing consumer perception, they have been separated out into 

three tiers: societal, industrial and organisational. This tiered structure between 

consumer perception and lived sustainability practices is shown in Figure 7.1. Note 

that some themes do not fit wholly into one level, and are therefore seen as 

overlapping between tiers. Taking a funnel shape, the broader societal themes are at 

top of the figure, closest to consumer perceptions, which then narrows down through 

industrial and organisational tiers until the sustainable practices themselves are 

actualised. The tiered structure came about through the application of stakeholder 

theory, as mentioned in Section 8.2.1. Consumer perceptions were specifically 

chosen as the end point of the diagram for two reasons: firstly, they are the end user 

of dairy produce, and secondly, without demand for produce from the consumers, 

the dairy industry would not exist. The power held by consumers is explored in 

greater detail in Section 7.4. 

7.3.1 Societal Tier 

7.3.1.1 Education 

The societal tier represents issues in wider society that affect the sustainability of the 

dairy industry, but can still be influenced by stakeholders within the dairy supply 

chain. On this tier, issues around education and metrics both emerged as key areas 

of importance when it comes to affecting perception of sustainability practices. 

Education refers to how the public learn about practices in the dairy industry, and 

how this knowledge shapes their view of dairy products. The public can gain 

knowledge through what they are exposed to in the media, from formal education or 

from family and friends. Focusing on family, several participants mentioned how their 

consumption practices were influenced by what their parents taught them at a young 

age. This also applies to schools, where milk can be distributed as a healthy drink for 

children to consume. If children are exposed to good quality milk and understand the 

health benefits, this will influence their opinions as they grow into adulthood. 

However, as one participant mentioned, if children are exposed to a poor-quality 

dairy, then this might foster a dislike of dairy produce. 
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Education Measurements and Metrics 
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Figure 7.1: A tiered structure of the emerging themes and how they can influence 

consumer perceptions of dairy industry sustainability 
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 “I still drink milk for my breakfast, I’ll have milk on my cereal and I’ll have a glass of 

milk next to it. Well, I suppose it’s something I’m used to drinking. It’s something that, 

when you are little, your parents make you drink milk”  

Elizabeth, Consumer 

“It’s always easier to go, oh chocolate milk, strawberry milk, you know, that kind of 

makes it a little easier for people to look at it and say oh, you know, I’ll give you that. 

Then, all the schools do is then they then go for that UHT milk. And it just tastes 

bloody awful, so then you’re getting kids to think oh, you know, strawberry milk and 

chocolate milk, it’s alright but it doesn’t really taste that nice. Well, you try and do 

strawberry and chocolate milk with fresh milk, well you know, it’s a completely 

different world then.”  

James, Farmer 

There is increasing attention from the public on sustainable practices, with an 

emphasis on the desire for knowledge to be underpinned by science and evidence. 

However, the high standards that the public are expecting to see from the dairy 

industry can seem to be irreconcilable with the low value placed on milk, 

exemplifying the conflict society faces between behaving sustainably and the 

importance placed on value for money. The difficulties around resolving this conflict 

is examined through the cultural hegemony lens in Section 8.2.2. However, 

educating consumers on the nutritional benefits of milk, as well as on the processes 

that take place in the dairy supply chain, can affect how they value the end product, 

which in turn will be reflected in the price willing to be paid. Whilst farmer protests 

are seen as a way of demonstrating issues to the public, these must be carefully 

planned, as they can cause disruption which may irritate consumers. 

Oversimplification of issues facing the dairy industry can leave the public seeing 

imagery of rolling pastures with cattle grazing as sustainable and industrial factory 

farms as unsustainable. This emphasises the need for the dairy industry to ensure 

the public are accurately informed and given a holistic understanding of the dairy 

industry to ensure the deserved value is attributed to dairy produce. 
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“This is where there is a significant misconception in terms of dairy farming and very 

large-scale system. What people tend to call factory farms... There’s a lot of 

misconceptions around that, but I don’t believe you should jump in one camp or the 

other… from the environmental perspective. They both have a role and they both 

can be improved… I mean, the benefit of highly intensive systems is they have a 

lower carbon and they rely on less pasture for each unit of output.”  

Nick, Farmer 

“I do question whether the approach at the moment of trying to educate the public 

about what we do and where we’re at... I almost think it is… so there is a huge swath 

of the population that really don’t give a damn, you know… they just want cheap 

food.” 

 Andy, Farmer 

7.3.1.2 Metrics 

Metrics are also key on the societal level, as they quantify the sustainable practices 

of the dairy industry, which helps measure impact, facilitate comparison and foster a 

sense of progress. Effective use of metrics can also motivate organisations to 

implement sustainable practices, such as measuring natural capital, which can help 

farmers to appreciate the value of the natural assets they already possess, rather 

than starting with nothing. Whilst metrics clearly have a role in encouraging 

sustainability, they are not without their obstacles within the dairy industry. Deciding 

what metrics to use and how to measure them can be challenging, especially when 

different stakeholders may have conflicting sustainability agendas. An example of 

such a potential conflict came from a farmer participant, who felt the metrics used by 

supermarkets to enhance their sustainable reporting do not publicly capture or 

promote the sustainable practices undertaken by farmers, creating a perception of 

greenwashing. 

Ensuring the metrics will be accepted as legitimate by the public and ease of 

measurement are further aspects that require thought when deciding what metrics to 
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use. External parties could ask for the same data for the same metrics repeatedly, 

causing those measuring and submitting the data to become frustrated and reach 

sustainability saturation. Submitting data to one trusted, centralised body might be 

the way to avoid this frustration and unite choice of metrics.  

“There are all the metrics out there being talked about, you know… I don’t know if 

you’ve ever been to the likes of UK Dairy Day or the Dairy event…. dairy tech event, 

but if you ever go to them… [the stallholders] will all come up with their own 

sustainability matrix because they see it as something they can sell on the back of. 

So, if someone doesn’t take the lead and say this is what we’re talking about when 

we talk about sustainability, everybody will come up with their own metrics and we 

will end up in a mess because you can be sustainable under one person’s metrics, 

but not under another.” 

 Lisa, Assurance Organisation 

“Whenever we try to request any information from them on environmental or social 

metrics, they are 9 times out of 10 being asked this by someone else, and it doesn’t 

serve anyone to have 4 different stakeholders asking for the same information. So, 

for us, it’s all about, I think, an understanding of the synergies that could be built and 

working out what everyone wants and trying to get as many stakeholders involved in 

the process together to kind of move everyone forward together.”  

Daniel, Industry Association 

7.3.1.3 Assurance schemes 

Bridging the border between the societal and industrial tiers are issues around 

assurance schemes and communications. Assurance schemes refers to any auditing 

process where an external body visits a farm and confirms that a predetermined set 

of standards is being adhered to. Having an external audit can add value to dairy 

products, as it reassures any concerned consumers that certain standards are being 

met on farm. As was mentioned with education, any increase in value could be 
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reflected in a higher price and thus a more economically sustainable future for dairy 

farmers. In the interviews, participants mentioned that stronger assurance schemes 

should move away from appearing as a predictable one-off tick box exercise, and 

should instead capture the improvements made regarding sustainable practices, 

linking with the evolving and dynamic nature of sustainability discussed in Section 

7.2. For instance, such schemes could cluster similar organisations together, based 

on certain characteristics such as size or location, facilitating a more equal and fairer 

comparison with peers. Indeed, for assurance schemes to become established and 

be effective, it is important that organisations within the industry accept the 

standards as fair and legitimate. 

“I think it adds value in terms of you know that those farms have been through an 

inspection regime. And the fact that they have to meet certain standards and they 

have to do certain things. They might not like doing some of them. But you know that 

they have to do it and therefore, by virtue of the fact that they have to do it, at least 

they’ve thought about it.”  

Lisa, Assurance Organisation 

Assurance schemes are most effective when they are not demanding too much from 

any organisation. If standards are created that seem pointless or unachievable, then 

those trying to follow the standards may become demotivated and disinterested in 

the scheme. This is not to say standards should be easily achievable: it is finding a 

balance between a manageable and an unreasonable challenge. Having too many 

assurance schemes can also be detrimental to their effectiveness, as this can lead to 

duplications or conflicts in standards that can both confuse and frustrate those trying 

to adhere to them. This confusion could then transfer to the consumers, not knowing 

which assurance scheme to trust. The resolution here might be found through 

industry wide collaboration when creating a set of standards. Collaboration within the 

industry is discussed in greater detail in Section 7.3.2. 

“You’ve got hundreds of different schemes for that, which could say… oh, we are net 

zero already for whatever reason, you know, if we’re not all following the same 
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metrics, than it means nothing and it means that only people with enough money or 

enough influence can get that kind of greenwashing done for them”  

Tracey, Farmer 

7.3.1.4 Communications 

When considering communications, issues can be split into between members of the 

dairy supply chain and between the supply chain and the consumer. Within the 

supply chain, effective communication can strengthen working relationships, leading 

to members of the supply chain acting as brand ambassadors for each other. 

Through this, the story of the process can be passed to the consumer, enhancing 

value placed in dairy produce. Value can also be added to products through the 

branding and advertisement of milk. Branding can strengthen the link to the 

provenance of the produce, which in turn can encourage producers to take more 

ownership and take more pride in their product. Communication between the supply 

chain and consumer appears to vary in complexity for different stakeholders; those 

who have immediate contact with the end consumer can clearly communicate their 

message, but stakeholders that are further removed from this contact and deal with 

multiple stakeholders might have to incorporate multiple messages within their own, 

making communication more complicated. An example of this would be a processor 

suppling multiple retailers with products of differing specifications. 

From a consumer perspective, branding can emphasise the unique selling point of a 

product, shifting dairy produce from a commodity to a differentiated product in the 

marketplace. Advertising dairy produce can also be seen as a value-adding exercise, 

as it can promote the product whilst educating the consumer on the benefits of milk. 

Whilst some participants embraced the idea of the industry promoting milk and dairy 

as a whole, others felt this broad grouping only further contributes to the 

commoditisation of dairy by stifling differentiation. 

“Oh, for us, [branding] is a massive opportunity because we can build that 

relationship with the consumer and reconnect people to the origin of the food, 

because it’s very rare that dairy products are traceable to one farm. We have very 

regular visitors on the farm, as you can see, we try and harness social media, and at 
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the end of the day, whenever somebody has got their own name going on the end 

product, it really focussed the mind and creates a sense of pride in what you are 

doing. And the fact that is traceable, it makes you accountable so, you know, I’ve 

been speaking about the implications for the broader industry, but for individual 

farms who have found a way to build a direct relationship with consumers, rather 

than sending all of the milk away to a processing company.”  

Nick, Farmer 

“Let’s just promote milk, never mind one farm being different to another. But it’s 

never got us anywhere, you know? Imagine Mercedes and Ford and Vauxhall and 

Toyota going into a room and deciding they are going to put an advert up of a grey 

silhouette with a hatchback car and saying we’re just going to promote cars. Cars 

are great. We’re never going to survive by doing this and we’ve been doing this for 

so long.”  

Steven, Assurance Organisation 

The use of social media was highlighted as an important method of communication 

between all members of the dairy supply chain with the end consumer. Farmers in 

particular seem to benefit from social media as it affords them the opportunity to 

interact with the end consumer directly, educating them on the processes that take 

place on a dairy farm. Although this education will reach some consumers, social 

media also conveys biased information and fake news which will inevitably reach 

others. Farmers that try to speak truthfully on social media can be met by online 

abuse and threats, which can be distressing and discourages some from using such 

platforms altogether. This suggests that farmers could benefit from a platform where 

they can share stories and challenge opinions anonymously, without fear of personal 

threats or retaliation 

“I’ve got, like, an Instagram account which… I started for that reason, just to educate 

people on what happens behind the scenes and, the amount of people that have 
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messaged me, being like ‘I didn’t know that was why that was like that”, or giving a 

little reason behind that.”  

Steph, Farmer 

“I think the biggest hurdle for us getting our message across is… I’d like to be able to 

write with anonymity, if you know what I mean? Because it is very difficult for me to 

have all these stories without me becoming a target myself. That is the truth behind 

most of the problems, you know what I mean?” 

 Andy, Farmer 

“I was vilified by some and it was quite aggressive at times and I was under attack 

on twitter. I was almost frightened of going online and say that point.”  

Steven, Assurance Organisation 

 

7.3.2 Industrial Tier 

7.3.2.1 Price and value of dairy production 

At the industrial tier, four notable issues were drawn out when considering the 

perception of sustainability: price and value of dairy production, infrastructure, 

regulation and industry-wide understanding. When considering the price paid for 

dairy products, participants pointed out the recent volatility of the farmgate and spot 

price for dairy can result in lack of financial stability to invest in the long term, and 

instead encourage focus on the short-term viability of the business. In addition to 

these price fluctuations, there is a perception that the costs and risks incurred along 

the dairy supply chain are not fairly distributed between stakeholders. Those in 

powerful positions are sometimes seen as passing additional costs on to less 

powerful members of the dairy supply chain, making it more difficult for the latter to 

have additional money to invest in sustainable activities. 

“It is tricky when if the milk price dropped... the milk price has dropped a bit recently, 

but when farms are under severe financial pressure like that, and the market is down 
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turning and things, they question why are we focussing on some [future 

sustainability] ambition when the here and now is a bit more serious. But actually, 

they do appreciate the long term and it’s vital to their viability as a business.”  

Josh, Industry Association 

“At the moment, we know at times, processors will go out and do a bad deal in the 

marketplace. And then they go ‘oh dear, we’ve done a bad deal. We’ll have to drop 

our milk prices’. So, that actually wasn’t the farmers fault. And that’s not even the 

market. And we also know there are processors out there… there is some very 

efficient processing, there is some very inefficient processing. Well, the farmers that 

are supplying the business with the inefficient processing is actually covering the 

cost of the inefficient processing, not the processor.”  

John, Industry Association 

Two ways that participants identified to improve the price of milk were addressing 

issues of quality and value. Quality refers to improving the taste and nutritional 

quality of the product, which has the potential to differentiate from a commodity and 

demand a higher price. Value links up with issues previously discussed, relating to 

the low value consumers place on dairy produce, both in terms of monetary and 

more abstract factors, such as nutrition and morality, which encourages producers to 

aim for higher yields when wanting more money. Value as a concept is defined in 

Section 1.4 and is conceptually discussed and expanded on in Section 8.3. The 

elasticity of the milk price was discussed, with the suggestion that consumers might 

be willing to pay more without any change in demand. Making tangible changes that 

the consumer can directly experience can lead to a high value being placed on dairy 

produce, with the transition from milk in plastic bottles to glass bottles exemplifying 

this. Whilst the milk might be the same quality, the packaging allows the consumers 

to quickly differentiate the product, evoke romanticised imagery of a milkman 

delivery and recognise the sustainable value.  
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“Consumers can be pushed quite a lot; they will pay quite a bit more for dairy if they 

had to. If the supermarket baseline price for milk was 20-30p higher, they would still 

buy that and that could give the producers a huge additional amount to actually 

make sure they are covering their costs and being able to invest in a business that is 

sustainable and high welfare. And I still think that the product demand would still be 

there, so… I think it’s got to come from the middle man that is buying and selling the 

milk, and the supermarket, to give that dairy product a raise. And, you know, actually 

bite the bullet and do it.”  

Sarah, Assurance Association 

“I think I worked out, with a glass bottle, that the cheapest milk you could buy in the 

co-op would be… a £1. So, essentially, a 2 litre. Whereas if you were going to buy 

[the] glass bottle equivalent, you’d need to buy 4 glass bottles… so that is going to 

cost you £4. You know, so people are paying £3 more, you know, and this is… you 

know, milk has got to be sold cheap, milk is a loss leader… well hang on a minute… 

that goes against all this, you know, got to sell milk cheap to get people through the 

door, it’s now we’ve got to sell food stuff in reasonable packaging, to get people in 

the door.” 

 James, Farmer 

7.3.2.2 Infrastructure 

Infrastructure located around the UK can also contribute towards sustainable 

practices in the dairy supply chain, with technology providing a visible example of 

this claim. For instance, renewable energy technologies, such as wind turbines and 

solar panels, can be installed to provide an observable commitment to environmental 

sustainability. Government could aid in the provision of infrastructure through 

subsidy schemes for sustainable behaviours. The importance of having local 

infrastructure was also emphasised, being linked with the reduction of food miles as 
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milk has less distance to travel along the supply chain. This can consequently lead to 

local produce that has a high consumer value. However, as organisations have 

grown, seeking efficiencies in processes has led to centralisation of infrastructure, 

causing a decline in local infrastructure and exemplifying a conflict of sustainability 

between different sized stakeholders. Ensuring infrastructure is in place can go 

beyond the immediate dairy supply chain, with local authorities and government 

needing to ensure that adequate and affordable recycling provisions are made. A 

barrier to installing and maintaining infrastructure is the cost, with the volatility in the 

dairy market and short-term farm tenancies causing some to be cautious about 

investing in long term equipment. 

“The other thing that I see is I think we are going to have an increase in renewables, 

so more farmers investing in solar, wind power, whatever. Which again, is quite 

useful because 1. we’ve got the space to do it and 2. you can actually have it as a 

point of use, and dairy farmers, we do use a reasonable amount of electric in order 

to cool the milk, milk the cows, all those kinds of things. So, I think that’s going to be 

important for a sustainable business.”  

Matt, Farmer 

“The cow does everything. I love this phrase. The cow will go out, will eat its grass 

and will spread its own shit, if that makes sense? Whereas nowadays, we keep them 

indoors, we cut the grass, we bring it too it, we then collect its manure and we take 

that out and we spread that… and all we are doing is driving around in tractors using 

heavy machinery which has a cost, including environmentally massively because of 

the carbon use in that, and the cost in terms of putting the farmers out of pocket.”  

Tom, Retailer 

7.3.2.3 Regulation 

The third theme to emerge on an industrial level is regulation, with participants 

exploring the benefits and drawbacks of both mandatory legislation and voluntary 
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schemes. To enact the most effective governance, it was suggested that the source 

of any industry wide regulation should come from government. Due to the conflicting 

agendas of commercial organisations within the dairy supply chain, the government 

is best placed to provide an influential but impartial role; they have the ability to steer 

the vision and set the agenda of sustainability. The two primarily types of 

sustainability regulation the government could provide are incentivisation, through 

offering financial support like grants, or legislation, where an agenda can be 

enforced onto all players across the dairy supply chain. To produce effective 

incentives, a comprehensive understanding of the bespoke, multifaceted and 

dynamic nature of sustainability is initially required by government, as is discussed in 

Section 7.2.3. Furthermore, participants stressed the need for any mandatory 

legislation to have enough flexibility built into it to ensure bespoke issues that can be 

found in different organisations and locations are acknowledged. 

“I suppose the things that could accelerate those changes would be things like 

government policy, so actually if there was grants available. Or if the laws changed 

to make certain things more… would encourage farmers down a certain route, or 

stop them doing certain things… There is an element of carrot… if you want to 

change behaviour to make farm businesses more sustainable, as part of the 

solution, then you use a carrot and you pay people to improve behaviour, or the 

market does. Or you use a stick, which is legislation.” 

 Matt, Farmer 

The success of voluntary regulation schemes was questioned by some, who cite the 

Voluntary Code of Practice (VCOP) as an example of ineffective regulation. Whilst 

some processors adhered to the VCOP in their milk purchase contracts, others just 

selected practices that worked for them or ignored the VCOP completely. This can 

result in processors who adopt the VCOP having lower economic returns than those 

who ignored it, as the latter may have less costs and can consequently undercut and 

put pressure on the former. Therefore, when it comes to regulation with no economic 

incentive, mandatory legislation might be the most effective approach when 

encouraging sustainable practices. 
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“Back in 2012, I don’t know if you’ve come across the Voluntary Code of Practice for 

dairy contracts. So, you know, 2012 and we still have these issues. The dairy market 

was struggling and so, back then, we sort of said, we were calling for mandatory 

terms, but, you know, government and the rest of the industry were sort of saying 

well, let’s try a voluntary approach first. So, we did. And as we sort of predicted, you 

know, with a voluntary approach, the good ones who want to do the right thing and 

the good processors that we deal with, did all the right things. And the ones that tend 

to do the bad practice kept on doing bad practice.”  

Josh, Industry Organisation 

7.3.2.4 Industry-wide understanding 

The final factor that influences how sustainability is perceived in the UK dairy 

industry is collective industry understanding, concerning how united the supply chain 

are in their understanding of sustainable practices. The importance of having a 

holistic understanding of how practices affect the rest of the industry was 

emphasised here; if one player in the supply chain is unsustainable, then that can 

affect the perception of the entire industry. Different understandings and agendas of 

sustainability within the industry can lead to confusion over how best to enact 

specific polices, which results in the consumer having little clarity on the sustainable 

practices taking place in the supply chain. One stakeholder mentioned how large 

retailers have interpreted guidance on responsible soya production in different ways, 

leaving the processor and farmer to facilitate all these differing demands. Actions 

could include buying credits, changing feed or additional reporting duties, all of which 

could increase cost and complexity. If organisations in the dairy industry went 

beyond an individual level and agreed on a united understanding regarding key 

issues, then processes could be simplified, decision making could be more informed 

and sustainable practices could be communicated with greater clarity to consumers. 

“If there was a standard, then that would be an industry move. If we are looking at 

sustainability on our farm, really, it’s just going be sustainable for us to keep going. 
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Whereas, the industry keeps going but we’ve just got to… there’s a responsibility 

there as a whole, rather than individually, I think.”  

Steph, Farmer 

“The government are sponsoring a round table on responsible soya for the UK. All 

the retailers are members of it… and one of the commitments was to have a new soy 

policy in place by this year and be acting on it by the end of this year, with reports 

and things. And they’ve all interpreted the requirements slightly differently… and 

that’s a problem. So, you’re balancing that for retailers and they’ve all got their own 

audit systems, they will have their own feed systems, they will have their own data 

reporting.”  

Sean, Processor 

“It is that inability to unify people that is so difficult in the farming industry.” 

 Steven, Assurance Organisation 

7.3.2.5 Collaboration 

On the border between the industrial and organisational level is collaboration, which 

concerns working together within stakeholder groupings, across the supply chain, 

with the wider agricultural sector and around the world. Collaborating with similar 

stakeholders and on a supply chain level can foster knowledge exchange, with 

effective organisations being able to mentor others, sharing experiences and best 

practice. Due to the time pressures farmers face, they can have limited freedom in 

their schedules to attend collaborative events. A criticism was raised that existing 

collaborative events are not utilised to their fullest potential, and that engaging talks 

and time to network were important to maximise benefits. This emphasises the 

importance of the organising stakeholder recognising the expectations and priorities 

of the attending stakeholders, whilst implementing their own agenda. Some 

participants would avoid collaborative events entirely, such as discussion groups, as 

they can have a negative atmosphere due to complaining, resulting in mental health 

difficulties for the attendees.  
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“We still thought we were bloody good farmers; you know what I mean? But the 

trouble is if people stay at home and tell themselves what they are doing is good, 

they will believe that it is good. You know what I mean?” 

 Andy, Farmer 

“Far too few dairy farmers are still involved in discussion groups, where the great 

work is being done…  Farmers generally learn from other farmers, so it’s the best 

way of progressing.” 

 Richard, Industry Association 

On a supply chain level, collaboration can encourage transparency, which results in 

all players along the supply chain being able to communicate the story behind a 

product to the end user, which can ultimately increase the value. Transparency in 

processes can also lead to efficiencies and redundancies being identified by other 

stakeholders, who might be able to offer solutions that can improve both economic 

and environmental sustainability. A flow of new ideas can also come from 

collaborating with other industries in the UK agriculture sector and around the world. 

Different systems might have efficiencies that work well in the UK dairy industry, and 

reciprocally, best practice from the UK dairy industry might be effective in other 

industries and countries. Indeed, the UK dairy industry could help set the example 

for others around the world to follow, as sustainability is a global problem that 

requires a global effort. However, any minimum standards shared would have to be 

attainable by others, otherwise any advice given might just be disregarded. 

“It is all about the logistics, and the logistics of getting the product to the consumer 

and that vessel…. whatever that vessel is, whether it is cardboard, plastic or a bag, 

whatever it may be, making sure that that goes full cycle back again. We reinvent 

back into the system. We’ve almost got this constant wheel cycle… and then that 

requires a lot of work changing people’s habits. And, making sure that our customers 

and their customers carry the same ethos. Because it’s all very well, you know, us 
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doing our piece, but it needs the engagement of everybody, it’s a collaborative 

thing.”  

Adam, Processor 

“Well, we are quite an affluent country, so we do quite well with money. So, we can 

afford to have a minimum standard... We could have this minimum standard for 

sustainability, but if we can’t pass that throughout the world, then really, are we even 

achieving anything, apart from making ourselves feel better. So, actually, is this 

whole thing about self-justification?”  

Kevin, Consumer 

 

7.3.3 Organisational Tier 

7.3.3.1 Internal Structure  

When considering the organisational tier, the three key factors that emerged are 

attitudes and behaviour, idiosyncrasies, and internal structure. A notable aspect 

facing stakeholders in the dairy industry is that producers can often be family-run 

organisations, which may have siblings or different generations working alongside 

each other. Such relationships can play an important role in passing skills and 

knowledge on for future generations. However, difficult family dynamics can also 

hinder progress when it comes to sustainable practices, as personal issues, 

emotional bonds and family hierarchy can lead to disagreements on how best to 

improve sustainability. Instances of such family dynamics were found in several 

stakeholder groupings, including farmers, processors and retailers. Redundant 

historic practices or rituals might be maintained out of tradition and respect for others 

in the family. Interpersonal dynamics in larger organisations can also stagnate 

progress, as the different specialised responsibilities of the management team need 

balancing alongside the implementation of sustainable activities. If the individual 

championing sustainability can tailor the benefits to the issues important to other 

members of the management team, they may have more success in implementation. 
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“There is lots of family dynamics because his dad didn’t want to because they’d 

always made a profit and always done well. Having zero grazing made for a 

consistent milk. They knew exactly the cost of their milk, you know, it was very 

efficient and [he] was like well, I think we can make it better and it was only when his 

dad finally retired that he could do it.”  

Tom, Retailer 

I think it’s messaging internally and externally... So, I can sit in front of [the 

management team] and say ‘climate change is a problem and our contribution to this 

is generally through electricity and gas, and actually if we can find ways to stop using 

as much electricity and gas, we can save a lot of money, because we spend £X a 

year on [them]. So, we can use this in a positive way to achieve something that is a 

financial benefit. And they get it. So, putting it into those terms in the business, it 

helps me get things done and it helps change the understanding of why we’re doing 

some of the things. Because we’re saving money, and by the way that’s going to 

help us combat climate change and by combatting climate change, we’re saving 

money.  

Sean, Processor 

7.3.3.2 Idiosyncrasies  

The theme of idiosyncrasies is wide ranging, and encompasses farm size, activities, 

location and lifestyle of the dairy community. The common link is that all these 

different aspects can differ on an individual level, making some practices feasible 

when they might not be effective or possible for all, or facing issues that others do 

not need to consider. For instance, having a larger sized farm can be linked with 

financial efficiency through economies of scale, but can suffer environmental 

consequences that smaller farms do not, such as high concentration of slurry. This is 

not to say that larger farms should be treated more strictly than smaller farms, but 

there needs to be some flexibility in identifying and addressing areas of sustainable 
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importance. Farms can also undertake diversifications as a means for adding value 

and connecting with the end consumer, producing items such as specialised milk or 

other dairy products. However, some milk purchasing contracts can restrict this 

diversification by demanding all milk produced be sent to the buyer; a clause that is 

justified as a mechanism to stop farmers selling milk on the spot market if that brings 

a higher price than farmgate. Indeed, many participants expressed frustration at the 

inequitable nature of some contract clauses, taking advantage of unique lifestyle of 

farmers. 

“So, it’s no good saying… standards should be more lenient on us because we’re a 

small family farm. But, the guy down the road that’s milking 1200 cows and has got 

30 staff, you need to be firmer on him. No, we need to be across the board. 

Everybody to the same standards.”  

 Lisa, Assurance Organisation 

“So, that’s where the inspiration came to try to further differentiate and properly 

differentiate the product away from the commodity market. So that we wouldn’t have 

that vulnerability to the price of the commodity cycles.”  

Nick, Farmer 

“There is almost like a pressure in some contracts, whereby if you’re producing less 

than a certain litre-age, you have to, sort of, pay more to get your milk collected, or 

you have to go onto every other day.”  

Lucy, Academic 

The idiosyncratic nature of location is also important for several reasons when it 

comes to perception of sustainability. Being labelled as British was seen as a way to 

help the consumer easily identify and support the provenance of the produce, with 

the suggestion that a collaboration across all industries in the agricultural sector 

could enable a pooling of resources and an effective British food promotional 

campaign. However, the labelling of British Milk as British is not as straightforward as 

it may seem, with current guidance allowing milk to be labelled as British as long as 
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it undergoes a substantial change in the UK (Food Standards Agency, 2008), such 

as pasteurisation. Therefore, British farmers may not then be benefiting from milk 

labelled as British, even though a consumer may believe they are supporting the 

UK’s agricultural sector. 

Buying locally and focussing in on produce with provenance in the nearby 

community can also increase the perception of sustainability, as money will be kept 

within the local economy, boosting the wealth of the area. The imagery associated 

with eating both British and locally can be seen as ways of adding value to the 

produce. As the retailer participants point out, listening to consumer demand can 

mean dairy products from other localities and abroad still need to be sourced, due to 

the protected designation of origin on some items, such as feta and parmesan 

cheese. However, for these retailers, it is about finding the balance and ensuring 

local cheeses are sourced where possible. Location of an organisation can also 

create practical constraints, such as distance from infrastructure and type of terrain. 

It is thorough consideration of these opportunities and restrictions that ultimately 

dictates what practices are most sustainable for that particular piece of land. 

“[The consumers] know that when they buy our milk, that it is looking after the dry-

stone walls and the environment and that. And actually, they get to see, you know, 

we have the fact that the packaging is produced [locally], the labels are produced 

[locally], so the money they spend on our milk all stays in our city and benefits the 

city and keeps people in jobs. You know, I think that has really been the strength of 

our milk, is that we’ve got so many different ways that we can explain the value of it”  

James, Farmer 

“There are a lot of areas that can’t be ploughed. We could just leave them and not 

harvest them at all. But that would then have consequences.”   

Michael, Vet 

“It is [a few] miles of stone track to our farm from the nearest village, so what we 

don’t want to be doing is taking bulk out, so taking animals or taking bulk out, and 
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bringing bulk in, is very difficult… that also then lends onto well why our cows eat a 

negligible quantity of concentrate. And that is because I don’t want to be bringing it in 

every week along our track, and we can’t get anybody to deliver to us, so they get 

bugger all, basically, in the parlour.”  

David, Farmer 

7.3.3.3 Attitude and behaviour 

The final theme to discuss on the organisational tier is the intrinsic attitude and 

behaviour exhibited by an organisation. The two qualities identified as important 

when ensuring the approach to sustainability is as effective as possible along the 

entire supply chain are trust and honesty. Trust plays a key role both within a supply 

chain and when dealing with the end consumer. Placing trust in other stakeholders in 

the dairy industry may improve efficiency and reduce costs, as sensitive information 

may be more willingly shared. Consumers that trust an organisation might be more 

likely to believe the positive actions being taken by an organisation regarding 

sustainability at face value. An example of this is when products are offering by 

retailers at a premium to pass more money back to the farmers; if it is believed that 

the money does not make it back to the farmer, then consumers may be unwilling to 

pay the premium. This example also highlights the importance of behaving honesty, 

where organisations should be willing to be transparent about mistakes made and 

challenges faced, as this will increase other stakeholder’s understanding of the 

situation. Within the supply chain, honesty is seen as key for identify issues in 

processes and sharing solutions to help overcome challenges others in the industry 

may be facing. 

“So, if we’re doing open book with them and they can bring some of their expertise in 

that efficiency to us, we can look at that. We can show them what the true cost is so 

they know where they are. And potentially, that’s got the opportunity to go further into 

the supply chain with other people as well”  

Sean, Processor 
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“That’s how people learn… you learn so much more from a farmer that is prepared to 

share their shortcomings and their disaster stories and how they turned it around, 

than you do from a farm visit where everything is wonderful, you know what I mean? 

But it’s getting people prepared to do it and that is why I’ve always tried to get 

across, you know. People warm to you if you are prepared to show your faults.” 

Andy, Farmer 

Finally, a behaviour that links well with the dynamic nature of sustainability discussed 

previously is the merit of being proactive, rather than reactive. Participants discussed 

this attitude being linked with addressing issues at their core and seeking continuous 

improvement, both of which can strengthen sustainable practices taken. When trying 

to behave proactively, some stakeholders are scared to do anything atypical, which 

can create a hurdle to overcome. This fear of deviating from the norm links is 

evaluated through the cultural hegemony lens in Section 8.2.2. However, it is from 

those willing to put ‘their head above the parapet’ that change and progress 

regarding sustainability in the dairy industry will come from. 

I think we’ve got to look outside the box a little bit and crack on with it. Be more 

proactive, perhaps that’s my final statement. As an industry, we need to be more 

proactive and not just sit back and let it all happen.  

Andy, Farmer 

To be honest, that’s what I’ve said for a long time. I’ve said we need a revolution in 

the dairy industry, it’s not about skirting around the edges, you know?  

Steven, Assurance Organisation 

Table 7.3 relates the key findings explored throughout Section 7.3 to research 

question 2. 
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Table 7.3: Research question two key points 

 

o Sustainability perceptions are influenced by factors on a societal, industrial 

and organisations level. 

o Enhancing the perception of value in the product and the supply chain plays 

a key role in how stakeholders evaluate practices, featuring in several of the 

identified factors. 

o Guidance on sustainability needs to be flexible, as organisations have their 

own idiosyncratic challenges 

o Conflicting agendas of different stakeholders can make it difficult to reach a 

consensus on sustainable practices. 

 

 

7.4 Perceptions of power and its importance in ensuring 

sustainable practices 

7.4.1 The Consumer/Retailer Relationship 

From the interviews, when asked to compare the power held by different 

stakeholders in the UK dairy industry, a reverse supply chain of power emerged, with 

the consumer at the powerful end, and those furthest away from the end consumer 

at the least powerful end, such as dairy farmers. Stakeholder theory helped facilitate 

discussion around the power held by different players, as is explored in more detail 

in Section 8.2.1. Of course, the power held over the dairy industry by the consumer 

appears due to their ability to drive demand for specific products and requirements; 

without demand for dairy, the dairy industry simply would not exist. Indeed, 

participants acknowledged that public interest in sustainability has driven 

organisations to respond and helped shape the agenda on sustainable practices. 

Consequently, within a supply chain, those in a closer proximity to consumers seem 

to hold greater power than stakeholders further away, because if they want to sell a 

product, it should align with consumer desires and expectations. To ensure a product 

is produced to these specifications, power will be wielded down the supply chain to 

ensure an appropriate outcome. This is why retailers are seen as being powerful and 

able to set the agenda for the dairy industry; ultimately, they hold the means of 
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interaction with consumers, and are responding to expectations whilst trying to make 

a profit. It should be emphasised that the identification of the consumer as a holder 

of power is not to suggest a replacement of responsibility on the retailer, but instead 

to broaden the focus to those who can influence retailers. The choices and habits of 

consumers can influence the retailers from the other side of the supply chain to 

those further upstream, adding additional pressure for sustainable change, as 

illustrated in Figure 7.2. As is shown in the diagram, the retailer is where the flow of 

produce in one direction meets the flow of power in the opposite direction, creating a 

pressure point at the retailers’ supply chain position.  

 

“The consumer has the power. So, if consumers are making a lot of noise about 

certain issues, or consumer behaviour changes because they, for example, if 

consumers had a choice between sustainable milk and standard milk, whatever that 

means, that sustainable milk or climate friendly milk costs a premium, but everybody 

bought climate friendly milk, then over time, consumers will… that will change 

behaviour of farmers.”        Matt, Farmer 

“I think probably the power lies with the consumer, because if the consumer didn’t 

need the product, not just with dairy, but with anything, if the consumer didn’t need 

the product, then everything you mentioned before would stop.”  

Kevin, Consumer 

“The consumers have the power on what they’re willing to pay and how the industry 

reacts. And what they want from the industry, but equally, the closest part of the 

chain to them is probably the supermarkets, and they are best positioned to 

influence.”  

Adam, Processor 
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As the consumer decides the desired specifications of a product, and thus is able to 

influence the retailer offering, it is important to educate the consumer, so they can 

make an informed decision and fully appreciate the value held in dairy produce. In 

this knowledge exchange is power, and it is vital that accurate and non-conflicting 

material comes from the entire dairy industry, so information is as clear as possible 

for consumers. An example mentioned by participants that demonstrates the power 

of knowledge is free range eggs. This case also serves as an illustration of cultural 

hegemony at work in the food industry, with further discussion on theory given in 

Section 8.2.2. The distressing image of caged hens is in the public consciousness, 

so this influenced the rise in demand for free range eggs, which in turn influences 

practiced on an industrial level. This might be the case when consumers are buying 

eggs, but the same concern is not given to ‘invisible eggs’ that are used as 

ingredients in other products. These might well be from caged hens, but as the 

consumer is not aware of this, the products on offer may remain acceptable to 

purchase. It is pointed out in the interviews that you do not want to give consumers 

too much information, as this can overwhelm and complicate understanding. Like the 

General Flow of Produce 

General Flow of Power 

Producer Processor Retailer Consumer 

Additional downstream pressure  Upstream pressure  

Figure 7.2: The reverse supply chain of power and emphasis of consumer focus 

increasing pressure on retailer 
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image of the caged hen, the dairy industry might need a simple unified message that 

can capture the consumer attention. 

“Yeah, it’s like when you look at eggs. I mean, eggs, oh there is a box of eggs for 

50p, it’s like oh, that’s because they are all from caged hens. Whereas a normal box 

of eggs are all free range, you know.”  

Elizabeth, Consumer 

“You can say obviously that the consumers would therefore be the ones who have 

the power. But I don’t think so because I don’t think that message is communicated 

that far. You can’t overwhelm, you can’t tell the consumers about soil types, because 

they’re not going to listen.”  

Steph, Farmer 

7.4.2 The Loop of Power 

Ultimately, it is apparent that the choice made by the consumer is the mechanism 

they use to exercise their power. If there is a greater demand for a particular product, 

then supply will rise to meet that demand if possible. If this happens in one particular 

supermarket brand, then other organisations may follow. The distinction between the 

attitude of citizens and the attitude of consumers is important to highlight here, as 

buying habits of consumers do not seem to always accurately reflect the moral 

values held by the same individuals as citizens. For instance, individuals might care 

about high animal welfare standards, but still want to buy the cheapest pint of milk 

they can find. This highlights the need for consumers to truly understand the value of 

milk, making the need for accurate and clear knowledge transfer even more acute. 

“The supermarkets think that is what people want, because that’s what they are 

buying. So… and it is getting the public to understand that… what they chose to buy 

instore sends a really clear message to the supermarkets of how they want them to 

act going forward. And if you refuse to buy… you know, people refuse to buy things 

in plastic, the supermarkets do something about it. If you refuse to buy products that 
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have got palm oil in because you want to save the orang-utans, the supermarkets 

then go back to their people and say ‘all of a sudden, these palm oil products aren’t 

selling, can you reformulate it?’. You know, and that is where the sustainability 

comes in. It’s educating the public and to make them actually care and drive 

sustainability.”  

James, Farmer 

“People say like ‘oh the most important thing to me…’. If you ask them, like [doing] a 

questionnaire, if you ask people what the most important thing to them is, it’s animal 

welfare. Then they go into the supermarket and just pick up the cheapest piece of 

meat they can find. That’s just the way it is.”  

Steph, Farmer 

The key role that perception of value holds in the dairy industry was emphasised 

throughout Section 7.3 in several different factors and, contrasting this with both 

resource dependence theory and cultural hegemony, the formation of the hegemonic 

resource value concept is shaped in Section 8.2.3. Indeed, it seems that the intrinsic 

value held by the dairy produce itself holds some power, as this can influence how 

much consumers are willing to pay. The commoditisation of milk appears to have 

taken away the value of provenance and differentiation that can be attached to 

products, which in turn can discourage motivation in farmers for improving the quality 

of their product. This loss of motivation coupled with a lack of power can lead to 

producers feeling as replaceable; a feeling that is compounded through purchasing 

contracts that can be perceived as unfair. These relationships along the supply chain 

should not be dismissed as inconsequential, as through fair treatment and support 

between organisations, power can be strengthened. This might be through 

collaboration and sharing of resources, or just through cultivation of a genuine 

willingness for organisations and producers to want to help each other thrive. 
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“Making sure that our industry critical success factors are that consumers are willing 

to pay for an added value product, which gives them… you know, it’s got to provide 

them with a niche in order for them to pay.”  

Adam, Processor 

For a farmer, I just don’t see how you can be enthusiastic about improving your 

breed and improving your pasture and improving the quality of your milk if you know 

that it is going to be powdered.”  

Tom, Retailer 

The size of an organisation can lead to an increase in power, as larger organisations 

may be able to command greater influence over the industry. A similar effect can 

happen with a collective or individuals or organisations, as working together and 

acting in a unified voice can help avoid creating unnecessary obstacles and 

streamline processes, whilst acknowledging that all parties have a responsibility 

towards sustainability. Ultimately, this power held by larger organisations, collectives 

and relationships has the ability to shape what are accepted by the majority as 

legitimate sustainable practices in the dairy industry. These sustainability practices 

are then disseminated back to consumers through advertisements and grey 

literature, such as corporate reports. This therefore adds to consumer knowledge on 

sustainable practices in the dairy industry, which in turn influences their 

expectations, closing the loop of power. Within this loop, money can be seen as 

mechanism through which power is transmitted. The expectations and choices made 

by consumers are signalled through the money they are willing to spend, and 

equally, organisations within the supply chain can be incentivised by money to 

enhance sustainable practices. This loop of power is illustrated in Figure 7.3, with 

the divide representing factors inside and outside of the dairy industry. It is at this 

divide that the bridge between the dairy supply chain and the general consumer can 

be seen, through both performance and evaluation of sustainable practices, as well 

as purchase of product. These factors are shown overlapping the dashed line divide. 
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 “Actually, the little people potentially, if they make enough noise, can have power as 

well. So, ultimately, I would say dairy farmers don’t have much power, but it has 

been proven in the past the if you work together and if there is enough dairy farmers 

making enough noise, or enough dairy farmers doing the right thing, then that does 

create a certain amount of power and movement.”  

Matt, Farmer 

“The only way to achieve improvement is if everyone across the whole supply chain 

and the whole industry is on board with it. So, I think the nature of needing to work 

together to tackle these issues when there is really not one sole body that can 

Knowledge 

Choice 

Product 

Relationships 

Sustainable 

Practices 

Size 

Internal External 

Figure 7.3: The loop of power, both internal and external to the dairy industry 
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unilaterally make a decision… and deliver something that works for everyone… is 

closer to being sustainable than just one sole actor’s opinion on it.”  

Daniel, Industry Association 

“Like I said earlier, the power is in money. So, everyone wants to pay as little as they 

can for the best stuff that they can get for that price.”  

Kevin, Consumer 

Findings from the interviews that address how power influences sustainable 

narratives within the UK dairy industry are summarised in Table 7.4. 

 

Table 7.4: Research question three key points 

 

o Consumers appear to be in a strong position to influence retailers in the 

dairy supply chain, and can exercise that power through making choices on 

how they spend their money. However, through an oligopolistic market 

structure, there is not as much choice as there may seem. 

o The knowledge held by the consumers, which is influenced by existing 

sustainability practices, influences decision making and value perception 

o Existing sustainability practices in the dairy industry can be shaped by 

larger organisations, collectives and strong relationships. 

 

 

7.5 Chapter 7 conclusion 

The data gained from the participants across the dairy industry were plentiful, as is 

reflected in the broad and comprehensive answering of all three research questions. 

The key points box at the end of each section was given to draw out the skeletal 

frame of each answer, with the full results providing the richer detail around these 

comments. The findings to research question one emphasised the need to move 

away from universal all-encompassing approaches to sustainability, and instead offer 

flexibility that acknowledges the variety of differing, but equally valid, issues faced by 
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members in the dairy industry. Sustainability was seen as a concept that was in flux, 

where the issues faced by stakeholders can be complex to address. 

In answering research question two, twelve themes emerged when considering the 

factors that affect the perception of sustainability within in the UK dairy industry, and 

were organised in a three-tier structure. As with the findings of research question 

one, idiosyncrasies faced by different stakeholders and organisations were identified, 

consequently leading to the formation of conflicting agendas of parties, which 

highlights the need for balance and compromise along the supply chain. A thread 

that ran throughout several factors discussed in this section was the importance that 

perception of value plays in evaluation of sustainable practices. 

The ultimate holders of this value perception, the consumers, emerged as being able 

to influence the power retailers hold over the dairy industry, with the ability to inspire 

change though the purchasing choices they make. Expectations and willingness to 

pay of the consumers is shaped by the knowledge they consume, which in turn is 

partly influenced by sustainable practices currently taking place in the dairy industry. 

These existing practices are formed from the size of and relationships held by an 

organisation, with the link to external sustainable knowledge closing the hegemonic 

loop of power found within the dairy industry. 

As has been flagged through the results, Chapter 8 will take stakeholder theory, 

cultural hegemony and resource dependence theory, and interpret the results 

discussed in this chapter through these theoretical lenses, as well as suggest a 

concept arising from this analysis. A comparison between the results from the 

interviews and those from the critical discourse analysis is also given, alongside the 

contrast between the results found and the existing literature. 
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Summary of key points 

 

o Sustainability within the dairy industry is seen as a broad, multifaceted, 

dynamic concept. 

o 12 factors were identified that affect the evaluation of sustainability from the 

perspective of different stakeholders, spanning over organisational, 

industrial and societal considerations. 

o Enhancing value of dairy produce appeared as a common theme in several 

factors, including education, assurance schemes, price, communications 

and infrastructure. 

o Retailers can feel pressure to adopt sustainable practices from upstream 

and downstream in a supply chain 

o The loop of power shows the relationship between internal characteristics, 

external cognisance and the sustainable practices of a supply chain. 
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8 
Powerful perceptions: a 

theoretical & conceptual 

assessment 

 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter links closely with the findings discussed in its results antecedent, but 

rather than the reporting of results, the focus is now heavily placed on analysis, from 

which a case for the findings can be formed and strengthened (Thomson, 2015). It is 

suggested that this analysis is shaped by comparison against existing literature in 

the field (Hayton, 2015), as well as focusing on how the research questions have 

been answered and what contributions have been made by undertaking this 

research (Williams et al, 2011). As can be seen from the results chapters, the data 

that emerged were plentiful and rich, but this only further emphasised the need for a 

coherent and logical structuring to ensure a meaningful analysis could take place. 

Therefore, the advice given above was used to set the foundations for this chapter. 

To begin with, as has previously taken place with the Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA), the interview results will be considered through the lenses of stakeholder 

theory and cultural hegemony. Then, due to its relevance with these findings, 

resource dependence theory will be utilised, and combined with the two other lenses 

to develop and propose an emerging concept. After this conceptual discussion, 

proposed answers to each of the three research questions will be sequentially 

compared against existing literature in the field. As research question one and three 

were addressed by both the CDA and the interviews, the results from each method 
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will also be contrasted against each other.  Finally, before a summary, an evaluation 

of the tension between different sustainability approaches relating to growth is given.  

 

8.2 Application of theoretical lens to interview findings 

8.2.1 Stakeholder Theory 

As was discussed in Section 4.5, stakeholder theory was utilised in this project to 

encourage participants to consider the different perspectives of those affected by a 

focal organisation’s activities, both in the supply chain and beyond in wider society. 

As Govindan (2018) suggested, stakeholder theory did help in discussing issues 

faced by different organisations in a broader sustainability context, rather than just 

problems they faced as individual organisations. Furthermore, by identifying different 

stakeholders, the varying agendas of those within the dairy industry were 

highlighted, helping to acknowledge the challenges faced by others, and 

consequently fostering a deeper understanding and stronger relationships, which are 

vital when advocating for change (Kaku, 1997). Using the framework suggested in 

Chapter 3, which is rooted in different stakeholder perceptions, this piece of research 

would be categorised as a ‘resist’ approach. The critical voice in this research comes 

from the perspective of the weaker stakeholders, and it is stated throughout the 

thesis that existing practices in dairy industry are currently unfair, exploiting those 

stakeholders in a weaker position. 

“We have supplied the supermarkets in the past, but I am jolly glad we are not at the 

moment because I do feel you are just a name in a catalogue. You are expendable.”  

Tracey, Farmer 

It was through the highlighting of different challenges, consideration of impact on 

others and inclusion of the broader context that helped create structure to the results 

gained in the interviews. For instance, consider the answers regarding the different 

factors affecting sustainability perception, which aimed to address research question 

two. Any factors that were identified tended to be discussed in relation to specific 

stakeholders, all with varying relationships to the focal organisation.  The hierarchical 

three tier structure shown in Figure 7.1 was devised from discerning the general 
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levels participants related identified factors to: on a personal organisational level, on 

a dairy industry level or on a wider societal level. Creating this structure was an 

attempt to illustrate that whilst an organisation has the ability to try and influence all 

factors, some are easier to address than others; changing organisational attitudes 

and behaviours can be controlled internally, whereas changing public perception 

about the legitimacy of certain sustainability metrics is more complex to action. 

“It’s all about… connecting farmers and consumers because until the consumer has 

a real understanding of what… they have a perception of what sustainability looks 

like in their minds, but until they understand what that’s going to look like on the 

ground, it’s really difficult.” 

Steven, Assurance Organisation 

From a practical perspective, when questioning about power, identification of the 

most powerful and least powerful stakeholders created an effective starting point for 

facilitating conversation on the subject. When analysing, it made for a clearer 

comparison between the attitudes held by each participant, which aided in the 

recognition of the power complex relationship between retailers and consumers, as 

discussed in Section 7.4.1. Coupled with their role as end user, this identification 

provided the rationale for using consumer perceptions on lived sustainability 

practices as the end lens for Figure 7.1. However, relying simply on the identification 

and comparison of different stakeholders appeared to be a superficial way to 

consider power dynamics in the dairy industry. Participants tended to discuss 

broader, and sometimes intangible, mechanisms of power, such as knowledge, 

relationships and money. Furthermore, categorising participants into one particular 

stakeholder grouping appears to be an oversimplification of the reality facing the 

dairy industry. Indeed, several participants identified in multiple stakeholder 

categories, such as being both a farmer and a retailer, or a processor and a member 

of an industrial body.  

”The money holds the power.” 

 Sarah, Assurance Organisation 
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Whilst there were some practical limitations in using stakeholder theory, the lens was 

never intended to be solely used for interpreting outcomes. It was envisioned that 

power dynamics were going to be discussed in stakeholder terms, but alongside 

supplementary information, rather than in isolation, to provide a greater depth than 

stakeholder theory alone can offer. Additionally, stakeholder theory was employed in 

this project to create a clear structure that could be compared between participants. 

Ultimately, stakeholder theory provided a foundation for explaining the complexity 

within the industry and between others in society, just as Bevan and Werhane (2011) 

suggested it would. 

8.2.2 Cultural Hegemony 

The effectiveness of applying Cultural Hegemony in a supply chain context has been 

demonstrated in this study, with the theoretical lens providing insights to all three 

research questions. These insights are collated and illustrated together in Figure 

8.1, which illustrates the influences and impacts of hegemonic thinking regarding the 

dominant sustainability storyline in the UK dairy industry. As can be seen, 

hegemonic changes can be imposed and come from outside the existing storyline to 

form new impacts within the dominant approach to thinking. Figure 8.1 also captures 

the influences of hegemonic thinking that is found in the present-day dairy industry. 

Given the factors discussed in Chapter 7, there are several additional influences that 

would ideally be included in the future to enact positive change, such as incentivising 

stakeholders and effective regulation and policy (Section 7.3.2.3) that acknowledges 

the multifaceted, bespoke and dynamic nature of sustainability in the dairy industry 

(Section 7.2.3). 

In the first instance, when considering the different approaches taken towards 

sustainability in the dairy industry, most participants emphasised the fundamental 

importance of sustaining the economic pillar of Elkington’s (1997) triple bottom line, 

before focusing on the social and environmental. Reverence of the economic 

demonstrates that there still exists a mindset of capitalist and traditional business 

values, where economic sustainability is a prerequisite for acknowledgement of 

social and environmental sustainability. The selection of UK based sustainable 

supply chain studies in Table 2.1 showed a focus on environmental sustainability, 



193 
 

and some participants did indeed acknowledge that environmental factors should be 

of primary consideration. 

“Well, to me, a sustainable diet is what can be grown locally… what are the staples 

that can be produced sustainably… without damaging biodiversity, water, all of those 

sustainability outcomes.”  

Tracey, Farmer 

Figure 8.1: The influences, impacts and disruption of hegemonic thinking in the 

dairy industry 
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Although this approach may appear legitimate, it remains that the majority 

emphasised the importance of economic factors in society, highlighting a key 

complexity of the triple bottom line framework; the integrity of all three pillars is 

inextricably reliant on the strength of the others. Whilst this creates a difficulty when 

trying to consider the importance of one pillar in isolation, it remains clear that the 

economic pillar assumes precedence above social and environmental issues in the 

contemporary UK dairy industry. This reverence of economic factors is consequently 

included as an influence in Figure 8.1. 

“I think [the three pillars of the triple bottom line] are all equally important, apart from 

the fact that none survives without the other. So, at the end of the day, unless people 

are consuming milk, then we won’t have a dairy industry. And that milk has got to be 

consumed at a price that creates enough reward for us… for making a sensible living 

and to reinvest.”  

Andy, Farmer 

When considering research question two, the application of the cultural hegemony 

lens on the different factors that influence the perception of sustainability 

demonstrates the influence that perceived common sense and pre-existing 

expectations can have over sustainable practices. An example of this on a farmer 

level is the passing down of historic agricultural practices through generations. Whilst 

these practices might not rationally be the most sustainable or efficient practices, 

their significance is rooted in the ritualistic and influenced by a dominant group in a 

farmer’s life: their siblings, parents and ancestors.  

“I think farming, you know, especially if you’re 2nd or 3rd, 4th generation farmer, its 

skills that have been passed from father to son or daughter, down through the family, 

and that might not be the right way to do it now.”  

Sean, Processor 

Remaining on an organisational level, the reactive behaviour demonstrated towards 

sustainability issues shows a fear of taking a risk and being perceived as a deviant in 

the industry. This stifling of proactivity is the suppression of cultural hegemony in 
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action. As Ransome (2010) said, power is achieved in cultural hegemony through 

the ongoing consent of others. The silence and reactiveness of the dairy industry is 

tacit act of consent for the current norm to continue. Whilst this can seem 

counterintuitive amidst passionate calls for changes in practices, it reveals the latent 

power of cultural hegemony held by those in power.  

“I think if you look at business, they don’t necessarily want to put their head up above 

the parapets, for fear of it being shot off.”  

Sean, Processor 

On a wider societal level, the impact of cultural hegemony on the dairy industry is 

apparent, reflected clearly in the expectation held by the British public of cheap food, 

which in turn affects the low value assigned to milk. Succinctly summarised by one 

participant: “Everyone wants to pay as little as they can for the best stuff that they 

can get for that price”. The use of milk as a complementary product in cafes and 

restaurants, such as being something you pour into hot drinks, rather than a drink in 

its own right, further commoditises and devalues the product. Consequently, as 

generations reach adulthood without exposure to milk being served as a drink, a 

norm becomes established in society. Furthermore, the acceptance and 

legitimatisation of only certain metrics by society, such as carbon footprint, is a 

manifestation of individuals consenting to an agenda and viewpoint created by those 

in power. Both the expectation of cheap food and acceptance of certain metrics are 

presented as impacts of hegemonic thinking in Figure 8.1. 

“If you started looking at the iron content of food… the environmental impact if you 

started measuring the greenhouse gas emissions per gram of iron, it’s suddenly 

going to start dropping down… When that’s the metric you are using, other foods 

that you typically assume to be good for the environment suddenly wouldn’t be if 

you’re a person who has iron deficiency.” 

Daniel, Industry Association 

In answering research question three, the multifaceted nature of power in the dairy 

industry was shown, so no one stakeholder was singled out. Due to this, the 
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conceptualisation of sustainability shown in the centre of Figure 8.1 refers to the 

entire UK dairy industry. The retailers and consumers were highlighted as two 

stakeholders of interest, which links with the worldview element of cultural hegemony 

in that they appear to be the players who can decide what is seen as acceptable and 

unacceptable. When considering the loop of power shown in Figure 7.3, the link 

between knowledge and current sustainable practices is illustrated by a double 

headed arrow. This was purposefully done to emphasise that these elements shape 

each other, as current sustainability practices will affect the knowledge digested by 

consumers, and existing knowledge on sustainability will affect sustainable practices 

undertaken. Drawing on Foucault’s link between knowledge and power (Hall, 2001), 

both current sustainability practices and wider knowledge sit alongside the 

importance placed on economics as influences over the conceptualisation of 

sustainability in the UK dairy industry, as shown in Figure 8.1. 

“We have to deliver what the consumer and the world needs.”  

Steven, Assurance Organisation 

Although a cultural hegemony might seem resolute, it simply acts as a zeitgeist of 

any particular era, and an imposition of a hegemonic change is possible. Evidence of 

such a change was brought up by several participants: free range eggs. When once 

eggs from caged hens were considered the norm, now consumers favour eggs laid 

from free range eggs. Drawing from the themes discussed in Chapter 7, a key 

element of any imposition appears to be a need for collective industry agreement 

and understanding on a particular topic, supporting Paulraj et al’s (2017) importance 

placed on moral motivation towards SSCM practices. Furthermore, such agreement 

should acknowledge the importance of being flexible enough to recognise farm-level 

idiosyncrasies. Support would have to come from retailers by agreeing to sell the 

product in their outlets. Furthermore, any new practices would need communicating 

clearly to the consumer and wider public, ensuring they have an appreciation of the 

labour behind any new processes, and subsequently the worth of any added-value. 

Shown in Figure 8.1 as an influence external to the existing cultural hegemony, 

imposition of a hegemonic change could happen at any time, creating new impacts 

and fundamentally changing the conceptualisation of sustainability held by the dairy 

industry. Such an imposition, brought about individual stakeholders developing 
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understanding through communication, serves as an example of the molecular 

changes of a passive revolution (Gramsci, 1971), discussed in Section 4.4. 

“Over time, the consumer, [through] retailers… have basically dictated that they want 

to buy free-range eggs, so the majority of eggs in this country now are free-range 

over a period of time. And that is how behaviour changes the market, and farmers 

adapt to the market.”  

Matt, Farmer 

8.2.3 Resource Dependence Theory 

As was discussed in Section 4.3, Resource Dependence Theory (RDT) was 

emphasised as a useful lens for understanding the role that the flow of resources 

between organisations has on power dynamics. Simply, as Reimann and Ketchen 

(2017) put it, the organisations that hold the resources on which others depend on 

consequently holds a power over those with dependence. This situation can be seen 

in the dairy industry clearly, across multiple supply chain relationships. For instance, 

the dairy farmer needs money and an outlet to sell their produce, and a supermarket 

can provide these. As there are fewer supermarkets than dairy farmers, they hold the 

limited resources and consequently can wield their power over dairy farmers, 

potentially influencing division of sustainability risk and value along the supply chain 

(Touboulic et al, 2014).  

“I’d say supermarkets have the power... everything is controlled by price.”  

Steph, Farmer 

When considering the relationship between supermarkets and consumers, the 

consumers combined hold more money than the supermarkets, and so can 

collectively wield power over the supermarkets through spending choices. Power is 

not always one way (Davis and Cobb, 2010), and this is definitely true of the 

complex network of relationships amongst the stakeholders of the dairy industry. The 

consumers still depend on the supply of food from a supermarket, in terms of 

affordability, availability and quality, and the supermarkets still rely on dairy farmers 

for their supply of dairy produce. 
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“Farmers... are small as individuals, but actually, as a group, they do have an 

element of power. And it depends on, I think, the structure there in order for them to 

make or influence those changes”  

Matt, Farmer 

An alternative lens used when considering power in this study was the concept of 

cultural hegemony, whose effectiveness at highlighting approaches taken toward 

and factors that influence sustainability, as well as consideration of power dynamics, 

was demonstrated in the Section 8.2.2. As RDT considers how power is bestowed 

to an organisation in relation to the resources they hold and the dependency of 

others on that resource, the logical progression of thought was then how this 

resource dependant power could link to the maintenance of a hegemony, both within 

a supply chain and wider society. Indeed, the absence of this powerful hegemonic 

force in RDT is a shortcoming of the theory, as its inclusion offers an explanation 

about how those in powerful positions wield their power to maintain dependency and 

importance attributed to a resource. The identification of this omission came about 

through the capturing of differing perspectives of stakeholders across the dairy 

supply chain, illustrating the key role this inclusivity plays in critical engaged research 

(Touboulic et al, 2020). 

Consider the dairy farmer and supermarket relationship, with dairy products flowing 

upstream in the supply chain, and money coming downstream. When contrasted 

against the scarcity of natural resources, money is in greater abundance than dairy 

produce, which leads to the consideration of why financial resources incite greater 

power within a supply chain, and what characteristics of these resources bestows a 

level of power capable of hegemonic influence? The answer to these questions can 

be found in the emerging theme from this analysis: value. 

8.2.4 Hegemonic Resource Value Concept 

Revisiting the supply chain relationship between the dairy farmer and the 

supermarket highlights the crucial role value appears to play in mediating the power 

given by resources. The undervaluing of milk, and importance placed on money by 

society, would explain that, whilst milk may be a finite resource, money has greater 

value in the supply chain, and as such is the resource that wields the most power in 
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this context. Similarly, when applying this logic to the relationship between the 

consumer and the supermarket; if the consumer decreases the value they assign to 

a product, then there will be an expectation that the price will also decrease, as 

consumers will be less willing to give up their valuable financial resources. This is not 

to overshadow the important role played by dependency in this theory; indeed, 

without a need and want for milk from the consumers, the dairy industry would not 

exist.  

“Sustainability for a commodity industry means that we’ve got to put value back into 

the chain and, unfortunately, that means everyone being accountable, being as lean 

as they can be, but equally, at the point of purchase, there has to be a sustainable 

cost mechanism.”  

Adam, Processor 

The inclusion of value is complementary to dependency, and provides the clear link 

with cultural hegemony. Increasing the perception of value held by consumers of the 

dairy industry could increase the flow of financial resources into the dairy industry, 

which can benefit all pillars of the triple bottom line. However, consideration of the 

consumer power alone oversimplified the reality facing the UK dairy industry. When 

considering the value of financial resources in the supply chain, this just not just 

specifically mean physical currency, but could mean other types of capital and 

assets. For instance, the retailers have the financial power to own distribution 

networks and processing capacities, creating a different, but equally valid, claim to 

power and control of the dominant hegemonic storyline than the consumers. The 

value perception of dairy is rooted in the hegemony at any particular era, so 

influencing this hegemony could consequently influence the value of dairy produce 

held by consumers. How the dominant hegemony held by a society is related to 

resource value, which in turn relates to supply chain power, can be stated in principle 

one of the Hegemonic Resource Value concept (HRV): 

1. The holder, or collective holder, of the most valuable resources within a supply 

chain has greater power and control over the dominant hegemonic storyline, given 

the perception of relative value and level of dependency held by society. 
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Breaking down this principle, the holder of the most valuable resources can either be 

a single entity or group of stakeholders, hence the specified option of a collective is 

explicitly acknowledged. The value of the resources in a supply chain system is 

relative to the perception held by society of all resources in any given system, and 

consequently can vary depending on the supply chain under consideration. The 

dominant hegemonic storyline relates to the issue under consideration, which is 

sustainable practices in this project. As explained previously, the level of 

dependency held by society is essential for the existence of a supply chain, as well 

as linking with the value attributed to it by consumers and being an essential tenet of 

RDT, and is therefore stated in principle one.  

Relating principle one back to the previous analysis of this study brings up a 

relationship of interest between two factors: the perception of value and the 

dominant hegemonic storyline. As was identified in the CDA findings, the hegemony 

perpetuated by those in powerful positions needs to be legitimised by others to be 

maintained, with this relationship being referred to as the cycle of legitimacy. The 

importance of increasing value in improving the sustainability of organisations that 

hold less power was highlighted in the interview results, suggesting that if an 

individual or collective wishes to alter the perception of power held by society, then 

there is a need for a revolution and imposition of a new dominant hegemony. This 

relationship leads to principle two of the HRV concept: 

2. The perception of relative value held by society and the dominant hegemonic 

storyline are reciprocally linked through a cycle of legitimacy. Therefore, a change in 

value perception would require an interruption in this cycle by the imposition of a new 

hegemonic norm. 

As discussed in Section 7.3.2.1, relative value could be in terms of money or 

abstractions, such as nutrition and morality. The two principles of HRV are 

summarised in Figure 8.2. Note the bidirectional arrows for the cycle of legitimacy, 

emphasising how value and dependency can affect the dominant storyline, which in 

turn has the influence to affect value and dependency. Due to the emergent nature 

of HRV from the findings of this research project, the links with the study are 

inherently embedded in both principles. However, a further connection can be made 

when considering the emphasis this study places on the power held by consumers 
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when exploring sustainable practices. It is wider society that tacitly agrees to a 

cultural hegemony and it is their perception of value that can ultimately affect the 

sustainability of the dairy industry from a triple bottom line perspective.  

 

 

Figure 8.2:  The flow of power and control in the Hegemonic Resource Value 

Concept 
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8.3 Comparison of Critical Discourse Analysis and Interviews  

This section of the discussion serves two purposes: comparison of the results 

ascertained from the Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and the interviews, as well as 

comparison between the results from the study and previous literature referred to in 

Chapter 2. It should be noted that the CDA was designed to only answer research 

questions one and three, so Section 8.3.2 only compares interview findings with 

previous literature. 

8.3.1 Approach to sustainability 

When considering the findings of the CDA regarding approaches taken to 

sustainability, the two focal topics to emerge were the general approach taken to 

sustainability and the roles of stakeholders, both of which were linked and 

juxtaposed together. The broad approach taken to sustainability, established through 

the use of generic terminology in the CDA, was echoed in the interviews. The 

complexity of balancing the agendas of differing stakeholders whilst addressing a 

multifaceted issue like sustainability appears to demand a broad understanding in 

the first instance. On the other end of the scale in the CDA was an emphasis on the 

need for a bespoke approach to sustainability, which was also reaffirmed in the 

interviews with calls for flexibility and acknowledgement of idiosyncrasies across the 

dairy industry: there is no universal, all-encompassing solution that neatly fits the 

entire industry. 

The differing general roles of each stakeholder identified in the CDA, such as leader, 

enforcer and supporter, reflects the importance of all members of a supply chain 

have a role in ensuring sustainability of all players. As was mentioned throughout the 

interviews, one example of bad practice can taint the sustainable image of the entire 

industry, so the value of working alongside each other is stressed here, rather than 

in isolation. The revolutionary approach to sustainability and the protester role 

specifically relates to the interview findings that sustainability is always being 

changed, which also links with potential imposition of a new cultural hegemony, as 

discussed in Section 8.2.2. This infers that sustainability in the dairy industry is 

evolving, and should not be seen as a static requirement that can simply be 

achieved. Instead, a dynamic, multifaceted approach towards measuring 

sustainability performance is needed. 



203 
 

Chen et al (2017) discussed the effective implementation of sustainable practices 

through collaboration; a sentiment that is reflected in the findings through the 

importance placed on working together and balancing the agendas of different 

stakeholders. Furthermore, inadequacies of the existing sustainability policies found 

in the agri-food sector borne from claims of limited scope (Kalfagianni and Kuik, 

2017) are substantiated by the emphasis placed on the multifaceted and broad 

nature of sustainability by the CDA and interviews. Section 2.6.4 discussed the 

turbulent contemporary economic situation facing the UK dairy industry. Coupling 

this with Leat et al’s (2011) assertion that sustainable practices with economic 

benefits are preferred for implementation, it expectedly follows that, although social 

and environmental issues are vital when making decisions regarding sustainability, 

the economic pillar appears to take precedence. As the cultural hegemony lens has 

highlighted, whilst society places importance on capitalism and relentless growth, 

cash remains king. 

“I think that’s the bit where you kind of get barriers, it’s just how we as a society 

operate, isn’t it? It’s not always… things of sustainability aren’t always underpinning 

everything in the way they probably should be.”      

        Daniel, Industry Association 

8.3.2 Factors affecting the perception of sustainability 

The factors identified through answering research question two are the bridge 

between identifying the approach to sustainability and how power can influence 

sustainable practices. This is due to the identified factors illustrating specific issues 

that can influence perception of sustainable practices, which can then in turn 

influence how powerful players wield their authority throughout the dairy supply 

chain. Whilst it was only the interviews that sought to recognise these factors, the 

data collected were rich in detail, providing twelve factors affecting the perception of 

sustainability, categorised over three different levels, as illustrated previously in 

Figure 7.1. The rationale behind categorising themes over three tiers was to 

demonstrate to the reader that some factors are easier to grasp in an organisation’s 

sphere of control, whereas some factors are harder to influence, demonstrating the 

power of cultural hegemony held by wider society over the dairy industry. 
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On this wider societal level, the importance of measurements and metrics was 

highlighted, corroborating with Sroufe and Melnyk’s (2013) discussion around the 

key role metrics play in value creation, motivation and control in supply chains. The 

cultural hegemony lens highlighted that society only legitimise a selection of metrics, 

and could therefore be imposing inherently unfair and counterproductive 

sustainability measures on the dairy industry, the addressing of which may lead to 

superficial greenwashing activities, rather than focussing on core issues.  

Moving to the industrial level, the concept of circular economy was applied to the 

dairy industry, signifying the need for bespoke regulations that acknowledge the 

unique challenges and wastages produced by the dairy industry. It appears that the 

circular economy approach may produce greater environmental benefits to the dairy 

industry than a traditional linear approach, supporting the claims made by Nasir et al 

(2017).  Wajszczuk (2016) mentioned the logistical challenges faced by agri-food 

supply chains, such as the perishable nature of food. The shelf life of milk, and its 

connection to value and quality, was linked in the interview findings of the perception 

of local produce being more sustainable. If more local infrastructure was in place and 

food was processed and sold locally, it has the potential to support the local 

community, have less food miles than a centralised system, and logically could be 

processed quicker, retaining a fresher quality by the time it reaches the consumer. 

This suggests that the logistical challenges faced by the dairy industry could create 

opportunities to increase sustainability on all three pillars of the triple bottom line, if 

appropriate local infrastructure is in place. 

Acting as the bridge between the organisational and industrial level is collaboration, 

whose significance to sustainability is shown amongst different individuals of the 

same stakeholder grouping and individuals in other industries (Andersson et al 

,2005), as well as between players within a supply chain (Ramanathan et al, 2014). 

The findings from the interviews agree with this outlook, with participants lamenting 

that existing collaborative events are not always utilised to their full potential. This 

stresses that those in the dairy industry should be aware of the value in collaborative 

events, and facilitate them to their maximum potential. On an organisational level, 

the attitude and behaviours exhibited by an organisation were seen as affecting 

perception of sustainability, including being honest and truthful. These intrinsically 

moral characteristics link with Paulraj et al’s (2017) observations that organisations 
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that behave morally can outperform those that do not, as well as Bastian and Zentes’ 

(2013) assertions around the positives of supply chain transparency in the agri-food 

sector. Whilst the factors identified from the interviews relate well with existing 

literature, they also offer a greater depth into the broad and complex web of factors 

facing the UK dairy industry regarding perception of sustainability.  

8.3.3 Power and its importance in ensuring sustainable practices 

When considering power within the dairy supply chain, the results from the CDA 

highlighted the control that can exerted via discourse, through both linguistic and 

rhetoric features. The conveyance of the discourse content to the reader illustrates 

the important role knowledge has in projecting a sustainable image and influencing 

consumer choices made, as was identified in the interview findings. Alongside other 

channels of education and wider societal factors, reading about sustainable practices 

that already take place in the dairy industry is likely to influence consumer 

expectations on future actions, as the discourse may be supportive of any dominant 

narrative that prevails. As such, the findings from the CDA offer an example of how 

communication from the industry can act as an effective means of knowledge 

transfer. 

One of the key findings from the CDA was the self-perpetuating cycle of legitimacy, 

which captured the transfer of documents from a leader to a supporter, the latter of 

which then legitimised the former through their validation of the discursive content. A 

clear parallel to this cycle can be made with the loop of power that emerged from 

interview data analysis; the loop of power appears to offer an explanation on how the 

cycle of legitimacy operates on a wider level. This is illustrated in Figure 8.3, with the 

hegemonic discourse portion being represented through relationships and size, both 

of which are traits that an organisation can internally manage to shape existing 

sustainability practices. The legitimacy portion is expressed through knowledge and 

choice, which are factors external to an organisation that can validate any existing 

sustainable practices. This figure captures the overlap between the loop of power 

identified from the interviews in Figure 7.3 and the hegemonic cycle of legitimacy 

from the CDA shown in Figure 6.4. 

Ultimately, Figure 8.3 aims to demonstrate the binding role that power plays in the 

existence of certain sustainable practices, and thus an existence of a dominant 
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storyline. However, as was shown earlier in Figure 8.1, as identified in the CDA and 

interview findings, a disruption and imposition of a new sustainable hegemony in this 

cycle is possible, dependent on the power held by revolutionary stakeholders. 

At the end of their paper on power in a supply chain context, Reimann and Ketchen 

(2017) discuss several avenues for future research on power, including power on an 

industry scale, types of power and the use of power within a supply chain context. 

The findings from this study inherently consider power on a dairy industry level, and 

the CDA highlights the use of discourse and documentation as a means to assert 

dominance over others in the supply chain and wider industry. The use of power in 

this research has been focused on whether power has a role in ensuring sustainable 

practices in the dairy supply chain, which seems to have been confirmed with the 

results of the study, corroborating with the findings of Touboulic et al (2014). 

Knowledge 

Choice 

Product 

Relationship

s 

Sustainable 

Practices 

Size 

Internal 

External 

Figure 8.3:  The link between the cycle of legitimacy and the loop of power 
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Existing literature on the dairy industry identifies the supermarket retailers as the 

dominant player in a supply chain context (Glover et al, 2014). The role 

supermarkets play in facilitating fair distribution of costs and wealth were identified in 

this study, as well as their broad capacity for interaction with the end consumer. This 

study does not dispute this fact, but through the application of the cultural hegemony 

lens, assumes a broader perspective of the situation and acknowledges the role that 

consumers can play in collectively influencing the actions of the retailers, highlighting 

the multifaceted nature of power in the dairy industry. As has been echoed 

throughout this study, it will take a revolution to disrupt the dominant hegemony as it 

stands. Supermarkets profit from the current state of the industry, and as such 

should not necessarily be relied on to alter practices to their economic detriment. 

Instead, this study aims to emphasise the changes that can be brought about either 

through the empowerment of the consumer, whose choices can influence retailers, 

or through policy and regulation from a statutory association, as was suggested in 

Section 6.7.3 

 

8.4 Sustainable approaches: a fundamental tension 

The division between the dominant and alternative storylines that emerged from the 

CDA in Chapter 6 appears to be generally split stakeholder groups, as shown in 

Table 6.3: retailers, larger processors, government and trade associations appeared 

to align with the dominant storyline, whereas SMEs, farmers, animal welfare groups 

and lobby groups seemed to associate with the alternative storyline. Superficially, as 

has been shown throughout this research, economic and social issues, such as fair 

remuneration and animal welfare, appear to motivate the alternative 

conceptualisation of sustainability that least powerful stakeholder groups hold. 

However, what if the rift between storylines and stakeholders comes from a deeper 

fundamental level; a paradigm tension. A paradigm can be seen as a set of 

potentially unconscious fundamental assumptions held by an individual or group, 

which forms the basis of analysis and problem-solving (Rees, 1995). When 

considering sustainable development in Section 2.2.1, Rees (1995) distinguishes 

between an expansionist and an ecological paradigm. A key distinction between the 

two paradigms relates to growth: the environment does not constrain economic 
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growth in an expansionist paradigm, whereas the ecological paradigm sees 

economic growth as contained within the natural boundaries of a limited ecosphere 

(Rees, 1995). A similar distinction could be made between the dominant and 

alternative approach to UK dairy industry sustainability identified in this research. 

Consider the dominant sustainable storyline held by powerful stakeholders. They can 

see unlimited potential of the market, having the ultimate aim of economic growth. 

Environmental and social sustainability issues are treated independently from 

economic issues, aligning with Rees’ (1995) expansionist view of an economic 

growth paradigm. This separation and reverence of economic issues over other 

aspects of sustainability are evidenced from the interviews in the following 

quotations. 

“Environmental sustainability can’t work if the business isn’t sustainable” 

David, Farmer 

“If a business isn’t [financially] viable, you haven’t got a sustainable business.” 

Lisa, Assurance Organisation 

Now consider the alternative sustainable storyline, where precedence is not afforded 

to economic capital, but considered as intrinsically linked with the environment. 

Farmers who work with the land are aware of biophysical limitations of their 

activities, and as such, intense and unlimited economic growth is no longer the aim, 

which could only result in exacerbating existing sustainable issues (Rees, 1995). 

Instead, other measurements and metrics could be used to measure success, rather 

than profit. 

“So, it’s working forward from what you are given. And I always think ours is 

landscape tuned farming, so you know, we don’t… we look at what is happening on 

this hill and what… and in a way, that is self-limiting, so you know, we can’t grow and 

grow, because this is our footprint, this is what is right for this footprint.” 

Tracey, Farmer 
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I probably share a philosophy with my landlord in that I want to try and leave this 

place in a better state than I took it on. And it is perhaps something down to this new 

term natural capital that is being touted about. How much have we degraded natural 

capital? How much can we restore it? 

David Farmer 

The alternative sustainable storyline, which has been paired with Rees’ (1995) 

ecological paradigm, further links up with the degrowth concept. Degrowth refers to 

the reduction of consumption, and subsequent increase in environmental 

sustainability and well-being; in short, sustainable prosperity without economic 

growth (Schneider et al, 2010). For instance, recent research on degrowth in a food 

supply chain context suggests there needs to be a reduction of resource use to meet 

sustainable policy targets (Hoehn et al, 2021). A key tenet of the degrowth concept is 

equality, spanning social, economic and environmental issues (Jarvis, 2019), which 

appears to be the opposite of the power asymmetry found in the UK dairy industry. 

As such, tension between stakeholders in the supply chain exist on a fundamental 

level due to the dominant storyline, that is controlled by powerful stakeholders and 

rooted in the economic growth paradigm, not fitting in with the alternative approach 

taken by degrowth organisations. Linking together the position of the stakeholders in 

the dairy supply chain with the paradigmatic approach taken in this research, it 

seems that going downstream in the supply chain, as the stakeholder moves further 

away from the field, they are less likely to embrace the degrowth paradigm, and 

more likely to subscribe to the economic growth paradigm. This makes sense when 

considering those being further from the source having less biophysical awareness 

of the natural limit of the land. This relationship is illustrated in Figure 8.4, with 

stakeholders that physically handle produce shown in rectangles, and other 

influential stakeholders outside the primary supply chain shown in ovals. 

The inclusion of this section in Chapter 8 was to offer a deeper insight at the 

intersection between research questions 1 and 2, which respectively relate to the 

conceptualisation and evaluation of sustainable narratives from different stakeholder 

perspectives. Whilst the CDA and interviews have provided rich data in response to 

these questions in previous chapters, this discussion about tensions on a paradigm 
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level was included to demonstrate how deeply entrenched the fundamental 

differences of stakeholder worldviews are, emphasising the challenge behind the 

upheaval of the dominant storyline, as well as providing a rationale behind important 

emerging evaluative factors, such as price and value of dairy produce. An 

exploration into what sustainable supply chain practices and policies can be 

practically implemented to start to encourage meaningful movement towards a 

degrowth approach within the context of the dairy industry represents a promising 

idea for future research. Indeed, the degrowth concept could be aligned with and 

incorporated into the metrics used to measure sustainability in a multifaceted and 

dynamic way, as discussed in Section 7.2.3. 

 

8.5 Chapter 8 conclusion  

This discussion chapter began with the use of stakeholder theory, cultural hegemony 

and resource dependence theory as lenses to analysis and make sense of the 

interview findings. Stakeholder theory was shown as effective in facilitating 

participant answers in the interview process, as well as aiding in the structure of 

analysis in all research questions. Although some practical implementation issues 

were discussed, stakeholder theory laid a solid foundation for the use of cultural 

hegemony. The application of cultural hegemony led to a deeper understanding of 

Animal 
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Dairy Farm Processor Retailer 

Trade 

Association 

Economic 

Growth 
Degrowth 

More common More common 

= flow of produce 

= flow of influence 
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Figure 8.4: Model showing the different growth stakeholder paradigms in the dairy 

industry 
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how the power held by some stakeholders can influence what is accepted as a 

legitimate approach to sustainable practices within the dairy industry, and the 

importance of the implicit support by those in lesser positions of power. Imposition of 

a new hegemony is possible, but such a revolution needs effective consideration of 

the factors surrounding perception of sustainable practices.  

Resource dependence theory was shown to be relevant to this research, but the 

application of the theory on the complex web of relationships between stakeholders 

in the dairy industry seemed unable to fully capture the hegemonic force that has 

been shown to underlie the power dynamics within the dairy industry. As such, 

resource dependence theory was blended with stakeholder theory and cultural 

hegemony to form the hegemonic resource value concept. In addition to theoretical 

combination, this proposed theory also captures the issues of value that were 

interwoven throughout the findings of the research questions. 

The comparison between the CDA and interviews demonstrated how their respective 

findings complemented each other, as well as providing a deeper and fuller 

understanding of the sustainability situation in the dairy industry. An example of this 

depth can be seen in the relationship between the cycle of legitimacy from the CDA 

and the loop of power that emerged from the interviews. The findings for each 

research question were also related to existing literature in the supply chain field, 

with the majority of claims being congruent with these sources. A notable extension 

to the literature was found when answering research question three, with the 

emphasis placed on consumers relationship to retailers and the role they have in 

ensuring sustainable practices in the dairy supply chain. 

Finally, the tension between stakeholder attitudes towards growth was explored, with 

the dominant and alternative sustainable storyline related to expansionist and 

ecological paradigms. The degrowth concept was then introduced as an approach to 

emphasise the fundamental differences between stakeholder worldviews, and was 

recommended as promising area for future research 
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Summary of key points 

 

o Stakeholder theory influenced and shaped interpretation of the findings in 

this research. 

o The interview results aided in identifying factors that influence and are 

impacted by the dominant hegemonic storyline, as well as offering insight 

into how a change in the hegemonic norm can be implemented. 

o Combining the cultural hegemony concept with Resource Dependence 

Theory led to the proposition of the hegemonic resource value concept. 

This incorporates the previously identified cycle of legitimacy to explain how 

perceived value and dependency can be influenced by dominant players 

though hegemonic norms. 

o The findings of the CDA and the interviews are compared and contrasted in 

response to each research question. A key link between the loop of power 

and the cycle of legitimacy is made, exploring the factors behind powerful 

players that allow them to control sustainable supply chain practices 

through a self-legitimising cycle.  

o Whilst the dominant sustainable storyline is rooted in an economic growth 

paradigm, the alternative storyline embraces a degrowth approach. 
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9 
A call for change: 

concluding remarks  

9.1 Structure  

In Chapter 1 of this thesis, an overview was given of the issues facing the UK dairy 

industry, emphasising the need for a change in what is accepted as the current norm 

regarding sustainable supply chain behaviour. It is hoped that the data collected 

throughout this research, and the subsequent analysis, has demonstrated how the 

current approach to sustainability within the supply chain is conceptualised, how 

those in powerful positions manage to perpetuate such an approach, and why some 

stakeholders perceive current practice as inherently unsustainable. In order to clearly 

understand the output of this research, this chapter will begin by explicitly answering 

each research question in turn, summarising relevant key contributions as 

necessary. 

After this, further contributions of this research will be explicitly given, from both 

theoretical and methodological viewpoints. The repercussions of the output of this 

research also extends to making practical recommendations to the UK dairy sector 

on how they can strive for a more equitably sustainable future, which are afforded 

their own section. This project has not been without its limitations, which are also 

addressed. Finally, a concluding remarks section is given, drawing this thesis to a 

close by emphasising a call for change in the sustainable practices of the UK dairy 

industry. 
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9.2 Contributions relating to the research questions 

9.2.1 Research Question 1 

How are sustainable narratives conceptualised from a multi-stakeholder perspective 

in the UK dairy supply chain? 

The critical discourse analysis phase of this research aided in the identification of the 

dominant and alternative storylines of sustainability within the UK dairy industry. 

Those in powerful positions, and thus able to influence the dominant narrative, 

appear to align with a vision of sustainability rooted in economic growth, where social 

and environmental sustainability are isolated, being addressed through the meeting 

of industry-set goals and standards. The alternative storyline is also identified, 

generally held by stakeholders in weaker positions, based on an ecological, 

degrowth approach to sustainability. In this storyline, all stakeholders and outcomes 

of the supply chain are treated equally and fairly, without precedence given to 

economic growth. 

From the interview participants, consensus on general characteristics spanning both 

sustainable storylines emerged. Sustainability was perceived as a broad concept, 

meaning that more bespoke details were needed to operationalise any suggested 

practices. Issues around sustainability were seen as being treated in an over-

simplified manner, when in reality, the concept is multifaceted and complex. It also 

emerged that sustainability is not a static construct, but evolves over time. As such, a 

bespoke, multifaceted and dynamic approach to measuring sustainable performance 

is needed for the future. The next two questions will consider how such an evolution 

can be influenced for the benefit of all.  

9.2.2 Research Question 2 

How is sustainability performance evaluated from a multi-stakeholder perspective in 

UK dairy supply chains? 

Sustainability performance was shown to be evaluated through 12 different factors, 

which were organised into 3 differing levels of scope: organisational, industrial and 

societal level factors. Issues around education, metrics, assurance schemes and 

communication were discussed on a societal level, whereas infrastructure, 

regulation, industry understanding, pricing and collaboration were all identified as 
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characteristics that affect sustainability practices on an industrial level. Finally, on an 

organisational level, internal structure, attitude and behaviour, and idiosyncrasies 

were all mentioned when evaluating sustainable performance. Indeed, due to such 

idiosyncrasies faced by different organisations and stakeholders throughout the dairy 

supply chain, it can be difficult to reach a consensus on sustainable practices, with 

guidance consequently needing to be flexible to accommodate such variation. A 

commonality between several of the factors that emerged was the perception of 

dairy product value, and its associated influence in evaluating sustainable 

performance. This identification of value influenced the formation of the hegemonic 

resource value concept, discussed in answering research question 3. 

9.2.3 Research Question 3 

How does power held by multiple stakeholders influence sustainable narratives 

created within the UK dairy supply chain? 

The dominant narrative is perpetuated by those in powerful positions through a self-

perpetuating cycle of legitimacy. In answering research question one, it was noted 

that social and environmental goals were addressed through external industry set 

standards. Within the dairy industry, a duality of stakeholder identity exists, where 

powerful stakeholders also sit on trade association boards, tasked with setting these 

‘external’ targets to be met by the industry, able to exert their influence as necessary. 

Weaker stakeholders that exist outside this cycle of legitimacy have their alternative 

sustainable storyline suppressed. Additionally, the critical discourse analysis also 

showed how power was asserted by stakeholders in documents through linguistic 

techniques. 

This cycle of legitimacy links with the loop of power identified from the interviews, 

which illustrated how power emanating from consumer knowledge and choice, as 

well as organisation relationship and size, interacts and affects the sustainable 

practices of the dairy industry. Whilst large retailers are seen as powerful players in 

the dairy industry, consumers are in a strong position to influence retailers, 

exercising their own power through where they choose to spend their money. The 

theoretical lenses of cultural hegemony and resource dependence theory were 

related to these findings to create the hegemonic value resource concept. This 

concept suggests that the value of resources is influenced by the existing hegemonic 
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narrative and reinforced through the cycle of legitimacy. As such, a hegemonic 

change would be needed to alter the perception of value, which in this case relates 

to the sustainability of the dairy sector. Table 9.1 summarises the key findings 

relating to each research question. 

Table 9.1: The key contributions for each research question 

Research Question 1 

Sustainable narrative 

conceptualisation 

o Consensus that sustainability in the dairy 

supply chain is broad, multifaceted and ever-

evolving. A dynamic, bespoke approach to 

measurement is needed. 

o A dominant storyline based around economic 

growth was identified, perpetuated by the 

powerful stakeholders. 

o An alternative storyline was also noticed, 

where economic issues are not given 

precedence. 

Research Question 2 

Multi-stakeholder 

performance evaluation 

o 12 key factors relating to how sustainability is 

evaluated by different stakeholders are 

described. 

o Consensus between stakeholders on 

sustainable practices is difficult, due to 

idiosyncrasies. Identification of the evaluation 

factors highlight areas which should be 

focused on to improve sustainable 

performance in the supply chain. 

Research Question 3 

The impact of power on 

sustainable narratives 

o Dominance is assured by powerful 

stakeholders through the cycle of legitimacy, 

via a duality of stakeholder identity. 

o Both supply chain organisations, through 

size and relationships, and consumers, 

through knowledge and choice, affect the 

sustainable practices that take place in the 

UK dairy supply chain. 
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9.3 Further contributions of the research 

9.3.1 Theoretical contributions 

The use of the cultural hegemony theoretical lens is novel in the sustainable supply 

chain field, and has been demonstrated in both the Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

and interview analysis as an effective theoretical lens to employ. This success partly 

comes from cultural hegemony’s ability to highlight what is prevalent and accepted 

as common sense in supply chain processes and wider sustainable practices, linking 

with any dominant consumer expectations. But it is through this identification that 

suppressed narratives can be explored, as well as why there can be difficulties in 

implementing new ideas when established philosophies already exist within a supply 

chain, an industry or in wider society. The cultural hegemony lens particularly aligned 

with the aims of undertaking a CDA and power dynamic focus of research question 

three. Future research that aligns with this focus or methodological outlook should 

strongly consider cultural hegemony as a theoretical lens of choice. Wider still, the 

usefulness of cultural hegemony could be demonstrated further in future supply 

chain research applying the lens to different industries and issues other than 

sustainability. 

Additionally, the conceptual development of the Hegemonic Resource Value model 

(HRV) as a blend of theoretical lenses also provides a potential stream of future 

research in the supply chain field. HRV developed naturally through the analysis and 

application of the theoretical lenses, so it felt imperative to formally define the model 

and explain its features. Further research could focus solely on the development and 

testing of this concept, with refinement potentially being generated through 

applications in different supply chain contexts. 

The findings from this project also expand on the previous notion that retailers hold 

the most power in the dairy supply chain, and emphasises the importance of the 

retailer-consumer relationship when considering power in the dairy industry. This is 

not to say that retailers do not hold significant power; a backward chain of power was 

highlighted along the supply chain, with power diminishing as distance increases 

from the end consumer. Instead, in addition to identifying and adding further 

academic pressure on large retailers to improve their sustainable practices, future 

research could explore how best to reach consumers of the dairy industry, and 
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influence their opinions on sustainability. Ultimately, effective research outcomes that 

help influence consumer opinions and choices could then add a substantial amount 

of additional pressure on large retailers, encouraging the implementation of new 

sustainable practices. The emphasis here is that future research should not 

supersede focus on the retailer, but should diversify in its focus to ensure effective 

consideration of all stakeholders that can shape the sustainable agenda of the dairy 

industry. For instance, policy and regulation can be used for incentivising desirable 

behaviour in multiple stakeholders, as discussed in Section 7.3.2.3. 

Finally, the systematic literature review undertaken relating to power in an agri-food 

sustainable supply chain management context also generated a suggested future 

research agenda for the supply chain field, with Section 3.5 giving further detail. Key 

suggestions to emerge from this review included the use of theoretical lenses, 

assuming a broad view of sustainability and considering a multi-stakeholder 

perspective. Whilst these suggestions are for the entire supply chain field, this 

research has aimed to address all these issues in both scope and analysis. 

9.3.2 Methodological Contributions 

The use of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) within supply chain literature or 

corporate sustainability literature is seldom found, with McCarthy et al (2018) and 

Higgins and Coffey (2016) respectively representing the small amount of existing 

relevant literature that has effectively utilised the methodology. Therefore, this study 

addresses the scarcity of such research by demonstrating how undertaking a CDA in 

a supply chain context can facilitate an effective in-depth exploration on the use of 

documents in transmitting power, providing a valuable addition to the existing sparse 

repository found in the supply chain field. Indeed, in this study, the use of the CDA 

approach provided deep insights into sustainability discourse that were 

complementary to the interview’s broader findings of the importance of consumer 

knowledge, as well as conveying the perspective of stakeholders that were difficult to 

access in an interview format. Due to its effective use in this study, future research 

into supply chain relationships, power dynamics and interactions between 

shareholders should consider utilising a CDA approach, which could further 

illuminate and contextualise the important role discourse plays across supply chains, 

industries and wider society. A summary of all the additional theoretical and 
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methodological contributions to emerge from this research can be found in Table 

9.2. 

 

Table 9.2: Summary of the further theoretical and methodological implications 

Finding from the research Implication 

Cultural Hegemony applied successfully 

to a sustainable supply chain power 

context 

The theory could be drawn on in 

different industries when dealing with 

sustainable management, or in a wider 

supply chain context. 

Conceptualisation of the hegemonic 

resource value model (including the 

cycle of legitimacy and the loop of 

power) 

This model could be developed and 

refined in future supply chain research. 

In addition to retailers, consumers hold 

a significant amount of power regarding 

sustainable behaviour 

Future research should consider 

recommendations for multiple 

stakeholders when exploring 

sustainable supply chains, 

acknowledging the nuance of power 

dynamics downstream in supply chains. 

Gaps highlighted in systematic literature 

review on sustainable agri-food supply 

chains and power. 

Research going forward should aim to 

be theoretically informed and assume a 

broader scope of sustainability. A full list 

of recommendations can be found in 

Section 3.5. 

Critical discourse analysis applied 

successfully to a supply chain power 

context 

Qualitative research into power 

amongst stakeholders in the supply 

chain could draw on the critical 

discourse methodology employed in this 

project. 
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9.4 Practical implications for the dairy sector 

There are several practical implications that emerge from this research for the dairy 

sector, which could be acted upon to enhance understanding of and strengthen 

sustainable practices. The first relates to the general approach taken towards 

sustainability, which has been defined from the findings as multifaceted and 

evolving. Acknowledgement of these characteristics means the industry should be 

moving away from universal polices that are measured through static checkbox 

exercises, and instead have flexible guidance that captures both the continual 

improvement and the idiosyncrasies of each organisation. The implementation of 

sustainability metrics that capture such a dynamic approach to sustainability would 

also be a major step towards embracing a more bespoke approach to sustainability. 

Furthermore, as was mentioned in Section 7.3.1.3, an acknowledgement of 

idiosyncrasy and bespoke factors could be achieved through clustering similar 

organisations together when contrasting sustainable progress, rather than 

considering all organisations together. This implication should be particularly noted 

by those stakeholders that either operate assurance schemes, or have supplier 

measurement and auditing systems in place. Future research could be undertaken to 

investigate how to blend the degrowth concept meaningfully with dynamic 

sustainability metrics for the dairy industry, as mentioned in Section 8.4. 

Whilst the findings have acknowledged that there are many different stakeholder 

agendas that need considering and balancing, the industry should strive for a unified 

understanding of issues related to sustainability. Through this unity comes an 

increase in both knowledge held by stakeholders and size of allied individuals, both 

of which can offer the dairy industry greater power over influencing sustainable 

practices. Furthermore, the avoidance of conflicting standards through unity would 

facilitate a sense of clarity when communicating issues to consumers; the 

importance of which has been emphasised in Section 8.2.2 when considering 

imposition of a new sustainable hegemony. The existence of a statutory independent 

trade association for the entire dairy industry would aid in unifying understand on 

sustainable issues, as suggested in Section 4.8. 

An issue identified when interacting with consumers is the concern regarding 

personal or reputational risk, particularly with the rise of social media usage. 
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Therefore, a resource that may be of use to the dairy industry would be a centralised 

website where stakeholders of the dairy industry could share anonymised stories 

and experiences regarding sustainability, as well as having a platform to respond to 

any consumer concerns anonymously.  

Another significant topic for the dairy industry that emerged from the data was the 

elemental nature of value and how the perception of dairy produce value links with 

sustainable practices. The implications for the dairy industry here are numerous, 

such as an emphasis on the importance of the entire supply chain collaborating at all 

stages to increase value and maximised potential, which can be achieved through 

sharing both problematic issues and potential solutions. Furthermore, understanding 

of any added value needs to be communicated to the consumers from the dairy 

industry, suggesting a potential focus on improving dissemination and educational 

resources. To reiterate, in the context of this study, value has been seen as a trade-

off between perceived benefits and sacrifices, with benefits relating to aspects of 

quality and high-level abstractions held by individual consumer, and sacrifices 

relating to monetary and other costs (Zeithaml, 1988). What these benefits and 

sacrifices are specifically regarding the dairy industry and sustainability remains 

uncertain, and is a recommended area of future research within the sector. A 

summary of the practical implications from this research is given in Table 9.3. 

Table 9.3: Implications for practice in the dairy sector 

Finding from the research Implication 

Sustainability is multifaceted and 

dynamic 

Instead of rigid sustainable policies, 

flexible guidance should be issued and 

dynamic metrics should be introduced 

The lack of consensus on sustainable 

issues, and the identification of multiple 

narratives 

Influence can come through knowledge. 

The current existence of conflicting 

standards can create communication 

issues, so unity should be sought. An 

independent statutory trade association 

for the industry is recommended. 
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Risk around communication with 

consumers 

A centralised resource of anonymous 

experiences and stories regarding 

sustainability could be created. 

Emerging importance of value in dairy 

produce 

This could become a priority area for 

the dairy industry when educating 

consumers and collaborating with 

others in the supply chain. 

 

9.5 Research limitations 

This project has been entrenched entirely within the dairy industry, covering issues 

around both commodities and processed, value-added products. Several participants 

mentioned other non-dairy food supply chains and production lines in their 

interviews; however, this was usually to contrast and highlight the unique issues 

faced by the dairy industry. This focus on the idiosyncrasies of the dairy industry 

means that the findings might not be applicable to other industries, both in the agri-

food sector and beyond. The value of this project is not diminished by this level of 

focus, as the urgent need for a more sustainable dairy industry has been justified 

throughout this study. However, given the insights gained, there is potential for 

additional sustainability-focused research in other industries in the agri-food sector, 

to see either if similar themes emerge, or whether some issues seem to affect 

particular industries worse than others. 

Another limitation of the findings came from the interview phase of the study, as 

although several attempts at engagement were made, there remains an absence of 

large supermarkets respondents. Access issues were the primary cause of this 

limitation, with the reasons given for lack of interest including the timing of the 

interviews, particularly regarding Brexit and Covid-19, and that they appeared to 

have a policy of not participating in university-level student studies. Nevertheless, 

this lack of supermarket respondents is offset by the strong supermarket 

representation in the CDA phase of the research, ensuring that their approach to 

sustainability and how it is communicated was captured. Future research 

opportunities here could consider certain stakeholder’s reluctance to discuss 

sustainability issues, or, if access can be sought, focusing exclusively on the 
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supermarkets role in ensuring sustainable practices in the wider agri-food industry. 

Furthermore, as was discussed in Section 2.6.4, Covid-19 caused a large-scale 

disruption in the dairy supply chain. Another pertinent stream of future research 

could consider the effects of such sudden supply chain disruptions and resilience in 

relation to power and sustainable practices. 

Finally, as was mentioned in the methodology chapter, some readers could perceive 

the general qualitative approach taken throughout this study as a limitation, owing to 

the findings being presented through only one interpretation. However, as was 

argued previously, this instead can be seen as a strength, particularly when there is 

the belief that the researcher is intrinsically embedded in the research process. 

However, to further validate the findings in this research, future research could take 

a multiple case approach in the dairy industry instead of a stakeholder approach, 

such as the work of Hendry et al (2019) and Oglethorpe & Heron (2013) in the UK 

food sector. Additionally, alternative methods could be employed in a qualitative 

multi-method approach, such as focus groups and observations.  

As discussed in Section 5.8, issues regarding sample size were addressed by 

emphasis being placed on the concept of data saturation in qualitative research, 

when additional data collection yields little novel insight (Saumure & Given, 2008); 

this saturation was indeed apparent by the end of data collection phase through the 

repetition of key points previously raised. Ultimately, any perceived limitation of 

qualitative research has been addressed through the transparency and honesty 

around the choices made throughout the research project, ensuring the reader has a 

firm understanding on the rationale behind any decisions taken. 

 

9.6 A Call for Change 

Change is an inevitable part of life. The UK dairy industry is historically no stranger 

to this, evolving along with industrial and technological developments. However, the 

industry is facing a new challenge brought about through a rapidly changing world: to 

become a sustainable industry. This research has aimed to consider issues around 

sustainability, looking at conceptualisation, evaluation and manipulation of the 

approaches taken in the UK dairy supply chain, in order to gain a deeper 
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understanding of the issue and how sustainable practices can be improved and 

strengthened. So, as this research project draws to a close, one question remains: is 

the dairy supply chain sustainable? 

It depends. Superficially, this answer might seem frustrating, but look a bit deeper, 

from multiple perspectives, and an opportunity can be seen: a call for change. At 

present, if a powerful stakeholder in the dairy industry is considered, meeting 

sustainability targets, rooted in an economic growth paradigm, that have been 

influenced by the same aforementioned stakeholder, then it appears sustainable 

development is taking place. If this powerful stakeholder is the only member of the 

dairy supply chain that a consumer comes into contact with, then through their own 

lived experience, they understandably might believe this too.  

However, this is not the case for all stakeholders, as this research has uncovered. 

Whilst powerful stakeholders might uphold a vision of sustainability that suits them, 

other more vulnerable stakeholders are often losing out: farmers, SMEs, animals and 

ultimately the environment. Before irreversible damage is caused to the industry and 

beyond, a new equitable approach to sustainable development needs to be 

embraced. This has been identified in this research through the alternative approach 

to sustainability found in the dairy industry.  

Undertaking a paradigmatic shift in understanding regarding sustainability is not 

going to be an easy task, as powerful players that benefit from the status quo are 

naturally going to resist. Indeed, such an understanding will transcend industrial 

boundaries and involve a societal change. Nevertheless, big changes can come from 

small incremental steps; it can all add up to a great transformation. This thesis 

suggests some of these steps, through identification of important factors of focus and 

recommendations of an overseeing organisation. Sustainability has been shown to 

be multifaceted in the dairy industry, so a single instant resolution is not going to 

solve all the issues regarding sustainability. Yet, with each positive change, progress 

is made towards the end goal of a sustainable future for the world. As consumers 

change their perception of sustainability, powerful organisations will ultimately follow: 

failure to do so will risk loss of legitimacy and status. The need to see how those in 

power maintain and influence the dominant approach to sustainability has been 
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exposed in this research.  By understanding how such mechanisms work, they can 

be targeted and disrupted by other industry players. 

So, instead of asking is the dairy supply chain sustainable, the question should be 

can the dairy supply chain be sustainable? The findings in this research have 

suggested that it can indeed be sustainable, but a fundamental shift in understanding 

is needed for a more equitable future. New hegemonic norms are possible, and 

required, to secure a sustainable industry. This thesis begins the process by calling 

for change. 

Summary of key points 

 

o The novel contributions to knowledge in this research include identification 

of sustainable storylines, factors affecting evaluation and mechanisms of 

power, such as the cycle of legitimacy. 

o Other contributions come from the successful use of cultural hegemony and 

critical discourse analysis in the sustainable supply chain management 

field. 

o Practical implications for the dairy sector include the formation of a new 

independent trade association representing all industry stakeholders. 

Priority areas of focus and practice for such an association, such as flexible 

guidance and anonymous story sharing platforms, were also suggested. 

o Limitations of this research have been identified and addressed  

o The research concludes with a call for change in the sustainable practices 

of the UK dairy industry 
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Appendix A: Literature Review Search Strategies and Keywords 

Section 2.2 Sustainability and supply chain management: Search Strategy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scope of search Sustainable practices in supply chains  

Location United Kingdom 

Time Since the Brundtland Commission in 

1987 

Sources Academic journals and grey literature 

Consideration of different 

perspectives 

The triple bottom line. Cover all aspects. 

Overall aim of section Demonstrate the importance of 

sustainability in supply chain 

management. 

Section 2.2 

Search 

Terms 

Supply 

Chain 

Supply 

Network 

SCM 

Supplier 

Relationships 

Sustainab* 

Green 

TBL / Triple 

Bottom Line 

Responsible 

UK  United 

Kingdom 

English / 

Welsh / 

Scottish 
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Section 2.3 Sustainability in UK food supply chains: Search Strategy 

Scope of search Sustainable practices in food/agri-food 

supply chains  

Location United Kingdom 

Time Since the Brundtland Commission in 

1987 

Sources Academic journals and grey literature 

Consideration of different 

perspectives 

The triple bottom line. Cover all aspects 

Overall aim of section Demonstrate what the food supply chain 

is and why it is important to study. 

Identify distinction between food and 

agri-food supply chains. 

 

 

  

Section 2.3 

Search 

Terms 

Supply 

Chain 

Supply 

Network 

SCM 

Supplier 

Relationships 

UK  
Sustainab* 

TBL / Triple 
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English / 
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Scottish 

Food 

Agri-

food 
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Section 2.4 UK dairy supply chain sustainability: Search Strategy 

Scope of search The current UK dairy industry situation 

from a supply chain perspective  

Location United Kingdom 

Time Since the Brundtland Commission 

Sources Academic journals and grey literature 

Consideration of different 

perspectives 

Cover all aspects of the TBL. Explore 

issues unique to certain stakeholders 

Overall aim of section Explain the current dairy crisis and the 

implications for supply chain 

management. Discuss any existing 

sustainability practices. 
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Search 
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Policy 
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Framework 

Leader 
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Power 
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Appendix B: A Selection of UK Dairy Supply Chain Configurations 

 

 

The simplest dairy supply chain configuration would just involve a dairy farmer and 

consumer. In this instance, the dairy farmer would process the dairy produce and sell 

it directly to the consumer. The dashed arrow represents the reverse logistics of milk 

bottle collection by the dairy farmer. 

 

 

A dairy farmer might process their own milk and create their own branded products, 

but not sell them directly to the consumer. A retailer would act as an intermediary 

here between the farmer and the consumer. 

 

Dairy farmers can join together to form a co-operative. A co-operative might process 

their own products to be sold straight to retailers. If not, a processor will be required. 

 

A large nation-wide processor may have several sites all over the country. This could 

introduce further complexity to the supply chain configuration.

Dairy Farmer Consumer 

Dairy Farmer Retailer Consumer 

Dairy Farmer 

Processor 

Retailer Co-operative Consumer 
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Retailer Consumer 

Dairy Farm 

Dairy Farm 

Processor 

Plant 2 

Processor 

Plant 3 

Processor 
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site 
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule 

 

Set up recording equipment before beginning phone call and ensure scrap paper 
and pen are at hand to take notes 
 

Start of phone call. 
Check the participant has read the participant information sheet, ask if they have 
any questions and check they have consented. 
 
Key points to run over: 

- Your identity will remain anonymous – only I will know that 
- You can withdraw at any point, and if you do not want to answer 

something, just say so. You do not need a reason. 
- This interview will be recorded. I am not recording yet, but will tell you 

when I start to record and when I stop. 
 

Final check – a good space where you will not be interrupted. Happy to proceed. 
<record> 

Just to start the interview, please could you tell me about your occupation 
and what your role is in the dairy industry? 

 
What would be your ideal vision of a sustainable future for the dairy 
industry? How would a sustainable dairy industry look to you? 
 
Does this draw on your own experience? Tell me what happened. 
Researcher prompts: What is standing in the way of this future today? Can those 
issues be resolved? How? What is being done well at the moment? Is anything 
happening that will get to this future faster? 

 
How do you think power is spread in the dairy industry?  
How do you perceive power in the dairy industry? 
 
Does this draw on your own experience? Tell me what happened. 
Researcher prompts: What is the role of this power in sustainable dairy practices? 
Who has this power? To what degree is this power significant in ensuring 
sustainable practices? Can this power be overcome? 

<stop recording> 
Thank participant for their time! 
Debrief: Explain what happens next. Thank participant again. 
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Appendix D: Initial Interview Analysis Template 

 

A priori themes from CDA and theoretical lenses 

 

1. Approach towards sustainability practices 

1.1. Broad approach to sustainability 

1.1.1. Use of vague language/terms 

1.1.2. Frameworks 

1.2. Bespoke approach to sustainability 

1.2.1. Importance of location 

1.2.2. Importance of external accreditation 

1.3. Revolutionary approach to sustainability 

1.3.1. Animal rights group 

1.3.2.  Farmers 

2. Role of stakeholder 

2.1. Leader 

2.2. Enforcer 

2.3. Supporter 

2.4. Protester 

3. Cycle of legitimacy 

3.1. Duality of stakeholder identity 

4. Power through discourse 

4.1. Science imagery and quantification 

4.2. Rhetoric devices 

4.3. Intertextuality 

5. Vertical integration of farmers into supply chain 

6. Cultural Hegemony 

6.1. Common sense 

6.2. Bourgeoisie 

6.3. Proletariat  

7. Stakeholder Theory 

7.1. Rational level: labelling of stakeholder 

7.2. Process level: planning for stakeholders 

7.3. Transactional level: interaction with stakeholder 
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Appendix E: Final Interview Analysis Template 

 

RQ1: 1. How are sustainable narratives conceptualised from a multi-stakeholder perspective in the 

UK dairy supply chain? 

1. Approaches to sustainability 

1.1 Broad/ Multifaceted/ Complex 

1.1.1 As a process 

1.1.1.1 Acknowledging faults and always evolving 

1.1.1.2 Farming cycle length 

1.1.1.3 Being able to continue and carry on 

1.1.1.4 Importance of supplier transparency 

1.2 Simple/ Easy 

1.3 Social Sustainability 

1.3.1 Responsible 

1.3.1.1 differentiation between individual and industry level 

1.3.1.2 need to be flexible, but hold everyone to the same level of account 

1.3.2 Moralistic 

1.3.2.1 Doing the right thing 

1.3.2.2 Good practices 

1.3.3 Nutritional/health 

1.3.3.1 Rise of alternatives (veganism) 

1.3.3.2 Links with value 

1.3.3.3 Price compared to alternatives 

1.3.4 Labour 

1.3.5 Long Term Succession Planning 

1.3.6 Technology  

1.3.7 Animal Health and Welfare Issues 

1.3.7.1 Lameness 

1.3.7.2 Shooting Bull Calves 

1.3.7.3 Mastitis 

1.3.7.4 Fully housed vs Pasture systems 

1.3.7.5 Reputational Issues 

1.3.7.6 Good health vs Good Welfare 

1.4 Economic sustainability 

1.4.1 Importance of money to behave sustainably 

1.4.2 Contract transparency 

1.4.3 Efficiency/Productivity 

1.4.3.1 cultural hegemony: semantics rooted in the economic 

1.4.4 Yield to meet the domestic/export market  

1.4.5 Viable farm 

1.4.6 Supply and Demand 

1.5 Environmental sustainability 

1.5.1 Plastic 

1.5.2 Feed 

1.5.3 Emissions 

1.5.4 Food Waste 
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1.5.5 Food Miles 

1.5.6 Carbon footprint (frustration with – moving on from) 

1.5.6.1 Renewable energy 

1.5.7 Ammonia/ Slurry management 

1.5.8 Water management 

1.5.9 Circular Economy 

1.5.9.1 beyond circular economy: gives out more than damages 

1.5.9.2 Only fits with current paradigm 

1.5.10 Synonymous with assurance schemes 

1.5.11 Idiosyncratic based on location 

1.5.11.1 Natural Capital 

1.6 The industry can never be sustainable 

1.6.1 industrialisation of nature 

RQ2:  2. How is sustainability performance evaluated from a multi-stakeholder perspective in UK 

dairy supply chains? 

2. Education 

2.1 Duality of stakeholder identity 

2.2 Projected imagery (free range eggs) 

2.3 from family 

2.3.1 leads to irrationality 

2.3.2 history teaches us sustainable ways 

2.4 Public Perception of dairy 

2.4.1 importance of evidence in narratives 

2.4.2 importance of consumer in ensuring there is a market for dairy 

2.4.3 more attention on sustainable practices 

2.4.4 Public demonstrations 

2.4.4.1 need for a wider opinion shift 

2.4.5 Public expectations 

2.4.5.1 Public imagery on farm (factory vs fields) 

2.4.6 Complementary food (not in own right) 

2.5 Value given to product (commoditisation) 

2.5.1.1 Wastage 

2.6 Voluntary knowledge exchange 

 

3. Measurements and Metrics 

3.1 quantification importance 

3.2 difficulties in deciding metrics 

3.2.1 Stakeholder conflicts 

3.2.2 cultural hegemony RE what measurements are accepted. 

3.2.3 inherently difficult to capture accurate measurements 

3.3 replication of requirements, leading to frustration (sustainability saturation) 

3.4 Storage of collected data 

3.5 Natural Capital 

 

4. Assurance Schemes 

4.1 tick box exercise (one off visit) 

4.2 danger of demanding too much (sustainability saturation) 
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4.3 Confusion 

4.4 Value 

4.4.1 Value adding 

4.4.2 Value promotion 

4.5 importance of acceptance within dairy industry 

4.5.1 reputational issues  

 

5. Communications 

5.1 Anonymity 

5.1.1 when assessing existing sustainable practices 

5.2 Importance of Social Media 

5.2.1 Educating consumers 

5.2.2 Reputational issues 

5.2.3 Behind the scenes on farm 

5.2.4 interaction with consumers 

5.2.4.1 changing perception of farm imagery 

5.2.5 Negatives of social media 

5.2.5.1 sharing of biased information/fake news 

5.2.5.2 Online abuse 

5.3 Importance of advertising milk 

5.3.1 Value adding 

5.3.2 Memorable advertising 

5.4 importance of maintaining sustainable narrative 

5.5 relationship with supply chain 

5.5.1 act as brand ambassadors 

5.6 Branding products 

5.6.1 increase demand to address oversupply 

5.7 Fostering of connections along the supply chain 

 

6. Infrastructure 

6.1 cost 

6.1.1 cultural hegemony: undervaluing of food in society 

6.2 importance for collecting data 

6.3 importance for ensuring circular economy 

6.3.1 wider responsibility than the immediate supply chain. Government? 

6.4 importance of technology 

6.5 Location 

6.5.1 importance of local infrastructure 

 

7. Price and value of dairy productions 

7.1 which stakeholder takes the extra cost? 

7.1.1 Personal sacrifice of farmers 

7.2 issues of value 

7.2.1 elasticity of dairy produce 

7.3 Farmgate price fluctuations 

7.4 Quality 

7.5 Plastics 

7.5.1 swap to glass 
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7.5.1.1 romanticised image 

7.5.1.2 perceived added value 

7.5.2 Importance of collective 

7.5.3 importance of collaboration in developing alternative ideas 

 

8. Regulation (voluntary vs mandatory) 

8.1 role of government 

8.1.1 Grants 

8.2 Conflicting agendas of commercial organisations 

8.3 Voluntary Code of Practice 

8.3.1 Contracts 

8.3.2 Ineffective 

8.4 Importance of flexibility to acknowledge idiosyncrasies 

 

9. Industry Understanding of Sustainability 

9.1 importance of holistic overview 

9.2 importance of policy for sustainability 

9.2.1 complex to enact if everyone has different agendas 

9.3 importance of understanding specific issues 

 

10. Collaboration 

10.1 Along the supply chain 

10.1.1 Dairy Roadmap 

10.1.2 Consultation processes 

10.1.3 Transparency 

10.1.4 knowledge of the end user 

10.1.5 Telling the story 

10.2 With the rest of the world 

10.2.1 Setting examples 

10.2.2 Attainable standards 

10.3 With Competitors (sharing best practice) 

10.4 Between farmers 

10.4.1 Cooperatives and Producer organisations 

10.5 Interconnectedness 

10.5.1 Between farmer and landscape 

10.5.1.1 wellbeing benefits 

10.5.1.2 history of the farm 

10.5.1.3 local produce 

10.5.2 Between industry 

10.5.2.1 Power in shared ownership 

10.6 Mentorship 

10.7 Facilitation of communication 

10.8 Importance of understanding and trust 

10.9 Training programmes 

 

11. Internal structure 

11.1 Committees 

11.1.1 Democratic approaches 
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11.2 Family run businesses – cultural challenges. 

11.3 Different benefits needed for internal/external audiences 

 

 

 

12. Attitude and Characteristics 

12.1 Proactive (rather than reactive) 

12.1.1 reactive to popularity of certain sustainable activities 

12.1.2 cultural hegemony: scared of doing something different 

12.1.3 continuous improvement 

12.2 importance of trust 

12.2.1 open book accounting 

12.3 importance of honesty 

12.3.1 owning up to mistakes/negatives 

 

13. Idiosyncrasies 

13.1 Importance of Location 

13.1.1 Supporting Local Communities 

13.1.2 British Produce 

13.1.2.1 Collaboration beyond the dairy industry into wider agriculture 

13.1.3 Imagery 

13.1.3.1 fictitious supermarket brands 

13.1.4 Weather systems 

13.1.5 Terrain 

13.2 Farm idiosyncrasies 

13.2.1 size of farm 

13.2.1.1 linked with value of product (growth not always right) 

13.2.2 location of farm 

13.2.3 specific local sustainable activities 

13.2.4 Farm diversification 

13.2.4.1 Difficult to diversify due to contracts 

13.3 Idiosyncrasies of dairy sector 

13.3.1 manufacture of product 

13.3.2 contracts 

13.3.3 lifestyle of farmer 

 

RQ3: 3. How does power held by different stakeholders influence sustainable narratives created 

within the UK dairy supply chain? 

14. Power 

14.1 Shared industry ownership (unity) is power 

14.1.1 Importance of trust 

14.1.2 power in a unified voice 

14.1.2.1 not everyone has to be leader (importance of support) 

14.1.3 working together 

14.1.4 avoids creating unnecessary hurdles  

14.1.5 Sustainability important from everyone to ensure SC sustainability 

14.2 Knowledge is power 
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14.2.1 credibility of source of sustainable practices – rooted in practical experience 

14.2.2 Invisible ingredients out of sight (free range eggs) 

14.2.3 Reputational issues (supermarkets getting caught out) 

14.3 Size is power 

14.3.1 importance of cooperatives 

14.3.2 Resource constraints (money and time) 

14.3.3 importance of size of player 

14.3.4 Retailers have the power to set agendas 

14.3.4.1 importance of smaller retailers 

14.3.5 Importance of ‘shouting the loudest’ 

14.3.6 Supply and demand importance  

14.4 Relationships are power 

14.4.1 farmers are replaceable, but necessary – lack of genuine relationships 

14.4.2 smaller retailers offering support 

14.4.3 Unfair contracts 

14.4.3.1 Buyer’s discretion 

14.5 Money is power 

14.5.1 incentivisation 

14.5.1.1 Processors 

14.5.2 cutting corners 

14.5.3 USP of powerful players – may create extra work to differentiate self 

14.5.4 Food is expected to be cheap 

14.5.5 Quality drives demand 

14.5.6 Put your money where your mouth is 

14.6 Choice is power 

14.6.1 consumer led 

14.6.1.1 Consumer vs Citizen 

14.6.2 education is important (current lack) for value 

14.6.3 Importance of small retailers 

14.7 Milk is power 

14.7.1 The cow holds a symbolic power 

14.7.2 Value in the product 

14.8 Location is power 

 



277 
 

Appendix F: Participant Information Sheet  

Evaluating agri-food supply chain sustainability practices:  

Participant Information Sheet  
 

My name is Tim Else and I am a researcher at the University of Sheffield. In my project, I am looking 

at how sustainability practices are evaluated by different members of the dairy industry. If you have 

been given this document to read, then I think you are a perfect participant to help in this research. 

To help you understand more about what taking part in this research means, I have created the 

following information sheet for you to read through. It is fairly comprehensive, but you can always 

email if you still have any questions. Also, feel free to discuss this document with others, if you wish. 

Should you decide to take part in this research, contact me and we can arrange a time and place to 

meet up. Finally, regardless of what you decide, thank you for taking the time to read this document 

and consider my research.  

What is the projects purpose?  

By asking different members of the UK dairy industry, this project aims to explore current 

approaches towards sustainable behaviour in the dairy industry, how these approaches are 

evaluated and whether being in a powerful position has any relevance to sustainable responsibility. 

Coupled with analysis of dairy industry literature, this project forms the basis of the PhD qualification 

for the lead researcher.  

Why have I been chosen?  

You have been chosen to take part because you are a member of the UK dairy industry. Your details 

will have either been found on the internet, you were already known to the lead researcher, or 

someone who thinks you might be interested in this research has recommended you to the lead 

researcher.  

Do I have to take part?   

It is completely up to you to decide if you want to take part in this research or not. If you choose to 

participate, you will be asked to sign an online consent form before the interview, which makes sure 

that you understand this information. There are no negative consequences if you decide not to 

participate.  

After the consent form has been signed, you can withdraw your data up to 31 calendar days after 

the interview, with no negative repercussions and no reason needed. Before this, you can change 

your mind at any time, including in the interview itself. You can choose to miss out any questions 

you don’t feel comfortable answering in the interview too.   

Beyond these 31 calendar days, publications relating to the data will inevitably arise (such as the PhD 

thesis), meaning data will not be able to be withdrawn.   

What will I have to do if I take part?  

You and the lead researcher will arrange a convenient time to have an interview, which will be 

conducted face to face or over the telephone. In the interview, which is expected to take between 

30 to 45 minutes, the researcher will ask questions relating to the two main topics under 

investigation: sustainability and power in the dairy industry. A full briefing will be given beforehand, 
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and a debrief will be given after. A simple flowchart of the interview, including timings, is given 

below.  

  

Will I be recorded? How will those recordings be used?  

An electronic device will record the interview audio, so the researcher can type up the conversation 

when he gets back to the office. The recording of your voice will not begin until the briefing has 

finished and the lead researcher tells you the recording device is activated. The researcher will also 

tell you when the recording equipment has been deactivated. After analysis of this, written themes 

and quotes may be taken and used in the PhD document, as well as in other documents, such as 

academic publications and presentations. The actual audio file will only ever be listened to by the 

researcher.  

What are the possible disadvantages of taking part?  

The main disadvantage to taking part is the inconvenience of having to undertake the interview, 

which is expected to last around 30 to 45 minutes. Furthermore, as personal situations may be 

touched upon in this research, another more unlikely disadvantage to taking part could be feeling 

upset or worried about what is being discussed. In addition to being able to ask to skip any 

questions, helpful resources relating to money and stressful situations can be found in a “Useful 

Resources” document, available on request.  

What are the advantages of taking part?  

Initially, there would be no clear advantage to taking part in this research. However, in time, it is 

hoped that the researcher will be able to share findings from this research with policy makers, such 

as industrial bodies. This may then help shape future sustainability policy in the UK dairy industry.  

If I take part in this project, will my identity be kept confidential?   

Any information relating to your identity will be kept strictly confidential by the lead researcher. You 

will not be identified in the PhD thesis or any publications that come from this project. The only 

piece of information about you that will be shared is your general role in the dairy industry (farmer, 

processor, consumer, industrial body etc).  

What will happen to the data collected during and after this research project?  

Only the lead researcher will know your personal data, as well as which interview transcripts are 

yours. Your name and any identifying features you talk about will be changed by the lead researcher, 

creating anonymised versions of the data. The supervisory team will have access to these 

anonymised transcripts to help the researcher with his analysis.  

With your permission, one full anonymised interview transcript will be shared by the researcher in 

this thesis as evidence for undertaking interviews. However, you do not have to agree to this if you 

feel uncomfortable.  

After the analysis phase of this research, your words may be quoted in publications, reports, web 

pages, and other research outputs. You will not be named in any these outputs.  

Questions   

30   minutes   

  

    

Briefi ng   

5  minutes   

Debrief   

5  minutes   
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Personal details and transcript recordings will be deleted when the researcher finishes the project. 

Anonymised transcripts and consent forms may be retained up to 10 years, depending on 

publications arising from this research.  

What is the legal basis for processing my personal data?  

The legal basis for collecting and using your personal data is because it is necessary for undertaking 

this research project, which is being carried out in the public interest. More information about the 

legal basis of processing your data can be found at: https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-

protection/privacy/general  

Who is funding this research?  

This research is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, known as the ESRC.  

Who is the data controller?  

The University of Sheffield will act as the data controller for this study. This means that they are 

responsible for looking after your information and using it properly.  

Who has ethically reviewed this project?  

This project has been ethically approved via the University of Sheffield’s Ethics Review Procedure, as 

administered by Sheffield University Management School.  

How do I complain about this research if something goes wrong?  

In the first instance, contact the lead researcher or the supervisor using the contact details below, 

who will address any issues raised. If you find their response is not satisfactory, then contact the 

Head of Sheffield University Management School, whose details are also listed below. If your 

complaint relates to how your personal data has been handled, then please visit: 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general  

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this participant information sheet!  

 

If you have any more questions, please contact the researcher using the following details: 

  

Lead Researcher: Mr Tim Else      Email: telse1@sheffield.ac.uk     

Project Supervisor: Dr Sonal Choudhary    Email: s.choudhary@sheffield.ac.uk  

Head of Department: Prof Rachael Finn   Email: r.l.finn@sheffield.ac.uk 
  

Address for all the above:   Sheffield University Management School  

        Conduit Road  

Sheffield  

        S10 1FL  

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general
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Appendix G: Consent Sheet 

Evaluating agri-food supply chain sustainability 

practices: Interview Consent Form 

Please tick the appropriate boxes Yes No 

Taking Part in the Project 

I have read and understood the project information sheet dated June 2019 or the project has been fully 
explained to me. 

  

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project.    

I agree to the lead researcher taking an audio recording of the interview with a dictaphone.   

I understand that my taking part is voluntary and that I can withdraw from the study any time until 31 
calendar days after the date on the bottom of this form; I do not have to give any reasons for why I no 
longer want to take part and there will be no adverse consequences if I choose to withdraw.  

  

I understand I can choose not to answer any or all questions as I see fit, without repercussion.   

I understand I can add any conditions to this consent form, if I wish.   

I agree to take part in the project.    

How my information will be used during and after the project 

I understand my personal details, such as name and email address, will not be revealed to people 
outside the project. 

  

I understand the lead researcher and the supervisory team will have access to all anonymised transcripts 
for the purpose of data analysis. 

  

I understand and agree that my words may be quoted in publications, reports, web pages, and other 
research outputs. I understand that I will not be named in these outputs. 

  

The leader researcher will choose one anonymised transcript to serve as an example in the appendices 
of his PhD thesis. I give permission for my full anonymised transcript to be considered for this purpose.  

  

So that the information you provide can be used legally by the researchers 

I agree to assign the copyright I hold in any materials generated as part of this project to The University 
of Sheffield. 

  

   

Name of participant Signature Date 

   

Name of Researcher  Signature Date 

   

Project contact details for further information: 
Lead Researcher: Mr Tim Else    Email: telse1@sheffield.ac.uk  
Project Supervisor: Dr Sonal Choudhary   Email: s.choudhary@sheffield.ac.uk 
Head of the Management School: Prof David Oglethorpe Email: d.oglethorpe@sheffield.ac.uk  

mailto:telse1@sheffield.ac.uk
mailto:s.choudhary@sheffield.ac.uk
mailto:d.oglethorpe@sheffield.ac.uk
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Appendix H: Data Management Plan 

Data Management Plan 
Overview 
 

Researcher:  Tim Else 
 

Project Title:  
Conceptualising and evaluating hegemonic agri-food supply chain sustainability 
practices: a UK dairy industry perspective 
 

Project Duration:  4 years (PhD student) 
 

Project Context: 
My research involves evaluating the drivers and barriers of sustainable practices in the UK dairy 
supply chain from the perspective of several different stakeholders (such as farmers, processors, 
retailers, consumers etc.). I am also interested in the importance of power in ensuring sustainable 
practices are adhered too. The ultimate goal of my research would be to inform future dairy policy 
in the UK, especially in the wake of Brexit. 
 

 

Defining your data 
 

Where does your data come from? 
The participants I will be dealing with are stakeholders in the UK dairy industry. Data will be 
collected from participants through semi-structured interviews, either online or in person. Audio 
and visual data will be recorded from these interviews. 

 

How often do you get new data? 
Data were collected between June 2018 and August 2019 
 

How much data do you generate? 
The data generated was 26 audio recordings, transcripts, researcher notes and images of LEGO 
structures. 
 

What format is your data in? 
Audio recordings will be stored as MP3s and their associated transcripts will be Microsoft Word.  
Of course, the dictaphone and camera used to capture the interviews will also store data in their 
respective factory-assigned formats. Finally, any observations notes taken down will be stored in 
the researcher’s notebook. When the observation notes or paper questionnaire surveys are 
digitalised, they will be stored in a PDF format. 
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Looking after your data 
 

What different versions of each data file do you create? 
The audio files and observation notes from the interviews only ever have one version of each file. 
Transcripts will have two versions of each file – one which is a blank transcript, and the other 
which is a coded and annotated transcript. 
 

What additional information is required to understand each data file? 
In my data storage file, there is be a master word document explaining how everything is stored 
(for example, file structure) and what should be/is actually stored. 
 

Where do you store your data? 
I will follow the University’s recommendation of the 3-2-1 policy. My data files will be stored on 
my University Drive (U:) and my personal laptop at home. For the final medium, I was torn 
between GoogleDocs cloud service and an external drive. Whilst GoogleDocs provides adequate 
protection to the University for data storage, the idea of an offline external drive locked away at 
home sounded more secure to the researcher, so was finally selected. The University Library 
service discuss data storage issues in more detail at 
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/library/rdm/safedata  
 

How do you structure and name your folders and files? 
Following the guidance given by the UK data service (https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/manage-
data/format/organising), I prefer a shallow file hierarchy. As a general rule, I would like to use the 
following naming structure: 
Interview: Inter_Paul_2018_01_31 - where the name is the pseudonym and the date is when the 
interview took place. 
Photo: Photo_Paul_2018_01_31 – this would be a corresponding photo from the Paul’s interview 
example shown above.  
 

How is your data backed up? 
CiCS perform a regular back up of work stored on the University Drive (U:). I will regularly ensure 
that all necessary and up-to-date files are on the University drive for backing up. 
Any paper-based data, such as my observation notes, will be digitalised and stored on the 
University drive in a timely manner. 

How will you test whether you can restore from your backups? 
I will perform a fortnightly check that files stored on the U: drive are still usable. If there was an 
issue with a particular file, then a copy of a usable version of said file would be transferred to the 
University Drive from a different media. 
 

 

Sharing your data 
 

Who owns the data you generate? 
As per the University of Sheffield’s policy on good research and innovation practices, any data I 
generate is owned by the University of Sheffield. Furthermore, as per the PGR Code of Practice, 
the University of Sheffield also owns any intellectual property that arises from my project. 
 

Who else has a right to see or use these data? 
My supervisors have the right to see the raw data in its anonymised form, as I will undoubtedly 
need assistance at some point. 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/library/rdm/safedata
https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/manage-data/format/organising
https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/manage-data/format/organising
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Who else should reasonably have access? 
Of course, themes and occasional quotes will be an integral part of my PhD thesis. However, 
consent for doing this will be explicitly sought on the consent form, so participants can choose not 
to share their transcript in this way. 
 

What should/shouldn’t be shared and why? 
I do not believe all my interview data should be shared in its entirety. As I wish the individuals to 
feel safe to freely express themselves with complete anonymity, as well as feeling comfortable to 
try out an innovative research method, I want to give them the option that their data will only be 
seen by myself and my supervisors. As such, a question about use of interview transcript will be 
included on the consent sheet. 
 

 

Archiving your data 
 

What should be archived beyond the end of your project? 
Regardless of whether data is shared or not, a personal archive of all data should be retained. This 
is in case of publication and other academic queries. At this point, it is worth mentioning that ESRC 
PhD students are NOT required to deposit data onto the UK Data Service specifically 
(http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance-for-grant-holders/research-data-policy/)  
 

For how long should it be stored? 
Any personal data for participants will be deleted in the week after my degree is awarded. 
Anonymised data will be kept for 10 years after completion. 

When will files be moved into the archive? 
Given the reasons explained early, I have no plans to archive my dataset online. If I choose to use 
an online archive for my data, such as the UK data service or the UoS ORDA, then this would be at 
the end of my thesis. 
 

Where will the archive be stored? 
If I did decide to archive my data online, I would most likely use the UK Data Service, which is run 
by the ESRC (who fund me!). 
 

Who is responsible for moving data to the archive and maintaining it? 
I would be responsible for moving my data onto the UK Data Service. Once it is there, the UK Data 
Service would maintain it as necessary. 
 

Who should have access and under what conditions? 
Anonymised data could be made available on request. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance-for-grant-holders/research-data-policy/
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Executing your plan 
 

Who is responsible for making sure this plan is followed? 
I take full responsibility for ensuring this plan is acted upon. I am also in charge of bringing up this 
plan with my supervisory team on a timely basis. 
 

How often will this plan be reviewed and updated? 
I will discuss this plan every 6 months with my supervisors.  
 

What actions have you identified from the rest of this plan? 

- Discussions with my supervisors on a timely basis, which will help to refine and strengthen 
this document. 

- Create an identical file storage system on my University drive and my laptop – and begin 
to regularly back up work. 
 

What further information do you need to carry out these actions? 

- Reading the PGR Code of Practice: 
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.727257!/file/Code_Of_Practice_2017-18.pdf 

- Reading the University Library resources on data management: 
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/library/rdm 
 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.727257!/file/Code_Of_Practice_2017-18.pdf
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/library/rdm
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Appendix J: Risk Assessment Document 

Column one: Hazard 
(Detail specific hazards foreseen 

for this activity) 
 

Column two: 
Potential consequences 

(Detail potential outcomes of hazards) 
 

Column three 
Initial Risk 

Level  
(insert numerical 

value 0-3) 

Column four 
Minimise risk by: 

(What control measures will you take to 
reduce the level of risk?) 

Column five 
Residual risk 

Personal Safety: Working out of 
campus in offices/houses alone 

Some of the hazards can could be experienced 
working off campus alone include: 

- kidnapping 
- theft 
- dealing with aggressive people 
- violence  

 
Outcomes of these hazards could incur mental 
and physical injury. 

(Unlikely, but 
possibly fatal) 

 
3 

- Appropriate preparation for lone 
working should be undertaken, such 
as attending appropriate training 

- Only carry necessary valuables when 
working (ie. mobile phone, 
dictaphone and minimal cash) 

- Operate a ‘Call In: Call Out’ system, 
where a nominated individual will call 
the police on 101 if no contact has 
been made after a certain time. 

- Keep reflecting on communication 
with participant. If feeling 
uncomfortable, terminate the 
interview and leave. 

(Now very unlikely) 
 
0 

Personal Safety: Working in 
remote locations alone (for 
example, farms) 

In addition to the hazards above, working in a 
remote location may mean that it is more 
difficult to contact individuals if problems arise 
(due to poor mobile phone reception and 
isolation from general public).  
 
An outcome of this would mean it is more 
difficult than usual to contact others for help is 
needed. 

(Unlikely and 
Serious) 

 
2 

- Operate a Call In: Call Out system as 
explained above. 

- Let the designated contact know you 
are specifically working in a remote 
location where communication might 
be an issue.  

(Now very unlikely) 
 
0 

Personal Safety: Being bothered 
by participants outside of work 
(blurring the lines of professional 
boundaries) 

 
If personal contact details, such as a mobile 
phone number, are given out, there could be a 
blurring between personal and professional 
life. Participants may share details with others 
who might be interested in the research, 
potentially leading to nuisance calls. 
 

(Possible, but 
Minor) 

 
2 

- Get a Pay-As-You-Go SIM card and 
have a dedicated work number that 
can be disposed of at the end of the 
research project 

(Now very unlikely) 
 
0 
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Personal Safety: Being aware of 
heavy machinery (for example, 
farms/processors) 

 
Heavy machinery covers both moving vehicles 
and stationary equipment. 
 
Not being aware of the dangers associated 
with these vehicles and equipment could lead 
to serious injury or death of the researcher  
 

(Unlikely, but 
possibly fatal) 

 
3 

 
- Take note of all safety signage seen 
- Avoid any heavy machinery where 

possible.  
- Do not touch or lean on any heavy 

machinery. 
- Wear a Hi-Visibility tabard when 

walking onto a working farm/factory. 

(Now very unlikely) 
 
0 

Personal Safety: being aware of 
animals (on working farms) 

As some data collection will take place on 
working farms, the researcher will be exposed 
to livestock and working dogs. 
 
Some animals might behave aggressively 
towards the researcher, including headbutting, 
scratching and biting. Contact with animals can 
lead to exposure to pathogens. Note that the 
researcher has been immunised against 
tetanus, in line with University of Sheffield 
guidance. 

(Possible and 
serious) 

 
4 

- Do not touch any animals 
unnecessarily 

- If contact is made with an animal, 
ask to go to the toilet and wash 
hands 

- Seek medical attention as soon as 
possible if any injury is sustained 
from an animal 

(Now unlikely) 
 
2 

Participant Safety: Security of 
data when in the field 

 
If consent forms are all stored in one folder, 
this should not be carried to all fieldwork sites, 
as the opportunity could arise for an individual 
to observe the personal details of another 
participant. This could break confidentiality and 
potentially jeopardise participant safety and 
researcher integrity. 
 

(Possible and 
serious) 

 
4 

- NEVER carry a pack of all consent 
forms out on fieldwork. Instead, have 
a specific folder that only contains 
paperwork relating to the participant 
being interviewed. 

(Now very unlikely) 
 
0 

Participant Safety: Distress from 
personal experience 

 
When discussing questions relating to personal 
experience, participants could become upset. If 
the interview were to proceed, or the 
researcher did not acknowledge the distress, 
this could affect the mental health of the 
participant. 
 

(Possible and 
Serious) 

 
4 

 
- If the participant cries, never touch 

them. Just offer them a tissue and 
give them space. 

- Offer to terminate the interview (or 
decide to terminate). It can always be 
rescheduled or completely cancelled. 

- In the debrief, point out the mental 
health resources that will feature on 
the Useful Resources sheet.  
 

(Now unlikely) 
 
2 
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Transport Safety: Travelling on 
routes that are unfamiliar 

As participants could be based in locations that 
the researcher has never visited before, there 
is a risk that he could get lost on the way to an 
interview. This could cause distress and may 
result in physical injury. 

 
(Possible, but 

minor) 
 
2 
 

 
- Plan journey thoroughly and carefully 

before setting off 
- Take written record of directions on 

journey 
- Take a mobile phone power bank to 

keep phone charge up when using 
maps application AND to summon 
help if required. 
 

(Now very unlikely) 
 
0 

Transport Safety: Driving myself 
to participants 

Driving to participants could involve making 
several long journeys, where the researcher 
could become tired at the wheel. This reduced 
awareness could result in serious injury to the 
researcher and others. 
 
Furthermore, if driving in winter, the weather 
conditions could make the road hazardous. 
This could lead to an accident, or the 
researcher getting stuck. 

 
(Unlikely, but 
possibly fatal) 

 
3  
 

 
- Take regular breaks when driving 

long distances. Following rule 91 of 
the Highway Code, this means taking 
a minimum break of 15 minutes 
every 2 hours of driving. 

- Avoid driving in adverse weather. 
Check the weather forecast before 
setting off and be prepared to move 
interview with participant. 
 

(Now very unlikely) 
 
0 

 Initial risk 
level: 31 

 
 

Residual risk  
level: 4 

 


