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Abstract 

The current food system has negative consequences for human health and the environment, making it 

unsustainable. Characterised as a neoliberal corporate food regime, the dominant food system displays 

a skewed concentration of power. In this system, which is largely driven by corporates, different 

perspectives exist about the potential role that corporates can play in positively advancing a sustainable 

food system. This research study explores a leading South African food corporate’s perspective of 

contributions towards transformative change. The study aims to gain insights into the food corporate’s 

understanding of the food system and sustainability and of its role, so as to explore the corporate’s view 

of what is needed to shift towards a more sustainable food system. 

A qualitative research methodology was applied with a predominantly inductive approach, supported 

by a social constructivist perspective. A case study design was used. Data collection methods included 

document analysis and semi-structured interviews with decision makers in the corporate and its 

affiliated companies. In addition, insights were gathered from external food system experts to deepen 

understanding of the findings. Using thematic analysis to analyse the data, six themes were identified: 

1) vague associations with sustainability, 2) general understanding of the current food system and a

sustainable food system, 3) new type of leadership and ways of working, 4) financial returns drive all 

decisions, 5) uncertainty on purpose and 6) how to change is unclear. 

The findings reveal that this corporate’s perspective is optimistic that corporates can contribute 

positively towards a sustainable food system. They could do this by prioritising purpose (sustainability 

impact) over profit and, by being purpose-led, they can drive transformation through catalysing 

collaboration among food system actors. This means that profit is not sacrificed but rather becomes the 

outcome of a new orientation. A catalyst for the shift is education of business and consumers that would 

enable the mindset change that is critical to unlock agency and increase the urgency to act. Despite 

some gaps in understanding, synthesising the insights from the participants revealed some clear strategic 

options. These include adopting decisive collaborative leadership that is purpose-led towards building 

a positively impactful future sustainable food system; embracing a different way of working; and 

utilising identified enablers. These incorporate education; redefining success by placing the focus on 

sustainability impact; adopting practical internal actions to promote sustainability; incorporating 

purpose into business strategy and operational areas; reinforcing new behaviour patterns; undertaking 

collaborative ways of working; responding to exogenous shocks, such as climate change; and spurring 

on the necessary sense of urgency to transform the system. 

This study contributes to the discourse on the systemic change that is needed to address the global 

sustainability challenges of our time. 
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It is a contribution towards a more inclusive understanding that could enable pragmatic action within 

and by corporates towards achieving a sustainable food system. Recommendations for future research 

are offered to continue this journey. 
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Opsomming 

Die huidige voedselsisteem hou negatiewe gevolge vir menslike gesondheid en die omgewing in, en is 

onvolhoubaar. Die dominante voedselsisteem, getipeer as ’n neoliberale korporatiewe voedselregime, 

vertoon ’n skewe magskonsentrasie. In hierdie sisteem, wat grootliks deur korporasies gedryf word, 

bestaan daar verskillende perspektiewe oor die potensiële rol wat korporasies kan speel om ’n 

volhoubare voedselsisteem te bevorder. Hierdie navorsingstudie ondersoek ’n toonaangewende Suid-

Afrikaanse voedselkorporasie se perspektief op bydraes tot transformatiewe verandering. Die 

studie-oogmerk is om insig te verkry in die voedselkorporasie se perspektief op die voedselsisteem en 

die volhoubaarheid en die rol daarvan, asook om die korporasie se uitgangspunt te ondersoek oor wat 

nodig is om na ’n volhoubaarder voedselsisteem te beweeg. 

’n Kwalitatiewe navorsingsmetodologie is toegepas met ’n oorwegend induktiewe benadering, 

ondersteun deur ’n sosiaal-konstruktivistiese perspektief. ’n Gevallestudie-ontwerp is gebruik. Data-

insamelingsmetodes sluit dokumentontleding en semi-gestruktureerde onderhoude met besluitnemers 

in die korporasie en dié se geaffilieerde maatskappye in. Verder is insigte van eksterne kundiges in 

voedselsisteme ingewin om insig in die bevindings te versterk. Die data is ontleed aan die hand van ’n 

tematiese ontleding en ses temas is geïdentifiseer: 1) vae assosiasies met volhoubaarheid; 2) algemene 

insig in die huidige voedselsisteem en ’n volhoubare voedselsisteem; 3) nuwe soorte leierskap en 

werkswyses; 4) finansiële opbrengste wat alle besluite dryf; 5) onsekerheid oor die doel; en 6) 

onduidelike veranderingswyse. 

Die bevindings toon dat hierdie korporasie se siening optimisties is dat korporasies positief tot ’n 

volhoubare voedselsisteem kan bydra. Hulle kan dit doen deur die doel (volhoubaarheidsimpak) eerder 

as die wins as prioriteit te stel en, deur doelgedrewe te wees, kan hulle transformasie dryf en as 

katalisators die samewerking tussen voedselrolspelers beïnvloed. Wins hoef dus nie opgeoffer te word 

nie, maar eerder die uitkoms van ’n nuwe oriëntasie te wees. ’n Katalisator vir die verskuiwing is die 

opvoeding van besighede en verbruikers sodat ’n kopskuif gemaak kan word om die nodige 

tussenkomste te verseker en groter dringendheid aan optrede te verleen. Behalwe ’n paar leemtes wat 

insig betref, het die sintetisering van deelnemers se insig tot ’n aantal duidelike strategiese opsies gelei. 

Dit behels die aanvaarding van beslissende samewerkende leierskap wat doelgedrewe op die bou van 

’n positiewe en impakvolle volhoubare voedselsisteem vir die toekoms fokus; die omhelsing van ’n 

ander werkswyse; en die gebruik van die geïdentifiseerde instaatstellers. Dit sluit in opvoeding; die 

herdefiniëring van sukses deur die fokus op volhoubaarheidsimpak te plaas; die aanvaarding van 

praktiese interne aksies wat volhoubaarheid bevorder; die opname van die doel in die besigheidstrategie 

en operasionele areas; die versterking van nuwe gedragspatrone; die instelling van samewerkende 

werkswyses; die nodige reaksie op eksogene rampe soos klimaatsverandering; en die aanmoediging van 

dringende optrede om die sisteem te transformeer. 

Hierdie studie ondersteun die diskoers oor die nodige sistemiese verandering om die globale 

volhoubaarheidsuitdagings van ons tyd die hoof te bied. Dit lewer ’n bydrae tot ’n meer inklusiewe 

begrip wat pragmatiese optrede binne en deur korporasies vergemaklik, om ’n volhoubare 

voedselsisteem te vestig. Aanbevelings vir toekomstige navorsing word aangebied om hierdie reis mee 

voort te sit. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

The Anthropocene, an era characterised by the detrimental influence of human activity on the natural 

environment, is causing global sustainability challenges that threaten our wellbeing (Steffen, Persson, 

Deutsch, Zalasiewicz, Williams et al., 2011; Wells, 2013; Steffen, Broadgate, Deutsch, Gaffney & 

Ludwig, 2015; Crutzen, 2016). Overconsumption of natural resources – driven partly by escalating 

population growth – are resulting in deforestation and pollution of the air, water and soil, among other 

consequences. Human activities, through extractive fishing and farming practices, for example, are 

negatively impacting both environmental and social systems. As a result, as the Earth moves out of a 

‘safe operating space’, there is likely to be further biodiversity loss and environmental degradation and 

a concurrent rise in inequality and poverty (Rockström, Steffen, Noone, Persson, Chapin III et al., 2009; 

World Wide Fund for Nature [WWF], 2016). According to Rockström et al. (2009), the ‘safe operating 

space’ is determined by nine planetary (environmental) boundaries within the Earth’s system processes. 

Transgression of these could trigger sudden, non-linear and potentially irreversible environmental 

changes on a global scale and pose detrimental, possibly catastrophic, risks that will threaten all life on 

the planet (Rockström et al., 2009).  

 

Two systems predominantly influence these sustainability challenges: the energy and the food system 

(WWF, 2016; Swinburn, Kraak, Allender, Atkins, Baker et al., 2019). The food system is the largest 

cause of global environmental change and has a negative impact on human wellbeing (WWF, 2016; 

Willett, Rockström, Loken, Springmann, Lang et al., 2019; WWF, 2019). The EAT-Lancet 

Commission on Healthy Diets From Sustainable Food Systems regards food in the Anthropocene as 

one of the main health and environmental challenges of the current century (Willett et al., 2019). The 

food system is the leading cause of the breach of four planetary boundaries (WWF, 2016; Willett et al., 

2019), accounts for 37% of total greenhouse gas emissions, and is causing such extensive environmental 

damage that a system overhaul is needed to forestall a climate catastrophe (Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change, 2019).  

Transitioning to a sustainable food system is necessary for sustainable development (Willett et al., 2019; 

WWF, 2019) and achieving this together with addressing climate change are interlocked as dual 

imperatives (Webb, Misselbrook, Tscharntke, Clough, Wanger et al., 2011).  

 

Although enough food is produced to feed the global population, a third of it is wasted while millions 

of people remain hungry and many more are consuming low-quality diets that are linked to an increase 

in non-communicable diseases (Willett et al., 2019; WWF, 2019). Non-communicable diseases are the 

leading cause of death globally (World Health Organisation, 2018a).  
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Food production and dietary patterns have changed significantly over the past 50 years, contributing to 

the current state of the food system (Willett et al., 2019). As farming practices have been modernised, 

yields have increased to produce more food, providing some health benefits, but also negative 

consequences for human health and the environment (Willett et al., 2019). This dietary transition is 

driven by trends like population growth, rapid urbanisation, increasing incomes, the rapid growth in 

number of supermarkets and the rise of large, powerful food corporations (large food corporations are 

herein referred to as corporates1) that dominate the global food and beverage sector, known as the 

corporate food regime. Business, more specifically, food corporates, is one of the most prosperous 

actors in the current food system.  

 

These actors have a disproportionate influence over the system and actively shape people’s diets 

(Igumbor, Sanders, Puoane, Tsolekile, Schwarz et al., 2012; Stuckler & Nestle, 2012; Gordon, Bignet, 

Crona, Henriksson, Van Holt et al., 2017; Greenberg, 2017). Corporates are heavily incentivised, 

among other drivers, by short-term profit maximisation (McMicheal, 2009; Greenberg, 2017), which 

may perpetuate some of the dysfunctionality of the current food system. Considering the current status 

of the food system, and that corporates are so powerful, many see them in a negative light. Corporates 

have proven their ability to shape the acceptability, availability and accessibility of food, yet there is 

seen to be an opportunity for corporates to use their influence to drive the urgent and necessary transition 

needed towards healthier diets and a more sustainable food system. 

 

Willett et al. (2019) assert the urgency of the need for the global and collective transformation of the 

food system, with a focus on diets and sustainable food production. This change will require people to 

alter how they perceive and interact with the food system, and to recognise the inseparable link between 

environmental sustainability and human health, making the connection to and necessity of healthy diets 

derived from sustainable food systems (Willett et al., 2019). This urgent challenge is acknowledged via 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) developed by the United Nations (UN) who “call[s] upon 

all businesses to apply their creativity and innovation to solving sustainable development challenges” 

(UN General Assembly, 2015:29). There are differing perspectives on the role that corporates could 

play. Some believe there is no role for corporates (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011), others are sceptical 

that corporates will drive the necessary change if not forced (Gillespie & Nisbett, 2019), and more who 

believe that corporates should be actively engaged to drive collaborative systemic change (Haddad, 

2019).  

 

 
1 A corporate is a large company, owned by shareholders. This is sometimes referred to as a corporation, which is a legal term 

for the entity that owns the corporate.  
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Within this context, and in light of the challenges highlighted and the arguments for and against 

corporates driving systemic change in the food system, this study aims to explore a corporate 

perspective as a contribution to how corporate-driven positive change could happen in the South African 

food system. This introductory chapter provides the context and overview to this case study on 

exploring perspectives on food corporate contributions towards a sustainable food system. It begins 

with background on the topic that leads to the resulting research problem and research objective. The 

rationale for the research and research limitations are explained before outlining the research 

methodology and design and concluding with the thesis structure. 

1.2 Problem statement  

The current food system, divorced from its real cost on society, has a harmful impact on the environment 

and negative consequences for human health, making it unsustainable. Evidence suggests that the 

current food system, a neoliberal corporate food regime characterised by a skewed concentration of 

power, among other things, is largely responsible for these challenges. The status of planetary boundary 

transgression and the impact on human health that results from the corporate food regime demands 

investigation.  

 

A tension exists within the literature, with some scepticism about corporates being able to affect 

positive, sustainable change in the food system while others contend that they are necessary for effective 

change. This research study explores a specific food corporate’s perspective on sustainability and its 

potential contributions towards a sustainable food system. 

1.3 Research objectives  

The aim of this research is to explore perspectives on the contribution of food corporates towards a 

sustainable food system. This is undertaken through a study of a leading South African corporate. 

 

This aim is supported by four research objectives: 

1. To gain insight into the corporate’s reality and its understanding of sustainability in business. 

2. To establish the corporate’s understanding of the food system. 

3. To understand the corporate’s view of its role in the food system. 

4. To explore the corporate’s view of what would enable the shift towards a sustainable food system. 

The first two objectives seek to provide a contextual foundation and the corporate’s framing of 

sustainability in business and the food system. The third outlines perceptions of the corporate’s current 

and future role in society and the food system. The fourth objective, adopting a solutions-based 

approach, aims to gain insight into what the corporate believes will drive the positive change needed to 

realise a sustainable food system.  
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1.4 Rationale for the study   

The motivation for this study stems from the practical importance of business playing an active and 

positive role in transforming the current food system into a sustainable one. Corporate’s 

disproportionate influence over the food system positions them as possible stewards for improving both 

human and planetary health, but they may be unaware of their own potential to advance positive 

transformation or, if they are aware, they may be uncertain about where or how to start (Gordon et al., 

2017). 

 

I anticipate that this study may provide insight into areas that are underexplored. These specifically 

include corporates’ understanding and perspective of the food system, its challenges, consequences and 

opportunities, as well as their intent and view of the role they do and could play. Through this deeper 

understanding, my study may help inform broader groups such as activists, civil society, non-profit 

organisations and government, which may improve collaborative efforts in finding the necessary 

solutions. In addition, my research may assist in identifying actions that could aid corporates in taking 

practical actions to contribute to building a sustainable food system. 

 

The aim of this study aligns strongly with my own interests as I currently work, and have done so for 

most of the past two decades, in large corporates. As an ‘insider’ passionate about change in this system, 

and with a deep appreciation of the competing views of corporates in this context, I am uniquely 

positioned to study this dilemma from within to see what emerges. 

1.5 Delimitations of the study 

The food system is complex and diverse, facing many challenges and critiques. The background of this 

study, however, focuses on the two main consequences of the food system – the impact on human health 

and the environment – and corporates role within this. The research scope was limited to a specific food 

corporate’s perspectives on the food system and related contributions towards a sustainable food 

system. 

 

To obtain the depth of corporate insight, a detailed case study of one major corporate in South Africa 

was undertaken. This corporate is also my employer. The scope of my study also included two affiliated 

corporates. This means that small food companies, restaurants, stores and informal traders were 

excluded from the study. A further limitation to the study was that interviews were restricted to key 

decision-making employees in the organisations. Therefore, I excluded the opinions of junior 

employees. As the focus of the research was on corporates, other food system actors, such as 

government, civil society and consumers, were excluded. Although inclusion of all stakeholder views 

may have provided a richer contribution, it would have made the research scope too broad considering 

resource and time constraints.  
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The research strategy and schedule were created in such a way to mitigate these possible limitations as 

far as possible. Further to this, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, all interviews were conducted 

via Microsoft Teams, which may have had an effect on the quality of communication between myself 

and the participants (Bryman, Bell, Hirschsohn, dos Santos, du Toit et al., 2014). 

 

To gather a broader perspective, two opinion leaders were interviewed – one well-documented 

academic and one experienced practitioner – to gain their contrasting views on corporates’ potential to 

effect positive change in the food system. This was informed and supplemented by academic literature 

to accumulate a wider perspective. Working within this sector allows me access to insights that would 

be otherwise difficult to extract. I endeavoured throughout this research to remain aware of my own 

personal biases, assumptions, perceptions of the current food system and expectations of the corporate 

response.  

1.6 Research methodology and design  

This research was supported by a social constructivist perspective (Creswell, 2014). A qualitative 

research methodology was applied with a predominantly inductive approach (Creswell, 2014). I used a 

case study design (Yin, 2009) including data collection methods of document analysis and semi-

structured interviews (Yin, 2011). For data analysis, I used thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

A literature review established a foundational understanding of key concepts related to the topic. This 

was an iterative process to explore themes that emerged during data collection and analysis. My 

document analysis included strategic reports and files of the selected case study corporate such as board 

packs, reports, internal and external communication, strategy documents and positioning statements. I 

conducted an online search of the other corporates and opinion leaders to analyse their publicly available 

documentation for both insight and verification, prior to interviewing participants. My primary data 

collection method comprised mostly semi-structured interviews. This technique is the most suitable for 

a social constructivist worldview as it affords insight into participants’ worldviews and ways of thinking 

(Bryman et al., 2014; Creswell, 2014). Participant selection was done using purposive sampling, 

meaning that participants were chosen to ensure a variety of views as well as specifically related to 

answering the research questions (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). The case study sample set included senior 

employees of the selected corporate in key decision-making positions and senior employees of affiliated 

food companies. This was complemented by interviews with two opinion leaders to reflect insights back 

into the case study and as an opportunity to check and balance my own personal bias.  

 

Due to the complexity of the issues related to the food system and the diversity of perspectives, thematic 

analysis was well suited as a data analysis method for this study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



6 

 

A computer programme, ATLAS.ti, frequently used for qualitative research analysis, was used to code 

participants’ views. The derived themes represent the research findings of this study. 

1.7 Chapter outline 

Chapter 1 provided the context and research rationale of the study. It presented the research problem, 

research objective and delimitations before summarising the research strategy, which will be covered 

in more detail in Chapter 3.  

 

Chapter 2 provides a review of literature related to the theoretical constructs and key themes in 

contemporary food system literature that create context for my study. Chapter 3 details and substantiates 

the social constructivist research paradigm, qualitative research methodology, case study design and 

methods used for data gathering, as well as the use of thematic analysis used in this study. Chapter 4 

describes the inductively derived research findings that are presented according to the six themes that 

emerged from the empirical data. Chapter 5 concludes the study by discussing how the summarised 

research findings relate to the four research objectives, before considering the findings in context of the 

broader research aim. It provides practical recommendations and suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review  

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the theoretical constructs and key themes in contemporary food system literature 

that provide a context for the study. The Anthropocene, introduced in Chapter 1, and related global 

sustainability challenges that threaten our wellbeing are used as an orientation for a sustainable 

development perspective. Key themes explored are food system theories, food system dynamics (trends 

and drivers), food system consequences (adverse consequences for human and environmental health), 

a sustainable food system (including a solutions-based approach), food system actors and perspectives 

of corporates’ role.  

2.2 Background  

This section highlights the urgent need to address the global sustainability challenges that have emerged 

in the Anthropocene. An overview of sustainable development, including critiques, is provided 

followed by a discussion on the relationship between this concept and corporates and the differing 

approaches to implementation. 

2.2.1 The Anthropocene  

The Earth has been relatively stable for more than 11 700 years in what is known as the Holocene epoch. 

The Holocene was a warm period during which the global mean temperature was approximately plus-

minus one degree Celsius enabling life to flourish and paving the way for today’s complex human 

societies. The World Economic Forum (2018:5) notes that “Globally, people are enjoying the highest 

standards of living in human history.” Human prosperity has undoubtedly grown, albeit unequally 

(Wells 2013; Steffen et al., 2015; World Economic Forum, 2018), but now we find ourselves in an era 

of unprecedented change occurring at an alarmingly rapid pace. This current era is called the 

Anthropocene due to the significant impact of human activity on the environment and the climate, 

rivalling the forces of nature and affecting Earth’s functioning (Crutzen, 2002; Steffen, Crutzen & 

McNeill, 2007; Steffen, Grinevald, Crutzen & McNeill, 2011; Steffen et al., 2015). There is now 

substantial evidence that humans are the main driver of change in biospheric, atmospheric, geologic 

and other Earth system processes. The rampant growth in human activity over the last 60 or so years, 

termed the ‘Great Acceleration’, is marked by rapid human population growth, significant changes in 

production processes and novel material development (Lewis & Maslin, 2015). Paradoxically, this age 

of development does not equate to enhanced human prosperity (Steffen et al., 2011), but rather has 

brought us to the “brink of systems breakdown” (World Economic Forum, 2018:5).   

 

The ‘Great Acceleration’ has generated the potential threat of what is sometimes called the Earth’s sixth 

mass extinction – when the number of species expected to become extinct increases due to human 

activities (WWF, 2016).  
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This idea of the Anthropocene has gained so much momentum that Johan Rockström equates it to 

Copernicus’ realization of the Earth’s orbital pattern and Darwin’s theory of evolution and WWF notes 

it as “the defining concept” in their 2016 Living Planet Report (WWF, 2016). The report notes that 

“under the current trajectory, the future of many living organisms in the Anthropocene is uncertain; in 

fact several indicators give cause for alarm” (WWF, 2016:12). In the ‘Great Acceleration’, Earth’s 

natural systems have been fundamentally altered by human actions at such a grand scale that the effects 

may be felt for thousands of years, and the enormity, complexity and enduring nature of the challenges 

is overwhelming.  

2.2.2 Related global sustainability challenges 

Current approaches to global sustainability incorporate the notion of planetary boundaries within which 

humanity can safely operate. There are nine systems that determine and regulate the state of the planet 

and are essential to keep the Earth in a stable state. These nine planetary boundaries are climate change, 

novel entities, stratospheric ozone depletion, atmospheric aerosol loading, ocean acidification, 

biochemical flows, freshwater use, land-system change and biosphere integrity.  

 

As human activity increases placing further pressure on these systems, there is risk that the boundaries 

will be transgressed, causing the cessation of the stability we depend on, triggering non-linear changes 

and moving the earth out of a ‘safe operating space’ (Rockström et al., 2009). This will have 

catastrophic consequences for humanity and all life on the planet. Figure 2.1 shows that current 

estimates are that we have transgressed four planetary boundaries: climate change, rate of biological 

diversity loss (biosphere integrity), land-system changes and biochemical flows (Steffen, Richardson, 

Rockström, Cornell, Fetzer et al., 2015). There are risks related to transgression of each boundary, but, 

in addition, as all nine boundaries are interdependent, a transgression in one may also cause changes in 

others. 
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Figure 2:1: Current status of the control variables for seven of the planetary boundaries 

Source: Steffen et al., 2015 

 

A systems approach, which considers non-linear changes, feedback loops and tipping points, notes that 

the Earth system could be rapidly locked into a fast track towards much hotter conditions, known as 

‘Hothouse Earth’ (Steffen, Rockström, Richardson, Lenton, Folke et al., 2018). Human intervention is 

unlikely to be successful should we get stuck on this trajectory. Impact on human life as we know it 

would be substantial and could happen within the time period of the Paris Accord temperature targets 

(Steffen et al., 2018). It might still be possible to avoid these consequences, but urgent, collaborative 

and decisive action is needed (Steffen et al., 2018).  

 

The Anthropocene is not only characterised by environmental sustainability challenges, such as climate 

change and environmental degradation, but also by global challenges like inequality, poverty, injustice 

and strife. The worsening and conspicuous degrees of social inequality and poverty (Swilling & 

Annecke, 2012) can result in violence due to the disintegration of social trust (Marcus, Kurucz & 

Colbert 2010; Carter & Reardon 2014; Jarman 2016). While the planetary boundary concept creates a 

powerful paradigm for understanding global environmental issues, social science helps to explain how 

human activities are associated with this change (Brand, Muraca, Pineault, Sahakian, Schaffartzik et 

al., 2021). This considers modern societal lock-ins, power relations and dominant economic and 

political logics that drive an unsustainable relationship between nature and society.  
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Brand et al. (2021:266) offer a complementary concept to that of planetary boundaries – a “notion of 

societal boundaries, or collectively defined thresholds, that societies establish as self-limitations and 

conditions for a ‘good life for all’”. This concept is put forward as a way for humans to live within the 

planetary boundaries. What is clear is that environmental and social systems are interdependent (Folke, 

Biggs, Norström, Reyers & Rockström, 2016). To address global sustainability challenges, the UN 

released The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015 “to shift the world onto a sustainable 

and resilient path” (UN General Assembly, 2015:1). The UN sets out 17 SDGs (see Figure 2.2) that 

represent a framework to alter the trajectory of human development and address global economic, social 

and environmental issues (UN General Assembly, 2015). Achieving these will require collaboration 

and there is an explicit call for businesses to aid in addressing the sustainable development challenges 

of our time (UN General Assembly, 2015). 

 

Figure 2:2: The Sustainable Development Goals 

Source: UN General Assembly, 2015 

 

To move closer towards a more resilient planet requires decoupling human development from social 

exclusion and environmental degradation (WWF, 2016). While this would include radical changes to 

the global economic system, a systems approach, as previously mentioned and demonstrated through 

the planetary boundary approach, can help to focus sustainability efforts. For humans to develop 

sustainably requires foundational changes to two global systems: energy and food (WWF, 2016). Before 

discussing the latter of the two in more detail, it is important to understand what sustainable 

development means, and how this concept has developed. 
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2.2.3 Sustainable development 

There is no one universal definition for sustainable development. It was during the 1970s that awareness 

was raised about industrialisation and related production practices’ negative effects on the health and 

diversity of the environment (Hattingh, 2001). The World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED) (1987:41), defined the term as “development that meets the need of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” This has become the 

most commonly used definition of sustainable development. It brings together environmental and 

development aspects as well as their inter-relation.  

 

This definition is open to interpretation, which has led to both support for and criticism of the concept. 

Tryzna (1995) makes known that even its frustrated supporters have branded it as an oxymoron. Goldin 

and Winters (1995) describe it as being ‘elusive’ and Daly (1996) as ‘still dangerously vague’. 

Nonetheless, this definition laid a foundation and brought new and important perspectives to the 

concept. The concept is still evolving and provides a framework for discourse. One of the benefits is 

that sustainability has been placed on the agenda of many local and global institutions and corporations. 

2.2.4 Sustainable development in corporates 

Today, most managers have accepted corporate sustainability as a precondition for doing business 

(Hedstrom, Poltorzycki & Stroh, 1998). Hatting (2001:13) notes that “there is hardly a company or 

corporation of note in South Africa that does not have references to sustainability or sustainable 

development in their vision or mission statements, or in the summary of their core values.” Despite this, 

there is “no consensus on how to define corporate sustainability” (Hahn, Figge, Pinkse & Preuss, 

2010:217). Similar to the concept of sustainable development, it is viewed as being ambiguous and 

elusive. Jacobs (1999) argues that bureaucrats’ view the concept of sustainability, or sustainable 

development, as empty, too vague and ill-defined to be useful in practical terms. Other claims are that 

business and government apply a green mask of ‘sustainable use’ to allow them to continue with 

‘business as usual’ (Hattingh, 2001). A common approach to resolving this is to adapt the often-used 

definition of the Brundtland Commission to define corporate sustainability as “meeting the needs of a 

firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders (such as shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, 

communities, etc), without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well” 

(Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002:131). This means corporates must achieve the desired profits; address 

environmental, social and economic developmental issues (Wilson, 2003); and ensure that the needs of 

both current and future stakeholders are or can be met (Dyllick & Hockerts 2002; Hahn, Pinkse, Preuss 

& Figge, 2015). Further expectations of corporates include driving attainment of the SDGs, leading the 

sustainable development agenda and being able to “contribute toward global governance around 

sustainable development” (Scheyvens, Banks & Hughes 2016:276).  
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Addressing these expectations requires delivering on many fronts, which is a shift from a more single-

minded focus on delivering profit. This then begs the question of how realistic and achievable is this 

expectation of corporates (McEwan, Mawdsley, Banks & Scheyvens, 2017)? While the above points 

outline a highly productive and positive contribution, corporates themselves hold disparate and 

incomplete real-world interpretations of sustainable development.  

 

Jacobs (1999) offers the notion of strong and weak interpretations of sustainable development in 

corporates. A corporate’s true contribution to sustainable development is dependent on their 

interpretation. A strong interpretation of sustainable development can be referred to as the radical model 

combining strong, robust (focus on quality of life), egalitarian (all people are equal), bottom-up (full 

participation in goal setting and implementation) and broad interpretations of the concept (Jacobs, 

1999). The radical model is typically embraced by environmental activists and development-orientated 

community-based organisations and adopts an inter-generational view. This includes transformationist 

interpretations such as social ecology, ecofeminism and deep ecology (Hopwood, Mellor & O’Brien, 

2005). The conservative (weak) model of sustainable development incorporates a weak, minimalist 

(focus on survival), non-egalitarian, top-down (participation is required for implementation only), 

narrow interpretation of the concept of sustainable development (Jacobs, 1999). This conservative 

model lends itself to government, industry and corporates and adopts an anthropocentric and 

intragenerational tone. Weak sustainability sees natural and manufactured capital as interchangeable 

with technology able to fill human-caused deficits in the natural world (Daly & Cobb, 1989). Weak 

interpretations include perspectives of shallow ecology, eco-efficiency industrial ecology and 

ecological modernisation (Hopwood et al., 2005).  

 

Many corporates tend towards weak models of sustainable development (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). 

As explained by Dyllick and Hockerts (2002), although it is to be commended when managers accept 

responsibility for environmental and social issues, their interpretation of the ‘business link to sustainable 

development’ is concerning. This is because many businesses summarise their sustainability 

contribution into a single concept, which, while valuable on its own, is insufficient as the sole measure. 

Business perspectives on sustainable development tend to reflect an underlying conceptual framework 

that has been usefully depicted as ‘ecological modernization’ (Korhonen, 2008). This weak 

interpretation of sustainable development may be viewed as ‘cleaner production’ but dangerously may 

legitimise ‘business as usual’ (Swilling & Annecke, 2012). Swilling and Annecke (2012:48) note that 

“Not surprisingly, efficiency lies at the centre of this perspective because ‘doing more with less’ makes 

business sense.” Efficiency, and specifically, eco-efficiency is an important part of corporate 

sustainability strategies but is undeniably inadequate as the only corporate sustainability criteria 

(Welford, 1997).  
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Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) comment that corporates’ most broadly accepted criterion for 

sustainability is eco-efficiency. The language of ‘ecological modernisation’ is often expressed in terms 

of the ‘triple bottom line’ (TBL) (Swilling & Annecke, 2012).  

 

The TBL concept is closely linked to the definition provided by Dyllick and Hockerts (2002). The 

WCED (1987) also advocated for the concurrent adoption of environmental, social and economic 

propositions. Elkington (1998) coined the phrase, ‘people, planet and profit’, which is often used to 

describe the TBL. The argument was that corporates must generate financial value (profit), social value 

and environmental value. The value of each of these is seen as equitable. This has been adopted as the 

most common approach and sustainable development is seen as the space where the three overlap 

(Marcus, Kurucz & Colbert, 2010). This is known as the dominant model or intertwined model (see 

Figure 2.3).  

 

Figure 2:3: The dominant model 

Source: Holmberg, 1994 

 

This is what Hahn et al. (2010) call the win-win paradigm – where all three aspects of corporate 

sustainability are relatively in harmony and, ideally, firms should try to achieve all three simultaneously, 

but still generate economic benefits. The three parts of the TBL concept are interrelated (Elkington, 

1998). This model and the win-win paradigm have received criticism from scholars (Hahn et al., 2010). 

First, profit is viewed as the marker of success, rather than the positive impact the initiatives could 

deliver. Second, it restricts the sustainable development perspective and possible corporate reactions by 

limiting solutions to win-win scenarios, even if only unconsciously.  
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Third, it results in a restricted analytical view of corporate sustainability plans and actions. Last, this 

paradigm is viewed as simplistic, having a limited perspective and being unrealistic as it avoids the 

crucial conflict and the necessary trade-offs. Trade-offs imply that there are different values associated 

with each sphere of the dominant model (Hattingh, 2001). This, in turn, implies that someone ultimately 

decides on the necessary compromise, which brings into focus the hierarchical structure of decision-

making and values. Mebratu (1998:505) notes that “The objective of sustainable development will, 

then, be to maximize goal achievement across these three systems at one and the same time through an 

adaptive process of trade-offs.” A definition of trade-offs in this context is “compromise situations when 

a sacrifice is made in one area to obtain benefits in another” (Byggeth & Hochschorner, 2006:1420). 

This would mean accepting a compromise between at least two factors that are in conflict to achieve 

corporate sustainability (Hahn et al, 2010). These trade-offs are problematic because if profit takes 

precedence over environmental and social aspects, then progress will never be made in these areas, and 

they will always be sacrificed for profit, making it ultimately unsustainable in the long-term. This 

reveals the weakness of this concept.  

 

A common conceptual framework likely eludes us due to lack of consensus among experts in each 

respective discipline as to how these three systems interrelate (Robinson & Tinker, 1997). Swilling and 

Annecke (2012:49) note that “a complex systems perspective offers an alternative that depicts these 

spheres as embedded within each other.” This is known as the ‘3-Nested-Dependencies Model’ or 

embedded view of business-nature-society interface (Marcus, Kurucz & Colbert, 2010), as seen in 

Figure 2.4.  

 

 

Figure 2:4: The nested dependencies model 

Source: Based on Doppelt, 2008 
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This embedded perspective provides a framework in which, instead of overlapping, business and the 

economy operate within society, which is then constrained by the broader natural environment (Marcus, 

Kurucz & Colbert, 2010; Bertels & Dobson, 2020). These three areas are not equal or comparable, but 

rather business is nested in society, which is nested in the natural environment (Marcus et al., 2010). 

The three circles are dependent on the other. This view also implies there are physical limits to growth 

and possibly addresses some of the concerns about the dominant intertwined model. Business strategy 

cannot continue to be disconnected from the social and environmental systems on which they are 

dependent. A business strategy that adopts this embedded view contributes to the shift towards resilient 

systems and regenerative economies, enables a clear articulation of a corporate’s purpose and aligns 

business activities with addressing climate change, inequality, biodiversity loss and waste (Bertels & 

Dobson, 2020). Embracing this embedded perspective, therefore, places a corporate on a path to 

positively contributing towards global sustainability challenges. 

 

The extent and complexity of the challenges we face in the Anthropocene are unprecedented in their 

scale and demand a significant and urgent response. There is growing consensus that our trajectory is 

unsustainable, yet the silver bullet to solve these complex challenges remains elusive. A better 

understanding of complex adaptive systems (CAS), such as the food system, could contribute to a 

solution. 

2.3 The food system  

The food system encompasses all the components and activities of production, processing, distribution, 

preparation, consumption and disposal of food, as well as the resultant outcomes of these activities such 

as environmental and socio-economic outputs (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO] & UN 

Environment Programme [UNEP], 2012; High Level Panel of Experts [HLPE], 2017a).  

 

This section begins by exploring some conceptual theoretical underpinnings of complexity, regime 

shifts and food regimes to aid understanding and consideration of actions for the future. The dynamics 

of the food system are then discussed making use of a model and noteworthy transitions. The two main 

consequences of the food system – negative environmental and human health impacts – are presented. 

A solutions-based explanation of a sustainable food system and pathways towards it as well as an 

overview of food system actors, the related concentration of power and their ability to influence positive 

food system change is provided in conclusion. 

2.3.1 Food system theories  

We live in a human era of unprecedented complexity and with a growing appreciation of the 

interconnectedness of humans and nature. We are facing grave sustainability challenges that combined 

present a trajectory that demands a significant and urgent response.  
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The reductionist orientation that is widely embraced (Hammond, 2017) appears inadequate to address 

complex challenges. A more recent paradigm, one of relational science or complexity, is viewed as a 

better lens. Though not without its own shortfalls, this worldview enables us to understand systems 

better, appreciate our role within them and provide the springboard for novel and creative ways to deal 

with challenges, without pretending to be the panacea. A complexity perspective helps us to understand 

that a system is a process, rather than a thing (Hammond, 2017). Meadows (2008:2) defines a system 

as “a set of things—people, cells, molecules, or whatever— interconnected in such a way that they 

produce their own pattern of behaviour over time.” A complexity lens presents us with insights and 

opportunities to generate new systemic interventions. In the context of wicked problems, it highlights 

the need for redundancy (a functional substitute) to enhance the needed resilience. To appreciate this 

complexity-based worldview requires understanding some related terms and links to the food system. 

“Complexity generally refers to the study of how large-scale complex, organized, and adaptive 

behaviour can emerge from (relatively) simple interactions among myriad individuals” (Schoon & van 

der Leeuw, 2015:167). Examples of complex systems are the immune system and communication 

systems. Social-ecological systems are now commonly seen as CAS (Fischer, Gardner, Bennett, 

Balvanera, Biggs et al., 2015; Preiser, Biggs, De Vos & Folke, 2018).  

 

Characteristics of CAS are dynamic interactions, interconnected parts, emergent qualities, dynamic 

structure, self-organisation, unpredictability and being more than the sum of its parts (Schoon & Van 

der Leeuw, 2015; Preiser et al., 2018). The food system is a complex social-ecological system that is 

characterised by non-linear relationships, feedbacks, power concentrations and resources across scales 

and levels (von Bormann, 2019). This complex system interacts with many other systems in iterative 

ways, such as governance systems and policy (Candel, 2014; McKeon, 2014), various drivers, consumer 

behaviour, and food production and supply chain systems (HLPE, 2020). In light of this complexity, 

“the food system is also at the core of intersecting global challenges: poverty and inequality, poor 

nutrition and food insecurity, and resource depletion and environmental degradation” (von Bormann, 

2019:9). 

 

A complexity-based worldview can help us unlearn and relearn ways of being and doing (Schoon & 

van der Leeuw, 2015). Unlearning requires effort to rather adopt openness to others’ views, situational 

awareness of the importance of context, and knowing when to act and when to hold back (Rogers, 

Luton, Biggs, Biggs, Blignaut et al., 2013). This complexity worldview will alter our attitude (Cilliers, 

2008) by highlighting uncertainties and it will influence the need for continued learning and 

experimentation for adaptive management (Biggs, Schlüter, Biggs, Bohensky, Burnsilver, Cundill et 

al., 2012). It also ‘trains’ us to expect the unexpected (Edson & Klein, 2017).  
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A fundamental enabler for finding novel ways of dealing with complex systems lies in the 

acknowledgement that there are no silver bullets, or quick fixes, to solve our wicked problems (Preiser 

et al., 2018). Humanity is damaging the resilience of socio-ecological systems (Folke, Jansson, 

Rockström, Olsson, Carpenter et al., 2011). Resilience is “the ability of the system to react to 

perturbations, internal failures, and environmental events by absorbing the disturbance and/or 

reorganizing to maintain its functions” (Fraccascia, Giannoccaro & Albino, 2018:1). In other words, 

the system has CAS capabilities of absorbing, avoiding, recovering from and adjusting to disruptions 

and it displays features of adaptive capacity, self-organisation and absorptive capacity (Fraccascia et 

al., 2018). When there is a system disturbance, resilient systems can regenerate and renew, but in 

systems with low resilience it may move the system into another state (a regime shift), which can happen 

suddenly and dramatically or gradually (Folke et al., 2011).  

 

Rocha, Peterson, Bodin and Levin (2018:1379) note that “Regime shifts are large, abrupt and persistent 

critical transitions in the function and structure of ecosystems”, which makes understanding how they 

work important. Not all changes in the functioning or structure of an ecosystem indicate a regime shift, 

but rather a regime shift involves relatively sudden, long-lasting changes in the dynamics and structure 

of the system and includes changes in internal system feedbacks (Rocha, Biggs & Peterson, 2014). 

Regime shifts can occur due to a combination of external shocks and gradual changes in internal 

feedback loops (Biggs et al., 2012). Regime shift impacts are often very noticeable, but the changes in 

system resilience are not, which is why they come as a surprise (Biggs et al., 2012). These shifts are 

also hard, or impossible sometimes, to reverse depending on the strength of the dominant feedback 

(Crépin, Biggs, Polasky, Troell & De Zeeuw, 2012). 

 

Regime shifts can significantly affect ecosystem services, which societies rely on (such as the provision 

of food) and, consequently, human wellbeing (Crépin et al., 2012; Biggs, Peterson & Rocha, 2018). As 

the intensity and frequency of regime shifts is forecast to grow (Rocha, Peterson & Biggs, 2015), noting 

that a regime shift can possibly result in subsequent regime shifts (Rocha et al., 2018) and considering 

these shifts have significant impact on people and societies, are frequently difficult to anticipate and 

expensive to reverse, understanding them is important for management approaches (Biggs et al., 2012).  

 

Regime shifts can help explain drivers of previous food system disturbances and guide future action 

(Pereira, Drimie, Maciejewski, Tonissen, & Biggs, 2020). Crépin et al. (2012) suggest two management 

objectives: one is to increase resilience to diminish the risk of harmful regime shifts and to support 

those with beneficial human impacts. Scheffer, Carpenter, Foley, Folke and Walker (2001) support this 

and recommend that the most pragmatic sustainable management strategy is to focus on growing and 

preserving the resilience of desired ecosystem states.  
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To reduce the risk of undesired regime shifts, there should be a focus on gradual change, which affects 

resilience and can be monitored and predicted (Scheffer et al., 2001). The second management objective 

suggested by Crépin et al. (2012) is to build adaptability capacity in the event a regime shift occurs. 

Both objectives will be aided by reducing uncertainty of potential thresholds and learning as much as 

possible about post-regime conditions.  

 

The current regime’s resilience outlook is weak, and a new resilient food system is needed to absorb 

and recover from shocks. This will require a weakening of the present feedback loops, or lock-ins, that 

keep the current food system in place. These feedbacks include the poverty trap, concentration of power 

in the food system and lock-ins to technology (e.g., industrial agriculture investments), agricultural 

research (continuation of agricultural intensification linked to research and development funding) and 

trade (e.g., export tariffs) and ultimately linking these is the nature of decision-making that has gotten 

us to the current state (WWF, 2016). More broadly, understanding regime shifts can inform practice 

and policy and improve our collective ability to govern sudden, sizeable and systemic changes in the 

Anthropocene era (Biggs, Peterson & Rocha, 2018).  

 

Another analysis and way of theorising the food system is the food regime concept. This concept reveals 

how food and agricultural production and consumption have played a strategic part in the formation 

and history of global capitalism (McMichael, 2009). It also posits that social change is created from 

struggles among states, social movements and capital. It focuses on geopolitical power and institutional 

structures and their contradictory arrangements that have formed – and caused the transitions to – 

different food regimes over time (McMichael, 2009; Haysom, 2015).  

 

Two global food regimes were identified in a seminal paper by Friedmann and McMichael (1989). The 

first regime (1870-1930s) occurred at the time of European colonialism in Africa and Asia defined by 

an imperial-led process of mass production of staple foods for food imports from the colonies (including 

Argentina, Canada, the United States, Australia and New Zealand) to Europe (McMichael, 2009). This 

provision of ‘cheap food’ helped to support industrial growth in Europe and Britain and it “provided 

the political basis of a ‘truly international division of labour’” and established the financing of 

international trade (Bernstein, 2016:615). In the second regime (1950s-1970s), the flow of food was 

reversed with surplus food being rerouted from the United States to “its informal postcolonial states on 

strategic perimeters of the Cold War” (McMichael, 2009:141). The United States was in a cycle of 

overproduction and needed a way to dispose of its grain and deliver a more favourable financial 

outcome. This was achieved by exporting it to countries in the Global South who accepted this ‘cheap 

food’ to fuel industrial growth, sacrificing their own domestic food production. This created some food-

import dependencies. This second regime also spurred the increase in meat production and consumption 

as it was another efficient way to dispose of the grain supply as feed (Bernstein, 2016).  
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The emergence of a third and current food regime, the corporate food regime, was formulated by 

Friedmann in 2005. This food regime is distinguished by unparalleled global power and profits for 

oligopoly food corporations and food retailers. The regime is characterised by liberalised global food 

trade, increasing connections between fuel and food economies, globalised animal protein chains, 

growing concentration of land ownership and dwindling natural resources (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 

2011). Two other key characteristics are market liberalisation and privatisation of previously public 

activities, whereby states became submissive to global capital and corporate power (McMicheal, 2009; 

Bernstein 2016) and that global agriculture and international trade become the norm with corporate-

dominated global commodity chains (McMichael, 2005; McMichael, 2009; McMichael, 2013; 

Bernstein, 2016). The dumping of surplus created peasant cultures, land-use changes for agro-exports, 

divisions of market and labour, and land grabbing in the Global South (McMichael, 2005; McMichael, 

2009; McMichael, 2013; Bernstein, 2016). The corporate food regime has resulted in, among other 

things, increasing and significant ecological destruction, consumption of food happening far from its 

production, negative health impacts from industrially produced food, and inequitable food distribution 

(Bernstein, 2016). 

 

A major driver that paved the way for this regime is neoliberalism, strongly advocating for corporate 

self-regulation and reinforcing the attainment of corporate interests (Greenberg, 2017). Consumers are 

able to influence corporate practice to some extent as diet choices can influence agriculture production 

(WWF, 2019), but transparency between producer and consumer has decreased, ‘fogging’ the social 

and environmental impacts of this regime and making it hard for consumers to make informed choices 

(Gordon et al., 2017). 

 

The food regime concept offers a somewhat debated but unique lens on the political-economy and 

political-ecology of food, contributing to a historical and broader understanding of the food system as 

well as capitalism (McMichael, 2009). Considering both a political-economy aspect of food regimes 

together with a social-ecological systems viewpoint of regime shifts can aid understanding of the 

complexity of historical food system transformations (Pereira et al., 2020). McMichael (2009) argues 

that the food regime analysis is key to understanding today’s sustainability challenges and 

contradictions and consequences of the food system and the central and endemic role of capitalism. He 

also touches on food movements that challenge the pervasive narrative of the corporate food regime 

(McMichael, 2009).  

 

Holt Gimenez and Shattuck (2011) offer a food regime/food movements framework (see Figure 2.5) 

that aids in understanding the political dynamics of food systems and considers social forces in 

resistance to the corporate food regime model. Different food system actors can be placed in different 

parts of this framework.  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



20 

 

For example, corporates will mostly fit into neoliberal and civil society food movements will fit into 

radical. This analytical tool lists the discourse, key institutions, orientation and approach to the food 

crisis as a comparison.  

 

 

 

Figure 2.5: A food regime/food movements framework 
Source: Holt Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011 

 

Food movements have been mostly ineffectual at driving change, but they could be key to slowing the 

rate of liberalisation and they are growing, which infers increased social pressure on corporates (Holt 

Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). Strategic alliances between progressive and radical groups create 

opportunities to strengthen the food movement, and, in turn, challenge institutions and governments to 

reduce the dominance of the corporate food regime (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). To realise the 

transformation will require a change in perspective from “societies embedded in the market economy 

to economies and markets that are embedded in society” (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011:136). 
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The food system was and continues to be shaped by the intentional forces of the global food regime. 

The continuous reorganisation of the food system is highlighted through the food regime concept 

(Haysom, 2015). These regimes change over time and are influenced by various drivers that spur trends 

and transitions that shape food production and processing and/or dietary habits. This is explored in the 

next section on food system dynamics. 

2.3.2 Food system dynamics  

This section explores the dynamics that shape the food system by noting current paradoxes before 

exploring trends created by certain drivers. These converge into interconnected transitions within the 

food system. It concludes with a consideration of the dimension of power embedded within these 

transitions.  

 

As a complex system, it is not surprising that the food system appears to possess contradictions. The 

EAT-Lancet Commission on Healthy Diets From Sustainable Food Systems notes that the food system 

has delivered improved crop yields that have reduced hunger, poverty and infant and child mortality 

rates, and has improved life expectancy (Willett et al., 2019). Despite these benefits, there are also 

negative shifts, such as the move to unhealthy diets comprising heavily processed, high calorie food 

(Willett et al., 2019). This diet is causing increases in malnutrition, obesity, disease vulnerability, child 

stunting, hunger, food poverty and lack of dietary diversity (Gordon et al., 2017; WWF, 2019). Food is 

a basic human right, but nutritious food is often inaccessible (Pereira, 2014). Increasing income 

inequality drives growth in sales of cheap, quick food (WWF, 2019). The world currently produces 

enough food to feed the global population (Ingram, 2011), yet counterintuitively hunger is rife and a 

third of all food produced is wasted (WWF, 2016; UNEP, 2018; WWF, 2019). Stuckler and Nestle 

(2012) argue that the seeming paradox is less about contradictions but rather reflections of malnutrition 

from a foundational food system that is driven to maximise profits over provision of optimal human 

diets. These trends are created by certain drivers, an understanding of which can help to make sense of 

these dynamics. 

 

Kennedy, Nantel and Shetty (2004) offer a model to illustrate and explain how some of these drivers – 

economic, social, food supply and diets – shape the food system (see Figure 2.6). It shows the main 

economic drivers that influence changes in the food system strongly interconnected with the social 

drivers, which then impact food supply and, therefore, peoples’ diets resulting in unintended health, 

inequality and food security consequences (Kennedy et al., 2004).  
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Figure 2.6: Drivers of change in the food system 
Source: Kennedy et al., 2004 

 

Simply put, as more people move to urban areas to in search of work (the urban transition) and more 

women enter the workforce, the resultant time pressures heighten the need for a diet of more 

convenience on-the-go food products with possibly a longer shelf life – these inevitably contain more 

additives and have less nutrition. These drivers ladder up to a convergence of interconnected transitions 

within the food system: the urban, nutrition, dietary, supermarket, Big Food and food system transitions 

that are playing out at differing levels and stages of social and economic development. 

 

The first urban transition saw people moving to expanding industrial centres in the Global North for 

better opportunities. The second urban transition is taking place in the Global South but is distinguished 

from the first by limited industrial development (Haysom, 2015). Urbanisation is coupled with lifestyle 

changes, such as food being purchased rather than grown, which then means less physical activity and 

reduced access to nutritional food for lower-income households (Pereira, 2014). Food insecurity is 

disproportionately high in urban areas as the absence of reliable income creates a food access challenge 

for the urban poor (Crush & Frayne, 2011; Haysom, 2015). This is possibly intensified by food system 

governance and policies (Haysom, 2015) with the corporate food regime playing a key moderator role 

in food security (Greenberg, 2017). Urbanisation can also result in increased income, which also 

contributes to a change in diet, usually with higher meat consumption levels (Hawkes, Harris & 

Gillespie, 2017). In other words, rapid urbanisation is changing the way food is produced, accessed and 

consumed. Urbanisation is intricately linked to the nutrition transition (Popkin, 2002). This concept 

encapsulates dietary changes and the resultant effects on nutrition (Hawkes et al., 2017; HLPE, 2017a).  
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The nutrition transition concept refers specifically to shifts from traditional diets to those with increased 

consumption of animal-based foods, fats and oils, sugar, processed foods, refined grains and products 

with less dietary fibre (Kennedy et al., 2004; Pereira, 2014; Hawkes et al., 2017; Baker, Machado, 

Santos, Sievert, Backholer et al., 2020).  

 

Poor diets are not always due to personal choice – many simply cannot afford a healthy diet (Global 

Nutrition Report, 2020). The growth in consumption of processed and ultra-processed foods has been 

implicated as a dominant characteristic of the nutrition transition through extensive empirical research 

(Baker et al., 2020). Certain ultra-processed food properties may encourage their overconsumption, 

such as their hyper palatability and quasi-addictiveness (Monteiro & Cannon, 2012; Baker et al., 2020). 

They are formulated to have no/minimal preparation and a long shelf life, meeting the need for 

convenience (Monteiro & Cannon, 2012). This change in consumption patterns, particularly in urban 

spaces, is associated with changes in income, lifestyle and work patterns, access to food, demand for 

convenience and a shift in status/desired status (Drewnowski & Popkin, 1997; Popkin, 2002; Popkin & 

Gordon-Larsen, 2004; Puoane, Matwa, Bradley & Hughes, 2006; Sans & Combris, 2015; Willett et al., 

2019). It is also argued that population growth, shifts in age and spatial distribution play a role in this 

change (Haysom, 2015). This change in consumption patterns is the concept of the dietary transition 

(Pereira, 2014). 

 

Over the past 50 years the urban and dietary transitions have resulted in a significant change in 

consumption patterns and/or food choices, and subsequently in food production methods (Willett et al., 

2019). Recently, this has been substantiated through research that shows the connection of the nutrition 

transition and shifts in the “production, processing, distribution, preparation, consumption and disposal 

of food” (Baker et al., 2020:3). The dietary transition is also coupled with transitions towards, and 

growth in, supermarkets and fast-food outlets, also impacting consumption behaviour (Pereira, 2014). 

Supermarkets that were once seen to mainly service middle-income consumers have capitalised on the 

urbanisation transition to grow and target all urban populations (Crush & Frayne, 2011). This is known 

as the supermarket revolution, or transition.  

 

This concept of the rapid growth in supermarkets is documented across Africa, Latin America and Asia 

(Reardon & Berdegue, 2002; Weatherspoon and Reardon, 2003; Reardon, Chen, Minten & Adriano, 

2012), as well as locally in Cape Town (Battersby & Peyton, 2014). There is a debate as to the positivity 

of this shift. One viewpoint stresses that the rise in supermarkets allows for higher food quality and 

safety and generally lower prices due to economies of scale, whereas the other stresses that it reinforces 

the negative dietary changes (Crush & Frayne, 2011; Pereira, 2014).  
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The supermarket transition is seen as part of the Big Food transition referring to the dominating power 

and influence of large, often multinational, food and beverage corporates over the production and 

distribution of food (Igumbor et al., 2012; Monteira & Cannon, 2012; Stuckler & Nestle, 2012). Factors 

causing these dietary changes are closely linked with urbanisation and operate at various scales, 

involving food system supply and demand changes that are mutually reinforcing (Hawkes, et al., 2017). 

  

All of these transitions have a power dimension embedded within them, creating other drivers of the 

food system. Power is central to understanding the operation of food systems and is seen as a 

fundamental driver of malnutrition (Walls, Nisbett, Laar, Drimie, Zaidi et al., 2020). As the food system 

comprises many interconnected actors, power describes what allows or prevents them from achieving 

their particular interests, for example, profit, wellbeing and enjoyment (Walls et al., 2020). Different 

actors possess different levels of power and use this to influence and shape the food system, as 

demonstrated through the different food regime theories (Pereira et al., 2020).  

 

Other related drivers are the underlying political economy and technological drivers such as 

globalisation of multinational food and beverage corporates and their related political and market 

actions, marketing strategies, shift in food production and processes, liberalisation of investment, trade, 

regulations and policies – that have failed to promote healthy diets (Baker et al., 2020). Baker et al. 

(2020) argue that fusing food system and political economy thinking is crucial to understanding the 

causal factors for dietary change. Associated with these drivers are the shifts noted from a food system 

governance perspective. Governance and regulation of the food system by national governments has 

moved from an active, state-led oversight role to a diminished role of facilitating an open, free market 

system (Haysom, 2015; Greenberg, 2017). This has given rise to alternative food networks that closely 

consider the spatial, economic and social elements involved in the production and consumption of food 

(Haysom, 2015). This culminates in the food system transition which, using the food regime theory, is 

characterised by a constant reshuffling of the global food system (Haysom, 2015). 

 

The food system possesses contradictions highlighting some of its flaws. The corporate food regime 

and the drivers that shape the current food system have two significant consequences, described in the 

following section. 

2.3.3 Food system consequences  

There are two major consequences to the contemporary food system: the threat that current practices 

pose to the environment and the negative impact on human health (Gordon et al., 2017; von Bormann, 

2019; Willett et al., 2019). The food system is now well established as a major contributor of global 

environmental change, threatening the stability of the Earth system (Ingram, 2011; von Bormann, 2019; 

Willett et al., 2019). It is more damaging to the environment than any other human initiative.  
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It is the largest cause of deforestation, desertification and biodiversity loss through species 

overexploitation and habitat and soil degradation; it increases water scarcity resulting in declining water 

quality; it damages marine ecosystems; and it accelerates climate change via greenhouse gas emissions 

(Ingram, 2011; WWF, 2019). The food system is the primary cause of the breach of the following 

planetary boundaries: phosphorus, climate change, nitrogen, biosphere integrity, freshwater use and 

land-system change (Ingram, 2011; WWF, 2016; Willett et al., 2019). The Lancet Commission report, 

The Global Syndemic of Obesity, Undernutrition, and Climate Change, notes that one of the key 

contributors to climate change is food production (Swinburn et al., 2019). The food system, including 

agriculture, land conversion and downstream food processes including food waste, contributes 29% to 

greenhouse gas emissions (Swinburn et al., 2019). Meat and dairy production use more resources and 

emit more methane than plant-based alternatives demonstrating that the type of food produced matters 

(Swinburn et al., 2019). We rely on nature to create a base for food production yet increasing climate-

related shocks will reduce nature’s resilience and risk a devastating regime shift. Furthermore, these 

shocks will place significant demands on energy, water and food supply, which will reinforce this 

potential negative regime shift (WWF, 2019). 

 

The food system has a significant negative impact on human health. Current diets pose a greater health 

risk – of mortality and morbidity – than unsafe sex, smoking, and alcohol and drug use combined 

(Willett et al., 2019). The consequences of the dietary change and the modern-day less-nutritious, more 

calorie-dense diets combined with reduced physical activity patterns have been strongly associated with 

undernutrition, a growth in obesity and increased prevalence of diet-related non-communicable diseases 

such as diabetes, coronary heart disease and stroke (Popkin & Gordon-Larsen, 2004; Popkin, 2006; 

Pereira, 2014; Hawkes et al., 2017; World Health Organisation, 2018b; Willett et al., 2019). There is 

mounting evidence that processed foods have negative health implications and that food processing 

uses substantial natural resources (Baker et al., 2020). In 2019, non-communicable diseases made up 

seven of the top ten causes of death globally (World Health Organisation, 2019).  

 

At the same time, “globally, more than 820 million people remain undernourished, 151 million children 

are stunted, 51 million children are wasted, and more than 2 billion people are micronutrient deficient” 

(Willett et al., 2019:3). In South Africa, 27% of children are stunted (South African National Health 

and Nutrition Examination Survey, 2014) and 68% of women and 31% of men are overweight or obese 

(Stats SA, 2016). This, together with the non-communicable disease prevalence add extra pressure to 

an already burdened healthcare system, impeding socioeconomic development and creating a material 

risk for business and the economy (WWF, 2019). As a result, key concerns for government in South 

Africa are chronic disease prevention and malnutrition as evidenced through new more stringent food 

regulations limiting salt and sugar in food, the introduction of the Health Promotion Levy and increased 

food labelling requirements.  
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As with all complex systems, there are further systemic impacts, for example, malnourished and stunted 

children will not reach their full potential, which will in turn affect the economy and their wellbeing. 

 

It is therefore evident that the current food system is unsustainable and thus needs to transform to 

achieve the SDGs by 2030 (HLPE, 2020; Pereira et al., 2020). At the same time, the food system is 

expected to grow rapidly (WWF, 2016) to meet the needs of a global population predicted to exceed 

nine billion by 2050 (Ingram, Dyball, Howden, Vermeulen, Garnett et al., 2016). Ingram (2011) 

contends that meeting these demands is going to become significantly harder. Food security is not going 

to be attained through increased production alone because it is compounded by political, social and 

environmental elements that are currently mostly negative (Ingram, 2011). Kampers and Fresco 

(2017:5) note that “We will need to transition from the current unsustainable food system to a healthy, 

circular and resource-efficient paradigm. These transitions will be hugely complex since the multiple 

aspects of food production and consumption are closely interconnected and changing one aspect can 

easily have major unintended consequences.” Attempts to transform the food system need to be 

cognisant of food system-related transitions as well as corporates’ practices and the drivers currently 

shaping the system. 

2.3.4 A sustainable food system 

It is critical to understand what a sustainable food system is, and how to achieve it. According to the 

FAO (2018:1), it is “a food system that delivers food security and nutrition for all in such a way that 

the economic, social and environmental bases to generate food security and nutrition for future 

generations are not compromised.” To this end, global scientific targets have been developed for 

sustainable food production and healthy diets, and these have been integrated into a common 

framework, a ‘safe operating space for food systems’, with the aim of achieving the SDGs and the Paris 

Agreement (Willett et al., 2019). To support meeting the 2030 Agenda goals, the HLPE on food security 

and nutrition propose a sustainable food system that integrates the six dimensions of food security 

(HLPE, 2020). This translates into a sustainable food system that is productive, inclusive and just, 

empowering, resilient, sustainable and regenerative and that promotes nutrition and healthy food 

(HLPE, 2020): 

 

The EAT-Lancet Commission propose a healthy reference diet, or win-win diet, promoting human 

health and environmentally sustainability. This comprises “vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes, 

nuts, and unsaturated oils, includes a low to moderate amount of seafood and poultry, and includes no 

or a low quantity of red meat, processed meat, added sugar, refined grains, and starchy vegetables” 

(Willett et al., 2019:447).  
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Environmentally, food production should “use no additional land, safeguard existing biodiversity, 

reduce consumptive water use and manage water responsibly, substantially reduce nitrogen and 

phosphorus pollution, produce zero carbon dioxide emissions, and cause no further increase in methane 

and nitrous oxide emissions” (Willett et al., 2019: 2).  

 

Collaborative efforts are urgently required to transform global food production and diets (Kampers & 

Fresco, 2017; Willett et al., 2019; Pereira et al., 2020). A critical pivot point for food system 

transformation lies in changing consumer behaviour with regards to food; pricing alone is unlikely to 

encourage more healthy, sustainable eating (Pereira et al., 2020). The inextricable link between 

environmental sustainability and human health is therefore food, and more specifically diets, and 

achieving this ‘safe operating space for food systems’ will consequently require success in all three 

areas: a shift in food production practices, a move towards healthier diets, and a reduction in food loss 

and waste (Webb et al, 2011; Gordon et al., 2017; Willett et al., 2019). This needs a mindset change to 

food systems thinking that incorporates both production and consumption (Kampers & Fresco, 2017). 

There also needs to be recognition of the dual imperatives of achieving a sustainable food system and 

addressing climate change, and to do this will require an entire redesign of the global food system 

(Webb et al., 2011). 

 

Solutions are growing, despite the complexity and number of feedback loops that exist. While 

encouraging, it is important to remain cognisant of who is proposing these solutions and motivations. 

The UN suggests many measures to transform the food system, namely, addressing each part of the 

food system, producing healthier food for the growing population, changing consumption patterns, 

reducing environmental impact, and stakeholder collaboration (UNEP, 2018).  

 

The EAT-Lancet Commission offers an integrative framework with scientific targets and five strategies 

to achieve what they term the ‘Great Food Transformation’, which is the “unprecedented range of 

actions taken by all food system sectors across all levels that aim to normalise healthy diets from 

sustainable food systems” (Willett et al., 2019:4). These five strategies are, first, to get national and 

international commitment across multiple actors to move towards healthy diets, which includes 

ensuring healthy food is affordable; considering the true cost2 of food; restricting marketing of 

unhealthy food and supporting positive measures in this regard; providing education on healthy diets 

from sustainable food systems; and promoting diets that are culturally relevant and tasty.  

 
2 The true cost is the difference between the market price of food and the holistic cost of that food to society, highlighting 

hidden or less obvious costs or consequences. 
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Second, to rearrange agriculture to focus on producing healthy, nutritious food from biodiversity-

enhancing production systems. Third, to improve high-quality output through the sustainable 

intensification of food production. Fourth, to devise and implement smart, integrated governance of 

oceans and land and fifth, to halve food waste and loss at a minimum (Willett et al., 2019). 

 

Common principles emerged from analysing eight relevant papers (Igumbor et al, 2012; Moragues, 

Morgan, Moschitz, Neimane, Nilsson et al., 2013; Pereira, 2014; Kotze & Rose, 2015; WWF, 2016, 

Gordon et al, 2017; HLPE, 2017b; Kampers & Fresco, 2017). These are the need for sustainable 

production of more nutritious, accessible and affordable food, with respect for the ecosystem, through 

current best practice and investment in new innovation, together with the social infrastructure ensuring 

livelihood benefits for food producers. Regarding consumption, the health and wellbeing of the 

population needs to be improved, by transitioning to a more nutrient-dense, healthy and sustainable diet 

through widespread education. Regarding the environment, all negative impacts need to be minimised, 

with a specific focus on food waste. And from a governance perspective, coordinated, collaborated and 

solutions-focused action is required. 

 

The Lancet Commission report offers further solutions focused more on the agency of different food 

system actors, operationalising the belief that the “collective influence of individuals, civil society 

organisations, and the public can stimulate the reorientation of human systems to promote health, 

equity, economic prosperity, and sustainability” (Swinburn et al, 2019:792). This includes 

20 recommended actions to drive the required change.  

 

The solutions and related changes have to start with people, and more specifically, with people altering 

their perceptions and engagement with the food system (Willett et al., 2019), highlighting the food 

systems social constructivist foundation. Guerry, Polasky, Lubchenco, Chaplin-Kramer, Daily et al. 

(2015:7348) note that “The central challenge of the 21st century is to develop economic, social, and 

governance systems capable of ending poverty and achieving sustainable levels of population and 

consumption while securing the life-support systems underpinning current and future human well-

being”. This transformation needs all actors in the food system, from government to individual 

consumers and all involved in the supply chain, to collaborate and work together to develop a 

sustainable food system (Dentoni, Hospes & Ross, 2012; Pereira, 2014; Swinburne et al., 2019; Willett 

et al., 2019). This includes pre-competitive collaboration with public-private partnerships (PPPs) and 

multiple sectors to co-create how we produce and eat food differently. 

2.3.5 Food system actors  

The above sections on food system theories, dynamics and consequences have revealed that the food 

system is broad and complex.  
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To further understand this system, including regimes and regime shifts, necessitates the understanding 

of the actors involved, particularly those with the greatest potential to influence positive change (Pereira 

et al., 2020). Key to understanding the influencing ability of each actor also requires the consideration 

of power (Walls et al., 2020).  

 

Each part of the food system from production to consumption includes many actors, ranging from small-

scale to large-scale entities as well as consumers, civil society, government and business. These actors 

have diverse and potentially conflicting perspectives and will be affected differently by food system 

changes (Dentoni et al., 2012). Food system actors are interrelated, and their interactions are reinforced 

through various feedback loops, such as governance, business, supply and demand, ecological and 

human health feedback loops (Swinburn et al., 2019).  

 

Actors have unequal influencing ability and there is a concentration of power. Government, for 

example, holds power to shape policy, whereas consumers and civil society can influence both 

government and business practice. Despite the total number of actors increasing over time, there are a 

few, powerful actors that have a disproportionate influence (Gordon et al., 2017). The discussion below 

highlights groups of actors and their opportunity for influencing positive food system change. 

 

While no one actor can change the food system, all actors have agency to drive change in the food 

system (Swinburn et al., 2019). Changes in one area of this CAS can effect changes elsewhere, creating 

opportunities for systemic change. People can act as change agents in whatever aspect of the food 

system they find themselves, for example, as parents, consumers, employees and government officials 

(Swinburn et al., 2019). Possibly underutilised, civil society has the potential to work together to 

challenge power structures and create demand for nutritious, sustainable food (Swinburn et al., 2019; 

Walls et al., 2020). More specifically, food movements are able to apply pressure to corporates as they 

offer alternative food networks (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011).  

 

Governments have received criticism for limited policy intervention in a free market system 

(Greenberg, 2017). The locus of power does not always sit with government (Walls et al., 2020) 

however, but often with vested business interests (Swinburn et al., 2019). Opportunity exists for 

governments to harness corporates to effect positive progress in nutrition (Global Panel on Agriculture 

and Food Systems for Nutrition [GPAFSN], 2018). A pragmatic approach is needed by policymakers 

when shaping consumer behaviour and engaging corporates to play a more active role in improving 

diets, through encouraging business to shift their focus while acknowledging the profit parameters 

(GPAFSN, 2018). Key to this is creating a common understanding of the importance of nutrition, and 

then initiating incentives and enabling measures, with safety nets for possible negative side effects. This 

helps to aid corporate decisions, minimise risk and foster innovative approaches.  
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Governments can influence the food system through regulatory measures to limit the negative 

externalities of food sales and foster positive action by corporates (Swinburn et al., 2019). This 

highlights the crucial role that this actor can play in the food system. 

 

Investors that use responsible and ethical sustainable investment practices, including accounting for 

social and environmental impact as well as financial return, also have a role to play in shaping a more 

sustainable food system. This requires substantial social change and would benefit from strong support 

from global economic institutions (Swinburn et al., 2019).  

 

There are different types of business actors, ranging from informal to formal and small to large food 

businesses. Actors can include primary and agricultural producers and input industries, food processors, 

manufacturers and traders, retailers, wholesalers, caterers, marketing and distribution companies 

(Swinburn et al., 2019).  

 

Large powerful corporate businesses are the food system actor that exerts significant and 

disproportionate influence in the food system (McMicheal, 2009; Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; 

Igumbor et al., 2012; Pereira, 2014; Greenberg, 2017). Corporates dominate the food and beverage 

environment with concentrated market power, and this is becoming more pervasive and connected with 

unhealthy food consumption habits (Igumbor et al., 2012). A policy brief by the Special Rapporteur on 

the Right to Food has urged the 2021 Food Systems summit to address this corporate power imbalance 

and the roles and responsibilities of this sector regarding the food system. He continues to argue that 

the corporate concentration of power has benefited transnational corporates, and so has made them co-

responsible for biodiversity loss, climate change and malnutrition and, in turn, the undermining of 

human rights (UN, 2021). Stuckler and Nestle (2012) argue that Big Food is implicated in the 

acceleration of the nutrition transition. Processed foods now make up three quarters of global food sales, 

of which the biggest food manufacturers control over a third of the global market (Monteiro & Cannon, 

2012; Stuckler & Nestle, 2012). Globally, three corporates are responsible for 40% of the global 

beverage market (Alexander, Yach & Mensah, 2011), another three command 70% of transgenic plant 

patents (Howard, 2009) and ten account for 90% of agrochemical sales (ETC Group, 2008).  

 

This research is therefore focused on the most influential actor in the food system – corporates.  

 

Figure 2.7 illustrates an example of the concentration of power in corporates in South Africa in 2014 

(Greenberg, 2017). Included in this depiction are four of the country’s largest corporate food 

manufacturers, namely Premier, Pioneer, RCL FOODS and Unilever, owned by a handful of agro-food 

investment holding companies. This substantial market concentration means only a few corporates 

shape choice, influence policy and control supply of the food system in South Africa (WWF, 2019).  
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Figure 2.7: South Africa's agri-investment web, 2014 
Source: Greenberg, 2017 

 

The corporate food environment is where consumers make choices about food (Greenberg, 2017). Patel 

(2008) argues that due to the dominance and influence of corporates, this choice is, in fact, an illusion. 

Corporates actively shape the affordability, availability and acceptability of food, thereby influencing 

this environment (Igumbor et al., 2012; Pereira, 2014; Greenberg, 2017; Southern African Food Lab, 

2018, Pereira et al., 2020). Strategies are employed to make their products more available, affordable 

and acceptable (Igumbor et al., 2012). This intentional shaping is implicated in the nutrition transition 

and health concerns (Greenberg, 2017).  

 

Consequently, there have been responses such as stricter product labelling, limitations on marketing to 

children and reformulation of products to reduce salt and trans fats (Igumbor et al., 2012). One reason 

for public health professionals not acting sooner is due to the vested interests of Big Food and their 

influence over government (Stuckler & Nestle, 2012).  
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The need for shareholder return fuels the formulation of cheap food, which has made food technology 

and product innovation big business, but compounded the problem (Greenberg, 2017). Corporates have 

also developed strategies around health and wellness, but there is scepticism around their authenticity 

and impact (Igumbor et al., 2012). These strategies include self-regulation to pre-empt regulation, using 

public relations to create a narrative of social responsibility, contesting scientific evidence, lobbying 

government for their mandate, and framing health and nutrition as an individual responsibility 

(Swinburn et al., 2019). Another way in which corporates have expressed influence is through PPPs 

(‘health by association’) often involving various sponsorships that could be viewed as corporates’ 

attempt to control trends (Greenberg, 2017).  

 

Corporates’ influence on the food system has generated some benefits. The GPAFSN (2018) noted that 

corporates have done a lot to help meet the nutritional needs of a swiftly growing population. Corporates 

have also played a central role in generating wealth, employment, income, improving food innovation, 

extending shelf life of products thereby creating more accessibility, improving food safety and 

mobilising domestic resources (Swinburn et al., 2019). These benefits are generally quickly dispelled 

due to the negative environmental and health effects of their activities (Stuckler & Nestle, 2012).  

 

The motives of Big Food need to be considered. Corporates are focused on food system activities that 

deliver food products and they do not necessarily consider the consequences of their actions (GPAFSN, 

2018). Their priorities are mostly driven by the legal requirement to generate shareholder returns and 

profits, which may result in the cheapest product formulations, and they potentially value 

competitiveness over true consumer demand (Greenberg, 2017; Swinburn et al., 2019). Kampers and 

Fresco (2017:23) note that “In the past, the optimisation of shareholder benefit has introduced concepts 

in the food industry that may not align with the optimisation of benefits to consumers or society.” As 

noted by McMichael (2009), the corporate food regime is not necessarily about food, but rather about 

producing and reproducing capitalism. This profit focus negatively reinforces the food system and 

prevents the necessary transition. 

 

There are substantial power asymmetries in the food system and corporates’ economic and political 

power creates a governance challenge (Swinburn et al., 2019). While governance is highly complex, it 

is also frequently viewed as a problem-solving mechanism (Candel, 2014).  

 

Effective governance requires collaboration, including alignment of goals to overcome conflicts of 

interest, as well as coherent, coordinated action and sustained commitment across all sectors and actors 

to address the skewed distribution of power (Swinburn et al., 2019). Despite the challenges, governance 

is key to realising a sustainable food system.  
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The Southern African Food Lab is an independent platform that through multi-stakeholder engagement 

and action seeks to promote a sustainable food system. In a study conducted with WWF South Africa 

in 2018 to assess the feasibility of collaboration within the South African food and retail sector, it was 

determined that there is appetite for this among most actors (Southern Africa Food Lab, 2018). They 

believe this is due to corporates’ ability to shape the consumer food environment and drive innovation 

at scale (Southern Africa Food Lab, 2018).  

 

What the Food Lab study demonstrates is that under the right conditions, these different actors could 

make a positive contribution. In a Food Lab webinar focused on hunger in 2020, speakers emphasised 

the importance of building trust and democratising decision making, which is necessary for 

collaborative governance. This multi-stakeholder collaboration, together with purpose, leadership and 

trust is viewed as key to fixing the food system (Duvenage, 2020). The time of food governance being 

the domain of government is past (Haysom, 2015) and food movements are a strong attempt by civil 

society to create alternate forms (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011). Vivero Pol (2013) offers an 

alternative narrative for the food system that has massive implications for its global governance, such 

as food being placed outside private goods agreements, no food commodity speculation and new 

international agreements for the production, distribution and access to food. He proposes rethinking 

food as a commons, which is a shared resource that benefits all members of a community and embodies 

characteristics of stewardship, sustainability, equity, cooperation and democracy (Vivero Pol, 2013). 

This idea is admittedly some time away from becoming a reality (Vivero Pol, 2013). 

 

Change is also required in corporate governance. Currently it reflects the reality of corporates’ 

prioritisation of financial returns, as evidenced in most annual report narratives. While there is not a 

universal reporting framework, corporates could give equal prominence to environmental and social 

aspects of performance and lead the reorientation of the market (Swinburn et al., 2019). There is 

evidence that corporates that prioritise a sustainability orientation over short-term profitability 

outperform other companies both in accounting performance and on the stock market (Swinburn et al., 

2019). This is not, however, a universal result, and a more conducive, equal operating context and 

regulatory environment might support the growth of this trend (Swinburn et al., 2019). Elevating the 

importance of corporate sustainability measures creates an opportunity to influence corporate behaviour 

(Swinburn et al., 2019).  

 

Swinburn et al. (2019: 792) advocate a key action is to “create sustainable and health-promoting 

business models for the 21st century to shift business outcomes from a short-term profit-only focus to 

sustainable, profitable models that explicitly include benefits to society and the environment.” There is 

growing belief that the true purpose of business is to solve planetary and human problems with 

profitable solutions.  
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This is the main concept in Mayer and Roche’s (2011) Putting Purpose into Practice: The Economics 

of Mutuality that refocuses corporate purpose around the urgent and needed systemic transformations, 

like the food system, and refines capitalism to serve all stakeholders, not just shareholders. 

 

As a result of their negative influence and profit orientation, corporates may be viewed as playing a 

major part in the problems of the food system. They may also be viewed as part of the solution. The 

purpose or role of corporates within the complex food system is discussed in the following section. 

2.4 The role of food corporates in the transition to a sustainable food system 

Many measures have been suggested to transform the food system to one that is more sustainable. There 

are, however, differing views on what the role of corporates is, or should be, in making this transition 

possible. Some are sceptical of corporates’ ability to aid the transition while others are more optimistic. 

These differing perspectives are discussed below. 

 

Some researchers, such as Holt Giménez and Shattuck (2011), maintain that corporates are not 

necessarily part of the solution, and they advocate instead for alternative food movements. Holt 

Giménez and Shattuck (2011) argue that corporate dominance is being challenged and that progressives 

are pivotal in altering the power concentration in the food system. The many different food system 

actors may adopt different parts of the range of social and political trends outlined in Holt Giménez and 

Shattuck’s (2011) comparative framework from ‘neoliberal’ to ‘reform’ (corporate food regime) to 

progressive to radical (food movements). Holt Giménez and Shattuck (2011) argue that changes to the 

corporate food regime to date have been discursive and relatively trivial, but that growing global food 

crises will create an opportunity for the growth of food movements, which, when combined with the 

effects of the fuel, financial and climate crises, can help drive regime change. Greenberg (2017) offers 

a view that there may be ways to balance power. Despite the centralisation and concentration of power, 

there are many nodes, some dominated by corporates, other with a corporate core, but a periphery of 

many smaller economic actors that require the development of strategies to strengthen their position 

and systems (Greenberg, 2017). Gillespie and Nisbett (2019), while recognising that corporates are 

significant actors, express scepticism about them being part of the solution noting they will need to be 

forced, and still might just exacerbate the issues.  

 

Hoddinott, Gillespie and Yosef (2016) maintain that there may be a place for PPPs in improving 

nutrition, but that caution is required as there is an inherent mistrust of corporates, their competitive 

nature may retard collaborative efforts, and there is concern regarding the impact assessments of their 

engagement in nutrition. The GPAFSN (2018) are more forthright that regulation can be a powerful 

tool yet note that there are opportunities for PPPs, but these require open dialogue to build trust.  
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Gillespie (2020) overtly argues that there are commercial determinants of malnutrition, which implies 

that the underlying drivers that incentivise endless market and consumption growth need to be 

acknowledged and addressed. Gillespie and Nisbett (2019) are deeply sceptical that corporates can or 

will affect positive change and argue that if business is to be engaged with, they must first prove their 

intent by showing pro-nutrition actions over time. Stuckler and Nestle (2012) concur, noting their 

doubts that the inherent conflicts of interest between public health initiatives and corporates that profit 

from unhealthy food can be reconciled. Due to this, they too favour an evidence-based approach coupled 

with regulatory enforcement. In this approach, the profit motive mitigates the success of self-regulation 

and working from within the food sector to drive change, limiting the possibility of corporates being 

part of the solution (Stuckler & Nestle, 2012). 

 

An alternative more optimistic perspective is offered that promotes the idea that business can be part of 

the solution. Haddad (2019) argues that if governments set the rules of the food system, civil society 

shapes the norms, and businesses are the main investors, then business needs to be part of the solution. 

Corporates can then play a positive role through internal and external initiatives (Gillespie, Hoddinott, 

Nisbett, Arifeen & van den Bold, 2018) to help feed the nine billion people on the planet by 2050 with 

less resources by using their extensive reach and infrastructure. The mistrust of corporates, while often 

justified, means that opportunities are missed to encourage corporates to do more good things, versus 

fewer bad things, for nutrition (Haddad, 2018). Policies that punish corporates for promoting unhealthy 

food are popular, but an opportunity lies in also positively incentivising corporates to be part of the 

solution (Haddad, 2018). Opportunity also lies in analysing business incentives, studying supply and 

demand and identifying economic levers for change (Haddad, Hawkes, Webb, Thomas, Beddington et 

al., 2016). Swinburn et al. (2019) align with this view arguing that due to corporates’ size and 

contribution, it is critical that they are part of the solution in ways that are not only effective, but that 

also hold them accountable. Further to this, they posit that corporate contributions to policy 

development must be reduced to ensure that governments remain focused on public interests. 

Corporates have a fiduciary duty to investors to prioritise financial returns. Ultra-processed foods are 

often the most profitable foods, making some believe that PPPs are a risk to public health (Swinburn et 

al., 2019). While evidence of this exists and the scepticism of corporates is acknowledged, due to the 

importance and extreme urgency of the needed change and their power, they have to be part of the 

solution (Swinburn et al., 2019).  

 

Taking a complexity view, the political and economic systems have incentivised corporates to drive the 

current food system and have prevented policy action to improve it (Swinburn et al., 2019). These 

systems have allowed the privatisation of profits and socialisation of true costs, presenting an example 

of commercial success through profitable corporates, but market failure due to the negative food system 

consequences (Swinburn et al., 2019).  
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The optimistic perspective requires collaboration. Food and agricultural companies are facing highly 

complex, dynamic problems involving cause-effect relationships and many different stakeholders, often 

with conflicting perspectives, that require, but often do not recognise, the need for collective action to 

solve these issues (Dentoni et al., 2012). Striving for collaboration, an executional element of a multi-

scale food system transformation is the introduction of the Food Systems Dialogue, a programme to 

actively encourage greater alignment and collaboration among multiple food system actors, including 

corporates (Caron, y de Loma-Osorio, Nabarro, Hainzelin, Guillou et al., 2018). The 2020 Global 

Nutrition Report highlights that progress towards meeting global targets has been too slow and that all 

actors need to collaborate to overcome barriers to address injustice and malnutrition in all its forms. 

 

It may well be in corporates’ interests to positively influence the transition to a sustainable food system 

to ensure their own business sustainability and retain a level of control. This presents first-mover 

companies the opportunity to differentiate themselves by adopting a thought-leadership position.  

2.5 Summary 

In this chapter, context was created using the orientation of the Anthropocene and related global 

sustainability challenges. The unprecedented severity, rate and scale of change and resulting threat to 

human survival sets the scene for this study. As the food system is one of two main systems responsible 

for these challenges, it provides the study focus.  

 

The theoretical underpinnings of the food system, including complexity, regime shifts and food regimes, 

were described. This was to create a foundational understanding how the food system operates and is 

shaped, how change might happen and what might aid the positive transformation of the food system, 

while acknowledging the central roles of capitalism and power. To enhance this understanding, the 

paradoxical trends of the food system that are created by certain drivers and ladder up to a convergence 

of simultaneous transitions were explored. These dynamics intersect with two fundamental negative 

consequences of environmental and human health, which are discussed demonstrating that the food 

system is unsustainable and urgently needs to transform. A sustainable food system is described along 

with solutions-based directions. It was noted that change needs to start with people and food system 

actors were introduced, along with a discussion on power dynamics.  

 

Corporates were identified as having the most influence in the food system and, despite having delivered 

some benefits, are responsible for a significant portion of its negative outcomes, thereby narrowing the 

focus of my study further. The need for collaborative action and governance, and the related appetite 

for this, was highlighted. For this to transpire, the right conditions are needed, power asymmetries need 

consideration and trust is key.  
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Supported by an unfettered market, the primacy of financial returns that corporates are required to 

deliver creates cynicism of corporates’ intentions. A response lies in the opportunity of refocusing on 

collaborative governance and adopting emerging new business models. These seek to solve planetary 

and human problems with profitable solutions, thereby reprioritising profit requirements and signalling 

a new form of capitalism. This adoption would aid in moving from a weak corporate interpretation of 

sustainable development to an embedded view with sustainability central to the business strategy. 

 

The differing perspectives on corporates ability to affect positive food system change are explored. 

Many are sceptical of corporates’ role, which may be justified due to the evidence that exists of the 

negative impacts caused, but others hold a more optimistic view. If over nine billion people need to be 

fed from fewer resources by 2050 and if corporates are the main investor in the food system; are skilled 

at affecting the availability, acceptability and affordability of food; and have the required infrastructure 

and reach, not to mention influence, to deliver more affordable, sustainable, nutritious food, then they 

need to be part of the solution.  

 

The question that is then raised is, what are corporates’ perspective on this, which creates the entry 

point for my research. The research methodology used in this study is presented in the following 

chapter. 

 

 

  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



38 

 

Chapter 3: Research methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter details the research paradigm, research methodology and subsequent design of this study. 

It includes the methods used to collect and analyse data. A summary of the literature review is provided 

to give the context and framing for the research problem and objective. A description of the worldview, 

or research paradigm, of social constructivism follows (Creswell, 2014) to frame the research approach. 

A description and rationale for the research methodology, a qualitative inductive approach, is provided. 

The chapter then details the case study design and expands on the associated methods for data collection 

and analysis, including document analysis and semi-structured interviews. The use of thematic analysis 

to analyse this data is discussed before the chapter concludes with the study’s ethical considerations. 

3.2 Literature review 

To inform this study, I used a traditional literature review, starting with peer-reviewed academic 

research that was largely available through my Postgraduate Diploma in Sustainable Development. 

Further material was sourced from academic databases using keyword search terms. Databases included 

the Stellenbosch University online library, EBSCOHost, Scopus and Google Scholar. Keyword search 

terms included: ‘food system’, ‘sustainability’, ‘corporate sustainability’, ‘business’ or ‘organisation’ 

or ‘corporation’. These search terms provided ample results. To complement this, a snowball approach 

was used to source relevant papers using chosen literature reference lists and an ancestry approach was 

used where citations from reviewed literature guided me to earlier key papers. The number of citations 

per academic paper were checked, as displayed on Google Scholar and Scopus, and where applicable, 

the most recent literature available was found. 

 

I also extended my search to postgraduate research reports, newspaper articles and reports related to the 

food industry in the context of this study. A search of the Nexus database of the National Research 

Foundation did not deliver any relevant results. When assessing the industry reports, I was conscious 

of noting how credible, balanced and representative they were (Bryman et al., 2014). Criteria for this 

consideration included who published the report or article, estimation of their potential own interests 

that could influence the work and to what degree the content was based on peer-reviewed academic or 

scientific work. 

 

Three main goals of a literature review include enriching understanding of the topic to ensure the thesis 

is thorough, to present a critical review of research, primarily from peer-reviewed academic papers 

where possible, and to highlight any gaps in the literature (Kaminstein, 2017). I aimed to achieve all 

three and recorded all literature reviewed.  
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3.3 Research paradigm: social constructivism 

A worldview, or research paradigm, can be explained as “a set of very general philosophical 

assumptions about the nature of the world (ontology) and how we can understand it (epistemology)” 

(Maxwell, 2013:224). A worldview, with ontological and epistemological considerations, influences 

and shapes the research approach and process (Maxwell, 2013; Bryman et al. 2014; Creswell, 2014).  

 

My research paradigm for this study is social constructivist and interpretivist (Creswell, 2014).  A social 

constructivist worldview maintains that reality is created through human activity (Kim, 2001) and this 

social reality generates meaning.  

 

Constructivism “asserts that social phenomena and their meanings are being produced continually by 

social actors, individually and collectively, through social interaction. This implies that reality is in a 

constant state of flux, is subjective and that multiple realities co-exist” (Bryman et al., 2014: 17). To 

study this dynamic situation, researchers often follow an inductive research approach and ensure 

questions are open ended, context is well understood, and meaning is extracted from the data (Crotty, 

1998). 

 

Interpretivism, in turn, helps us to acquire knowledge of the world through a researcher interpreting the 

meaning attached to these social interactions. Interpretivism is a theoretical position that maintains that 

the social realm is different from natural sciences and therefore cannot be studied scientifically. Rather 

this supports an alternate research approach, one that embraces the subjective meaning of social actions 

and humans’ uniqueness (Bryman et al., 2014). Interpretivism is often combined with social 

constructivism and maintains that people search for understanding in their reality, the world in which 

they work and live (Creswell, 2014). Bryman et al. (2014) posit that an organisation can be seen as 

socially constructed via social actors’ perceptions, actions and experiences. Since this study aims to 

understand the views of employees of an organisation, a social constructivist worldview is an 

appropriate lens for this study. 

 

The role of the researcher and perspectives of the research participants are highlighted in this worldview 

(Creswell, 2014) and emphasised in this study. As discussed in Chapter 1, I endeavoured to remain 

vigilant and conscious of my own bias and version of reality as an actor situated both within the food 

system and as an employee of the case study corporate. Crotty’s (1998) view of a researchers’ 

responsibilities and recommendations for data collection guided my approach. Prior to gathering data, 

I completed a literature review to inform my study. I conducted semi-structured interviews, asking open 

ended questions with the intent to elicit participants’ impartial views and an understanding of their 

context. The participants’ responses were then analysed using thematic analysis.  
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Through this process, themes emerged from the data. To complement this inductive process, I used 

journaling to reflect on my role and bias within this research. 

3.4 Research methodology: qualitative 

A qualitative research methodology was used. Qualitative research is a way to understand both what 

people think and why they think it. It is a methodology of inquiring and comprehending the meaning 

that people ascribe to social issues (Creswell, 2014). Bryman et al. (2014) note that key characteristics 

of a qualitative research approach are that it is inductive, interpretivist and constructivist. A deductive 

approach aims to prove or disprove a theory: researchers use data to test a theory or hypothesis. An 

inductive approach is almost the opposite to deductive, whereby patterns are sought in the data to inform 

themes that infer meaning. The latter is the approach adopted in this study. 

 

This qualitative methodology is appropriate for this study in the three ways. First, a qualitative research 

methodology is suitable for a social constructivist worldview. Second, since data is collected through 

semi-structured interviews with the case study sample and then meaning extracted, an inductive 

approach will need to be followed, which is well suited to qualitative research (Creswell, 2014). Further 

to this, Maxwell (2013) maintains that qualitative research is especially useful when looking to 

understand meaning from participants’ perceptions and actions. Third, a qualitative research approach 

is believed to be appropriate for the researching of organisational phenomena (Bryman et al., 2014). 

 

There are general criticisms of qualitative research. These include that there may be a lack of 

transparency on how the research is done, which is one of the reasons it is hard to replicate these types 

of studies, that the research may be too subjective, and that it may be hard to generalise the findings 

(Bryman et al., 2014). Even though generalising findings are not necessarily needed in this study, I was 

conscious of these criticisms and have mitigated them as best as possible to ensure the validity, 

reliability and generalisability of this study.  

 

One proposed way to evaluate qualitative research is by ensuring trustworthiness, which encompasses 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Bryman et al., 2014). I have clarified the 

research process to address transparency concerns, ensured respondent validation, used rich 

descriptions for the interviews, kept complete records and acknowledged the impossibility of complete 

objectivity (Bryman et al., 2014). As this research is a case study of one corporate, the aim is not to 

have broadly general findings, but rather those that are relevant to the context and food sector that may 

be explored further with other corporates. As mentioned under the study limitations in Chapter 1, I am 

overtly aware of how I am personally situated within this research and remain as vigilant as possible 

regarding objectivity and my own biases.  
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3.5 Research design: Case study 

The qualitative research design selected for this research is a case study design. A case study design is 

a detailed, in-depth study and analysis of one or more cases (Bryman et al., 2014). Case studies can be 

described as empirical in-depth investigations within real-world circumstances that make use of 

different sources of evidence (Yin, 2009). A case study design includes intensive analysis of and 

engaging with the uniqueness and complexity of the defined case (Stake, 2009). This design is useful 

to better understand new phenomena that are potentially not well understood and is helpful to answer 

how or why questions, situations and problems without needing control over them (Yin, 2009). The 

research aims to understand how change could happen in a food corporate in the South African food 

system, therefore making case study an appropriate design for this study.  

 

Flyvberg (2006) documented five misunderstandings about case study research, which provide useful 

guardrails for this research design. It is worth mentioning a few. First, a common misconception is that 

theoretical knowledge is better than practical, context-dependent knowledge. Flyvberg (2006) posits 

that experience and context-dependent knowledge help to create experts, which theoretical knowledge 

cannot create alone. Seeking to understand an employee's practical experience, perceptions and 

reasoning will therefore contribute towards this context-dependent knowledge. The second is that it is 

difficult to summarise and develop theories in case studies. Flyvberg (2006) rejects this, arguing that it 

is not necessarily difficult to summarise case study findings, but, in fact, sometimes narratives are more 

beneficial as they offer depth of insight. In my study, I have endeavoured to find the balance between 

deep narratives and summarised outcomes so as to make this contribution as valuable as possible. The 

third is that case studies cannot be generalised and, therefore, fail to contribute to scientific 

development. Flyvberg (2006) argues that generalisation is possible, but not always necessary or desired 

and advises that a case study needs to be chosen strategically in order to contribute to the generalisability 

of the research. 

 

This is a case study of one of the largest South African corporates that was, until recently, one of the 

top 100 companies listed on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange. It produces a range of primary 

agricultural and fast-moving consumer goods and offers route-to-market solutions for various 

companies. It employs over 21 000 people and owns more than 200 farms, 30 processing sites and 19 

distribution centres. This structure is an example of a corporate that has consolidated different value 

chains, from farm to fork, to maximise efficiencies and profit.  

 

The corporate produces staples and value-added products and some estimate that the corporate’s brands 

will be found in most middle-income South African homes. This basket of products includes over 30 

consumer brands, across over 13 categories, many of which are market category leaders and include 

some iconic South African brands.  
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Most of the brands are targeted at the biggest consumer group in the country – low- to middle-income 

households. Despite the range of categories and the quantity of brands, only a handful of products offer 

nutritional benefit. The company has taken some strides to improve this, but most of the products 

currently on offer can be construed as contributing to the modern-day less nutritious, more calorie-

dense diet (Willett et al., 2019). This highlights both a need for and an opportunity to improve nutrition 

in South Africa. While the product focus of the company has been on innovation in the categories in 

which it has products, it does acknowledge the fast-changing food landscape and is taking active steps 

to shape a sustainable future for food in the country.  

 

The scale and influence of this corporate, and its spread across the food system with investment in 

infrastructure from production to processing, distribution and influencing consumption, provides its 

relevance for this case study. Coupled with this, I am employed by the case study company giving me 

the opportunity to study it from within. My hope is that by analysing how change can happen in one of 

the country’s biggest food players, learnings might be gathered for application in other corporates.   

 

I selected this corporate as the case study specifically for the purpose of answering my research 

questions and due to the information they could provide. This is known as a purposive, or a selective, 

sampling technique, which is mainly utilised in qualitative research (Teddlie & Yu, 2007; Maxwell, 

2013). In this technique, researchers use their own judgement in choosing participants who can supply 

detailed, in-depth data about the phenomenon under investigation. To add credibility to this case study, 

triangulation was used by gathering in-depth understanding of perspectives from different participants 

to verify the information gathered (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Stake, 2005). Further triangulation is 

discussed under the document analysis section.  

3.6 Research methods: data gathering process 

This section explains the process followed to collect data. The research methods used include document 

analysis and semi-structured in-depth interviews. 

3.6.1 Document analysis 

Bryman et al. (2014) posit a key concept in qualitative research of triangulation. They explain this as 

using multiple data sources when studying social phenomena to verify findings and to understand 

complex social realities, such as businesses, in a valid and reliable manner. Following the literature 

review, I completed a document analysis of all relevant material that could help to inform my topic, as 

well as to verify the responses, where possible, from the case study participants. This included three 

areas of exploration. The first included documents from the case study company, such as board packs, 

reports, internal and external communication, strategy documents and positioning statements. Second, 

I reviewed all publicly available information on the case study’s affiliated corporates that I interviewed. 
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This included information like their mission statements, product portfolios and websites to gain insight 

into their view of the role of food corporates in the food system. Third, I researched each opinion leader 

and their respective work in the public domain prior to each interview and to add to my literature review.  

This provided information and insight for use in the study, and more specifically, in the design of the 

interviews, as well as for data verification through triangulation. 

3.6.2 Sampling and semi-structured interviews 

The primary form of data collection for the study was interviews. This is deemed the most appropriate 

method for researchers with a constructivist worldview as it enables understanding of how people 

perceive the world (Bryman et al., 2014; Creswell, 2014; Weinberg, 2014).  

 

A deliberate selection of interviewees was made. These interviews made up a substantial portion of my 

data collection. To establish the sample to interview, I again used purposive sampling techniques. These 

are “individuals, groups of individuals [or] institutions, based on specific purposes associated with 

answering a research study's questions” (Teddlie & Yu, 2007:77).  

 

The sample for the case study included two key groups. First, full-time employees of the case study 

corporate and second, employees of corporates affiliated with the case study corporate and remunerated 

directly by the case study corporate itself. These participants made up the sample for the case study and 

their responses were analysed using thematic analysis. 

 

For the first group, I intentionally requested individuals in key decision-making and influential positions 

to participate. Their work covers a broad range of functions, and they fall into the most senior group in 

the organisation. My study was exploring not only the current role of food corporates in the South 

African food system, but also what role they could play in the future, especially as regards 

understanding how the corporate sees its role in addressing sustainability questions in the food system. 

The reason for choosing this group was to include participants who are in a position to influence and 

make decisions in this regard, so as to give the most accurate view of the reality and potential for the 

future. All participants that I approached granted me an interview. 

 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the case study corporate is actively pursuing positive ways to create 

a sustainable future of food. This has taken the shape of investment into and creating affiliated 

businesses that are purpose-driven in this regard. This is the second group of the sample. Some of these 

are locally based and others have international reach, but also focus on sub-Saharan Africa. I invited 

the most senior of three of these businesses to participate in this study. One of the three declined, 

offering that their position on the research would be covered by the second of the three, which is one of 

its subsidiaries. The other two affiliated businesses agreed to the interview.  
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I also approached a key shareholder of the case study corporate, who agreed in principle to the interview, 

but due to their timing constraints was unable to proceed. My reason for approaching this group was to 

broaden the range of perspectives. These affiliated businesses are proactive and progressive in their 

pursuit of a more sustainable and equitable food system, so I was curious to explore their views on the 

role of food corporates in this regard, and the challenges and opportunities within adopting a more 

sustainable business approach. 

 

To complement this case study sample, I also sought to interview experts, or opinion leaders, to gain 

their external perspectives on the broader debates around corporates’ role in addressing food system 

challenges. The purpose was to help make sense of the data gained through the case study interviews, 

and to provide additional data and findings to reflect back into the case study. As I work within the case 

study corporate, interviewing those outside of it, and particularly those who hold a more sceptical view 

of the role of corporates in the food system, created an opportunity to check and balance my personal 

bias. 

 

This sample group of key opinion leaders were chosen because of their influence and prominence in 

both international and national debates and their divergent perspectives on the role of corporates in the 

food system. My supervisor facilitated an introduction to four opinion leaders; two of them granted 

interviews. Three of the four are well-known academics. Of these, one was unable to participate due to 

other work priorities but offered a further personal perspective as input for my study. Another failed to 

respond to the invitation for participation. The fourth opinion leader is employed by a large food retailer 

in South Africa and has extensive practical experience in sustainability and the South African food 

system. The findings from this group were not included in the study’s themes, as discussed below, but 

rather offered additional insights to enhance the case study findings. The idea was to follow an approach 

of scheduling the interviews to first gain as many insights as possible from the full-time employees of 

the case study company, before exploring the perspectives of affiliated corporates employees and 

opinion leaders.  

 

My position within the case study corporate gave me the benefit of access to this participant sample 

group. Further to this, having two decades of experience in the food industry and pre-existing 

relationships with the sample group enabled a deeper, more robust conversation with many of them. 

This position also aided me in approaching the affiliated corporates, where I also relied on my current 

network and reputation to help secure these interviews. What further aided this access was my 

association with a highly regarded academic institution as this appeared to ease potential concerns about 

my intent. For opinion leader interviews, I am not sure I would have been able to secure the two 

interviews had my supervisor not made the respective introductions and in doing so offered tacit 

credibility to the study.  
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I offered to anonymise the entire study, which also seemed to play a role in being allowed to use my 

employer as a case study and encouraged participation from the people I approached for interviews. 

What is not lost on me throughout this process is how my experience and position of privilege have 

enabled this data to be captured. 

 

The interviews were semi-structured interviews and ranged from 60-90 minutes each. Semi-structured 

interviews are not necessarily scripted with a rigid questionnaire, but rather the researcher follows a 

conversational mode using a guide of a mental model to cover key study questions that are specifically 

phrased in an open-ended manner (Yin, 2011). I used open-ended questions allowing participants to 

answer as broadly as deemed appropriate (Yin, 2011). Using this interview style, I did my utmost to 

ensure I did not lead or influence the participant’s responses so as to enable an exploratory conversation. 

A semi-structured interview such as this encourages a two-way dialogue with more unrestricted sharing 

(Yin, 2011). Table 3.1 shows the research participants’ interview schedule. 

Table 3.1: Research participants’ interview schedule 

Interview 

number 

Participant Participant ID Interview date 

 

Place of interview 

Case study corporate employees 

1 Senior Employee Participant CS1 12 November 2020  

 

Due to COVID-19, 

all interviews were 

conducted via 

Microsoft Teams 

as a video call. 

2 Senior Employee Participant CS2 20 November 2020 

3 Senior Employee Participant CS3 30 November 2020 

4 Senior Employee Participant CS4 1 December 2020 

5 Senior Employee Participant CS5 4 December 2020 

6 Senior Employee Participant CS6 7 December 2020 

7 Senior Employee Participant CS7 19 March 2021 

Affiliated food corporate employees 

1 Locally based Participant AF1 19 March 2021 

2 International Participant AF2 27 March 2021 

Opinion leaders 

1 Academic Participant O1 13 February 2021 

2 Practitioner Participant O2 24 March 2021 

 

In these interviews, I explored the corporate’s perspectives on sustainability challenges in the food 

system in South Africa. This included an exploration of the corporate’s understanding of sustainability 

in business.  
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Further to this, it investigated how participants currently view the food system, including its obstacles 

and possibilities, a probing of how they view food corporates’ current role, gathering perspectives on 

the realistic positive contributions and barriers to these that a large food company could make, while 

retaining its competitive nature, and the enabling environment for change.  

 

As Fontana and Frey (2005) aptly advise, interviewing is a skill and is not just a simple data-gathering 

process. This skill is developed over time, which is something I have borne witness to in my career. 

Despite having been involved in a lot of consumer research, I have never acted as a qualitative 

interviewer. This interview process made me recognise and appreciate these skills and has highlighted 

where I might improve in my own personal journey as a researcher. Being able to review my transcripts 

and reflect on my technique has been invaluable. I have learned a lot and believe that I improved my 

technique with each round of interviews. 

 

I created a core set of questions that were then adapted for each sample group. An overview of the 

questions can be seen below in Table 3.2. All interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams as a 

video and audio call. Post-call, the interviews were transcribed and added onto Atlas.ti software for full 

analysis and coding. This is discussed further in the section on thematic analysis. 

Table 3.2: Overview of interview questions 

Case study corporate employees 

Key questions Probing questions 

In your mind, what are the biggest 

challenges and opportunities facing the 

company at this time?  

If we project into the longer term, say ten or even fifteen years – 

how might the challenges or opportunities be different then? 

In your mind, what is the role of the 

company today?  
And how do you see the role of the company in the future? 

When you hear the term sustainability in 

business, what comes to mind?  
 

When you hear the term food system, 

what comes to mind?  

 

 

How would you describe the state of the food system?  

Why? 

What are your views on the current system? What is working 

well? What is working less well? Why? 

And, for you, how did we get here? 

What or who might have contributed to this? 

What do you see as the biggest challenges? Why? For whom? 

What does a sustainable food system mean for you? 

If I said that food corporates hold most of the power in the food 

system, what comes to mind? 
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What do you think needs to happen to 

move closer to this sustainable food 

system idea? 

 

 

 

How do you think these shifts could happen? How feasible are 

these shifts? 

What would we need to do differently in order to make them 

happen?  

How do you see your role in this? Or corporates in general?  

What opportunities do you see? 

Who else has a role? Do they have the power to do it? 

And what in your mind is currently 

preventing these changes from 

happening? In general, and at your 

company? 

 

What is the biggest thing that could get in the way of them 

happening/things changing? 

Why? 

Where do you see yourself in this? Where might your influence 

lie? 

Do you think this is necessary / how urgent do you think this 

change is? Why? 

What inspires you most about your 

company?  
 

Affiliated food corporates employees 

Interviews were tailored to cover the above questions, as well as more specific questions according to where 

the affiliated corporate differs from the case study corporate. 

Opinion leaders 

I tailored each of the interviews with opinion leaders according to academic papers and/or information in the 

public arena that they had published on this topic. I explored different themes that were prominent in their 

published opinions of large food corporates’ role in the food system.  

 

3.7 Data analysis: thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the collected data. Thematic analysis is defined as “a method for 

identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006:79). Guest, 

MacQueen and Namey (2011) explain that thematic analysis is not just adding up words or phrases, but 

rather a focus on themes – recognising and explaining ideas within the data – through a process of 

encoding the gathered information. The prevalence of the theme in the data does not mean it is 

consequentially more important (Bryman et al., 2014). This is a qualitative research method that can be 

used extensively across a spectrum of research questions and epistemologies (Nowell, Norris, White & 

Moules, 2017). Thematic analysis is widely used because it is flexible and accessible and can be used 

to recognise patterns both within and across data, with its aim being to interpret, not just summarise 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
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It has been found that thematic analysis is useful for research that: 1) uses an essentialist, constructionist 

or contextualist method, 2) uses deductive and/or inductive analyses, and 3) uses data types that range 

from qualitative interviews to quantitative studies (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2013). This 

analysis method can both reflect reality as well as dig beneath the surface of ‘reality’ (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). My research is a qualitative, exploratory study that has adopted a social constructivist worldview, 

uses an inductive approach and employs interviews as the major data source. This data includes 

participants' narratives on their perspectives on the food system, food corporates’ role within it, and 

why and how corporates might support a transition to a sustainable food system. The interviews were 

discussions about a complex system, overlaid with individuals’ viewpoints that I maintain are socially 

constructed. Thematic analysis was therefore deemed appropriate for my study. 

 

Braun and Clarke (2006) advise that certain choices need to be considered and decisions clarified when 

conducting thematic analysis. They also note that researchers influence analysis and, therefore, need to 

acknowledge their values and theoretical positions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We do not simply ‘give 

voice’ to participants, but rather actively make choices throughout the analysis process (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Below is an outline of the five choices made prior to conducting the analysis. 

 

I chose to analyse for themes as they “capture something important about the data in relation to the 

research question, and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006:82). The first choice concerned what could be considered a theme and a code; 

this ultimately comes down to a researcher’s judgement, which needs to be both consistent and flexible 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). My decisions in this regard were guided by the research objective to explore 

perspectives on the contribution of food corporates towards a sustainable food system. The second 

choice related to whether a description is given of the entire data set or rather certain aspects (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). This paper provides a nuanced, comprehensive description of the themes identified 

within the data. The third choice considered whether inductive or theoretical ways were going to be 

used to identify themes. I chose to follow an inductive approach meaning that the themes emerged from 

the data, otherwise known as data-driven, whereby the research questions can mature through the 

process of coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The fourth choice revolved around the level of the themes, 

either semantic or latent themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  I chose the latent level, which is linked to a 

constructionist paradigm and considers the explicit meaning of the data and then looks beyond that and 

involves interpretative work “to identify or examine the underlying ideas, assumptions, and 

conceptualizations – and ideologies” (Braun & Clarke, 2006:84). The last choice was one of 

epistemology. As previously mentioned, thematic analysis can be used for different epistemologies and 

this decision guides what the researcher can discuss about the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). My choice 

was a constructionist epistemology whereby experience and meaning are socially created (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  
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To conduct the thematic analysis, I followed the six-phase, recursive process, as explained by Braun 

and Clarke (2006). These phases include: 1) familiarise yourself with the data, 2) generate initial codes, 

3) search for themes, 4) review themes, 5) define and name themes, and 6) produce the report (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). I overlaid these steps using the advice on ways to establish trustworthiness when doing 

the analysis (Nowell et al., 2017). I was conscious of the pitfalls of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006) and made every effort to overcome these. To code my data, I used a computer programme called 

Atlas.ti. This is a qualitative data analysis software programme. Friese (2012) refers to this tool when 

discussing her coding process, also an iterative one of noticing, collecting and thinking before 

establishing categories and then themes, which I also adopted for this study. 

 

This is the process that was followed for the case study sample, including both full-time employees and 

those of the affiliated corporates. Similarly, for the opinion leaders’ sample, I familiarised myself with 

the data and generated codes. Once the themes had emerged from the case study sample, I then analysed 

the opinion leaders’ data to identify where further insights could be added to the findings as a reflection 

on these themes.  

 

The process of coding data proved to be more time consuming than initially anticipated due to its 

iterative nature. I began by reading and re-reading interview transcripts and coding data simultaneously. 

This resulted in over 500 codes, which I refined as I repeated the process and identified where different 

codes were essentially communicating the same point. The final codes were grouped into categories 

which produced the six final themes, as detailed in Table 3.3. 

 

The six themes that emerged from the case study analysis are: 1) vague associations with sustainability, 

2) general understanding of the current food system and a sustainable food system, 3) new type of 

leadership and ways of working, 4) financial returns drive all decisions, 5) uncertainty on purpose and 

6) how to change is unclear. Table 3.3 displays these themes along with the categories and codes from 

the data. These findings are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 
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Table 3.3: Theme descriptions 

Theme name Category name Code name 

Name: T1: Vague associations 

with sustainability 

 

Theme description: 

Theme 1 includes participants 

understanding of sustainability in 

business. Sustainability is not 

integral to the corporate’s business 

strategy despite there being some 

initiatives in this regard 

 

What the theme is not: 

This theme is not about a 

sustainable food system, but rather 

a broader exploration of 

sustainability 

T1C1: Incomplete 

understanding of 

sustainability in business  

  

1. Business sustainability means a 

business that continues into the 

future  

2. Sustainability in business is mostly 

understood as having green 

practices 

T1C2: Some sustainability 

initiatives are being 

implemented, but is not 

integrated into the 

corporate 

  

  

1. The corporate has internal 

sustainability initiatives 

2. The corporate is investing 

externally in sustainability 

3. Sustainability is not integral to the 

company 

Name: T2: General understanding 

of the current food system and a 

sustainable food system 

 

Theme description: 

Theme 2 includes participants 

understanding of both the current 

food system and a potential 

sustainable food system 

What the theme is not: 

This theme is not about a 

corporates’ role, causes nor 

consequences of the food system 

T2C1: Limited 

understanding of the food 

system 

1. Linear view of the food system 

2. Limited future view and impact 

consideration 

3. Lack of a systemic view 

4. The current food system is 

unsustainable 

5. The current food system is unequal 

6. Varying degrees of 

acknowledgement that corporates 

have to change 

T2C2: General 

understanding of a 

sustainable food system 

 

1. Sustainable food system 

explanation 

2. A range of stakeholders and the 

true cost of actions needs to be 

considered 

3. The type and way of producing 

food needs to change 

Name: T3: New type of leadership 

and ways of working  

 

Theme description: 

T3C1: Today's complexity 

demands a different type 

of leadership 

 

1. The right leadership for the next 

chapter 

2. Education is needed for leadership 

and consumers 
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This theme refers to the new type of 

leadership and collaborative ways 

of working that are required to 

move towards a sustainable food 

system 

 

What the theme is not: 

This theme is not about the 

specificities of complexity, 

leadership nor processes for 

operating 

3. Education enables mindset change, 

which is necessary for change  

4. The shadow of a leader 

T3C2: New collaborative 

ways of working 

 

1. All food system actors need to 

work together 

2. Trust is key 

3. Collaboration requires a new 

skillset 

4. An independent platform can 

enable collaboration 

Name: T4: Financial returns drive 

all decisions 

 

Theme description: 

This theme creates context of the 

corporates current reality and refers 

to the importance of financial 

returns. It discusses the 

consequences that result from a 

lack of financial performance, the 

desire the corporate has for 

financial success and that the main 

role of the corporate is to deliver 

financial results 

 

What the theme is not: 

This theme is not about the history 

of the corporate, other decision-

making criteria nor other roles that 

the corporate may have 

T4C1: A lack of financial 

performance has 

consequences  

 

1. The corporate has had poor 

financial performance 

2. Poor financial performance causes 

a questioning of leadership and 

risks shareholder confidence  

3. Poor financial performance creates 

questions about the corporate's 

purpose and product portfolio fit 

T4C2: The corporate wants 

financial success 

  

 

1. The corporate wants to win and 

have control over their 

performance 

2. The corporate requires certain 

characteristics to achieve its objectives 

2. The corporate mindset has a bias 

for action 

T4C3: The main purpose of 

the corporate is to deliver 

financial results 

 

1. The priority role is to deliver short-

term financial returns 

2. The cycle of delivering short-term 

financial results is reinforced 

3. Financial returns drive all decisions 

Name: T5: Uncertainty on purpose 

 

Theme description: 

This theme considers perspectives 

on the purpose of the corporate 

from functional execution to the 

balance with profit and the potential 

T5C1: The current purpose 

is narrow 

1. Providing food  

2. Providing employment  

T5C2: The balance 

between purpose and profit 

 

1. Purpose drives relevance, which 

drives growth 

2. Views on the cost of sustainability 

are inconsistent 
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to catalyse collaborative food 

system change 

 

What the theme is not: 

This theme is not about the 

motivation for the current purpose 

nor the impact of the current role on 

the food system. 

3. New definitions are needed 

T5C3: The purpose to lead 

the transformation to a 

sustainable food system 

and catalyse collaboration 

1. Corporates have been part of the 

problem with the food system, but 

they can be a force for good 

2. Corporates to lead the 

transformation to a sustainable 

food system 

3. Corporates to catalyse 

collaboration with other food 

system actors 

Name: T6: How to change is 

unclear 

 

Theme description: 

This theme refers to the corporate’s 

uncertainty on how to change but 

that some ideas do exist and that 

there are mechanisms that can 

reinforce a new behaviour  

 

What the theme is not: 

This theme is not about the need to 

change nor is it an exhaustive list of 

what change includes. It is also not 

about the legality and parameters of 

incentives and governance 

mechanisms. This theme is rather 

based on the principal ideas 

T6C1: How to change is 

unclear 

 

1. How to change is unclear 

2. Practical business ideas for change 

3. Exogenous nudges of change 

T6C2: New behaviour can 

be reinforced  

 

1. Incentives  

2. New governance 

 

3.8 Ethical considerations 

Polonsky and Waller (2018) posit that there are, at a minimum, six ethical considerations for research. 

These include informed consent, voluntary participation, the possibility of harm to participants, 

anonymity, confidentiality and sharing the findings. Below follows a discussion of how these have been 

addressed. 

 

Informed consent ensures that participants fully understand what is being asked of them and the risks 

and benefits of participating in the study (Bryman et al., 2014; Polonsky & Waller, 2018).  
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Voluntary participation means that people invited to take part in the study are doing so of their own free 

will, have not been coerced or deceived in any way, and may opt out of the research at any point of their 

choosing (Polonsky & Waller, 2018). It is important that participants are not harmed during the course 

of the research (Bryman et al., 2014; Polonsky & Waller, 2018). This harm could come in the form of, 

for example, embarrassment, emotional harm or physical harm. The researcher needs to identify any 

possible harm that could occur and ensure steps are taken to overcome it. When offering anonymity and 

confidentiality to a study, the researcher needs to ensure the participants are not identifiable and that 

their information is kept private (Bryman et al., 2014; Polonsky & Waller, 2018). 

 

I have addressed these areas of consideration in the following ways in my study. Prior to conducting 

interviews, I ensured consent forms, set up using a Stellenbosch University letterhead (see Appendix 

1), were signed by the participants and myself. The consent form provided all participants with a 

description of the research purpose, detailed what would be asked of the participant, which is to partake 

in an in depth, semi-structured interview for 60-90 minutes and that no preparation was required. My 

main data collection method was interviews with employees of a corporate and opinion leaders, all 

adults. The form also noted that there would be minimal, if any, potential for any negative experience 

nor any foreseeable risks, discomforts or inconveniences and that their time would be respected. Due 

to the competitive nature of corporates, concerns of confidentiality were a possibility. Therefore, I 

obtained permission from the case study corporate to use them as the case study in this research. I also 

built into the consent form that the study would be anonymised and all information would be treated 

confidentially. The consent form outlined benefits for participation, that there would be no payment for 

the interview, asked permission to record the interview and provided the option to withdraw from the 

research at any point.  

 

I ensured rigour in the secure handling, protection and disposal of data to ensure privacy and 

confidentiality of both the individuals and companies participating in the study. As the timing of the 

data collection process closely coincided with the COVID-19 global pandemic, all interviews were 

conducted via Microsoft Teams audio and video conference. I recorded the interviews, downloaded the 

recordings and transferred them to my computer post-interview and saved each interview under an 

anonymous name. My computer is password protected. I enabled a setting on Microsoft Teams that 

ensures no-one else would have access to the interview recordings. An external transcriber signed a 

non-disclosure agreement prior to transcription and worked from anonymised interview recordings. 

 

Polonsky and Waller (2018) also caution about the considerations of plagiarism, academic fraud and 

misrepresenting the results when communicating the findings of a research study. On these issues, I 

have made every attempt to ensure I have not misrepresented anyone else’s work.  
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I have referenced literature as per the university’s guidelines, all data is real and not made up and all 

conclusions are as accurate as possible. This study has been entirely self-funded, and I have fully 

disclosed to all participants and noted in this paper that I am employed by the case study company. 

 

I fully adhered to Stellenbosch University’s guidelines on ethical aspects of scholarly and scientific 

research. I received ethical clearance from the University of Stellenbosch’s Humanities Research Ethics 

Committee: Social, Behavioural and Education Research before starting the study (see Appendix 2). In 

order to gain this approval, I provided the Committee with my research proposal, data collection tools, 

informed consent forms, signed permission and company consent forms to use them as the case study 

in this research, participant information sheets, and revisions of how I would conduct research in the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic; noting that no in-person interviews would be conducted. 

3.9 Summary 

The research approach, methodology and data-gathering and analysis process presented in this chapter 

were designed to address my research objectives. I applied a qualitative research methodology, 

underpinned by a social constructivist worldview, and used a case study design. This approach is 

beneficial for converting opinions and observations into usable data.  

 

Qualitative research helps us to understand what people think and why they think it. Well suited within 

this methodology is an inductive approach where meaning is extracted from the data (Creswell, 2014). 

A social constructivist worldview maintains that meaning is created in social reality (Kim, 2001). Case 

study designs are suited to answering how or why questions (Yin, 2009). My study seeks to understand 

answers to how and why questions about individuals’ perceptions and comprehension of a phenomenon, 

thereby revealing meaning. This demonstrates its appropriateness for qualitative research with an 

inductive approach that supports a social constructivist research paradigm in a case study research 

design. To inform the study, I conducted a literature review, prior to collecting data. The methods used 

to gather data included document analysis and in-depth semi-structured interviews. Interviews are 

deemed the most appropriate research method for researchers that hold a constructivist worldview 

(Bryman et al., 2014; Creswell, 2014; Weinberg, 2014) and formed the primary data for this study. This 

was followed by thematic analysis of the data, using coding, to establish patterns and themes for the 

case study sample. Thematic analysis is suitable for this study as it is useful for a constructionist, 

inductive approach and aims to interpret and explain the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data from 

opinion leaders’ interviews was analysed to offer further insights and as a reflection on the themes that 

emerged from the case study sample. I concluded the chapter with ethical considerations of the study 

and how I have endeavoured to address these. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

In Chapter 3, I detailed my approach of using semi-structured interviews for the case study sample, 

including senior employees of the case study and senior employees of affiliated food corporates, and 

opinion leaders related to the food system. In this chapter, I present my research findings. 

 

To examine the data, I used thematic analysis as described by Braune and Clarke (2006). As I followed 

an inductive approach, the themes were determined based on what emerged from the data of the case 

study sample. The six themes were 1) vague associations with sustainability, 2) general understanding 

of the current food system and a sustainable food system, 3) new type of leadership and ways of 

working, 4) financial returns drive all decisions, 5) uncertainty on purpose and 6) how to change is 

unclear. Each theme incorporates a table that includes the theme name and description and related 

categories and codes. Each theme is discussed in detail in this chapter, followed by a consideration of 

the insights gained from opinion leaders related to them.  

4.2 Theme 1: Vague associations with sustainability 

The first theme, ‘vague associations with sustainability’, includes participants' understanding of 

sustainability in business. It comprises two categories: ‘incomplete understanding of sustainability in 

business’ and ‘some sustainability initiatives are being implemented but are not integrated into the 

corporate’ (refer to Table 4.1).  

Table 4.1: Theme 1: Vague associations with sustainability 

Theme description: Includes participants understanding of sustainability in business. Sustainability is not 

integral to the corporate’s business strategy despite there being some initiatives in this regard. This theme is not 

about a sustainable food system, but rather a broader understanding of sustainability. 

Category name Code name 

T1C1: Incomplete understanding of sustainability in 

business  

  

1. Business sustainability means a business that 

continues into the future  

2. Sustainability in business is mostly understood 

as having green practices 

T1C2: Some sustainability initiatives are being 

implemented but are not integrated into the corporate 

  

  

1. The corporate has internal sustainability 

initiatives 

2. The corporate is investing externally in 

sustainability 

3. Sustainability is not integral to the company 
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4.2.1 Theme 1: Category 1: Incomplete understanding of sustainability in business  

The two codes assigned to this category emerged from the most common explanations of the term given 

by participants. The first is ‘business sustainability means a business that continues into the future’. 

This direct interpretation of sustainability was stated by Participant CS3 as, “the first one is about having 

a sustainable business, a business that is going to continue into the future”.  The continuity of a business 

includes the aspect of being profitable (Participant CS6). This was explained by Participant CS7 as, 

“clearly if your business isn’t profitable, then you’re not going to be sustainable”. Participant CS4 

expanded on this to say, “for me it’s actually about, and it comes back to a little bit of the returns, it’s a 

business that can continue to be the employer, material employer, provide the right environment for 

people, and deal with the green aspect”.  

 

The second code is ‘sustainability in business is mostly understood as having green practices”. Six out 

of seven case study participants responded that sustainability in business meant environmental 

sustainability. There was limited mention of the social and economic elements of sustainability; for 

example, the corporate’s economic development initiatives with community-based joint ventures or 

enterprise development projects. Participant CS6 said, “first, the obvious thing people associate 

sustainability with first is around the environment”. While an environmental reference was top of mind 

for some participants, the understanding of this concept did extend to business having a positive effect 

on both people and planet. Participant CS3 said, “having a more sustainable business is one that has a 

better impact on people, on the environment, on the planet than we did the day before”.  The idea of a 

deeper impact was taken further with Participant CS2 noting it “is good for humanity, our planet and 

those who share it with us. I think that’s quite powerful. It captures it all”.  

4.2.2 Theme 1: Category 2: Some sustainability initiatives are being implemented but are not 

integrated into the corporate 

This category includes three codes: 1) the corporate has internal sustainability initiatives, 2) the 

corporate is investing externally in sustainability, and 3) sustainability is not integral to the corporate. 

 

The first code refers to their sustainability programme that covers the nourishment of people, the 

enrichment of communities, and the sustainment of resources. There was general awareness that the 

corporate was active in this space, Not all participants were familiar, however, with the specific 

initiatives. Those more aware, due to their closeness to the framework, mentioned that areas of this 

framework are making progress, most notably on the environmental sustainability agenda, but others 

are lacking in substantial progress (Participant AF1; Participant CS7). 

 

The second code is ‘corporate is investing externally in sustainability’. Investments are focused on 

companies addressing food system challenges.  
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There was awareness of changes in food trends on a local and global front. Participant AF1 said, “the 

beauty of the disruption that was taking place was that all the new companies, the upcoming companies, 

they were all really in a way focusing on solving the problems of the current food system”. There was 

also acknowledgement that small businesses, being more agile than corporates, are driving this change. 

Participant AF1 said, “It’s not the corporates, it’s the small guys, it’s the entrepreneurs that are driving 

it. Because they can think differently, and they can look out and see what the problem is and they can 

come up with a solution to that”. The case study corporate and others are tapping into this change and 

the growing opportunity through venture capital (Participant AF1). This is taken with the understanding 

that those that finance the transformation of the food system derive a disproportionate benefit from this 

opportunity (Participant AF2). To enable the case study corporate to explore these opportunities, a 

separate business was created to allow for a dedicated focus to find businesses with solutions to food 

system challenges that the corporate could then scale on proof of concept (Participant AF1). 

 

Despite these activities, sustainability is not integral to the corporate’s business strategy or operations. 

This is the third code. Participant CS1 said, “it’s a little bit more as something that’s happening next to 

us rather than as part of the DNA of us”. Participant CS4 noted that sustainability was somewhat 

disconnected and explained that “it’s a little bit on the side, not integrated enough”. It is rather seen as 

a document that is sent with financial statements and is disconnected because the business agenda is not 

focused enough in that space (Participant CS4).  

 

Participant AF1 believes that corporates in general in South Africa have yet to see sustainability as core 

to the business agenda. Participant AF1 said: 

 

I think we are still struggling to see the link that if we actually stop ... if we don’t start taking care of the 

environment, we’re not going to have a future. Somehow, I think the businesses here are still going with 

the thought that things are going to stay the same. 

 

Participants noted that the corporate is making some progress in this space (Participant AF1; Participant 

CS3; Participant CS5; Participant CS7). It is not embedded enough, however, in the business strategy 

or a standard consideration for decision making. Participant CS3 commented: 

 

…it’s becoming more centre of our strategy, but it’s not quite there yet and I’m not sure that we as 

employees are living it every day. It’s not a way of doing business yet for us. It’s something which we 

know we should be doing, but it’s not quite fully embedded. I think we’ve got a way to go. 
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This is not linked to a lack of desire to be more sustainable, as Participant CS6 explained, “The reality 

is that, again, the nature of the business is you get sucked into your space and that’s what you focus 

on”. Many participants commented that this needs to change, the sustainability agenda needs to be 

accelerated. Participant CS5 said, “what we as a management team have got to do smarter, is make it 

integral to everything that we do, how we assess projects, how we implement things so that theme is 

pervasive in how we do anything within the business”. What needs to happen is to find more and better 

ways to make sustainability built into the corporate (Participant CS5). The need for change was 

emphasised and participants raised questions rather than offering solutions. Participant CS3 said: 

 

How do we make sure that that is embedded in our strategy and it’s not an add on that we’re looking to 

that’s at the end of your strategy, but it’s the bedrock and backbone of your strategy? That’s what in 

essence sustainability and having a sustainable business is all about.  

4.3 Theme 2: General understanding of the current food system and a sustainable food system 

The second theme includes participants' understanding of the current food system and of what a 

potential sustainable food system could look like. It is made up of two categories: ‘limited 

understanding of the food system’ and ‘general understanding of a sustainable food system’ (Table 4.2).   

Table 4.2: Theme 2 General understanding of the current food system and a sustainable food system 

Theme description: Theme 2 includes participants understanding of both the current food system and a 

potential sustainable food system. This theme is not about a corporates’ role, causes nor consequences of the 

food system. 

Category name Code name 

T2C1: Limited understanding of the food 

system 

  

  

  

  

  

1. Linear view of the food system 

2. Limited future view and impact consideration 

3. Lack of a systemic view 

4. The current food system is unsustainable 

5. The current food system is unequal 

6. Varying degrees of acknowledgement that corporates have to 

change 

T2C2: General understanding of a 

sustainable food system 

  

  

1. Sustainable food system explanation 

2. A range of stakeholders and the true cost of actions needs to be 

considered 

3. The type and way of producing food needs to change 

4.3.1 Theme 2: Category 1: Limited understanding of the food system 

This category includes six codes: 1) linear view of the food system, 2) limited future view and impact 

consideration, 3) lack of a systemic view, 4) the current food system is unsustainable, 5) the current 

food system is unequal, and 6) varying degrees of acknowledgement that corporates have to change. 
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The first code is ‘linear view of the food system’. When engaging on the term ‘food system’, participants 

tended to explain it as a value chain, one respondent used the term ‘farm to fork’ (Participant CS6). 

Responses included explanations of the process, such as “There’s agriculture and then that gives us 

ingredients and then we convert ingredients into products, which happen to actually be brands and then 

we try and get people to eat them” (Participant CS1). Five of the seven participants indicated this linear 

perspective of the food system.  

 

The second code is ‘limited future view and impact consideration’. One participant noted that COVID-

19 highlighted that this global pandemic may be just one of many possible challenges facing the world 

and that deep consideration of the future is a difficult task for corporates (Participant CS5). Considering 

the future and the impact of actions taken today on tomorrow is hard, due to its complexity. Being part 

of a system can also make you inherently blind to the consequences (Participant AF2). This ‘blindness’ 

means the corporate engages with and prioritises what the business is currently directly interacting with 

and what influences business processes in the short-term, but there is a lack of understanding and 

consideration of the broader, and sometimes unintended, consequences of business activities. 

Participant CS1 said, “I think fundamentally as human beings we think about what we can see, and 

some people can see further than other people. But we think about the things we can see and the things 

that influence us directly”. As there is a failure to fully imagine the future, there is a related failure to 

consider the impact of one's actions and the resulting unintended consequences (Participant CS1). A 

challenge for the food system is “our fundamental shortness of horizon and limited scope of impact” 

(Participant CS1). In other words, there is limited forethought and foresight applied to corporate actions. 

 

The third code is a ‘lack of a systemic view’. Participant comments reflect that the corporate is 

disconnected from its context and views operations in isolation rather than as part of a complex system. 

Participant CS1 reflected a deep concern about the disconnect and says: 

 

I think we are probably missing how interrelated food is, not just with society, but with our planet, with 

everything around us actually and how we’re impacting society and society should be impacting us and 

how we’re all interacting in this little blue marble of ours and how we actually play an active role in 

what’s happening there. I think sometimes we do that in part because we don’t see how all the little 

actions actually add up to huge impacts in terms of that. I sometimes feel that our biggest problem is 

actually that we’re just going through the motions and we’re not actually either passionately engaged 

with the food, with the product, with the end-to-end nature of it, with all of that stuff.  
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The fourth code is ‘the food system is unsustainable’. Participants expressed that the food system has 

immense challenges including rapid population growth, scarce availability of arable land, high 

consumer consumption levels, unsustainable water use and excessive food waste; and that it needs work 

to be able to make affordable, healthy food the norm (Participant AF1; Participant CS1; Participant 

CS2; Participant CS3; Participant CS4; Participant CS5; Participant CS7).  

 

Participants were unanimous that the current food system is unsustainable. Participant CS7 expressed, 

“the fact that this world’s food system is broken, and I honestly feel that we cannot continue to feed the 

world on the basis that we’ve done in the past.” The importance of this was highlighted through the 

explanation that current food practices are threatening the survival of the human race (Participant CS7). 

Two key reasons were offered. First, a growing population with reduced access to arable land but 

consuming the same diet means demand will exceed supply and people will run out of food, and second, 

there will be negative environmental impacts. Participant CS3 asserted, “We need to of course correct 

this system, otherwise we are literally going to run out of food, number one, versus the demand that’s 

coming and, number two, the impact on the planet is going to be devastating with long-lasting effects”.  

 

The fifth code is ‘the current food system is unequal’. Two of the biggest challenges of our time are 

climate change and inequality, but the latter does not seem to get as much attention as the former 

(Participant AF2). Tragically a healthy, balanced diet is still only available to those who can afford it 

(Participant CS2). It is imperative that this imbalance in the food system is addressed, but the solutions 

are unknown (Participant CS6). While some food companies’ product portfolios are transforming, the 

burning questions remain: “how do you make it equitable for everyone?” and “what is the role that a 

corporate like us plays? What is role of government?” (Participant CS6). 

 

The sixth code is ‘varying degrees of acknowledgement that corporates have to change’. “I think we 

are challenged with a massive amount of more complexity than I would think 20 years ago. 20 years 

ago, business felt simple” (Participant CS5). As explained by this participant, the business landscape is 

ever-changing and the corporate needs to be clear on the drivers and be adaptable to manage the business 

successfully (Participant CS5). Change needs to start by the key players in the food system 

acknowledging that they have a problem: “It starts with acknowledging we’ve got an issue. It’s pointless 

going to rehab if you don’t say I’ve got an issue. We need to go to rehab and we need to say we’ve got 

an issue” (Participant CS3).  

 

There are varying degrees of acknowledgement of the urgent need for corporates to change. On the one 

end of an imagined spectrum there is an acceptance that at some point things will have to evolve and 

change (Participant AF1; Participant CS5).  
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Shareholders require some convincing of the urgency for change: “it’s going to get to a point where we 

absolutely need to. So, you won’t have a business. Now suddenly the provider of capital’s like, oh wow, 

so I’ve got nothing if I do nothing, so I’m obliged to now engage and entertain these new ways of doing 

things” (Participant CS5). Similarly, when large global corporates realise that to continue as they have 

will lead to a dead end, they will change (Participant AF2). Changing how business has been done is 

not easy; Participant AF1 noted that: 

 

It’s a lot of change and it’s not because they don’t want to change, but that machine is so big, it’s difficult 

to, it’s not an HR machine, it’s difficult to manoeuvre it and turn in the right direction. But I think 

eventually they will have to, and they will realise it. 

 

Corporates have benefited from the current food system, yet are the ones that need to break the addiction 

(Participant CS1). The pace of the needed change, however, is a concern (Participant CS6). 

 

On the other end of the imagined spectrum is a stronger sense of the urgent need to change. Participant 

CS7 explains that the world cannot continue as it has, and people can no longer be fed as they have 

been. If the corporate wants to continue into the future, change is not a nice to have, it is a necessity: “I 

think that the imperative is just so, so real and so important to provide the world with nutritious food. 

We can’t do it the way we currently do it. The math doesn’t work” (Participant CS7).  

 

COVID-19 has played a role in the acknowledgement that change is necessary. Participant CS7 said, 

“we’re living dangerously and we’ve got to live differently”. Participants commented that the global 

pandemic has exacerbated the state of the food system; it has exposed inequalities; promoted local food 

production; emphasised that humans do not have finite control over all things; highlighted the need for 

health, food security and animal welfare; and served as a reminder that consumers have agency to create 

demand from corporates. The overarching spotlight that COVID-19 has cast is that things need to 

change. Participant CS7 asserts: 

 

I do think that there’s a far greater awareness, and I think COVID brought it to sharp relief, that we need 

to do things differently. Johann Rupert’s whole comment about COVID’s a reset, not a pause. We’re 

going to have to reset and do things differently. It’s not just, okay, pause, now we go back to normal. 

4.3.2 Theme 2: Category 2: General understanding of a sustainable food system 

This category is made up of three codes: 1) sustainable food system explanation, 2) a range of 

stakeholders and the true cost of actions needs to be considered, and 3) the type and way of producing 

food needs to change. The first code explores participants’ interpretations of a sustainable food system. 

Participants explain this as a system where everyone can afford and access nutritious food that is 

produced and distributed in a manner that is kind to the Earth.  
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Participant CS1 believes a sustainable food system will also include a reversal of sorts of the current 

form of capitalism and revised definitions of success.  

 

To move to a sustainable food system, a range of stakeholders and the true cost of actions need to be 

considered, which is this category’s second code. Stakeholders include customers, consumers and all 

involved in delivering the full value chain. Two other stakeholders were noted that need to be 

considered: the farmer and the planet (Participant AF2). Carbon neutrality and ensuring the 

sustainability of upstream elements, such as farmers’ livelihoods, are gaining momentum as popular 

opinion (Participant CS7). Farmers are stuck in an old system, due to financing difficulties, and the 

sense is that their importance needs to be upweighted (Participant AF2). The planet also needs to be 

given a voice and this can be done by considering the true cost (Participant AF2). True cost is the 

difference between the price of something and its actual cost to society, when considered holistically. 

An example of this is, “if you look at an animal-based food system, the true cost is obviously the 

deforestation issues” (Participant AF2). Making true cost an integral part of investment evaluations and 

financial incentives could be a way to create a more equitable total value chain in a currently broken 

food system (Participant AF2). 

 

The third code is ‘the type and way of producing food needs to change’. Humans’ need for nutrition is 

constant, but today’s nutrition delivery system is falling short, and the form of nutrition may well be 

different in the future (Participant CS5). Moving closer towards a sustainable food system means 

offering nutritious food that is accessible, tasty, affordable and produced in an environmentally friendly 

way, but this hard to achieve. Participant AF1 noted:  

 

You’ve got to be able to provide that environmentally friendly as well as nutritious solution to that 

consumer at the same price point that you would provide your traditional food, at the same amazing taste. 

That’s not easy. It’s not easy. In Europe the guys are currently doing it because the consumer is willing 

to pay the extra money for it. But in our continent, in our country, masses, it’s difficult, they can’t afford 

the food as it is. 

 

This difficulty lies in two key areas: making it affordable and changing consumer behaviour. Making 

tasty, nutritious, environmentally friendly food is achievable, but the challenge lies in making it 

affordable at the same time. Producing food at scale enables economies of scale to assist with this 

difficulty: “For consumers to demand something different, it needs to also be affordable. But for it to 

be affordable, it needs to happen with big food producers at scale. You’re sort of in a Catch-22 because 

the scale feeds the masses, the masses can only afford what’s at scale” (Participant CS2). Linked to 

affordability, changing consumer behaviour is also challenging.  
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This includes encouraging trials of products, within affordability constraints, which can also be a 

diversion from consumers’ current cultural norms: “They’re steeped in culture that is about meat, etc. 

How do you start introducing different types of protein into their diet?” (Participant CS6). Corporates 

are starting to diversify their portfolios (Participant CS4; Participant CS5; Participant CS6; Participant 

CS7). The case study corporate has not focused on nutrition to date, but is now investing in businesses 

with more of this focus and that can help to build a healthier food system (Participant AF1, Participant 

CS1). The corporate is also investing into plant-based protein: “I’m being very specific always about 

plant-based because I think that is a key driver in changing the world’s food system, is it hasn’t been 

affordable, and it hasn’t tasted great. I think those are being cracked now and I think those have been 

barriers” (Participant CS7). Large corporates with scale (to address affordability challenges) and 

technology were mentioned as ways that corporates can support the delivery of nutritious, affordable, 

accessible and environmentally friendly food (Participant CS2; Participant CS7). 

4.4 Theme 3: New type of leadership and ways of working 

The third theme contains two categories. The first is ‘today’s complexity demands a different type of 

leadership’. This refers to the type of leadership required for the next chapter, the importance of 

education, how this can enable a mindset change and the role of influence in the shift towards a more 

sustainable food system. The second category is ‘new collaborative ways of working’, including that 

all food system actors need to work together, trust is imperative for successful collaboration and that an 

independent platform can aid cooperation (refer to Table 4.3).  

Table 4.3: Theme 3: New types of leadership and ways of working 

Theme description: This theme refers to the new type of leadership and collaborative ways of working that 

are required to move towards a sustainable food system. This theme is not about the specificities of 

complexity, leadership nor processes for operating. 

Category name Code name 

T3C1: Today's complexity demands a different type 

of leadership 

 

 

 

1. The right leadership for the next chapter 

2. Education is needed for leadership and consumers 

3. Education enables mindset change, which is 

necessary for change 

4. The shadow of a leader 

T3C2: New collaborative ways of working 

 

 

 

1. All food system actors need to work together 

2. Trust is key 

3. An independent platform can enable collaboration 

 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



64 

 

4.4.1 Theme 3: Category 1: Today’s complexity demands a different type of leadership  

This category is made up of four codes: 1) the right leadership for the next chapter, 2) education is 

needed for leadership and consumers, 3) education enables mindset change, which is necessary for 

change, and 4) the shadow of a leader. 

 

The first code is ‘the right leadership for the next chapter’. The world is changing faster than before, as 

is business: “20 years ago business felt simple. You made things efficiently and you half motivated 

people, but they were more there because they needed a salary and there were a bit less dynamics to 

manage” (Participant CS5). Imagining the future is hard and the complexity of today’s operating 

environment is demanding a different type of leadership and business management (Participant CS5). 

This calls into consideration the readiness of the corporate to engage with the intensifying challenges 

of our time and highlights what is needed from its leadership (Participant CS5). 

 

Participant CS1 advocates that leaderships’ role is to create hope, create space for the best strategies to 

emerge, allow people to make it happen and give direction. This leads to a more abundant, agile, and 

inclusive mindset, which is required for the chapter ahead (Participant CS1). Participants echoed that 

mindset change needs to be done by passionate, senior leaders. Participant CS3 asserted, “It’s time for 

key strong leadership to step up and to take the lead in this matter. People who are in positions of power 

and leadership positions need to show commitment to the future, the future of humanity and of the 

planet”. This hinges on personal passion and if there were more leaders living this, the path to a 

sustainable food system will progress. Chief executive officers (CEOs) are in a strong position to make 

a difference in this regard, but they need to be provided with knowledge, connected with on a personal 

level and supported to be more courageous to lead this change (Participant AF2). 

 

The second code refers to education needed, for both leadership and consumers, to help progress the 

sustainable food system agenda. Education is the foundational element to enable this change 

(Participant CS6). When provided with knowledge, people will act: “once you see it, you cannot unsee 

it and then you have to act. That’s a very big thing” (Participant AF2). The need for education applies 

to multiple stakeholders. There is a large knowledge gap for senior leaders that needs closing 

(Participant CS6). Similarly, for shareholder thinking to change requires education and an 

understanding of the importance of the situation (Participant CS2). Knowledge empowers CEOs to 

become braver with their decisions and their ability to influence outcomes. As an example, this case 

study’s CEO’s position on the food system changed positively due to the information to which he was 

exposed and the related understanding of the gravity of the situation (Participant AF2; Participant CS2). 

Corporates need help to see that the cost of inaction is greater than the cost of action and this can be 

aided by education (Participant AF2).  
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Participant CS6 strongly feels that for change to happen, consumers also need to be educated, jointly 

by government and corporates, because people will not change unless they understand the need for it. 

Without this understanding and personal will, no stakeholder will change. This is true for all levels and 

members of society (Participant CS6). 

 

The third code leads on from this and refers to mindset change. Education enables a persons’ way of 

thinking to evolve, or change. In other words, until there is awareness and understanding of the situation 

that results in a mindset change to peoples’ mindset, there will be little or no change to the food system 

(Participant AF1; Participant CS1). Mindset change seems to happen incrementally and there is a 

growing groundswell around the need to move towards a sustainable food system (Participant CS1). 

This is not always organic, but is sometimes done intentionally. The mindsets of targeted CEOs and 

their leadership teams are being changed through an independent body that provides them with 

knowledge and takes them on an immersive journey to connect individual and company purpose 

(Participant AF2). Within corporates, employees having an understanding is one thing, but it needs to 

translate in their behaviour (Participant CS2). This is normally achieved in two ways: If there is an 

agreed company target and if employees are incentivised to realise this, then it will happen (Participant 

CS1; Participant CS2). 

 

The fourth code is ‘shadow of a leader’, which refers to influence. Narratives of influential people can 

be used to drive awareness of issues and solutions to food system challenges. This can happen from 

celebrities to CEOs. This is known as the shadow of a leader. In a corporate environment, powerful 

change happens through influence from the most senior people down through the organisation. A group 

of global business leaders have formed a collective, independent body to help corporates become more 

sustainable. This body is not affiliated with any corporate, hence it is referred to as independent. It is a 

pro-sustainability platform, so its views are not considered neutral. With a belief that CEOs are 

inherently good human beings and by appealing to their most human part, this body engages CEOs to 

use their own influence to transform the food system. This strategy is working because the message is 

coming from bigger, more experienced, more heavy-hitting CEOs and businesspeople (Participant AF2; 

Participant CS2; Participant CS3). Coupled with this, alumni CEOs have opted to coach current CEOs 

to further this transformation (Participant AF2). It is difficult to influence where there is no buy-in and 

this is where the interplay with education comes in (Participant AF1). 

4.4.2 Theme 3: Category 2: New collaborative ways of working 

The second category of Theme 3 contains three codes: 1) all food system actors need to work together, 

2) trust is key, and 3) an independent platform can enable collaboration. 
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The first code denotes that to move towards a more sustainable food system, all actors need to actively 

work together to address challenges. To work on fixing the food system, “we need to get input and we 

need to get collaboration and participation from the entire system” (Participant CS3). A partnership is 

necessary between corporates and government to drive this, but corporates have to lead: “governments 

can’t do it, businesses have to do it” (Participant CS7).  

 

Participant AF2 asserts, “that to be able to really transform systems, you need to do that with a collective 

of companies”. Corporates’ inherent competitiveness and motivation were also raised: “It shouldn’t be 

first and foremost about gaining advantage and profiteering and all those type of things. I think it needs 

to come from wanting to do good. Even here there’s no reason why you can’t partner with even 

competitors. I think if we looked at it differently” (Participant CS6). Many participants raised the point 

that no one food system actor can address these challenges alone. The complexity of the problems faced 

means that actors need to work together to drive change, and all parties need to understand that.  

 

The second code is ‘trust is key’ and refers to the trust that is needed among all food system actors for 

collaboration to be successful. PPPs can work, but they take time (Participant AF2). There is a lack of 

trust between government, corporates and society (Participant AF2; Participant CS7). Corporates have 

been known to use small corporate social responsibility or sustainability initiatives to greenwash the 

company image without these actually delivering much positive action; this erodes trust (Participant 

AF1). “Trust is the keyword,” asserts Participant CS7, saying that a lot of the positive progress comes 

down to the individual person’s perspective.  

 

The third code refers to an independent platform that can enable collaboration within the private sector 

to effect change at speed and at scale. As corporates are naturally competitive, an independent 

engagement platform can enable a collaborative way of working. Individual corporates struggle to 

enable system-wide collaboration due to their competing agendas, therefore a neutral ground with 

experienced people can help facilitate and progress change towards a sustainable food system 

(Participant AF2). Such bodies exist and are currently engaging with multiple corporates globally.  

4.5 Theme 4: Financial returns drive all decisions 

This theme refers to the importance of financial returns. This fourth theme comprises three categories 

that discuss: 1) the consequences that result from a lack of financial performance, 2) the desire the 

corporate has for financial success, and 3) that the main role of the corporate is to deliver financial 

results (Table 4.4). 
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Table 4.4: Theme 4: Financial returns drive all decisions 

Theme description: This theme creates context of the corporates current reality and refers to the importance 

of financial returns. It discusses the consequences that result from a lack of financial performance, the desire 

the corporate has for financial success and that the main role of the corporate is to deliver financial results. 

This theme is not about the history of the corporate, other decision-making criteria nor other roles that the 

corporate may have. 

Category name Code name 

T4C1: A lack of financial performance has 

consequences  

  

  

1. The corporate has had poor financial performance 

2. Poor financial performance causes a questioning of 

leadership and risks shareholder confidence  

3. Poor financial performance creates questions about the 

corporate's purpose and product portfolio fit 

T4C2: The corporate wants financial success 

  

  

1. The corporate wants to win and have control over their 

performance 

2. The corporate requires certain characteristics to achieve 

its objectives 

3. The corporate mindset has a bias for action 

T4C3: The main purpose of the corporate is to 

deliver financial results 

  

  

1. The priority role is to deliver short-term financial returns 

2. The cycle of delivering short-term financial results is 

reinforced 

3. Financial returns drive all decisions 

4.5.1 Theme 4: Category 1: A lack of financial performance has consequences  

This category includes three codes: 1) the corporate has had poor financial performance, 2) poor 

financial performance causes a questioning of leadership and risks shareholder confidence, and 3) poor 

financial performance creates questions about the corporate’s purpose and product portfolio fit. 

 

The first code is ‘the corporate has had poor financial performance’. The case study corporate has 

performed poorly with regards to financial performance, profitability and shareholder value creation: 

“Without a doubt the biggest challenge in my mind that [case study corporate name] faces is a lack of 

performance power as a consequence of a lack of profitability and shareholder value that it has 

experienced over the last four to five years” (Participant CS2). Poor financial performance makes 

pursing sustainability initiatives more difficult. Participant CS6 elaborates: 

 

… we are hamstrung because we don’t have that underlying performance. If we had the underlying 

performance and we’ve built up a track record of profitability, we could very easily have the resources 

and the funds to accelerate some of those. It’s almost a double whammy here. Because you’re not making 

money, you don’t have the resources to further some of these new ideas. But at some point, that’s exactly 

what we’re going to have to do.  
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Investing in sustainability initiatives during a time when the corporate is delivering unfavourable returns 

can create a negative perception that the business is unnecessarily distracted (Participant CS7). As a 

consequence, this lack of financial performance is shaping the actions taken by the corporate. 

 

The second code, ‘poor financial performance causes a questioning of leadership and risks shareholder 

confidence’ This refers to consequences of negative returns, which can impact decision-making. The 

major shareholder’s view of the corporate and all the other businesses in their portfolio are “judged on 

based the capability of the management team and your relativity to your competition. As long as you’re 

up there in the competition and there’s faith in the leadership team, then there’s support. That’s the 

shareholders’ view” (Participant CS3). A consequence of poor financial performance is a lack of 

shareholder confidence “which could result in short-term thinking and an impatience that has to be very 

carefully managed at a shareholder level to prevent, as I said, short-term decisions which could have 

long-term impacts on [the corporate]” (Participant CS2). A current key focus for the corporate is to 

build trust, manage shareholder expectations and ensure that a long-term mindset is not lost. Participant 

CS2 asserts: 

 

A possible consequence in my mind that needs to be managed very carefully, a big challenge for [the 

corporate] is ensuring that we continue to make decisions based on long-term, strategic merit as opposed 

to short-term, systematic, fix-the-symptom, get the media off our back, feel like we’re doing something 

type of thinking.  

 

Without leadership being seen as credible in all stakeholders’ minds, “you’re dead in the water” 

(Participant CS5). Over and above financial performance, the most challenging thought process for any 

business of today is trying to envisage the future when things are changing so fast: “we worry that we 

are the ones that are going to be in a position to be able to provide solutions to a world that we’re 

recognising less and less” (Participant CS5). 

 

The third code is ‘poor financial performance creates questions about the corporate’s purpose and 

product portfolio fit’. This refers to the further consequences of negative returns including relooking at 

what and why the corporate does what it does, which can create risk for company morale and culture 

and talent retention and recruitment. Not delivering the desired financial returns over preceding years 

has made clear that the corporate’s business model is not working, but this also creates opportunity: 

“When the chips are down and the economy’s in trouble, that’s an opportunity for us to look for how 

do we position our business for future growth” (Participant CS3). This means a future view of a 

corporate that establishes more predictability in earnings and aligns to the social needs of people 

(Participant CS6).  
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Participant CS6 asserts:  

 

How do we create a business right now that’s going to be sustainable in the future and indefinitely? It is 

about relooking at your portfolios, as we are doing now. If you read all the literature and thought 

leadership now says that those businesses that are only focusing on what they’ve been doing over the 

past few years are not going to be relevant or even survive into the future. You’re going to have to 

reinvent yourself. You’re going to have to look at your adjacent categories. You’re going to have to look 

at completely new categories.  

 

That youth are more purpose driven and, as a food business, the corporate needs to be more purpose led 

were specifically pointed out (Participant CS6). Imperative now, to guide this portfolio review, is to 

gain clarity on the most significant business drivers to ensure adaptability to a dynamic market 

landscape. This, together with ensuring the corporate’s relevance and credibility, will drive a substantial 

competitive advantage (Participant CS5). A strategic review of this kind will also include an evaluation 

of current business operating units and leadership capabilities (Participant CS6). This process will 

naturally be a cause for concern for maintaining corporate culture and talent recruitment and retention.  

4.5.2 Theme 4: Category 2: The corporate wants financial success 

This second category includes three codes: 1) the corporate wants to win and have control over their 

performance, 2) the corporate requires certain characteristics to achieve its objectives, and 3) the 

corporate mindset has a bias for action. 

 

The first code, as previously mentioned, relates to the fact that corporates are competitive in nature. 

This competitiveness is also linked to financial returns: “You’ve got to move with pace and you’ve got 

to come up with new ideas and launch before other people do it. Because if you’re going to constantly 

be a follower, it’s not going to yield what the shareholders deserve and what you deserve” (Participant 

CS6). To deliver the predictability of financial returns and meet shareholder expectations, the corporate 

needs to have control. “I’d like to be in a space where our performance power is largely in our own 

hands. What that means, unfortunately, is that our portfolio needs an overhaul to ensure that the 

categories in which we operate have performance indicators that are able to be influenced and 

controlled” explains Participant CS2. The solution of the portfolio structure will help to solve the 

performance issue as long as the corporate’s strategic advantage is maintained. The corporate seeks out 

a competitive advantage to ensure its continued success through the control and predictability of results. 

 

The second code, ‘the corporate requires certain characteristics to achieve its objectives’, refers to the 

characteristics of agility, relevance, credibility and trust. To engage with the current context and 

challenges of the food system, the corporate requires agility, both in highly innovative thinking and 

ways of working (Participant CS4).  
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Corporate targets still need to be met, which means the product portfolio needs to be relevant. When a 

product is relevant, business will grow, and the delivery of the desired financial performance is directly 

linked to this (Participant AF2). Having a reputation as a credible and trusted food producer, which can 

be built through consistent demonstration and communication, is also required to succeed in the future 

(Participant CS5). 

 

The third code, ‘the corporate mindset has a bias for action’, refers to a mindset that tends to see 

challenges as opportunities and acts on these. Participant CS2 explains, “Opportunity is viewing the 

biggest problem in reverse. It’s an opportunity to solve it... It almost is a strategic advantage that we 

currently view as a problem, but it’s an opportunity that is waiting to be solved”. Instead of seeing the 

inevitable approaching food system challenges, they tend to see what business opportunities could be 

unlocked and then actively pursue the solutions (Participant CS5). The corporate is very good at 

addressing targets and making things happen, but it could also experiment more, be more open to failing 

and learning through the process (Participant CS1).  Participant CS4 has a slightly different position 

and cautions that less is sometimes more, and a more focused approach of doing less, better could 

benefit the corporate in achieving its objectives. 

4.5.3 Theme 4: Category 3: The main purpose of the corporate is to deliver financial results                                                                     

The third category of this theme contains three codes: 1) the priority role is to deliver short-term 

financial returns, 2) the cycle of delivering short-term financial results is reinforced, and 3) financial 

returns drive all decisions. 

 

The first code refers to the corporate existing for the purpose of generating financial returns and 

delivering value to its shareholders. The operating context is explained by Participant CS3: “We’re in 

a capitalist market. It’s dog eat dog”. The belief is that corporates only became involved with food for 

the profit motive and shareholder demand for this surpasses everything else (Participant CS4). It is 

compulsory that the case study corporate generates shareholder returns, but the leadership has tried to 

do this in a way that is not returns at all costs (Participant CS4; Participant CS7). The hope was that 

COVID-19 would reset the thinking at a shareholder level to accepting a lower return, but the opposite 

transpired (Participant CS4). 

 

The second code is ‘the cycle of delivering short-term financial results is reinforced’. This 

reinforcement happens through incentives and financial markets. The corporate has a five-year strategy 

that is endorsed by the shareholders and the Board that includes medium- and long-term returns, but 

short-term returns are taking priority due to the poor financial performance (Participant CS3). The 

corporate’s updated incentive scheme is also short-term, which compounds the profit measure: “… our 

CEO and our management bonus structure is still linked to profitability.  
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Profitability is one dimension of it, that’s it. And now the new term is ROIC (Return On Invested 

Capital), but that’s just another measure of profitability” (Participant CS2). You get what you measure: 

“If you incentivise a person to do A and then you expect them to do C, it’s just not going to happen. 

And sometimes greed comes in. That’s another thing” (Participant AF1). Employees will defer to 

incentives that they feel they can personally influence; these are normally short-term focused. A concern 

was raised that long-term incentives do not always gain traction as CEO tenure tends to be short. 

Financial markets also respond to short-term results, which then reinforces short-termism (Participant 

AF1). The way incentives are currently structured creates a barrier to moving to a sustainable food 

system (Participant CS7).  

 

The value of medium- and long-term incentives is not lost on the participants: “if you drove more 

medium-term and long-term incentives, you would get a better connection to, you’d will get a better 

result with shareholders, and you could make decisions which doesn’t matter about this year” 

(Participant CS4). If this required a capital investment that would affect profitability in the short-term, 

however, its likely this would be deferred for another year. Another consideration is employees’ 

personal motivation. Some are motivated by short-term wealth creation and others are motivated by the 

longer-term models (Participant CS4).  

 

The third code is ‘financial returns drive all decisions”. What tends to happen in a corporate is that “the 

immediate takes precedence over the important”, particularly if the latter is seen as less compelling 

(Participant CS1). Within the current context, there is also doubt that economic, social and 

environmental issues will enjoy equal importance in decision making: “there’s conflicting trade-offs 

that happen in business and I struggle with the notion that we will ever be able to prioritise things like 

social and environmental issues above I’m going to call it profit motive, but returns” (Participant CS4). 

For these three issues to work in tandem, at least, would be an advancement. Further to this, delivering 

negative returns compromises the progression of sustainability initiatives (Participant CS5). The 

corporate has competing priorities, and, in reality, decisions have been made to support performance 

over sustainability initiatives: “It can’t always be this ideal world where everything works in harmony, 

etc. You’ve got to make some compromises sometimes” (Participant CS5). If the business was 

performing well, however, there would be more willingness to accelerate sustainability. The bottom 

line is that there is a requirement to meet shareholder expectations and the consequence of not doing so 

could mean business failure. Participant CS3 notes:  

 

I don’t think the shareholders are saying they want short-term returns at the expense of sustainability. No 

one would admit to that. But they’re looking for sustainability, a sustainable business that is in existence 

in the long term with a positive impact on the environment, but with short-term returns.  
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That’s just how demanding shareholders are. They’re wanting their cake and they want to eat it. If they’re 

not going to get it from this organisation, they’re going to find an organisation that they can get it from. 

Whether the expectations are realistic or not, that’s another debate. 

4.6 Theme 5: Uncertainty on purpose 

This theme considers the narrowness of the corporate’s current purpose, the balance between purpose 

and profit and the potential purpose of the corporate to catalyse collaboration and lead the 

transformation to a sustainable food system (Table 4.5). 

Table 4.5: Theme 5: Uncertainty on purpose 

Theme description: This theme considers perspectives on the purpose of the corporate from functional 

execution to the balance with profit and the potential to catalyse collaborative food system change. This 

theme is not about the motivation for the current purpose nor the impact of the current role on the food 

system. 

Category name Code name 

T5C1: The current purpose is narrow 

  

1. Providing food  

2. Providing employment  

T5C2: The balance between purpose and 

profit 

  

  

1. Purpose drives relevance, which drives growth 

2. Views on the cost of sustainability are inconsistent 

3. New definitions are needed 

T5C3: The purpose to lead the 

transformation to a sustainable food 

system and catalyse collaboration 

1. Corporates have been part of the problem with the food 

system, but they can be a force for good 

2. Corporates to lead the transformation to a sustainable food 

system 

3. Corporates to catalyse collaboration with other food system 

actors 

4.6.1 Theme 5: Category 1: The current purpose is narrow 

The first category relates to participants’ responses to what the role of the corporate is currently. This 

category comprises two codes: 1) providing food and 2) providing employment. The first code of 

‘providing food’ is seen as one of the corporate’s roles by participants. Some participants said the role 

was “feeding the nation” (Participant CS2; Participant CS3).  

 

Participant CS5 explained the role as “a responsible producer of foods, broadly, across the spectrum of 

basic staples through to spoils”. This is a functional response to the query of the role of the corporate 

by saying what the corporate does. One participant’s more visionary explanation of the corporate’s role 

was to play a part in food security and nutrition, by helping people to have enough food and a balanced 

diet over time (Participant CS7). 
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The second code is ‘providing employment’, which was the other predominant response to the query of 

the current role of the corporate, as noted by four of the seven case study participants. This is seen as a 

significant role that not only benefits those employed, but extends exponentially in terms of the positive 

impact on their families and communities: “So, feeding the nation’s is a critical piece of what we do 

and to do it as efficiently as we can while providing employment for 20 000 employees and livelihood 

for much more in terms of lives” (Participant CS3). The corporate aims to create an environment where 

people can do what they love and thrive. Providing employment is seen as a role by participants but 

could also be an outcome of how the functions of the corporate are completed. 

4.6.2 Theme 5: Category 2: The balance between purpose and profit 

This category includes three codes: 1) purpose drives relevance, which drives growth, 2) views of the 

cost of sustainability are inconsistent, and 3) new definitions are needed. 

 

The first code explains that ‘purpose drives relevance, which drives growth’. Currently business growth 

and the ability to win competitively is driven predominantly by product innovation. The current form 

of capitalism, however, is no longer delivering the desired growth (Participant AF1). Consumers are 

beginning to reject businesses that appear to drive capitalism at all costs (Participant CS7). This 

introduces the narrative of a corporates’ purpose. For the case study corporate, “purpose is not at the 

heart of business” (Participant AF2). It is not shaping how decisions are made. The sense that 

sustainability should be central to the business strategy, however, is building from within the corporate: 

“How do we make sure that that is embedded in our strategy and it’s not an add on that we’re looking 

to that’s at the end of your strategy, but it’s the bedrock and backbone of your strategy?” (Participant 

CS3).  

 

To drive positive change in the food system and make money at the same time, purpose needs to be at 

the core of the business model and integrated into the decision-making process (Participant AF2). This 

corporate recognises that to deliver financial returns, relevance is essential, which requires a focus on 

understanding consumers’ needs. A clear corporate purpose that addresses societal challenges or needs 

will drive relevance (Participant AF2). Participant CS6 supports that the case study corporate needs to 

evolve to align to the social needs of the world and produce food in a sustainable manner.  

 

A corporates’ relevance in society will lead to growth, which will result in performance: “When you 

become more relevant, you grow, and growth and performance are linked” (Participant AF2). This is 

believed to hold true for corporates whether historical performance has been poor or not. Provided 

consumers are well understood, corporates can then create profitable solutions for these challenges that 

are bigger than themselves. This is known as ‘purpose with profit’ and incorporates the delivery of 

financial returns through sustainable food system solutions.  
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While acknowledging the inherent tension and balance required in the simultaneous delivery of 

shareholder returns and a positive sustainability impact, Participant AF1 advocates that both are 

necessary.  Profit with purpose is not common in corporates, but some participants not only believe that 

this “win-win” is possible, but they can complement one another (profit and purpose are not mutually 

exclusive) and claim that innovative businesses that do this are delivering the highest growth and the 

highest return while helping to build a sustainable food system (Participant AF1). This is added to by 

Participant CS5 who promotes that there is an opportunity to position the case study corporate as one 

that values more than just profit, but that this is a small window as the first business that goes to market 

with this will win.  

 

The second code is ‘view of the cost of sustainability are inconsistent’. Some participants believe 

sustainability initiatives will cost more, others that they can cost less. Conversations pertaining to 

sustainable solutions ultimately divert to cost and “if it’s an on-cost, why do you do it?” (Participant 

CS7). Due to the focus of the corporate on delivering financial returns and profit, this is seen as a barrier 

to moving towards a sustainable food system. Initially these solutions can cost more, but they can also 

cost less. Despite the perceptions to the contrary, real-life examples from another food corporates are 

that sustainability initiatives can cost less. This disparity of participants' views shows that the purpose 

with profit concept is not yet common. 

 

The third code is ‘new definitions are needed’. To move closer towards a sustainable food system means 

we are “going to have to be to get rid of our definition of profit and success and that being exclusive 

profit” (Participant CS1). This participant continues, “For me, systemically we have to redefine what 

success looks like and some of that is about where we perceive value creation and what we reward” 

(Participant CS1). This perspective aligns with the purpose with profit concept. 

4.6.3 Theme 5: Category 3: The purpose to lead the transformation to a sustainable food system and 

catalyse collaboration 

This category contains three codes: 1) corporates have been part of the problem with the food system, 

but they can be a force for good, 2) corporates to lead the transformation to a sustainable food system, 

and 3) corporates to catalyse collaboration with other food system actors.  

 

The first code refers to corporates’ responsibility in the state of the current food system and what that 

could be for a future more sustainable food system. Participants acknowledged that corporates in 

general are part of the problem, but that this was not the intention – Participant AF1 noted:  

 

Part of the problem why the food system is where it is, is because of the corporates, the food producers. 

I don’t think they woke up one day and they said we’re going to go and screw up the food system.  
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Of course not. I don’t think people even knew the implications of the way that we produced food 40, 50 

years ago. They didn’t. They just wanted to produce the most tasty, the most choice, most tasty food, the 

beautifully packaged, most appetising. That doesn’t sound like a bad thing to do. 

 

Two factors were mentioned that contributed to the negativity of corporates’ involvement: the current 

form of capitalism and greed (Participant AF1; Participant CS2; Participant CS3). Two participants 

commented that corporates’ contribution to the food system has not been all bad. In their opinion, 

corporates have also benefited the current food system, despite its complexity, through innovation and 

efficiency to reach so many people with food they can afford (Participant CS1; Participant CS6). 

Similarly, a broad range of participants truly believe that due to its influence, business can be a force 

for good (Participant AF1; Participant AF2; Participant CS2; Participant CS7). As an example, 

Participant AF1 said, “I believe in the power of business. Business is an incredible vehicle. If used well, 

it can do good.” Two participants extended this sentiment by strongly stating that business is the only 

solution (Participant AF2; Participant CS7). Participant AF2 asserted: 

 

… business as a force for good is the only solution and we just fundamentally believe that governments, 

because of their short cycles, that NGOs, that there is no one else, placed to be able to help to change 

climate change and inequality in this world if business as a force for good is not going to do that. 

 

The second code is ‘corporates to lead the transformation to a sustainable food system’. Participant CS2 

contextualises:  

 

I think we have an opportunity and responsibility which we’re starting now, but it’s going to be a journey, 

to help fix the food system of the nation, migrating into one that’s responsible and sustainable and more 

healthier for the nation. We’re certainly not there yet, but we at least have the mindset.  

 

Many participants believe that corporates need to lead on this. Practically, corporates’ offer the benefit 

of being able to effect interventions over a large scale with speed (Participant AF2). Corporates are 

often laggards, but they can lead, and their overarching role should be to optimise the system, not 

optimise within the system (Participant AF2). Two ways that corporates can do this were mentioned.  

 

The first was to address food security and nutrition by innovating to find ways to deliver affordable, 

healthy food that is accessible to all people. This includes the use of sustainable food production 

methods. The second was to educate consumers on sustainable consumption.  
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The third code is ‘corporates to catalyse collaboration with other food system actors’. Participants 

mentioned seven different food system actors, each with their own role, and potential role, to play in 

the food system, as outlined below. 

 

First is civil society who are “key in creating awareness and in facilitating the right conversations” 

(Participant AF1). The second actor is retail food corporates that ultimately decide what is available on 

their shelves. The third actor is consumers. “There is one thing corporates respond to, and that is the 

consumer” (Participant AF1). Consumers have substantial agency as companies will respond to 

consumer demand (Participant AF1; Participant CS2; Participant CS7). Many consumers in South 

Africa live day to day and struggle to afford the basics, which then supersedes any potential demand 

for products that support sustainable production and consumption (Participant CS2; Participant CS5; 

Participant CS6). This demand is being driven in developed countries by consumers as they can afford 

to trial and pay a premium, if necessary, for these products (Participant AF1; Participant CS6). Local 

consumers will not, however, demand these sorts of products if they do not understand their benefits 

(ParticipantAF1; Participant CS1). The youth in South Africa do appear to be more aware and demand 

more sustainable products (Participant CS1; Participant CS6; Participant CS7). Participants advocate 

that corporates, together with government, need to drive education and awareness of sustainable 

production, consumption and the benefits of this to increase consumer demand (Participant CS2; 

Participant CS5; Participant CS6). As consumers have other priorities, face different challenges and 

have a lack of awareness locally, their agency to demand more sustainable products is not fully realised 

(Participant CS2).  

 

The fourth actor is government. Participants believe that the government has a significant role to play 

in the food system. Apart from lending support to consumer education, this is to enable corporates to 

help fix the food system through incentives and disincentives (Participant AF1; Participant CS7). 

Incentives could be realised from producing healthy food and promoting healthy diets. A disincentive, 

such as a carbon tax, would then be given for harmful practices. Corporates can, however, tend to 

implement regulation requirements as late as possible when they do not see the value in them 

(Participant CS5). The private sector does not always feel that government supports them in advancing 

sustainability initiatives, which blunts their eagerness for implementation (Participant CS5). This actor, 

too, has many other pressing issues to deal with meaning that food system sustainability may be 

deprioritised (Participant AF1).   

 

The fifth actor is employees of food corporates who also have agency to influence change. Participant 

CS3 believes “employees, and forget shareholders, employees and consumers are going to demand that 

you do business this way, in a sustainable way”. Younger potential employees, and youth in general, 

tend to be more purpose driven and look for this in a corporate (Participant CS6). 
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The sixth actor are shareholders who possess substantial agency. As decision makers of the long- and 

short-term incentives and the shareholder mandate, which corporates seek to fulfil, they hold power to 

drive significant change towards a more sustainable food system (Participant CS2). The reality is they 

may start demanding this (Participant CS7). These actors also need education and understanding to 

enable action in this regard.  

 

The seventh actor are corporates. For corporates to become more sustainable appears to be inevitable. 

Participant CS3 said: 

 

I think it’s going to get to a stage, it’s not about whether you want to or whether you don’t, I think 

stakeholders like employees and consumers, never mind shareholders, are going to demand it. They’re 

going to demand more, they’re going to demand better. That’s just inevitable and I think that’s going to 

make or break organisations as to whether they exist or not. It’s not going to be a nice to have, it’s going 

to become an absolute prerequisite and backbone of how your business works.  

 

The growing sense is that the case study corporate, as a formidable and credible actor, has a 

responsibility to adopt a leadership role and catalyse collaboration in the food system to help transform 

it to a more sustainable one. Participant CS3 proclaimed, “I think the corporates play an absolutely 

critical role and I see them as consolidating efforts” but full system participation is required. 

4.7 Theme 6: How to change is unclear 

This theme is made up of two categories: 1) ‘how to change is unclear’, which discusses that the 

corporate is not entirely sure on what to do but has some ideas for change, and 2) ‘new behaviour can 

be reinforced’, which discusses that incentives and new governance and reporting mechanisms can help 

to embed a new way of working (Table 4.6). 

Table 4.6: Theme 6: How to change is unclear 

Theme description: This theme refers to the corporate’s uncertainty on how to change but that some ideas 

do exist and that there are mechanisms that can reinforce a new behaviour. This theme is not about the need 

to change, or an exhaustive list of what change includes. It is also not about the legality and parameters of 

incentives and governance mechanisms. 

Category name Code name 

T6C1: How to change is unclear 

  

  

1. How to change is unclear 

2. Practical business ideas for change 

3. Exogenous nudges of change 

T6C2: New behaviour can be reinforced  
1. Incentives  

2. New governance 
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4.7.1 Theme 6: Category 1: How to change is unclear 

This category includes three codes: 1) how to change is unclear, 2) practical business ideas for change, 

and 3) exogenous nudges of change. 

 

The first code is ‘how to change is unclear’. For a corporate to change how it operates is hard, and to 

alter the course of a large organisation is difficult. Participant AF1 explains: “Because the problem is 

so big, you don’t even know how to start, how to approach it, and it’s not the way you’ve done business. 

It’s a big problem, it’s an unknown problem and it’s a way that you’re not familiar to work with”. The 

corporate is skilled, resourced, experienced and focused on delivering their core business. To change 

creates complexity as this will require things that they potentially do not have: time and potentially 

other skills and resources that are not current strengths (Participant AF1). The corporate knows how to 

maximise shareholder value but creating value for all stakeholders is overwhelming and unknown 

(Participant CS1). Business does not change overnight, it takes time, and it is difficult to change gears, 

particularly when there is uncertainty on how to do it (Participant AF1; Participant CS5).  Examples of 

the corporate’s uncertainty includes how to practically implement the changes, how you make the food 

system equitable, how to secure resources in a business that is not performing, how to introduce 

alternative types of protein to consumers who already do not get sufficient nutrition and aspire to meat, 

and how to make nutritious food affordable, to name a few. These create challenges but are not 

insurmountable barriers, as Participant CS5 says, “we’ve got to find ways to get better at it”. 

 

The second code, ‘practical business ideas for change’ refers to participants' ideas of tangible actions 

to help the transformation to a sustainable food system. The first idea is to translate the urgency and 

need for change into a business language that people will understand and respond to (Participant AF1; 

Participant CS5). Primarily this means using a financial explanation, such as the previously mentioned 

cost of inaction is greater than the cost of action. The second is to raise sustainability higher on the 

internal agenda through carefully planned conversations and presentations in meeting forums that will 

resonate with selected audiences. Once traction is gained, the third idea is to create the right people 

structures to support the delivery of sustainability initiatives. This will also help reinforce the second 

idea. The last idea is about demonstrating tangible, credible workable solutions. These need to grab 

one’s attention and capture the imagination (Participant CS1). Such external examples already exist 

(Participant CS7) and need to be shared internally. Internal workable solutions also need to be created 

whereby the commercial proposition of these sustainability initiatives needs to be as good or better than 

current ones to help them gain momentum (Participant CS5). For this to happen, the corporate needs to 

experiment more and have an openness to failure (Participant CS1).  

 

The third code is ‘exogenous nudges of change’, which includes participant comments on nudges that 

would negatively affect the corporate but aid the transformation to a sustainable food system. 
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Participant CS1 believes that a shock to the system could create the shift to a sustainable food system. 

Examples of these sorts of shocks mentioned are regime shifts like rapid acceleration of climate change, 

the energy crisis, societal revolutions born out of inequality and COVID-19. Participant AF1 believes 

that corporates in general are much more likely to proactively drive sustainability initiatives only when 

there is direct negative impact on their own businesses from an external source: “it’s only going to 

become a reality when the businesses are hurt”. For example, needing to be self-sufficient with regards 

to energy when Eskom implements load shedding. 

4.7.2 Theme 6: Category 2: New behaviour can be reinforced 

This category includes two codes: 1) incentives and 2) new governance as mechanisms that can 

reinforce a new behaviour. 

 

The first code considers that well-structured incentives can reinforce behaviour that will drive the 

transformation to a sustainable food system. To aid this shift requires the appropriate incentives, without 

which prevents the needed change (Participant CS2; Participant CS7). Participants mentioned that these 

incentives can apply to government, corporates and consumers. Government incentives and 

disincentives to promote a sustainable food system were discussed in Theme 5: category 3. Related to 

corporate incentives, as mentioned, you get what you measure and perception is reality: “For me it’s 

simple, it’s how CEOs think it’s going to be. How they behave is how they’re incentivised” (Participant 

CS2). This shows the importance of the CEO’s perceptions as this will influence the direction of the 

corporate and illustrates that incentives shape behaviour.  

 

This behaviour, led by incentives, will determine how the corporate is managed – Participant CS2 notes:  

 

…how they behave, how they are incentivised will determine how that 5% behaves. If the organisation 

is controlled by the 5% or less and the 5% or less is influenced by how they’re incentivised, it’s best we 

fix how they’re incentivised and that fixes the organisation and the direction of it, how it behaves. 

 

These incentives need to be translated into tangible targets and measures, starting with the most senior 

management and filtering throughout the organisation. Examples exist of other large corporates that 

have a sustainability target within individual targets and woven into all company processes that guide 

decisions, but for this to happen, passionate leadership is required (Participant CS3). Participant CS4 

believes some new thinking is needed for incentives, for example, a blend of short-term results on a 

medium-term scheme and long-term sustainability incentives. Participant AF1 mentions more 

specifically that incentives could be structured to include short-term, long-term and positive 

sustainability criteria.  
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This evolving thinking is aligned to the incorporation of true cost, as explained by Participant AF2:  

 

…the big unlock here is to get true cost in the total system and that that incentive should go into where 

is investment risk and return and true cost. If you put that in the system, I think that will create a more 

equitable total value chain in a currently broken food system. 

 

Consumers also respond to incentives: “the consumer’s only going to change based on how, in other 

words, how they’re incentivised almost. And they’re not incentivised when they’re consuming, but it’s 

a different form of incentivisation in terms of a saving” (Participant CS2). This refers to incentivisation 

pertaining to product affordability, which is believed to be the most motivating factor to change 

consumer behaviour. 

 

The second code is ‘new governance’, which refers to new forms of governance and reporting that can 

shape behaviour and influence decision making. Participant CS5 proposes that a new way of reporting 

is needed that to gives equal prominence to both financial and sustainability indicators: “we’ve got to 

find a new scoresheet that becomes as common language as an income statement or balance sheet or 

return, accounting language, capital language, that calibrates how well you’re doing in that space”.   

 

This documentation could then play a significant influencing role. First, it can influence the narrative 

of the business, not only that by reporting these indicators together shows how the corporate views their 

importance but also providing a ‘mirror’ for the corporate. Second, it can influence shareholders around 

expectations and align more to the purpose with profit concept: “Maybe there’s some ideas in there in 

terms of how do we shift capital motivations in terms of prominence around these aspects” (Participant 

CS5). Third, it allows for sustainability to be elevated on the agenda as it creates a new narrative when 

the CEO and shareholder engage with the external market and media. And last, by making this 

commonplace in the corporate, it can be used to influence decisions. This sort of change, however, 

requires bravery; Participant CS5 says:  

 

A really wacky suggestion is that we turn it entirely on its head and when we engage the market, we land 

not with our results, we land with what have we advanced socially, environmentally. It needn’t be a ten-

page dialogue. It’s just [inaudible] and the importance of those things. By virtue of those things being 

better managed, better profiled, the results are consequential. And we can explain the results, they’re all 

about the market and all that kind of stuff. But our people love us more, our consumers identify with us 

more, all of that kind of stuff. The environment that we’re operating in is in a better state and we’ve left 

it better than we’ve inherited it. Perhaps we need to do as brave a move as that for a period of time to 

demonstrate to people that we take this stuff seriously. 
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4.8 Insights from opinion leaders 

Insights derived from the opinion leaders’ interviews touch on several of the themes that emerged from 

the case study data. These include themes 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 and cover their views on broad topics of food 

system actor collaboration within a competitive environment, considerations to help this happen 

successfully, and their perspective on roles to be played. 

 

A topic that emerged from both opinion leaders was collaboration. Participant O2 shared the view that 

all food system actors need to work together. In particular, because the challenges humanity faces 

cannot be solved by one corporate alone and caution needs to be applied to the corporate motivation for 

actions taken. Participant O2 stated:  

 

Because the feeling is it’s a competitive thing to address poverty. Really? Have you got so much money 

that you can deal with poverty or are you only doing it so you look good so more people buy your stuff 

and shareholders invest in you? Well, that shouldn’t be the case.  

 

Addressing these sorts of challenges requires collaboration across actors to make significant positive 

change. Participant O2 continued, “to really try and sort out some of the big issues in society, one, 

there’s purpose but, two, there’s an understanding that you cannot do it on your own and you have to 

work together, with competitors, people up and down your supply chain, government, all that”.  

 

An opportunity exists for both pre-competitive and competitive states; Participant O2 notes that: 

 

If you really want to address these things, you’ve got to do them as a collective, do them together. The 

development side of things is done that. The product that comes out of that, how it finds its way into your 

organisation, how you market it, how you sell it, what price you, that becomes your competitive 

advantage. 

 

Driving successful collaboration requires consideration of PPP’s, trust, a new skillset in corporates, and 

developing an understanding of corporates’ purpose. Provided the private sector has a strong desire for 

a PPP, the belief is that these collaborations will work better (Participant O1). To develop a successful 

PPP, both evidence and ethics needs to be considered (Participant O1). Evidence means showing serious 

intent or demonstrated positive action. The case study corporate is providing some of this evidence: 

“those are examples or what looks like, at scale, attempts to drive change from within, from within the 

company or the consortium, which makes sense to me. That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about” 

(Participant O1). Evidence underpins trust. Ethical considerations are entwined with alignment with 

objectives.  
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Difficulty with collaboration can be linked to actors all driving their own agendas and struggling to 

remain objective about the task at hand. For collaboration to work, there must be alignment on the goal. 

(Participant O2). Corporate greenwashing has undermined trust between actors in the past.  

 

There is, however, a role for corporates to communicate examples of executions that do promote 

positive change as they can help to capture interest and possibly commitment and collaboration to 

progress the agenda further (Participant O1). An example of this could include a famous person lending 

their voice to a particular cause, which helps to capture the public’s’ attention. Trust can be built 

between actors to drive a positive outcome. Participant O1 advocates: 

 

… there are big issues of trust and mistrust, which come from a long, fractured history and tension that’s 

been there for many, many decades actually, right back into the 70s. But trust can be built, and certain 

things need to be done on, if you like, both sides, public, private, to move towards a basis of trust for 

collaboration.  

 

Further guidelines for building trust are warranted (Participant O1). For food system actors to work 

together successfully, corporates need to develop a new skillset of collaboration, as this is not a current 

strength area for business. Participant O2 explained, “A totally different skill needs to be within the 

organisation and the people in the organisation to deliver on that in a meaningful and impactful way”.  

There are two key parts of this skill that requires development, namely, knowing how to manage in a 

way that promotes inclusivity and how to facilitate effectively to build trust among food system actors. 

Corporates are naturally competitive and helping them achieve this requires collaboration.  

 

To win today, corporates need to understand what their purpose is and how to embrace it (Participant 

O2). This participant strongly advocates for the ‘purpose with profit’ concept but believes this can only 

happen through collaboration with other food system actors (Participant O2). The opinion leaders are 

aligned that the food system needs to change, and that all actors have a role to play. Principally, 

“corporations have an enormous responsibility to drive change, transform and scale at speed” 

(Participant O1). This is not always easy, particularly in relation to providing nutritious, sustainable 

food at an affordable price point. Participant O1 explains, “A big hurdle is the economics of making 

something like that work. There’s a need for knowledge and information around making that 

economically viable.” Similar to the case study sample, incentives are viewed as a lever for change.   
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Participant O1 said: 

 

… there are commercial determinants of the problem, but there are also commercial determinants of the 

solution. It’s an issue of how do you generate the appropriate incentives to do, in this case, nourishing 

things in terms of business practices that generate products and that help support healthy diets and 

disincentivise those that are negative for that. 

 

Broadening the perspective, all actors are actually people who corporates can help to realise their agency 

and unlock collective change.  

 

Participant O2 asserts: 

 

…we need to really make the case on a societal level among so-called consumers or I prefer citizens, that 

this is the future, and this is your future. This is your kids’ and your grandkids’ future if there is to be 

one. There’s no way of avoiding that anymore. I don’t think we’ve done enough on that.  

4.9 Summary 

In this chapter, I presented the findings from my study. This comprises a broad range of participants 

views, understanding and perceptions, which resulted in themes that surfaced from the data. I discussed 

the six themes that emerged from the thematic analysis of the case study sample and explained the 

categories and the related codes. What emerged ranged from a challenging operating context, the 

primacy of financial returns and a limited understanding of sustainability and the food system to 

potential paths forward towards a sustainable food system and hurdles to overcome. Through the 

detailed discussion, the complexity of the food system becomes evident from the influences that inform 

participants’ perspectives. Coupled with this, insights from the opinion leaders interviewed were offered 

as a reflection back into the case study. This encompassed their views on collaboration within a 

competitive environment, considerations to help this happen successfully, and their perspective on roles 

to be played. 

 

These findings provided the basis for the answers to the aim of the research and the four related 

objectives, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations 

5.1 Introduction 

My research aimed to explore perspectives on food corporate contributions towards a sustainable food 

system, through the study of one food corporate. My study was organised around four research 

objectives. These were: 1) to gain insight into the corporate’s reality and their understanding of 

sustainability in business, 2) to establish the corporate’s understanding of the food system, 3) to 

understand the corporate’s view of their role in the food system, and 4) to explore the corporate’s view 

of what would enable the shift towards a sustainable food system. 

 

In this final chapter, my findings related to these four objectives are presented in relation to the literature 

review (Chapter 2) and then considered in the context of achieving the research aim. The findings are 

translated into practical recommendations for the case study corporate, and all food system actors and 

sustainability professionals or any individuals passionate about food system change. I conclude by 

proposing recommendations for future research and, finally, share some personal reflections on my 

research journey. 

5.2 Discussion 

In this section, the findings of each of the four research objectives are unpacked in relation to the 

literature review. This is followed with a consideration of how the research aim was achieved.  

5.2.1 Objective 1: To gain insight into the corporate’s reality and its understanding of sustainability in 

business 

The corporate’s current reality is one of sustained poor financial performance that is shaping decision-

making and curbing an appetite for sustainability issues. This is the overriding prerogative of decision 

makers at present. Consequences of not meeting the desired financial returns include the loss of 

individual bonus incentives linked to performance targets and the leadership of the corporate has fallen 

into question. This compounds the pressure on leadership to prioritise financial performance, fix 

business returns and manage shareholder expectations. Sustainability does not fall within this focus.  

 

Corporates are competitive by design and want to ensure their continued success and control and 

predictability of results. This characteristic can be both an advantage and disadvantage as regards 

sustainability. A disadvantage is that this characteristic can dilute sustainability initiatives and an 

advantage is that corporates are drivers: they have an inherent bias for action and tend to turn challenges 

into opportunities. The characteristics of innovative thinking and agility highlight the benefit of 

corporates being part of the solution for a sustainable food system. The corporate’s purpose and 

portfolio are currently under review, which could lead to significant changes. The corporate will rely 

on its traits of relevance and credibility to attain its objective.  
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The reality is that the corporate is in a defensive position that could play out negatively or positively 

for sustainability. Ultimately, this decision will be led by the CEO’s perspective and his ability to 

influence the shareholders. A potential negative outcome could be a purely financially driven focus. A 

positive outcome could be that the corporate uses this situation as an opportunity to embrace 

sustainability, clarify its purpose and enhance its relevance to create a positive trajectory. 

 

This positive result requires a holistic understanding of what sustainability in business means. The 

literature tells us that corporate sustainability can be explained as meeting the needs of all current 

stakeholders without limiting the corporate’s capacity to meet the needs of future stakeholders at the 

same time (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). This includes meeting economic, social and environmental 

requirements. Two main interpretations of sustainability in business emerged from interviews with 

employees of the case study corporate.  

 

The first is that while some participants hold a more holistic view, most had a predominant 

understanding of sustainability in business as related to environmental issues. There appears to be a 

relationship between this understanding of sustainability (environmental) and the fact that most of the 

progress made by the corporate in their sustainability programme is in the environmental space. This 

suggests a link between understanding and progress. If there is clear understanding, then progress will 

be made. Where there is no understanding, progress will be slow or non-existent. There is less 

understanding by the participants of the social and economic elements of sustainability and therefore 

less progress in addressing these issues. This highlights the need for and importance of education for 

understanding. 

 

The second dominant understanding of sustainability in business relates to having a business that 

persists into the future, which is directly related to profitability. Sustainability, in this understanding, 

has an inherent requirement of financial sustainability, of profit. Based on these two dominant 

interpretations, it can be argued that the corporate has an incomplete understanding of business 

sustainability because it omits societal issues and focuses only partly on environmental ones. 

 

While the corporate has sustainability initiatives, sustainability itself is not integral to the business. 

Externally, the company is investing in the sustainable future of food predominantly via venture capital 

opportunities where small businesses are driving change. This allows the corporate to maintain its focus 

on profitability, and ensure it is at the crest of new technology and innovation in food, leveraging food 

system disruption to maximise the opportunity to ensure its own relevance and longevity. Internally, 

there is a sustainability programme that focuses on nourishing people, enriching communities and 

sustaining natural resources. Awareness of the actions to address these areas, however, is extremely low 

among employees and progress is uneven.  
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Participants note that sustainability is not central to the business strategy nor woven into the fabric of 

the organisation. They believe, however, that there is appetite for this and that it should be at the core 

of the business model and strategy. The rationale for this appetite lies in creating relevance with 

stakeholders, which is believed will result in growth. The reasons offered for the lack of drive to make 

this a reality lie in participants struggling to juggle priorities, employees being so entrenched in their 

operational areas and concerned about meeting targets that they do not always realise or appreciate the 

larger context of an unsustainable food system, the financial status of the corporate and related impact 

on their own jobs.  

 

Participants noted that a corporate purpose with sustainability at its heart will create relevance with 

consumers, which, in turn, will drive the desired financial growth. This sentiment is closely linked to 

the literature on the concept of purpose with profit that shifts from a short-term profit-only focus to one 

that centres on solving planetary and human challenges with profitable solutions for all stakeholders 

(Swinburn et al., 2019; Mayer & Roche, 2021). If relevance through sustainability purpose helps to 

deliver profit, then one could argue that this should become a priority, but this is not the case. This may 

imply that the corporate is not certain why they should prioritise sustainability, which is inextricably 

linked to insufficient understanding of the idea in its full meaning. 

 

This objective is answered predominantly in the clustering of perspectives under Theme 1, Theme 4 

and Theme 5. 

5.2.2 Objective 2: To establish the corporate’s understanding of the food system 

A definition of the food system is a system that encompasses all activities ranging from production to 

consumption and disposal of food, together with the respective outcomes of these, like socioeconomic 

and environmental effects (FAO & UNEP, 2012). It is a CAS that is unsustainable in its current form 

due to significantly negative effects on the environment and human health. It is also one of two main 

systems responsible for causing the sustainability challenges of our time (WWF, 2016; Swinburn et al., 

2019; von Bormann, 2019). This means that global collaborative efforts are urgently needed to change 

the food system (Kampers & Fresco, 2017; Willett et al., 2019; Pereira et al., 2020). 

 

A more limited understanding of the food system emerged from the study participants in that they had 

a more linear view of this system, which included activities ‘from farm to fork’ and lacked a systemic 

perspective. Study respondents focus mainly on their operations in isolation, making them disconnected 

from their broader systemic context and not able to see themselves as part of a complex system. There 

appears to be growing awareness among participants of this dissociative view and that limited foresight 

and forethought is being applied to corporate actions.  
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The corporate’s leadership is focusing on and prioritising elements directly impacting the business 

processes, but some participants believe there is a failure to fully understand and explore the broader 

consequences of their actions. 

 

The current food system is unsustainable due to its severe and negative impacts on the environment and 

human health (Willett et al., 2019; HLPE, 2020; Pereira et al., 2020). Many participants describe it as 

broken and recognise that it is unsustainable, but they tend to omit the element of human health. 

Participants gave two main reasons for this ‘brokenness’: 1) being able to feed more people using a 

declining availability of natural resources presents the risk of food shortages and 2) food production 

processes are having severe environmental effects, which further compounds the risk of food shortages, 

making it unsustainable. The link between the environment and the corporate’s activities presents a 

direct threat, and is likely why it receives more attention and achieves more progress than other 

sustainability initiatives. Another less recognised fact that is noted in the data is that the food system is 

unequal with healthy diets being the privilege of those that can afford it. Participant sentiment is that it 

is imperative that this is addressed but there are more questions than answers in how to achieve this. 

 

Due to the food system being one of the two main systems causing the sustainability challenges of our 

time and the related grave consequences, it is critical that the food system urgently transforms to a 

sustainable one (WWF, 2016; Swinburn et al., 2019; Willett et al., 2019). Participants’ understanding 

of the need and urgency for change is misaligned with this and rather ranges from it being an absolute 

necessity (pull) to requiring some convincing that at some point the choice to change will be removed 

(push). COVID-19 has played a role in raising the need to change on the agenda for some participants, 

but this does not appear to be significant. While the pace of change is of deep concern, the reason for 

this lag may lie in the current business context and related pressures, as explained above, the dramatic 

increase in the complexity of contemporary business, and that change is difficult. 

 

Change to ‘what’ is an important consideration. According to the FAO and UNEP (2012:3) “a 

sustainable food system is a food system that delivers food security and nutrition for all in such a way 

that the economic, social and environmental bases to generate food security and nutrition for future 

generations are not compromised.” Participants’ understanding of a sustainable food system is one that 

enables equal access to nutritious food that is produced in an environmentally sustainable way. This 

means a change to the type and way of producing food to enable corporates to deliver healthy, 

affordable, tasty, accessible, sustainable food, while considering all stakeholders, including the planet; 

the true cost to society of such food; and with an emphasis on reducing inequality. The challenge is that 

participants are uncertain how to make healthy, nutritious food both simultaneously affordable for 

consumers and profitable for the corporate. Unless this solution is developed, encouraging consumers 

to adopt alternate diets is going to present a real barrier in their opinion.  
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The corporate’s basket of products does not currently prioritise nutrition, but through a recent 

investment they are seeking to make plant-based protein the norm in South Africa and sub-Saharan 

Africa.  

 

While the headlines about the food system are generally understood by the case study participants, there 

are some emissions and inconsistencies with the literature reviewed, such as inconsistent perceptions 

of the urgency for change, the absence of understanding related to human health consequences and of 

the economic and social systems that surround food. This leads to the conclusion that the corporate has 

a limited understanding of the food system. 

 

Theme 2 aligns most strongly to this objective. 

5.2.3 Objective 3: To understand the corporate’s view of its role in the food system 

What emerged from the data in mainly themes 4,5 and 6 is that there is uncertainty on the purpose of 

the corporate and disparity between its current and potential future roles. There are three roles that the 

corporate currently fulfils: 1) to generate financial returns, 2) to provide food and 3) to provide 

employment. 

 

First, participants noted that the corporate exists to generate financial returns and deliver value to its 

shareholders; aligned to the dominant narrative of a corporate’s mandate (Friedmann 2005; Stuckler & 

Nestle, 2012; Greenberg, 2017; Swinburn et al., 2019). This is viewed as a priority role, with added 

emphasis on delivering short-term financial returns more recently.  

 

The complexity of the food system is demonstrated by the interplay of different reinforcing loops, 

structures and feedback. The current market, systems and regime dictates some parameters for a 

corporate to operate within, and the corporate overlays its prerogative within these constraints. The 

participants note that the cycle of delivering short-term financial returns is reinforced by the response 

of financial markets and through employee incentives, which tend to be short term in nature. Not only 

does this hamper sustainability initiatives’ ability to gain traction, but it also influences decision making. 

When presented with competing priorities and trade-offs, leadership decisions will be driven by the one 

with the fastest financial return. This primacy of financial returns is a one-dimensional purpose that 

compounds and strengthens the negatives of the current corporate food regime. The current economic 

and political systems have incentivised corporates to drive the current food system, the current 

unfettered market promotes the prioritisation of financial returns, and most large food businesses are 

legally required to deliver financial returns (Swinburn et al., 2019). This inherent financial motivation 

draws the most criticism of corporates (Stuckler & Nestle, 2012). Participants also recognise that the 

delivery of financial returns is a mandatory requirement for corporates.  
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An opportunity for an alternative purpose exists, however, that would allow more balance, and, if 

achieved, could contribute significantly to building a sustainable food system. 

 

Second, the participants view the corporate’s current role as providing food for South Africans. As a 

food company, producing food is literally what the corporate does. In the context of COVID-19, 

employees have viewed this role as even more important as food insecurity has increased.  

 

Third, participants see an outcome of that function as another valuable role that the corporate plays: to 

provide employment to over 22 000 South Africans. This role is true for any business. Indeed, while 

both food and employment are important and needed in the country, it is arguably not why the corporate 

exists. The current role of the corporate is narrow and financially motivated. 

 

An alternative possible role surfaced from the data, which has yet to be realised. This potential role 

incorporates the narrative of the balance between purpose and profit. This is closely linked with the 

purpose with profit concept that seeks a balance between the roles of delivering impact for sustainability 

(purpose) and financial returns (profit) (Swinburn et al., 2019; Mayer & Roche, 2021). Participants 

noted that this purpose is gaining traction, demonstrated largely through consumer demand, which 

indicates its relevance. Corporates have been part of the problem and they have also delivered some 

benefits (Stuckler & Nestle, 2012; GPAFSN, 2018; Swinburn et al., 2019; Willett et al., 2019). An 

optimistic belief exists that corporates can be a force for good and play a role in the shift towards a 

sustainable food system (Haddad et al., 2016; Haddad, 2018; Haddad, 2019; Swinburn et al., 2019). 

Participants acknowledged and echoed this position. A sense of responsibility exists among the 

respondents to help fix the food system and to drive this change at speed and at scale, which they believe 

they are well placed to do because they have the infrastructure and scale required and a bias for action. 

Due to this, they advocate that corporates should be the ones to lead this transformation to a sustainable 

food system by providing equitable, sustainable nutrition; food security; and consumer education 

related to sustainable consumption. Participants believe corporates have to lead because government, 

in their view, is restrained by short-term election cycles and other priorities. This view is tempered with 

the recognition that there is a way to go to achieve this, it would require both finding new ways to do 

this and overcoming the inherent complexity and related challenges. What was missed by participants 

is that corporate entities are also constrained – by the profit motive and an incomplete understanding of 

food systems. Each food system actor has a role to play and has agency, which is not always fully 

realised (Swinburn et al., 2019). Participant views aligned to this. The collective views present an 

alternative perspective on the role that corporates could play: to lead the transformation to a sustainable 

food system and catalyse collaboration among actors.  
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Chapter 2 outlined differing perspectives on corporates affecting positive change within the food 

system. Some are sceptical of food corporates’ ability to aid the transition to a sustainable food system 

(Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Stuckler & Nestle, 2012; Hoddinott, Gillespie & Yosef, 2016; 

Greenberg, 2017; Gillespie & Nisbett, 2019). Others are more optimistic in their views regarding this 

(Haddad et al., 2016; Haddad, 2018; Haddad, 2019; Swinburn et al., 2019). The optimistic view of 

corporate’s role posited that they should be part of the solution but did not specify the leadership 

capacity and the opportunity to catalyse collaboration. This potential role may address the sceptics’ 

concerns in four ways. First, it could deliver the evidence they seek of corporate intent through 

demonstrated positive business action (Stuckler & Nestle, 2012; Gillespie & Nisbett, 2019). Second, it 

could connect corporates to the complexity of the system thereby addressing their limited understanding 

of it. Third, including equity in the vision of a sustainable food system suggests a reorientation of power 

more suited to the sceptics’ view. Finally, by adopting a purpose with profit perspective the financial 

conflict of interest may be addressed by placing sustainability at the centre of the business strategy and 

reprioritising financial primacy in corporate governance, while still achieving their fiduciary 

requirements and making profit for shareholders and incentives for employees. 

 

This role aligns to the concept of collaborative governance and was highlighted as a key component in 

realising a sustainable food system in the literature review (Swinburn et al., 2019). This includes all 

sectors and actors in the food system aligning with a mutual goal and requires overcoming conflicts of 

interest to facilitate coherent, coordinated action and sustained commitment (Swinburn et al., 2019).  

 

While this potential role sounds encouraging, it raises the question of why there is not more evidence 

of this. Theme 6 provides some insight into this, as a recurring theme that emerged is that the corporate 

is unclear on how to change; it is unsure on what to do pragmatically. The sense is that part of the reason 

for change being difficult is that this potential role is not an area of strength or expertise for the corporate 

and they feel they do not possess the resources or skills to achieve it. What was revealed through the 

study, however, is that the participants collectively know more than they realise. Through the individual 

views and ideas offered by participants, a combined view emerged that shows that there is more clarity 

on what to do than the participants themselves appreciate. This will be shared in more detail in the 

discussion of the next objective. 

5.2.4 Objective 4: To explore the corporate’s view of what would enable the shift towards a sustainable 

food system 

Participants noted that the world is changing faster than ever before, impacting the food system and 

corporates’ business operating context. Managing this complexity demands change of its own as well 

as to enable the shift towards a sustainable food system. Various suggestions made by participants are 

discussed below.  
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These range from internal to external actions that could enable such a shift; they are drawn from across 

all the themes and summarised in Table 5.1. These suggestions align with the broad proposed strategic 

solutions outlined in Chapter 2 (Igumbor et al, 2012; Moragues et al., 2013; Pereira, 2014; Kotze & 

Rose, 2015; WWF, 2016, Gordon et al, 2017; HLPE, 2017b; Kampers & Fresco, 2017; UNEP, 2018; 

Swinburn et al., 2019; Willett et al., 2019). Participants’ responses, however, include some more 

granular, practical applications. 

 

For a corporate to affect positive change, a series of unlearning and relearning is required, starting with 

a different type of leadership. Some participants proposed that this includes courageous, personally 

passionate CEOs to lead. To facilitate this, there is a need for an abundant, agile, adaptive and inclusive 

mindset. Unlocking positive change, they believe, requires a mindset change that can be enabled by 

sustainability and food system education. This passionate leadership is only beginning to emerge in the 

case study as the CEO has been involved with, influenced and educated by other powerful corporate 

players through an independent platform. This early stage of the CEO’s personal engagement may be a 

reason for limited sustainability focus and progress within this corporate to date. The broader leadership 

team still has to embark upon its own journey of learning and unlearning taking inspiration from others 

such as the CEO and outside experts. 

 

The findings showed that a knowledge gap exists that needs to be closed for corporates, and other food 

system actors. Education enables a mindset change, which, in turn, enables positive action and a sense 

of urgency. This new worldview can then catalyse positive action from multiple actors. This includes 

activating shareholders to pursue sustainability-premised investments, consumers to drive demand for 

sustainable products and practices, and CEOs to drive corporates using the purpose with profit concept. 

This requires CEOs to become braver in managing shareholder expectations of short-, medium- and 

long-term result priorities.  

 

This introduces the concept of influence and power as it also means filtering this education down to all 

employees and embedding sustainability into operations. Importantly, this can also convey the need and 

urgency for change. How this can be done is suggested by participants via a notion of the ‘shadow of a 

leader’. This is when narratives of powerful people can be used to drive awareness of the issues and 

possible solutions. In a corporate, this trickles down from the CEO setting the tone and influencing 

others to also affect positive change. This is one perspective on power from the participants, which is a 

narrower view than the references to power in Chapter 2. Both relate to influence that allows or prevents 

food system actors from achieving their interests (Pereira et al., 2020; Walls et al., 2020), but the 

literature focuses more on the different levels of power held by different actors, and, in particular, the 

concentration of corporate power in the food system (McMicheal, 2009; Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 

2011; Igumbor et al., 2012; Pereira, 2014; Greenberg, 2017; Pereira et al., 2020).  
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Aligned to this topic in Chapter 2 was the acknowledgement of power, the important role it plays 

(Swinburn et al., 2019) and that it is central to understanding the food system (Walls et al., 2020). A 

second reflection on participants’ views on power relates to noticeably few mentions or references to 

power and influence. This topic tended to be deflected when raised during the interviews. Reasons for 

this may be as a reinforcement that all actors have a role and without the broader systemic 

understanding, the significance of corporates’ influence is not fully realised or there is awareness of 

this, but the preference is to apportion influence across actors; or that there is disproportionate influence 

among food corporates themselves. For example, food retailers hold more power than food producers, 

or even that recognising one’s own power is sometimes difficult as it creates a responsibility. This is 

the current view, however, as mentioned above, the inclusion of equity in the vision of a sustainable 

food system may help to address this. 

 

Associated with influence, participants believe that new definitions are needed to promote the shift 

towards a sustainable food system. This includes shifting from using financial returns as the pure 

measure of success to a broader view, creating new determinants of value and, essentially, ushering in 

of a new form of capitalism. This is a major shift in conceptualising the role of large companies in a 

capitalist system and is included within the purpose with profit concept as outlined in the Mayer and 

Roche’s (2021) book Putting Purpose into Practice: The Economics of Mutuality. Changing mindsets 

may be a key enabler, but it cannot be underestimated as a task. Simply sharing knowledge will not 

achieve the goal. It requires personal resonance to really drive change, highlighting the importance of 

how it is communicated. 

 

Practical, foundational ideas were shared for internal action within the corporate. These reflect actions 

within existing structures to progress the sustainability agenda and were not a radical shift in worldview. 

These ideas include raising sustainability on the business agenda through presentations at appropriate 

meeting forums; translating the need for change into a business language that resonates with employees 

(normally financial); demonstrating credible, workable examples to capture the imagination and garner 

support; and once alignment has been gained, creating the right people structures for execution. Two 

aforementioned ideas are affiliated with this. First, placing sustainability at the heart of the business 

strategy, adopting the purpose with profit concept and embedding sustainability into the fabric of the 

organisation. Second, focusing the corporate’s efforts operationally on sustainable production and 

consumption of food; in other words, the production of nutritious food in an environmentally friendly 

way that is affordable and accessible to all consumers.  

 

With this in place, participants made suggestions for new behaviours, which could be reinforced through 

incentives and new governance measures. Well-structured incentives can reinforce behaviour to support 

a sustainable food system.  
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These can be applied to shareholder investment choices, CEO and employee incentives and extrapolated 

to incentivise consumers’ choices. This could also include enabling government incentives and 

disincentives to promote sustainable production and consumption. These are views from participants. 

This is aligned to the literature that talks about the opportunity to positively incentivise corporates to be 

part of the solution (Haddad et al., 2016; Haddad, 2018). New forms of reporting that give equal 

prominence to both financial and sustainability indicators can also shape behaviour and influence 

decision making towards a sustainable food system (Swinburn et al., 2020). This is reflected both in the 

literature reviewed and was raised by participants. 

 

New governance and collaborative ways of working are highlighted in the findings. Acknowledging the 

complexity of the problem, accepting that there is no silver bullet or panacea, participants advocate that 

all food system actors need to play an active role to work together to address the challenges. This is 

aligned to the views put forward in Chapter 2 (Dentoni et al., 2012; Pereira, 2014; Swinburne et al., 

2019; Willett et al., 2019). New governance includes coordinated, collaborative and solutions-focused 

action from all actors in the food system (Igumbor et al., 2012; Moragues et al., 2013; Pereira, 2014; 

Kotze & Rose, 2015; WWF, 2016, Gordon et al., 2017; HLPE, 2017b; Kampers & Fresco, 2017). Power 

imbalances, however, create challenges for collaborative governance (Swinburn et al., 2020). The 

findings also show that working collaboratively presents various challenges, including competing 

agendas and potential conflict areas.  

 

The scepticism of corporate motivations being skewed by profit desires and public relations angles to 

improve reputations is not reserved only for actors outside of food corporates. Participant remarks 

reflect that corporates themselves note this, but participants believe that collaboration is necessary, even 

collaboration with direct competitors, to drive a positive outcome. Pre-competitive collaboration with 

PPPs and multiple sectors are viewed as necessary (Dentoni, Hospes & Ross, 2012; Pereira, 2014; 

Swinburne et al., 2019; Willett et al., 2019). According to the findings, the foundational success factor 

required is trust and this enables successful pre-competitive spaces. Even those that are sceptical of 

corporate involvement believe there is a place for PPPs, but note that they take time, to build trust 

requires open dialogue, and corporates must demonstrate evidence of intent (Hoddinott, Gillespie & 

Yosef, 2016; GPAFSN, 2018).  

 

Appetite for multi-stakeholder collaboration exists (Southern Africa Food Lab, 2018) and purpose and 

trust are key to addressing food system issues (Duvenage, 2020). This type of collaboration requires a 

new skillset that is not common currently within the corporate. As corporates are naturally competitive, 

a suggestion of an independent platform for all actors to engage on to foster collaborative ways of 

working is offered by participants. These independent platforms do exist (Southern Africa Food Lab, 

2018). 
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Other exogenous nudges were mentioned, but that would also negatively affect the corporate. These are 

aligned to the theory of regime shifts in Chapter 2 and include shocks to the system that would cause a 

regime shift, such as climate change, the energy crisis, social unrest and global pandemics. The 

sentiment is that corporates will be motivated to act with urgency where a real business threat is 

identified or encountered. This further affirms a possible reason as to why the most progress in 

sustainability initiatives made by the corporate have been on the environmental front. What is 

interesting to note is that the corporate is weathering all of these exogenous nudges in some way or 

another, but that this is not necessarily resulting in dramatic change. This could suggest that the small 

sustainability initiatives and incremental changes made are just keeping the corporate ahead of these 

impacts, or that severe enough regime shifts have not yet happened. 

Table 5.1: Enablers of shifts to a more sustainable food system 

The corporate’s view of enablers 

Unlearning and relearning 

1. Education for mindset change 

2. Carefully crafted, resonant communication for targeted audiences 

3. A new type of leadership 

4. Influence others 

New definitions of success 1. Redefine success and value 

Practical internal actions 

1. Raise sustainability on the agenda through appropriate meeting forums  

2. Translate the need for change into a business language that resonates 

with employees 

3. Demonstrating credible, workable examples to capture the imagination 

and garner support 

4. Upon alignment, create the right people structures to execute 

Business strategy 
1. Place sustainability at the centre of the business purpose and adopt the 

purpose with profit concept 

Operational focus areas 1. Food corporate to focus on sustainable production and consumption 

Reinforce new behaviour 
1. Incentives 

2. New governance 

Collaborative ways of working 

1. Food corporates leading collaboration with all food system actors 

2. Focus on building trust  

3. Develop the new and required skillset  

4. Explore the benefits offered by an independent platform 

Exogenous nudges 1. Systemic shocks to trigger regime changes 
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5.2.5 Achieving the research aim  

The aim of this research was to explore perspectives on food corporate contributions towards a 

sustainable food system, through the study of one food corporate. The discussion of the four research 

objectives provided insight into this. 

 

The current context for the corporate is driving a primary focus on delivering financial returns. This, 

together with a limited understanding of sustainability in business and the food system means that 

progress in sustainability, and, more specifically, action towards a sustainable food system, is being 

curbed. This presents a crossroads for the corporate. To remain mainly financially focused or use this 

context as an opportunity to embed sustainability as core to the business strategy. The latter course 

presents a path towards a sustainable food system, and, in turn, business longevity, without sacrificing 

the required financial return requirements. 

 

Within the case study, there are the beginnings of thinking about a different way of working and 

engaging with sustainability. This is a more purpose-led approach that embraces the purpose with profit 

concept and highlights a contribution that a corporate could make towards a sustainable food system. 

Senior leadership in the case study corporate have acknowledged that together with the changes that are 

required to enable the shift, collaboration is key, and successful execution also requires a different way 

of working. Collectively what emerged from the participants was an alternative role for corporates: by 

harnessing the strength of corporates, they can be a force for good and not only help transform the food 

system to a sustainable one but lead this transformation by catalysing collaboration among food system 

actors.  

 

Moving beyond the case study corporate, the participants’ views offers a leadership perspective for a 

broader change process enabling corporates to step into the void where there is no decisive collaborative 

leadership. As noted in Chapter 2, there is willingness and appetite for this sort of collaborative initiative 

to drive systemic change (Southern Africa Food Lab, 2018) and independent platforms exist that can 

be further leveraged in this endeavour. 

 

Of concern regarding the case study, is the disparity on the sense of urgency to act, which implies that 

the reason sustainability needs to be prioritised, even within their current context, is not entirely clear 

for the participants. This can be addressed through education of employees, starting with the leadership, 

to build understanding in a resonant way that changes mindsets, using the powerful influence of others 

to land these messages. It is a little bit like the frog in the pot syndrome. Food corporates need to realise 

that they are the frog to unleash their potential.  
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This awareness, and if the corporate chooses a purpose-led approach for its future, then creates the 

potential for the corporate to grow into this leadership and catalysing role for collaborative change in 

the food system. 

 

In summary, the literature review provided the context and setting for this study and outlined the 

differing perspectives on the ability of corporates to have a positive influence in the needed shift to a 

sustainable food system. As discussed above, this ranged from sceptics of this becoming a reality to 

optimists who believe food corporates can achieve this and need to be part of the solution. The case 

study corporate’s collective perspective of this aligns with the optimists’ view, revealing some gaps in 

understanding, yet more clarity than they themselves realise and an opportunity for a purposeful and 

positively impactful future. 

5.3 Practical recommendations 

In this section, my findings are translated into practical recommendations for the case study corporate, 

for sustainability professionals or any passionate individuals and employees desiring food system 

change and for all food system actors. 

 

For the corporate, this research has revealed a set of considerations. The current reality for the corporate 

is one where it is imperative that financial returns are delivered before shareholders lose patience. This 

creates an opportunity for this corporate to embrace an embedded view of sustainability and the purpose 

with profit concept to place sustainability at the heart of the business strategy, thereby creating relevance 

for the corporate’s stakeholders that may lead to growth. This means that financial returns do not need 

to be sacrificed, but rather enhanced through the reframing of a more powerful purpose that can act as 

a rallying cry to build goodwill with all the corporate’s stakeholders, including shareholders. This 

presents one of the ‘why’s’ for sustainability to be prioritised. Ways to positively reinforce this strategy, 

such as appropriate incentives and corporate governance measures, can be inculcated to promote 

successful execution of this new strategy. 

 

To support the delivery of this strategy, the recommendation is that sustainability needs to be embedded 

into the fabric of the organisation so that this perspective becomes built into the norms of how business 

is conducted by all employees. This can be accomplished through a pragmatic, collaborative 

implementation plan. The study also offers key focus areas for the corporate regarding the sustainable 

production and consumption of food to complement the strategy. This can enable the development of 

plans to produce food sustainably and educate consumers about sustainable consumption, leveraging 

the strong inherent capabilities of the corporate. These plans will be substantially more impactful when 

addressed as a collective with other food system actors.  
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For example, a communication strategy with clear messaging to educate consumers that can be executed 

by multiple actors, such as government and many food corporates, will be more powerful than a single 

corporate’s initiative. This introduces another opportunity to leverage one of the independent platforms 

already engaged in to join forces with other food system actors to address these complex issues in a 

collaborative manner. This independent body already includes multiple food corporates that are 

engaging in solutions to food system challenges in a pre-competitive environment. This provides a 

platform to kickstart the new potential role of food corporates and embrace collaborative governance, 

including engaging with government on incentives to promote the sustainable production of nutritious 

food to solve some of the economic challenges. 

 

Another ‘why’, and arguably the most critical, lies in building perspective and dovetails with 

recommendations for sustainability professionals or passionate people wanting to drive change towards 

a sustainable food system. As highlighted in the study, there is a need to build understanding of 

sustainability and the food system, which can be achieved through education. This education will help 

to influence leaders to lead the change and inform all food system actors, which ultimately includes the 

broader public, of the need and urgency for change.  

 

The recommendation for those passionate about realising a sustainable food system is to focus first on 

education to drive the needed mindset change and consider the role of influence in practical executions. 

An example is using key influential people to deliver this education. The focus of the education should 

first be on the ‘why’ for each selected audience, before focusing on the ‘what’ and ‘how’. Making 

messaging relevant on a personal level and appealing to one’s motivation for caring and acting may be 

effective to kickstart change. I suggest incorporating and seeding the idea of new definitions of success 

and value into this exercise. For practical implementation, sustainability professionals can benefit from 

the proposed actions contained in Table 5.1. These include consideration of raising sustainability on the 

agenda through appropriate meeting forums; translating the need for change into a business language 

that resonates with employees; demonstrating credible, workable examples to capture the imagination 

and garner support; and, upon alignment, creating the appropriate execution structures. Food corporates, 

such as the case study corporate, will benefit from adopting a complexity worldview, which will be 

enabled by building perspective. 

 

For all food system actors, a practical recommendation is to realise that all food system actors have 

agency and to use that understanding. Change tends not to happen in single large events, but rather 

through a series of small, seemingly insignificant actions that ladder up to considerable change. Doing 

what you can, with what you have and where you are matters. Whether you are a parent, consumer, 

senior executive or government official, everyone can influence change. 
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5.4 Recommendations for future research 

This research was focused on gathering perspectives on food corporate contributions towards a 

sustainable food system, through the study of one food corporate. This provides insights into corporates 

as a food system actor and contributes to the foundational understanding in this regard.  

 

As the study was limited to one corporate, this provides the basis for further exploration of the 

commonality of their views among other food corporates. Further to this, this could be explored by type 

of food corporate, such as food manufacturer versus food retailer, for example.  

 

As it has been established that all food system actors have a role to play in the transformation to a 

sustainable food system, this study could also provide a basis for a study to explore the roles of each 

actor in more depth, in an effort to understand how change could happen in this context. 

 

In identifying a new potential role for food corporates to play in this transformation, research into 

understanding the key components and success factors for leading this collaborative change would be 

beneficial in progressing this broader agenda of moving towards a sustainable food system. This could 

include guidelines on building trust and the skills needed to facilitate effective collaboration. 

 

As reflected in both the literature review and findings, opportunity exists within the corporate 

governance and reporting space to give equal prominence to both financial and sustainability indicators. 

A study to construct a new way of doing this and related documentation, such as a scoresheet, to make 

it commonplace could make a significant contribution.  

 

While there are tools that exist, the study and creation of a pragmatic toolbox for corporates to support 

implementation would add immense value in progressing the change that is sought. 

 

And finally, a quantitative study to measure the outcomes of corporates that follow the purpose with 

profit concept will help to build the case to encourage more corporates to move to this model. 

5.5 Personal reflections 

In this study, I aimed to explore how change could happen in food corporates in the food system by 

exploring their perspectives on affecting positive change in this context. The dominant narrative in the 

literature reviewed portrayed food corporates in a negative light, which created the opportunity to give 

corporates a voice and broaden current perspectives.  

 

My appreciation for context grew throughout my research journey. Context explains the external and 

internal influences on a corporate, which helps to determine their potential for change. 
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What surprised me was the power of the subconscious mind that can supersede these predictions. This 

corporate is in a context of immense financial pressure in established market norms, which has created 

the possibility of sustainability being dismissed. The corporate also expressed overtly that they were 

not sure how to go about changing. Yet, not only did it emerge that they possess significantly more 

clarity on what to do than they realise, but they also hold a collective, but yet uncommunicated, vision 

of leading the transformation and catalysing collaborative change. 

 

This study is just one small part of the significant, systemic change needed to address the global 

sustainability challenges of our time. My wish, however, is that it is a contribution towards a more 

inclusive understanding to enable pragmatic action within and by corporates. What is clear is that the 

urgency of the challenges in the Anthropocene need to be prioritised. We require solutions, at speed 

and at scale, and all actors need to step up and act. I hope this study will create a vision for an alternative, 

positive role for food corporates and encourage them to embrace this leadership position.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Consent to participate in research form 

STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

You are invited to take part in a study conducted by Tarryn Hughes, from the Economic and 

Management Sciences, School of Public Leadership, at Stellenbosch University. You were approached 

as a possible participant because of your experience and role in large food corporates in the South 

African food system. 

 

1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 

This research seeks to explore large food corporates views of the food system in South Africa, including 

perspectives on addressing its sustainability challenges. 

 

2. WHAT WILL BE ASKED OF ME?  

 

If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in an in-depth semi-structured 

interview of approximately one to one-and-a-half hours, via video conference. No preparation would 

be required for this. 

 

3. POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

 

There will be minimal potential for any negative experience nor any foreseeable risks, discomforts or 

inconveniences. Your time will be respected, and the interview scheduled when it is convenient for you. 

 

4. POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO THE SOCIETY 

 

The broad benefits are the opportunity to reflect on the effect and influence of your work with regards 

to the food system, and to possibly strengthen this.  

 

The potential benefits to society are progress in the transformation to an improved food system that 

could improve human health and work congruously with the environment. 

 

5. PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 

 

There will be no payment for participation. 

 

6. PROTECTION OF YOUR INFORMATION, CONFIDENTIALITY AND IDENTITY 

 

This study will be anonymised to ensure complete confidentiality of all information. 

 

Any information you share with me during this study and that could possibly identify you as a 

participant will be protected. I will ensure rigor in the secure handling, protection and disposal of data 

to ensure privacy and confidentiality of both the individuals and companies participating in the study. 

Upon consent, the interviews will be recorded, transferred to the computer post interview, each 
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interview saved under an anonymous name, coded and then deleted. My computer is password 

protected. I will adhere to Stellenbosch University’s guidelines on ethical aspects of scholarly and 

scientific research. 

 

7. PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 

 

You can choose whether to be in this study or not. If you agree to take part in this study, you may 

withdraw at any time without any consequence. You may also refuse to answer any questions you don’t 

want to answer and still remain in the study.  

 

8. RESEARCHERS’ CONTACT INFORMATION 

 

If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to contact Tarryn Hughes at 

tarryn.hughes@rclfoods.com / 082 907 2701, and/or the supervisors Scott Drimie at 

scottdrimie@mweb.co.za or Angela Coetzee at angela.coetzee@lynedoch.org 

 

9.   RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

 

You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are 

not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. If 

you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact Ms Maléne Fouché 

[mfouche@sun.ac.za; 021 808 4622] at the Division for Research Development. 

 

DECLARATION OF CONSENT BY THE PARTICIPANT 

 

As the participant I confirm that: 

• I have read the above information and it is written in a language that I am comfortable with. 

• I have had a chance to ask questions and all my questions have been answered. 

• All issues related to privacy, and the confidentiality and use of the information I provide, have 

been explained, and I am aware that the interview will be recorded. 

 

 

By signing below, I ________________________________________ agree to take part in this research 

study, as conducted by Tarryn Hughes. 

 

 

 

 

_______________________________________ _____________________ 

Signature of Participant Date 
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DECLARATION BY THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR 

 

As the principal investigator, I (Tarryn Hughes) hereby declare that the information contained in this 

document has been thoroughly explained to the participant. I also declare that the participant has been 

encouraged (and has been given ample time) to ask any questions. In addition, I would like to select the 

following option:  

 

X 

 

The conversation with the participant was conducted in a language in which the participant 

is fluent. 

 

 

 

The conversation with the participant was conducted with the assistance of a translator (who 

has signed a non-disclosure agreement), and this “Consent Form” is available to the 

participant in a language in which the participant is fluent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________ _____________________  

   

Signature of Principal Investigator   Date 
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Appendix 2: Ethical clearance 
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