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Abstract 
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Authors: Aamer Shahzad & Syed Nadeem Hussain Shah. 

Advisor: Mr. Konstantin Lampou 

Program: M.S. International Marketing 

Title: If and how environmental friendliness be a profitable marketing strategy in 

the current recession? A comparative study on managements’ perspectives at two 

food retailers in Sweden. 

Problem: During the current recession, consumers are not as much willing to pay 

more for green but expensive products as were in the past. However, 

despite this changing consumer attitude, food retailers in Sweden claim 

their marketing strategy as environmentally friendly. When maximizing 

profits is considered major corporate goal of every business, investigating 

the managements’ point of view on environmental friendliness as profitable 

marketing strategy in the recession period becomes an interesting topic for 

research. 

Purpose: The objective of this paper is to get insight on management’s perspectives 

from large-scale food retailers in Sweden on their choice of environmental 

friendliness as marketing strategy with respect to profitability in the current 

recession. 

Method: This qualitative study utilizes realist approach to research and exploratory 

research method. Through literature review, a conceptual model was 

developed for study. Primary data comes from interviews whereas 

secondary data from websites and annual reports of the companies. 

Conclusion: The green marketing strategy is profitable even in recession as it is a great 

source of competitive advantage and numerous profitable opportunities. 

This commitment to environment in hard times yields favorable reputation 

and helps companies in developing new products; finding new markets 

and suppliers; expanding customer-base; improving processes and stores; 

enhancing efficiency; etc. 

Key Words: Environmental friendliness, green marketing strategy, food retailers in 

Sweden, green products, impact of recession, profitability, communication. 

i 



     MIMA – International Marketing     
     Mälardalen University 

 

 

Acknowledgement 

All praises to Almighty Allah, the most Beneficent and Merciful, who always guided us 

from the darkness to the lights of knowledge and wisdom. We simply tried but HE 

rewarded us more than what we tried and deserved. 

Next, we extend thanks to the supervisor Mr. Konstantin Lampou who has been a 

source of motivation and encouragement through his friendly behavior, valuable 

feedback, and expert suggestions throughout the process of writing of this thesis. We 

also thank our thesis fellow groups who corrected and improved our work through their 

valuable opposition during seminars. 

We extend our obligations to all personnel from ICA and Coop who spared their 

valuable time for interviews and provided primary data for our work. 

We are especially thankful to Mr. Tobias Eltebrandt, our program coordinator at MDH, 

who has trained us up to this stage of writing thesis and encouraged us through worthful 

suggestions throughout the program. We hope that what we learned from him will help 

us in our practical life. 

 

Västerås, May 2010 

 
____________________   ____________________ 

Aamer Shahzad   Syed Nadeem Hussain Shah 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ii 



     MIMA – International Marketing     
     Mälardalen University 

 

 

Dedication 

(1) My deep feelings to whole of my whole family, especially my father Mr. 

Noor Muhammad Akhtar (deceased), who is the sole inspiration 

behind all my efforts in life. He taught me how to put “first step” in 

the journey of life. 

 

Aamer Shahzad 

 

 

(2) I dedicate this work to my family especially to my father Syed Majeed 

Hussain Shah who is a source of inspiration for me. He always 

encouraged me to get more and more knowledge and he is the one 

who sacrificed his ‘today’ for my ‘tomorrow’, who purchased my 

happiness by selling his comforts. I also owe special thanks to my 

wife for her incessant help and support.   

 

 

Syed Nadeem Hussain Shah 

 

 

 

 

  

 

iii 



     MIMA – International Marketing     
     Mälardalen University 

a 

Table of Contents 

1.  INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................... 1 

1.1.  Problem Statement ........................................................................................................... 2 

1.2.  Research Questions ......................................................................................................... 3 

1.3.  The Aim ............................................................................................................................ 3 

1.4.  Delimitations ..................................................................................................................... 4 

2.  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK .......................................................................................... 5 

2.1.  Conceptual Model ............................................................................................................. 5 

2.2.  Environmental Concerns ................................................................................................... 7 

2.3.  Environmental Legislation ................................................................................................. 8 

2.4.  Impact of Recession .......................................................................................................... 9 

2.5.  Changing Consumer Attitude .......................................................................................... 10 

2.6.  Green Marketing Strategy ............................................................................................... 12 

2.7.  Competitive Advantage ................................................................................................... 13 

2.8.  Communication ............................................................................................................... 15 

3.  METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................................ 16 

3.1.  Research Approach ........................................................................................................ 16 

3.2.  Research Method ............................................................................................................ 17 

3.2.1.  Qualitative research ........................................................................................... 18 

3.3.  Sampling ......................................................................................................................... 18 

3.4.  Data Collection ................................................................................................................ 20 

3.4.1.  Secondary Data ................................................................................................. 20 

3.4.2.  Primary Data ...................................................................................................... 21 

3.5.  Interviews ........................................................................................................................ 21 

3.5.1.  Semi-structured interview ................................................................................... 22 

3.6.  Questionnaire ................................................................................................................. 22 

3.6.1.  Avoiding Biases and Errors ................................................................................ 23 

3.7.  Operationalization of the Research Model ...................................................................... 24 

4.  FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS ............................................................................................. 26 

4.1.  Brief Introduction of Selected Food retailers.................................................................... 26 

4.1.1.  ICA Sverige ........................................................................................................ 26 

4.1.2.  Coop Sverige ..................................................................................................... 27 

4.2.  Findings, Critical Analysis, and Comparison ................................................................... 27 

4.2.1.  Findings and Analysis of Environmental Concerns ............................................. 28 

4.2.2.  Findings and Analysis of Environmental Legislations ......................................... 30 

4.2.3.  Findings and Analysis of Changing Consumer Attitude ...................................... 32 

4.2.4.  Findings and Analysis of Green Marketing Strategy ........................................... 34 

4.2.5.  Findings and Analysis of Communication ........................................................... 37 



     MIMA – International Marketing     
     Mälardalen University 

b 

4.2.6.  Findings and Analysis of Competitive Advantage ............................................... 40 

4.2.7.  Impact of Recession and Profitability .................................................................. 42 

5.  CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................ 45 

5.1.  Summary of Findings ...................................................................................................... 45 

5.2.  Concluding Discussion .................................................................................................... 46 

5.3.  Value of Thesis ............................................................................................................... 50 

5.4.  Recommendations .......................................................................................................... 51 

6.  REFERENCES ................................................................................................................ 52 

APPENDIX 1: QUESTIONNAIRE USED AS GUIDELINE .......................................................... 55 

APPENDIX 2: FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS ........................................................................ 57 

APPENDIX 3: HOMEPAGE OF ICA’S WEBSITE ...................................................................... 61 

APPENDIX 4: HOMEPAGE OF COOP’S WEBSITE .................................................................. 62 

 



     MIMA – International Marketing     
     Mälardalen University 

c 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Conceptual Model (Source: Authors) ................................................................................................. 6 

Figure 2: Market share of large swedish retailers (source: KF in Brief 2009, p. 11) ......................................... 20 

Figure 3: ICA's profitability (source: ICA Annual report 2009) ......................................................................... 44 

Figure 4: Coop’s green products (source: COOP Annual report 2010) ........................................................... 44 

 

 



     MIMA – International Marketing     
     Mälardalen University 

1 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Traditionally, marketing is about attracting more customers to sell more and hence, 

enhance profits. However, increasing concerns and subsequent legislations about 

environmental issues, in the last two decades, have forced many companies to 

develop sustainable business practices. This idea of being environmentally friendly, no 

doubt, has impact on all aspects of the business (Prahalad & Hamel, 1994) and led to 

general lay-man’s belief that environmental concerns negatively affect the company’s 

performance (Freeman, 1994; Judge & Hema, 1994). Since long, price has been 

considered, more or less, the single important factor in consumer decision-making 

process before the concept of consumer value (Lucas & Klein, 2007) became the 

central focus of later marketing activities. All this leads to the assumption that 

companies have two, apparently, contradictory goals to achieve i.e., corporate and 

social goals. 

Another related and more serious issue of today is economic recession that has led 

many companies to bankruptcy and closure. According to a report of National Bureau 

of Economic Research (NBER), USA (online, Dec. 11, 2008), the peak of economic 

activity in U.S. is determined as December 2007 which marks the beginning of a 

recession. The same year witnessed the expansion of recession all over the world as 

the banking system of USA collapsed. As a result, emotional and psychological impact 

of recession and the gloomy economic forecasts for the foreseeable future 

(Interbrand, online, Jan. 16, 2009) have turned general consumers to cut back on 

spending and start searching for discounts. A recent survey (Penn, Schoen & Berland 

Associates, 2009) reveals that more consumers in developed countries such as UK, 

USA, Germany, and France consider economy a major concern as compared to 

environment. The survey findings also show that respondents from these countries 

think environmental or green products more expensive than regular main-stream 

products and hence, relatively less consumers are willing to spend more on green 

range next year (i.e., 2010) as compared to their spending in the past year. To 

conclude, price has become, again, the determining factor in consumers’ purchasing 

decisions even at the expense of quality, convenience, and environment, which is an 

alarming situation for businesses committed to green movement amid other pressures 

from around the markets all over the world. 
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In this scenario, common sense says that companies may have pushed the 

environmental concerns down the agenda amid their various survival efforts. 

Nevertheless, yet companies are seemed sticking to the environmental friendliness as 

their marketing strategy by consistently communicating “green” messages over 

different types of media. Our concern, in this research work, is to know the perspective 

of marketers and/or managers on “if and how environmental friendliness be a 

profitable marketing strategy for companies under immense pressure due to current 

economic recession?” We want to explore and compare the views of management on 

how they see the changing behavior of consumers towards spending on green (and 

expensive) products and their environmental marketing strategies fit together and 

serve the basic objective of every business company i.e., profitability. Or, such 

environmental commitment from business organizations is nothing but merely seeking 

compliance with different external pressures and standards such as contemporary 

regulations; competitors’ moves; and/or consumer demands? 

1.1. PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Environmental concerns, no doubt, have gained immense popularity during past 

two decades. Not only that this trend attracted consumers towards green products 

and governments towards environmental regulations, but also invited business 

companies to incorporate environment as integral part of their strategic marketing 

planning and activities. To implement these environmental strategies, business 

companies have to invest additionally and hence an increase in cost of production 

resulting in relatively higher prices for such products. But, on the other hand, price 

has been considered the dominant, if not the only one, factor in consumers’ buying 

decisions since long. The current recession has further shaken the consumers’ 

trust and sense of security resulting in less spending from their side, especially on 

environmentally friendly products, which more often, have higher initial out-of-

pocket expenses (Polonsky & Rosenberger III, 2001). In the current recession 

when consumers are opting discounted products more than green products, 

companies have to reconsider their environmental commitments especially on 

green products. How this shift has affected the managements’ thinking on the 

choice of environmental friendliness as their marketing strategy and perception on 
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profitability linked to such strategy, hence, seems to be an interesting topic for 

research. 

1.2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Based on the introduction and problem discussion, stated above, the authors have 

formulated the following research questions to fulfill the purpose of the thesis: 

 If and how environmental friendliness be a profitable marketing strategy in 

the recession as viewed by managers? 

 How the changing consumer behaviors, with respect to their decreasing 

spending on green products, affect the managements’ choice of 

environmental friendly marketing strategy? 

1.3. THE AIM 

The aim of this research is to get management’s perspectives from two major food 

retailers in Sweden, ICA and Coop about “environmental friendliness” as marketing 

strategy and its impact on profitability of the company in the current recession 

period. As the introduction section has introduced, the impact of the current 

recession has resulted in less spending from consumers, especially on the green 

products which they consider expensive as compared to the normal main-stream 

products. This study probes how the management of the selected food retailers 

views green strategy for their respective organizations and the effect of such 

strategy on the company’s overall profitability when customers are changing choice 

for green products due to recession. Either this environmental friendliness is the 

choice of companies based on profitability, the simple objective of every business, 

or is it only the result of external pressures of regulations, competitors’ activities, 

and consumers’ demand? The research investigates whether these companies 

really foster environmental friendliness as their marketing strategy, amid the 

recession, at the cost of their profitability or it is just ‘green washing’? 

The research is based on primary data gathered through interviews from the 

management representatives in the selected companies and secondary data from 

the websites and annual reports of these companies. 
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1.4. DELIMITATIONS 

Both, environmental friendliness and marketing strategy are vast fields including a 

number of activities and variables beyond the scope of this research work. This 

study is specifically concerned with the concept of green marketing strategy 

relating to food products or the related processes. Moreover, the focus is on 

managements’ perspective about the situation in Sweden during the current 

recession. 
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2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter includes the theoretical framework for the subsequent research method 

and data analysis. We start by introducing the environmental concerns and 

legislations from the theory. Further we explore the changing consumer behavior 

during current recession and its impact on consumer behavior and profitability of 

companies, in general. This general overview will set the base for further more specific 

and narrowed down concepts of environmental friendliness, green marketing, and/or 

sustainable marketing with respect to profitability in recession. 

Prakash (2002) describes that businesses may go for green marketing due to 

economic and noneconomic pressures from various stakeholders including 

consumers, citizen groups, business partners, regulators, etc. Some of these 

pressures are from the market environment and others from the non-market 

environment, however, both have “bearings on firm’s marketing strategies”. Preuss 

(2005, as cited in González-Benito and González-Benito, 2006) also found that 

external pressure from consumers or from regulation is necessary for companies to 

change their behavior toward more environmental friendly ways and practices. 

Business entities express their environmental friendliness through their ‘Green 

Marketing Strategies’. Polonsky & Rosenberger III (2001) argue that only “few 

companies see strategic opportinities” and go green for “altruistic reasons” beyond 

traditional business measures such as profits, ROI, market share, and so on. They 

also identify that “greening can occur as a result of internal or external pressures” 

including cost, management philosophy, consumer demands, competition, and other 

requirements. All the pressure may be there but, as Hussain (1999) concluded, 

conventional economic position is that realtively expensive green option should be 

taken “if and only if” profitability is the result. 

Based on the above discussion, the authors formulated the following conceptual 

model for the subsequent research: 

2.1. CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

This conceptual model (see Figure 1) includes three major ‘external pressures’ on 

the green marketing strategy of a company namely environmental concerns, 

government legislation, and consumer attitude. These pressures play important role 
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in bringing the environmental friendliness of a business company into reality through 

its choice and formulation of green marketing strategy. Hence, understanding of 

these variables is very important and crucial. This step is also significant from the 

marketing point of view because it leads to the subsequent communication of the 

company and may (or may not) generate competitive advantage for the company. 

One important consideration, however, in this research work is the impact of 

recession on all these variables that is believed to be a major factor in changing 

behaviors of both consumers and marketers. Through elaborate analysis of this 

model, the authors aim to examine how these variables work in recession and what 

is their impact on the choice of green marketing strategy and the profitability of a 

company. 

Although the term ‘green marketing strategy’ is very expansive in nature, however, 

for the purpose of this research work, it refers to “strategies to promote products by 

employing environmental claims either about their attributes or about their systems, 

policies, and products” (Prakash, 2002). 

 
FIGURE 1: CONCEPTUAL MODEL (SOURCE: AUTHORS) 
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2.2. ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS 

The term “environmentally friendly” has become a buzz word in recent literature 

of marketing and is often interchangeably used with other terms such as 

“sustainable , green, ecological” and so on (Simula et al., 2009). The 

environmental concerns among the consumers and other stakeholders of a 

company are very important source of pressure (Prakash, 2002) on business 

companies to shape their business strategies with a consideration of its impact 

on society and environment. 

The decades of 1980 and 1990 saw the increasing importance of environmental 

concerns in consumer marketing (Leigh et al., 1988, as cited in McDaniel & 

Rylander, 1993), however, the idea was not new to or invented in that era. 

Besides many other researchers 1, Kotler’s “societal marketing concept” also 

stressed the importance of the same issue and to include the societal welfare in 

marketing considerations (McDaniel & Rylander, 1993). 

There is no single root to environmental concerns, however Matthews (2009) 

finds one common interest that we all need a livable world, not for ourselves but 

also for next generations. He finds the world full of global challenges including 

economic downturn, pollution, resources scarcity, poverty, and ecosystem 

breakdown, to name a few. “Not only governments but individuals too” have to 

play their role to save life on planet earth. As a response to these concerns, 

according to 1991 Gallup survey (as cited in MacDaniel & Rylander, 1993), 90 

percent of Americans considered themselves as “environmentalist” and showed 

willingness to pay more for environmental concerns (Freeman, 1989; Rice, 1990, 

as cited in McDaniel & Rylander, 1993). These researchers find that majority of 

consumers think their choice of product is affected by environmental concerns 

where recyclable and biodegradable packaging is considered the important 

environmental concern. 

                                                       

1 Bell and Emery, 1971; Feldman, 1971, as cited in McDaniel and Rylander, 1993. 
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However, today, the concept of greenness or environmental friendliness is not 

restricted to products or processes only. According to Polonsky and Rosenberger 

III (2001), it is a holistic and integrated approach which requires continual 

reevaluation about how to meet the apparently contradictory goals: achieving 

corporate objectives and meeting consumer needs “while minimizing long-term 

ecological harm’’. 

Young, (2009) writes that consumers would like to become part of reference 

group by consuming green products in order to show others that they are 

concerned about environment and they contribute for the betterment of 

environment. Hence, it is believed that the behavior of consumers toward 

sustainable development is the result of notion to become part of environmental 

citizenship i.e., symbolism and this is stronger notion than behavior driven by 

financial benefits and incentives. 

2.3. ENVIRONMENTAL LEGISLATION 

During the past decades, gradually increasing information and awareness 

regarding green products have been witnessed among the consumers by many 

researchers. As the customers are becoming more aware and conscious about 

environment and environmental friendly products (Laroche et al., 2001) 

companies are transforming themselves in order to reach these customers. In 

1989, 67 percent customers in US were ready to pay 5-10 percent more for 

green products (Coddington, 1990 as cited in Laroche et al. 2001) and by 1991, 

these customers were ready to pay 15-20 percent more for green products 

(Suchard & Polonsky 1991 as cited in Laroche et al. 2001). However, by 2001 

(Laroche et al., 2001), only 57 percent of women and 40 percent of men were 

reported with that much willingness to pay more for green products. 

Business.gov (online, n.d.) advocates adding “green” claims to marketing 

strategy, when price, quality and performance becomes competitive, in order to 

“enhance the brand image and secure market share among the growing number 

of environmentally concerned consumers”. However, it also warns and 

necessitates such claims to be credible and “certified” for compliance with the 

regulations. 
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According to Regeringskansliet (Govt. Offices of Sweden) website (online, n.d.), 

fifteen existing environmental laws were merged into the Environmental Code, 

adopted in 1998 and entered into force January 01, 1999. The code is equally 

applicable to individual or business activities and aims to promote sustainable 

development in order to “enable present and future generations to live in a good 

and healthy environment”. 

2.4. IMPACT OF RECESSION 

NBER (online, Dec. 11, 2008) defines recession as “a significant decline in 

economic activity spread across the economy, lasting more than a few months, 

normally visible in production, employment, real income, and other indicators”. 

The same definition applies in EU also as “two consecutive quarters of a decline 

in real Gross Domestic Product (GDP)”. Srinivasan et al. (2005, June) agree that 

recessions “can severely affect the performance of firms” and their very survival, 

yet some business take it as opportunity and manage to survive and even grow. 

But, in the current recession, “all have taken severe hits” (Neff, 2009, April 20) 

including government, non-profit, and media spending. 

Putten II and Green (2009) concluded that consumers shopping behavior have 

been changed and they reduced spending due to “unemployed, lower income 

and/or higher personal debt” (Colvin, 2008 as cited in Putten II & Green, 2009). 

McGregor (2009, April 30) writes in BusinessWeek.com that “shoppers reeled in 

their purchases and held onto their wallets” as the BCG study revealed for 

seventy-three percent of Americans cutting back on spending. 

Consumers’ notion about purchasing just for fun, impulse or unnecessary 

shopping or buying to show off status is reduced in recession period. Consumers 

are more rational in buying decisions and now they search for better products at 

reasonable price. Usage of internet to search best options with best price is 

increased in this period. Recession has increased cautiousness and consumers 

are more knowledgeable for their purchases. In the result it has become very 

difficult for marketers to estimate consumers’ demand (Clark, 2009). 
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According to Fernandez (2009), a research by a media agency, Arena BLM 2, 

found that 81 percent of UK customers are feeling affected by recession and 

hence become price conscious and careful in spending. 

2.5. CHANGING CONSUMER ATTITUDE 

For a long time, price and convenience have been the thresholds for consumers 

in their purchasing behavior (Schwartz, 1990 as cited in McDaniel & Rylander, 

1993). According to 1991 Gallup survey (McDaniel & Rylander, 1993), 90 percent 

of Americans claimed to be environmentalist and willing to pay even higher 

prices (Freeman, 1989; Rice, 1990, as cited in McDaniel & Rylander, 1993) for 

environmental concerns, but yet not products that significantly detract from their 

lifestyle (Schwartz, 1990 as cited in McDaniel & Rylander, 1993). Polonsky and 

Rosenberger III (2001) view the relationship of price and consumer behavior the 

same way and point out that often the higher initial out-of-pocket prices of green 

products are problematic, although their cost-over-life is not higher than the 

traditional products. However, added value of products (ibid.) can make 

consumers opt green products over others. 

Straughan, J., and Roberts, J., (1999) referred to a number of past studies 3 on 

identifying demographic variables and their correlation with “ecologically 

conscious attitudes and/or consumption” including income (ability to pay) and 

education or knowledge (from communication) as positively correlated.  

Neff, J., (2009, April 20) pointed out the same issue of “higher cost” for 

consumers specifically in the current recession period and says that vast majority 

of consumers believe green products to be more costly and less performing than 

others as supported by a research of “Bases” 4, a concept testing service of 

                                                       

2 www.arenablm.co.uk  

3 e.g. Aaker and Bagozzi, 1982; Anderson et al.,1974; Kinnear et al.,1974; Leonard-Barton, 1981; 
McEvoy, 1972; Murphy et al.,1978; Newell and Green, 1997; Roberts, 1995; 1996b; Roberts and 
Bacon, 1997; Roper, 1990; 1992; Samdahl and Robertson, 1989; Schwartz and Miller, 1991; 
Tognacci et al.,1972; Van Liere and Dunlap, 1981; Zimmer et al., 1994. 

4 http://en-us.nielsen.com/tab/product_families/nielsen_bases 
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Nielsen 5. Further, he quoted from the interview of Mr. Melzel, senior brand 

manager at Kimberly-Clark’s Scott paper company, that consumers are not 

willing to sacrifice “either performance or price to make a positive environmental 

impact.” 

Putten II and Green (2009) also support the view that due to recession 

consumers’ buying behavior has changed resulting in reduced spending. The fact 

that the mainstream of consumers at the household level do not respond in the 

positive to environmental concerns in their buying behavior is understandable in 

the recession period. However, Magnusson et al. (2001) found that despite the 

reported positive attitude towards eco-labels among Swedish consumers, the 

purchase frequency was not higher in everyday food products category. The 

reason to this barrier has been traced in a number of studies 6 as the perception 

that “eco-products are more expensive than ordinary alternatives”. This 

proposition is further extended to the professional food purchasers’ preference 

for a product by Grankvist and Biel (2007, 2010) which is also “influenced more 

by rather small variation in product price compared to large variations in 

environmental impact”. 

Other studies 7 also suggest that consumers, despite getting more and more 

awareness about environmentally friendly products and showing concerns about 

environment, are practically unwilling to pay more for green products. Reasons 

are unknown to Gupta and Ogden (2009) for consumers’ hypocritical behavior 

that why many consumers claim for being environment friendly and show great 

concerns but the same amount of consumers do not show up when they get to 

the cash register? 

The similar results have been found by Bonini and Oppenheim (2008) by 

comparing McKinsey & Company global survey of 7,751 consumers in eight 

                                                       

5 http://en-us.nielsen.com/home 

6 e.g. Tregear et al., 1994; Davies et al., 1995; Roddy et al., 1996; Radman, 2005, as cited in Grankvist 
& Biel, 2007, and Magnusson et al., 2001 

7 Jay, 1990; Ottman, 1992; Schlossberg, 1991, as cited in Gupta, S. and Ogden, D., 2009 
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major economies conducted in 2007 with their own survey. The survey by 

McKinsey & Company shows 87 percent of consumers are concerned about 

environment friendly products but in their own survey they found that only 33 

percent of consumers are ready to buy green products or have already 

purchased. There is huge difference between verbal and practical commitment. 

Similarly, they found from a 2007 Chain Store Age survey of 822 U.S. consumers 

that only 25 percent have actually bought a green product other than organic 

food or energy-efficient lighting. Some reasons traced included unawareness of 

green products availability, skeptical attitude about performance, and higher 

prices (Bonini & Oppenheim, 2008). 

2.6. GREEN MARKETING STRATEGY 

Competitive nature of business world and threats posed by economic ups and 

downs necessitate making rapid strategic choices in order to survive and thrive. 

Daniell (2006, p. 14) defines strategy as the process of “coherent decisions and 

actions taken to create relative advantage against competitors and improved 

relations with customers” through better allocation of resources. It means 

consciously choosing the direction of a business with respect to the dynamic 

environment in the world (Olsen, 2007, p. 10). 

In the current competitive environment, commitment to environmental concerns 

has become an important variable that encouraged companies to transform 

themselves and adopt environmental strategies (González-Benito & González-

Benito, 2006). Several past studies 8 have categorized these strategies into two 

broad categories: 

 Environmental reactivity – implementing minimal compulsory changes to 

meet regulations, and 

 Environmental proactivity – voluntary measures to reduce impact of 

companies activities on environment. 

                                                       

8 e.g., Hunt & Auster, 1990; Roome, 1992; and Winsemius & Guntram, 1992, as cited in González-
Benito and González-Benito, 2006. 
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The same classification is also proposed by McDaniel and Rylander (1993) as 

two basic approaches to green marketing: 

 Defensive or reactionary strategy – where companies do the minimum i.e., 

complying with government regulations, meeting minimum standards, or 

reacting to competitors’ moves. Their strategy is simply “to avoid negative 

consequences” such as tax, penalties, consumer boycott, competition, etc. 

 Assertive or aggressive strategy – where companies become first movers 

and “do more than what is required by government or expected by 

consumers”. 

McDaniel and Rylander (1993) also point out that “extensive education and 

communication, both internally and externally” is required to implement green 

marketing strategy. González-Benito and González-Benito (2006) argue that 

many factors influence the choice of strategy for a company such as company 

size and internationalization. 

Bergström et al., (2005) studied purchasing managers of food companies in 

Sweden and concluded that they were influenced more and mainly by “business 

parameters such as price, quality, and service” than by corporate environmental 

philosophy and that “high prices and unreliable supply” were their main barriers. 

Lindell and Karagozoglu, (2001, as cited in Grankvist & Biel, 2010) confirm that 

laws regulating environmental behavior are considered “stringent” by managers. 

According to Drake et al., (2004), most companies view environmental legislation 

as “lose-win” due to enforced and costly investments resulting in “little increase in 

profitability”. Hussain (1999) also views profitability and environmental 

performance “more or less mutually exclusive” for many firms, further supported 

by the statement of Gray et al., (1993, as cited in Hussain, 1999). Finally, Baylis 

et al., (1998) concluded that the main motivational factor for many companies, 

with respect to environmental friendliness, as their marketing strategy, is 

“compliance with environmental regulations”. 

2.7. COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE 

Competitive advantage of a company is creating and sustaining a distinct 

position against its competitors through cost leadership, differentiation, or focus 
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strategy in such a way that its value-creating processes or position cannot be 

copied or imitated by its competitors (Porter, 1998). The choice of a company 

from these three options is termed as its “generic strategy” which is crucial for 

creating competitive advantage and sustainability (ibid). Barney (2002, as cited in 

Rumelt, 2003) defines that “a firm experience competitive advantage when its 

actions in an industry or market create economic value and when fewer 

competing firms are engaging in similar actions”. Saloner et al., (2001, as cited in 

Rumelt, 2003) also agree that competitive advantage is producing either at lower 

costs or something that is valued by customers over competitors. 

Today, many companies, amid the increasing external pressure for environment, 

face the question: “can we be green, clean, and profitable all at the same time?” 

(Polonsky & Rosenberger III, 2001). Companies are forced by customers, 

competitors and by law to implement environmental friendly strategies. 

Companies have to do more than just fulfilling compliance and customers’ 

demand in order to get competitive advantage and to boost up its reputation 

(Miles & Covin, 2000, February).  

Peattie (2008) sees two-fold challenge for marketing: in the short term, reacting 

to external ecological and social issues such as customer needs, new 

regulations, and concerns about socio-environmental impact, and in the longer 

term, implementing fundamental changes in pursuit of sustainability. Polonsky 

and Rosenberger III (2001) also advise companies “adopting the new mindset” 

as to reevaluate business-consumer transaction process and how to create 

value. In practice, however, most firms evaluate the success of their green 

initiatives using traditional measures such as profits, return on investment (ROI), 

market share, etc. (ibid), whereas, only few consider “blending environmental 

concerns with marketing strategy in search of innovations and opportunities” 

(Peattie, 1999, as cited in Polonsky & Rosenberger III, 2001) and hence, create 

improved competitive advantage.  

Thøgersen (2000, as cited in Grankvist & Biel, 2010), states that environmentally 

friendly products can become a competitive advantage for the firms, resultantly 
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pushing out of the market, more or less, the less environmentally friendly 

products. 

2.8. COMMUNICATION 

Laroche et al. (2001) found that empirical support is divided in two opposite 

directions on the issue of influence of environmental knowledge on consumers’ 

environmentally friendly behavior. For example, Maloney and Ward (1973, as 

cited in Laroche et al. 2001) claim “no significant linkage” between the two but 

other researchers 9 highly advocate the knowledge as significant predictor of 

environmentally friendly behavior and willingness to pay a premium price for 

green products. 

Polonsky and Rosenberger III (2001) consider it a challenge deciding what and 

how should environmental information be communicated? The primary issue for 

marketers is to talk about something worthwhile otherwise it would become 

greenwash, “having little if any real ecological meaning”. They also found that 

many firms have realized that green promotion must be aided by the traditional 

one in order to be effective. Schuhwerk and Lefkoff-Hagius (1995, as cited in 

Polonsky & Rosenberger III, 2001) had already discussed the matter and 

concluded that consumers with environmental knowledge are more skeptical and 

cynical towards the green claims as compared to others. 

An interview in MIT Sloan Management Review by Hopkins and Roche (2009) 

suggests that communication is very crucial because one important reason, other 

than price, for consumers showing interest in green products but actually not 

buying them, include lake of awareness both for availability of product choices 

and benefits of green products. 

 

                                                       

9 Vinning & Ebreo, 1990; Chan, 1999; Amyx et al., 1994, as cited in Laroche et al. 2001 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the procedure undertaken for information collection and 

subsequent analysis in this work. 

This research study is the result of investigation made to find out management’s 

perspective on strategy of environmental friendliness and its profitability in the current 

recession period. It is interesting to know how customers act and react towards green 

products in terms of their willingness to pay more for such ecological products in this 

economic recession period, however, the authors find it more interesting to know how 

companies think about this issue and whether this strategy is profitable for them or 

not? In this study, the authors want to document the management’s perspective on ‘if 

and how environmental friendly strategy is profitable in the recession period?’ 

This thesis work is mainly qualitative in nature and based on the thorough 

investigation of two large and renowned food retailers in Sweden instead of as many 

as possible. The reasons behind this limitation are, obviously, limited time and 

resources, and the scope of the study. Further, in the discussion part, findings from 

competitors are analyzed to get in-depth understanding of the topic from company’s 

point of view. The authors also tried to utilize data from annual reports and websites of 

the companies to compares their commitment and activities relating to environment, 

green products, and profitability during the recession. 

3.1. RESEARCH APPROACH 

For the purpose of this research work, realist approach to research (Fisher, 

2007) has been undertaken that considers both knowledge and reality. This 

approach believes that many terms and variables of management e.g., ‘strategy’ 

“cannot be measured or studied the same way as can chemical or physical 

processes” (p. 18) and that systematic knowledge can be influenced by 

subjectivity (p. 15). This means that realist approach “retains many of the 

ambitions of positivism” and at the same time also entertains “the subjective 

nature of research and inevitable role of values in it”. The realism further 

maintains that the knowledge acquired can give good indication of what should 

be done; nevertheless, different researchers may come with different competing 

theories based on the role of subjectivity. Fisher (2007, p. 19) says that any 
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“inadequate explanations” and “subjectivity” are, in the long run, 

“counterbalanced by debate and review”. 

As the qualitative nature of this research work demanded, to handle data relating 

to many subjective variables and then analyzing them objectively, realist 

approach to research seemed a best choice. 

3.2. RESEARCH METHOD 

In this master thesis, the authors investigated the management’s perspective on 

their strategy of environmental friendliness in the recession period with respect to 

company’s profitability, if any. For the purpose of collecting primary data on the 

topic, the authors conducted this study using Exploratory Research method 

(Fisher, 2007, p. 158-9). The purpose of exploratory research, which is mostly 

qualitative in nature (Shukla, 2008, p. 30), is stated by Ruane (2004, p. 12) as 

the “interest of getting to know” in order to increase understanding about and 

gain insight into a relatively new or little researched topic. Ruane (ibid) further 

explains that exploratory research “utilizes relatively small samples of subjects” 

which permits “up-close” primary information on the topic. 

The authors also viewed further benefits in adapting to exploratory research. For 

example, Shukla (2008, p. 32) says that exploratory research design uses 

“unstructured format or informal procedures” to collect and interpret the data and 

hence “incorporates the least amount of scientific method and rigor because of 

aims and structure” as compared to other two popular methods i.e., descriptive 

research and casual research. Gray (2004, p. 32) further explains that 

exploratory studies “seek to explore what is happening” by asking questions 

about it, especially when not enough is known about the topic. 

Fisher (2007, p. 166) also advocates exploratory research for master’s-level 

research into business and organizations and states that it involves “the use of a 

battery of research methods” including interviews being the most common along 

with observation, documents, etc. Especially, interviewing is said to be used “to 

provide examples of good practice in open and semi-structured research”. 
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This research is based on the study of two companies and comparison of their 

approaches and strategies. The authors intended to increase the number of food 

retailers a bit more in this study to have better and versatile comparison, 

however, within limited time could not get positive response from different food 

retailers to collect primary data. However, this small sample is also supported by 

the definition of exploratory research which, as advocated by Stake (2000, as 

cited in Gray, 2004), is good in “adding to understanding, extending experience 

and increasing conviction about a subject”. Hence, this method can serve to 

explore a wide variety of issues that are otherwise not as objective in nature as 

physical sciences are. 

3.2.1. Qualitative research 

As the nature of this master’s thesis necessitated, the major part of the research 

is qualitative with only a few glimpses of quantifiable data. However, Hackley 

(2003, p. 73) further distinguishes between two types of qualitative data. In the 

first case, the purpose of qualitative data is “to dig out truths that might be tested” 

for generalization or being universally true, often, carried out as a precursor to 

subsequent quantitative statistical study. Second, some qualitative research are 

exploratory or “creative interpretations of the data as an end in themselves”. In 

such ‘interpretive’ research, insights are based on the interpretation of qualitative 

data which are “supported by reasoning, evidence and theory”. 

Based on the distinction discussed above, this master thesis falls in the latter 

category. The authors have already mentioned that in exploratory research 

subjectivity also finds its place. Nevertheless, the purpose is to get insight into 

the management’s thinking, in the recession period, about their environmental 

friendly strategy with respect to profitability which is the main objective of almost 

every business. To further authenticate the findings, the annual reports and 

official websites were explored in order to compare views, facts, and figures 

relating to our topic. 

3.3. SAMPLING 

For the purpose of this master’s thesis, authors have gone through two stages of 

sampling with different types of non-probability sampling method (Bryman & Bell, 
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2007, p. 197) which is an umbrella term for a wide range of the types of sampling 

strategy based on common sense and best personal judgment, outside the 

probability sampling. In the first place, the authors have to decide the two 

companies as sample from the large-scale companies in Sweden and secondly, 

management representatives in the chosen companies were to select. In the first 

case, authors utilized “purposive or purposeful” sampling (Fisher, 2007, p. 191) 

where the area of food retail business was purposively chosen on the basis of its 

unavoidable importance to consumers in every walk of life. The grocery retail 

sector in Sweden is dominated by only six major retailers 10 among which ICA (a 

public company) and Coop (a cooperative company) were selected based on 

their market share (see Figure 2), nature of management, and long-history in the 

area. The second phase of sampling, however, is a mix of “purposive” and 

“convenience” sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 197-8). Here, not only that 

authors have had a purpose of “identifying the people who … may be appropriate 

respondent for the questions” (Fisher, 2007, p. 168 and 191) but also looked for 

the convenience of respondents’ accessibility, availability, and willingness to 

answer. Some other reasons, in support of authors’ choice of the mentioned 

sampling techniques, included the time and resource limitations; interview 

scheduling problems; and the non-response issues. 

Hackley (2003, p. 75) states that, generally, in qualitative research, sampling 

issues are resolved by necessity and are “often based on purposive or 

convenience criteria”. The writer further elaborates that a researcher cannot force 

people to agree to be interviewed or fill in the questionnaire, instead he/she may 

ask a number of people and get only few agreed which will be his/her sample. 

                                                       

10 ICA, Coop, Axfood, Bergendahls, Lidl, and Netto. Source: KF, In Brief 2009 (2009, p. 12) 
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FIGURE 2: MARKET SHARE OF LARGE SWEDISH RETAILERS (SOURCE: KF IN BRIEF 2009, P. 11) 

Similarly, Greener (2008, p. 48) defines that in convenience sampling, a sample 

is chosen for “ease or convenience rather than through random sampling”. This 

is favored approach especially in pilot studies and short-term projects where 

there is time limitation or other constraints. However, Hackley (ibid) argues that 

all sampling decisions must be “driven by pragmatic considerations of 

convenience or suitability for the particular problem or issue being studied”. 

Based on the researchers’ realistic and well-informed awareness of the 

limitations and the advantages of chosen sample, convenience sampling is 

“making the best of imperfect samples”. 

3.4. DATA COLLECTION 

This research work is based on both secondary and primary data. 

3.4.1. Secondary Data 

Shukla (2008, p. 30) defines secondary data as the “collection of data that 

already exists”. These data are very useful at all stages of the marketing 

research process especially at the problem definition and exploratory research 

design stage. In developing the conceptual framework and methodology 

chapters, the authors have utilized various sources of information including 

library, online databases, and internet. However, specific secondary data has 

been collected from the following two sources: 

 Annual reports of the companies (ICA and Coop), 

 Official websites of the companies (ICA and Coop). 
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3.4.2. Primary Data 

Shukla (2008, p. 32) defines primary data as one that are “originated by 

researcher for the specific purpose of addressing the problem at hand” as 

opposed to the secondary data that is created by others for different problems 

and “collected from various established sources”. 

As mentioned earlier, the primary data has been collected through telephonic 

and face-to-face interviews and asking the questions related to different variables 

used in the conceptual model. The authors have emphasized more on the 

primary data and utilized the secondary data available to serve the purpose of 

verification and comparison of words and facts. 

3.5. INTERVIEWS 

For the purpose of this comparative study and exploratory research, authors 

have used widely popular technique of primary data collection i.e., interview with 

a semi-structured questionnaire from which to ask the questions. Fisher (2007, p. 

159) advocates the semi-structured interviews for unstructured or exploratory 

research. This form of interview lies in-between the open and pre-coded 

interviews, and hence carries the freedom and structure, both at a time. As, the 

aim of this research work is to get insight on the topic from management 

perspective instead of consumer’s perspective so it is more convenient to use 

this method in order to answer the research questions formulated earlier. Such 

type of interview where the aim is to get understanding from relevant 

stakeholders such as managers, employees, or customers in the chosen areas of 

research topic is named as Exploratory Interview by Adams et al. (2007, p. 144). 

However, the authors have also taken exploratory interview to further level 

named as In-depth Research Interview (ibid) which probe behind the 

straightforward questions and yield rich information. 

According to the situation, feasibility, and convenience of interviewers and 

interviewee, both telephone and face-to-face interviewing techniques have been 

used. Fisher (2007, p. 169) describes that telephone interviewing is an “efficient 

method” and has advantage of allowing “access to people who would never find 

the time to give an interview”. Pope (1993, p. 26-8) and Adams et al. (2007, p. 
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149) enumerates various advantages of the telephone interviewing, such as ease 

of sampling; coverage of large and/or geographically dispersed samples; 

callback ability; questionnaire flexibility in terms of skipping patterns, probes, 

refer-backs, terminations, etc.; ease of access; and lower costs with higher 

speeds. Adams et al. (2007, p. 149), however, also point out some drawbacks of 

this technique including the sense of impersonality and the lack of visual contact 

i.e., non-verbal signs of body language, disdain, and annoyance etc. Especially, 

student researchers, being inexperienced, often transmit their nervousness to the 

respondents that “can affect the quality of data obtained”. 

3.5.1. Semi-structured interview 

For the purpose of this study, semi-structured interview has been the choice for 

collecting primary data because authors wanted to know how management acts 

and reacts towards green marketing. In such situations, this structure of interview 

seemed helpful to get respondents involve in the discussion where s/he can 

respond freely and adequately. In fact, semi-structured type of interview is used 

to avoid two extremes of open and pre-coded interviews, as stated by Fisher 

(2007, p. 159). In the former type, interviewer engages in informal conversation 

and respondent leads the direction of the interview. In the latter type, interview is 

totally led by interviewer based on already drafted script and deviation is not 

expected from script. However, in semi-structured interview, interviewer is 

supposed to keep track of the conversation by reminding and enforcing main 

topic and key areas, whereas respondents have got much leeway to respond 

question in their own way (ibid). 

3.6. QUESTIONNAIRE 

Although questionnaires have utmost importance in survey method where 

respondents get them personally or through mail and then fill them. However, to 

guide the flow of telephone interviewing, already prepared questionnaire is 

extremely helpful for interviewer. This not only help keeping the interview on the 

right track but also  ensures that interviewer does not miss any important 

question due to the complexity of topic, number of variables involved, pressure of 

time, or simply because of human forgetfulness. Adams et al. (2007, p. 145) says 

that for in-depth research interviews, a semi-structures approach is taken in 
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developing a questionnaire which serves as ‘road map’ and guides through the 

interview. Nevertheless, such guides have essay type questions, developed as 

primary and secondary questions. The primary questions are more direct in 

nature and specifically related to the subject, whereas, secondary questions, also 

called sub-questions, are used to probe deeper into the matter and may also 

depend on the possible response of the respondents. 

3.6.1. Avoiding Biases and Errors 

Adams et al. (2007, p. 148-9) warns about many potential sources of error and 

bias while conducting an interview. Besides the interviewer and/or interviewee’s 

bias and prejudice, one most obvious source of error is the misunderstanding of 

the question or the answer. This problem was especially important for the 

authors because the interviews were conducted in English language which is not 

native language to both participants hence posing some problems in conveying 

and understanding the actual message. The authors also considered the bias 

and prejudice as very important due to the fact that both participants belong to 

different social background and cultural context. However, to avoid or at least 

reduce the problems of bias and error, the authors had the following strategies 

(Adams et al., 2007, p. 148-9) in mind while conducting these interviews: 

 Establishing rapport and trust with respondents at early stages of interview 

session to develop a mutually pleasant environment for both the 

participants and hence minimize the potential errors. 

 Motivating the respondents by stressing the importance of the research 

work and their contribution through their fair responses. 

 Including some related sub-questions as ‘explanatory probes’ for “cross-

checking the purposes” and clarifying the ambiguity both for interviewer 

and interviewee. 

 Asking same questions with different wording as ‘focused probe’ so that 

the situation is clarified and the true meaning of the message are properly 

conveyed and understood by the respondent. 

 Repeating some questions by the end of interview session as ‘reflecting 

probes’ in order to validate the responses where interviewers feel that, 
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despite the goodwill and honesty at the part of respondents, general 

memory failure have produced untrue response. 

3.7. OPERATIONALIZATION OF THE RESEARCH MODEL 

To operationalize the research model developed for this study, authors 

conducted both face-to-face and telephonic interviews with management 

representatives who are working for environmentally friendly strategy or 

corporate social responsibility in the selected food retailers. These management 

representatives have been selected through the official websites of the 

organizations and other relevant references. An important consideration was to 

pick the most relevant persons that can answer the questions related to different 

variables of our conceptual model. Initially, these people were contacted through 

emails and telephone on different occasions in order to get them available, 

convince them for interview, and settle the interview schedules. Authors faced 

various problems during the process including the non-response behavior. 

According to the research model, these interviews were guided by the 

questionnaire containing different questions based on different variables of the 

conceptual model developed earlier by the researchers through detailed literature 

review. To answer the research questions, appropriate questions have been 

formulated related to all variables involved in the conceptual model. 

As a general rule, questions to investigate the topic had a natural flow from 

general to specific. The conceptual model is based on eight items where first 

three variables consumer concerns, consumer changing attitude, and legislation 

are taken as having major effect in the formulation of marketing strategy of a 

company. This outcome is then used as competitive advantage and 

communicated to the market in order to achieve the target of profitability. 

However, recession is the frame in which all these variables are taken into 

account and measured qualitatively. 

The selected respondents were contacted through emails to decide interview 

schedules. Face-to-face interview was given preference by interviewers, 

however, the final choice between face-to-face and telephone interview was left 

with respondents. The responses from management representatives were 
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recorded and written later on. Further, the claims and statements from 

management representatives of the selected companies were ascertained by 

referring to companies’ respective annual reports and websites. 

As the research is purely qualitative in nature, findings from the interview have 

been presented in next section together with analysis and comparison to avoid 

repetition. However, the key points from the various interviews are presented in 

appendix at the end of the thesis. 

Based on the conceptual model, to gain insight from managements’ perspective 

on the different variables, the authors sent the semi-structured questionnaire 

(see Appendix 1) containing open-ended questions on different variables of the 

conceptual model to the respondents well before the interviews. The same semi-

structured questionnaire also helped the authors as interviewers to guide the 

interview process and remain consistent in all the interviews. 
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4. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter includes the findings of the research work through different interviews, 

annual reports, and respective web pages of the two well-known food retailers in 

Sweden. Brief introduction of the companies is also presented as a background for the 

purpose of better understanding. The critical analysis and comparison of these 

findings is also worked out to answer the research questions. 

To find out the management’s perspective on strategy of environmental friendliness 

and its profitability in the current recession period, research was conducted on two 

renowned food retailers ICA and Coop in Sweden. As the conceptual framework 

chapter describes, environmental concerns have become ‘buzz word’ and, more or 

less, every business entity is working on the issue, either practically or at least in the 

‘words’. Larger business entities and especially the multinational companies have 

more deeply focused on these issues based on different outer influences or internal 

philosophies. The following sections present the analysis and comparison of the 

research work based on the research model and subsequent findings through 

interviews of management representatives, annual reports, and the web pages of the 

selected companies. 

4.1. BRIEF INTRODUCTION OF SELECTED FOOD RETAILERS 

For the purpose of this research study, the following two food retailers in Sweden 

were selected: 

4.1.1. ICA Sverige 

ICA Sverige (or ICA Sweden) is a subsidiary of The ICA Group, a leading group 

of retail companies in Northern Europe (Sweden, Norway, and Baltic countries). 

According to the official website of the company (online, n.d.), ICA AB is a joint 

venture, 40 percent owned by Hakon Invest AB of Sweden and 60 percent by 

Royal Ahold N.V. of the Netherlands. ICA Sweden is operating all around the 

country with its 1,359 owned and cooperating independent stores in four different 

formats named as ICA Nära, ICA Supermarket, ICA Kvantum, and Maxi ICA 

Hypermarket. The company has a vision of “making every day a little easier” with 

a mission “to be a leading retailer with a focus on food and meals”. ICA Sweden 
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announced net sales of SEK 59,003 million with an operating income of SEK 

2,320 million in the year 2009 (ICA Annual Report, 2009). 

4.1.2. Coop Sverige 

Coop Sverige is a subsidiary of Coop Norden 11 (or Coop Nordic), a well-known 

joint purchasing company with retail chains spread across the Scandinavian 

countries i.e., Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. Coop Sverige is owned by KF 

(Kooperative Förbundet or Cooperative Federation), a federation of 48 national 

consumer organizations and a retail group with groceries as its core business 

besides those of real estate finance and media. According to Coop official 

website (online, n.d.), about 382 major shops of Coop across Sweden consists of 

Coop Forum, Coop Extra, Coop Konsum, Coop Bygg, Coop Nära, Daglivs, and 

the online store called Mattaffären.se. Coop Sverige accounts for 21.4% of the 

grocery retail market in Sweden, with a sales amount of SEK 31 billion (excl. 

VAT) and about 7300 employees. Coop also has focused on creating own and 

joint brands such as “Coop” for standard products; “X-tra” as discount brand; and 

“Änglamark” as the leading environmental brand. 

The company claims its environmental brand Änglamark as having the largest 

ecological range of about 300 categories of food products. 

4.2. FINDINGS, CRITICAL ANALYSIS, AND COMPARISON 

The following sections present various findings from interviews (see Appendix 2), 

annual reports, and official websites of the selected companies, and the critical 

analysis and comparison by the authors. The findings discussed in the following 

sections are based on the interviews from the representatives of two major food 

retailers in Sweden i.e., ICA and Coop. These interviewees included the 

following: 

 Mrs. Magdalena Sekkenes, Manager Environment and Social 

Responsibility at ICA Sverige AB head office in Stockholm, who was 

interviewed (face-to-face interview) at Mälardalen Högskola, Västerås. 

                                                       

11 http://www.coopnorden.com 
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 Mr. Per Baumann, Environmental Expert at Coop Sverige AB, who was 

interviewed over telephone. 

 Mr. Jerry Pettersson, Store Manager at Coop Konsum located at 

Vasagatan 25, Västerås, who was interviewed face-to-face at his store. 

4.2.1. Findings and Analysis of Environmental Concerns 

Both ICA and Coop in Sweden have recognized the increasing environmental 

concerns among the consumers over the past few decades and are consistently 

working in different areas related to the environment. Both companies claim that 

they started working on these issues as early as 1991 and even earlier. 

Management representatives of these companies confirm that they are 

“committed to the society and environment” and will play their best part to 

contribute to the movement. 

ICA’s Annual Report (2009) describes seven “values” of the “ICA’s Good 

Business” and the two of them are “to promote a healthy lifestyle” and “to adopt 

sound environment practices to promote sustainable development”. ICA also 

worked out national characteristics of different countries where its stores operate 

and found that “Swedish consumers are more concerned about environment and 

other social issues” and hence are likely to seek out Fair-trade, organic and 

healthy alternatives. The Manager Environment and Social Responsibility 

(ME&SR) at ICA also expressed the same views on the understanding of 

environmental concerns among the consumers. She admitted that there is a 

group of consumers in Sweden who lives green; however, a very big group is of 

those who go for price because they are psychologically affected by the impact of 

recession. She mentioned that for ICA, customer’s needs are everything and 

“giving them what they want today and in the future is one of ICA’s most 

rewarding, yet difficult, tasks” as also stated in the ICA’s Annual report 2009. The 

home page of company’s website, on the other hand, has no message of 

environment or green products, at least prominently visible or easily accessible to 

visitors. The tab ‘Om ICA’ leads to a page where one can find, on the left hand 

side, a drop-down list with a link to ‘ICA Takes Responsibility’. The drop-down 

list, then, has further links within links to a wide range of topics under the 

headings such as environment, health, and society. Another link ‘ICA’s Good 



     MIMA – International Marketing     
     Mälardalen University 

29 

Business’ contains different pages with a long list of sustainability activities and 

company’s position or policies including “quality, environment, and social 

responsibility”. This policy states the aim of the company in saving the 

environment through greater proportion of eco-labeled, organic, and locally 

produced goods by putting efforts to reduce the environmental impact through all 

stages of the business cycle from suppliers to production, packaging, 

transportation, and waste. 

Findings from the interview of Coop’s Environmental Expert (EE) also support the 

view that environmental concerns have become a way of lifestyle especially of 

the Swedish consumers. Realizing this fact as early as 1991, Coop came up with 

its environmental brand Änglamark and gradually increased the assortment 

under this brand to above 300 products. Coop’s EE says that company has a 

focus on the concept of “added-value” and sustainable issues are core values in 

consumer cooperative business strategy even in the current recession period. He 

further quoted the words of Lars Idermark, Coop Sverige’s CEO, as “our 

business strategy has to bear the consumer core value”. Company’s website also 

supports this commitment which contains great information on ‘Responsibility 

and its impact’, Environment and ecology’, ‘Sustainability policy’, to name a few. 

KF’s 12 Annual Report (2008) and KF: In Brief (2009) contains the message of 

CEO which says that the development of environmentally friendly products is 

positive, at the same time because Swedish consumers appreciate such things. 

The annual report also contains details on environmental responsibility and social 

responsibility of Coop including environmental impact relating to the areas of 

energy, transport, waste, product range, suppliers, employees, owners, 

members, etc. 

The study reveals that increasing environmental concerns are nothing new to the 

business entities and realizing the fact they are responding in different ways 

through their environmental and green marketing strategies. Both ICA and Coop 

are fully aware of the increasing environmental concerns among consumers, 

                                                       

12 KF (Kooperativa Förbundet or Cooperative Federation) is the parent company of Coop Sverige. 
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especially in Sweden. In fact, these concerns gained more popularity by the late 

80s and early 90s and hence business entities also started listening to their 

voices and incorporated environment in their activities. Even today, business 

organization see a generally profitable group of consumers, a niche market, that 

is more concerned about environment and willing to pay more for green products 

being economically well-off as compared to general consumers. 

4.2.2. Findings and Analysis of Environmental Legislations 

Management representatives of both ICA and Coop agree on that “general 

regulations are the base of every business”, however; they think that for green 

marketing as their strategy they are “following consumers’ concerns and demand 

more than legislation”. ICA’s representative says that they expect “new 

regulations and are preparing for them”. According to ICA’s annual report, ICA 

sees “both risks and opportunities with the climate change” and “understands 

that the society’s growing awareness is likely to result in new laws and 

regulations”. ICA also understands that “these possible developments”, in turn, 

“can affect ICA’s operations both financially and physically”. 

On the other hand, Coop’s Environmental Expert is of the view that “many times 

legislators are behind the companies” and hence “there is a need for legislators 

and government to trust companies as drivers of making society greener”. He 

quoted the example of some legislation, for example, eco-design directive in EU, 

that he thinks “will drive the development only in some product categories”. The 

Store Manager at Coop Konsum also expressed the same views that legislation 

relating to green marketing strategy is not an issue rather consumers’ demand is 

the base for their activities. As a whole, in their views, companies trust and 

support internationally acknowledged labeling systems such as eco-labeling of 

EU, organic legislation, the marine stewardship council, the forest stewardship 

council and communicate their products as eco-labeled instead of boasting to 

make the world better place. 

All this mean that working in environmental area is guided by the management 

philosophy of these retailers which puts consumers on priority besides observing 

the general requirements of regulations. For example, both companies use eco-
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labels on their green products to comply with the general requirements of 

regulations and do not make overstated claims about their efforts in making the 

world a better place. Since, both companies are working in the area since early 

90s; they have gained maturity in their practices and communications. Yet, the 

consumer attitude is the driving force behind all their actions and they adjust their 

green marketing strategies accordingly. They feel that the competition on price 

and quality is fierce hence they also seek support from other sources such as 

offering green products, which not only attracts the niche market of dark green 

consumers but also the general consumers to a great deal. 

The Environmental Expert at Coop Sverige thinks that legislators are far behind 

the companies because they are not directly involved with consumers as 

companies do. Manager Environment and Social Responsibility at ICA expects 

new regulations but knows that product safety and health issues will be major 

focus of new regulations instead of other areas of environmental issues. At the 

same time, they both agree that regulations are not the driving force of their 

companies’ green marketing strategies, instead, customers demand and market 

signal play more important role in devising such strategies. 

The increasing environmental concerns among the general consumers over the 

past few decades not only forced business companies to transform their behavior 

toward more environmental friendly ways and practices but also invited the 

governments to come up with regulations in this area. The level of regulations 

and subsequent compliance, of course, can be different in different countries 

however the concerns have been made part of the government agenda. Mature 

business organizations have not only been following the current regulations but 

also keep an eye on the future changes in these laws and regulation in order to 

be prepared in advance. Observing these regulations is no doubt an issue for 

companies because any change in the business practices, due to new 

regulations, involves investment of money and time, however, market and 

consumers are at the top for all business activities. This focus is evident not only 

from the words of management representatives but also quoted in the 

companies’ annual reports and websites. 
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4.2.3. Findings and Analysis of Changing Consumer Attitude 

As stated by management representatives of selected food retailers, consumers 

are the central focus of all their business activities, hence their changing attitude 

toward green products in the current recession becomes the most important 

variable in the research model. 

Management representatives from both companies believe that recession has 

changed the general consumer attitude towards the green products and their 

concentration has moved to price again in their purchasing decisions. ICA’s 

representative says that ICA launched a campaign of ‘ICA I Love Eco’ in 2008 by 

introducing new green products and raised the sales by 54%, however, in 2009, 

sales stabilized to only 1%. She pointed out that, “during recession, lot of people 

show higher intention to buy healthy and green products but when they come to 

store they don’t buy because they think these products as expensive”. She also 

quoted another reason for this attitude that consumers now don’t believe 

retailers’ claims about green products, e-numbers for additives, and eco-labels, 

etc., and “doubt the value and benefits of these products”. As the ICA’s annual 

report shows, the overall trend has not gone negative in Sweden as it is in other 

European countries; rather there is visible growth in total net sales of the group 

from 2007 to 2009, although net income was substantially dropped in 2008. 

Similarly, both respondents from Coop agree that “consumers are hesitating in 

choosing green products despite the overall trend of growth”. However, 

Environmental Expert thinks that “suppliers are more hesitating in producing 

these ‘expensive’ products”. Store Manager at Coop Konsum also verified that 

“green products are more expensive for Coop to buy, and not for consumers” 

because their prices are kept almost same or little higher to those of main-stream 

products as a reply to the changing consumer attitude during recession. Coop 

has fewer profit margins on these green products but the differences are 

compensated due to large assortment of normal products. Both respondents 

admitted that during current recession “competitor soft-discount stores have got 

more consumers” and “most people go for normal products due to price factor” 

but customers in Coop stores are still buying green products. EE at Coop says 

that Coop targets average Swedes, especially families (people with children) as 
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its members and customers because these people have to buy green and 

healthy products for their children. To cope with the changing attitude of 

customers for green products, however, Coop comes up with various offers such 

as half prices on some chosen products and vegetables, or ‘half price or double 

your points offer’ on Änglamark products, etc. 

The same trend in consumer attitude is reported in Coop’s annual report which 

states that “when times are hard … price becomes more crucial to households in 

their purchase decisions”. The psychological effects of shaking economy 

reinforce the recession and force both households and companies “to be more 

restrained and maintain a short-term view”. Report further says that “as a 

consequence of the economic downturn”, price has become more important and 

discount store chains and hypermarkets are developing more strongly than other 

store types. The company’s website also points out that “the price is a concern 

when consumers choose products” because “these products are more expensive 

than conventional” due to the farming methods and that how coop is strategically 

covering this disadvantage of the profit margin and offer reduced and/or equal 

prices to that of conventional products. 

The EE at Coop concludes that green products are not as cheap as normal ones 

and hence the company “focuses on the ‘price worthiness’ and ‘added value’ 

consumers get from these products”. In his opinion, one such value is 

“satisfaction” that consumers get in “doing something, if not ‘everything’ to their 

new generation and society”. 

In essence, all findings are in agreement to the results of different studies that 

consumers perceive green products relatively expensive than normal stream-line 

products. Despite the fact that the demand for green products has decreased 

across Europe during this recession, Sweden remained an exception. Although, 

there is no specific growth trend as was observed in the years before the 

recession but there is also no negative impact on net sales. For example, the 

sales of ICA’s green product range increased by 54% in 2008 but stabilized at 

1% in 2009. Even then, in 2009, ICA Sverige contributed a major portion (i.e., 

86%) to the total profits of the group as cited in annual report. This reflects that 
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consumer behavior has changed during recession and they are spending less. 

This also confirms the findings of Magnusson ET el. (2001) and Gupta and 

Ogden (2009) that green products are perceived more expensive than the 

streamline consumers and, despite the positive attitude among the Swedish 

consumers toward green products, purchase frequency was not higher. As the 

Nielson’s study has suggested customers are not willing to sacrifice price and 

performance to make a positive environmental impact. 

The findings further confirm that recession has not only affected the consumer 

attitude but also suppliers’ behavior toward environmentally friendly products. 

Grankvist and Biel (2007, 2010) already concluded the same about professional 

food purchasers’ preference for a product and said that it is influenced more by 

even a small variation in price as compared to a large variation in environmental 

impact. Nevertheless, Coop being a consumer-owned business has large 

number of members who consider ‘satisfaction’ in being loyal and doing 

‘something’ to the environment and society as a value for their money. 

Moreover, both companies have recognized that there is a group of dark green 

consumers who are still committed, demanding, and willing to pay more for green 

products. These are, however, better off economically and are not affected by 

recession as much as general consumers, both economically and 

psychologically. The studies of Boston Consulting Group have also pointed this 

group as regularly factoring green into their shopping behavior unless their 

lifestyle is not affected. Another reason for this group was pointed out by Young 

(2009) as symbolism or reference group through which they reflect their concerns 

and contribution towards the better environment. These are the consumers who 

always ask and demand for green products in the stores, says Coop’s 

Environmental Expert. 

4.2.4. Findings and Analysis of Green Marketing Strategy 

ICA’s representative explained that “ICA has wider climate and sustainability 

strategy instead of simply green strategy” and all “facts and activities concerning 

these environmental strategies are reported in the annual reports” of the 

company. ICA’s annual report declares that the company’s corporate 
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responsibility work in 2009 mainly focused on reducing climate change with an 

overall climate objective “to reduce known greenhouse gas emissions by 30 

percent by 2020 compared to 2006”. Further, the report includes ICA’s efforts in 

reducing energy consumption and switching to renewable electricity along with 

concerns for food safety. The report says that there are best tips on how to ‘eat 

up’ greenhouse gases at www.ica.se/klimat, but the link is not working now. With 

reference to greening its processes, it is also mentioned that in 2009, ICA 

arranged corporate responsibility training programs and workshops for food 

suppliers in China and Vietnam. Moreover, many second- and third-party social 

audits of ICA’s suppliers were also conducted during the period. 

The ME&SR at ICA further pointed out that due to the current recession, the 

company has “changed its strategy more towards price” from the beginning of 

2008. Nevertheless, ICA has special discounts and bonus points for repeat 

purchases of green products as for the normal products. Moreover, the company 

website states about the aim of ICA’s ‘Good Business’ policy as saving the 

environment through greater proportion of green products and putting efforts to 

reduce the environmental impact through all stages of the business cycle from 

suppliers to production, packaging, transportation, and waste. The annual report 

2009 of ICA also reports about the certification for ‘key-hole’ and ‘fair-trade’ 

labels. 

Coop’s EE recalled the period of boom on food retailing which not only invited 

competition but also raised costs of getting raw material due to higher demands 

and explained that how “Coop modified its strategy towards sustainability”. This 

process included building long-term relationships with suppliers and farmers and 

insisting them to reduce pesticides. The EE at Coop and Store Manager at Coop 

Konsum both cherish the fact that Coop was the first to incorporate environment 

in its marketing activities in Sweden and that “in terms of green products range, 

Coop is still market leader”. This strategy has not only earned monetary gains for 

the company but also increased the number of cooperative members, said the 

EE. Store Manager also mentioned that company was named Green Konsum 

some two decades ago due to its environment-oriented business practices. 

Coop’s website also promotes the green products and has a link to ‘Discover 
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Änglamark’ page which claims that “we were 25 years ago with organic products” 

and that today this brand catalogue has “more than 200 products”. The same 

page also advises readers about ‘Ekosmart start’ and urges to use healthier food 

by choosing organic stuff because it has good taste, more flavor, and less 

cooking hassle. A similar message is also there from Head of Environment Mr. 

Michael Robertson stating that choosing organic is choosing more health for 

money. 

Furthermore, according to the annual report, Coop started partnership with 

Green Cargo “concerning collective, cost-effective and environmentally friendly 

logistics solutions”. Related to the same green strategy for its processes are the 

efforts of Coop to get all its stores KRAV-certified by ensuring that “foods are 

produced in a sustainable way” by avoiding chemical pesticides, artificial 

fertilizers, genetically modified organisms (GMOs), synthetic colorings or 

flavorings, hardened fats, etc. Similarly, all products of Änglamark brand are 

certified for ‘Fairtrade-label’ which shows that products are purchased using fair 

business activities including improved economic terms for growers and 

employees in developing countries, countering child labor and discrimination, 

developing democracy and organization rights, and promoting environmental 

awareness and organic production. For the purpose, Coop has established its 

buy-office named ‘Intercoop’ in the Far East for inspecting producers before they 

can supply to Coop. “In simple words,” said Coop’s representative, “green 

marketing strategy can be profitable if you are committed”. 

Realizing the increasing environmental concerns and to comply with current and 

potential regulations, both ICA and Coop have incorporated ‘greenness’ in their 

business strategies. Both retailers are working on the subject since early 90s and 

restructuring themselves with the changing environment and market situations. 

For example, ICA is consistently working on its broad climate and sustainability 

strategy and has set specific goals to be achieved and comprehends 

opportunities (and also risks) with the climate change and increasing consumer 

awareness. Similarly, Coop started monitoring environmental issues, 

incorporating ‘green’ into its products, processes, and management philosophy 
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since early 90s. Coop has also established long-term contracts with farmers and 

got certification for KRAV-label and Fairtrade-label. 

However, with the recession when consumers’ attitude toward green products 

start changing, both companies modified their green marketing strategies and 

started using all other marketing activities on green products also. ICA’s ME&SR 

admitted the company’s move towards price and providing discounts through 

different promotions. As the company’s website shows, in 2009 too, ICA 

launched various price-focused activities to fit every wallet such as ‘A cheaper 

ICA’, and also indicates price as priority for 2010. The same way, Coop also 

modified its green marketing strategy to fit the changing consumer needs in 

recession. Coop is also offering ‘half price or double points offer’ and ‘product of 

the week’ on Änglamark products for its members. 

Interestingly, both companies claim to have ‘proactive’ green marketing strategy. 

Coop’s representative explained that in 1990s consumers’ reaction to 

environmental concerns lead the company to ‘react’ to their reactions and 

incorporate environment in the marketing strategy. At that time Coop was 

‘reactive’ because consumers wanted business companies to be reactive to new 

environmental issues but today company is more ‘proactive’ and is going few 

step ahead of what consumers demand. On the other hand, ICA’s representative 

also said that her company is ‘proactive’ and other companies do follow ICA. She 

also quoted example of Axfood which recently started various green marketing 

activities that ICA had initiated almost two years earlier. 

4.2.5. Findings and Analysis of Communication 

In general, said ME&SR at ICA, the company communicates through various 

commercials, its website, and annual reports to its all stakeholders; nevertheless, 

its communication “is very humble” due to some past miscommunications. 

“Various activities with respect to environmental concerns are communicated in 

our annual reports”, she said. ICA utilizes shelf labels and tags in its stores in the 

same way as for other normal products. ICA’s representative argued that one of 

their store format called ICA Kvantum is greener in nature and has wider range of 

green displays. ICA’s Annual Report (2009) claims that “ICA’s Skona brand 
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finished fourth out of a total of 97 greenest brands of Sweden” in a brand-contest 

conducted by the branding consultancy Differ 13. Moreover, for replacing old and 

inefficient lighting with new, energy-conserving solutions, ICA Sweden received 

an environmental award at Dagligvarugalan 14 (Swedish retailer’s gala arranged 

by the trade newspaper Fri Köpenskap 15). 

Websites are more interactive means of communication these days. The home 

page of ICA’s website (http://www.ica.se) has no message of environment or 

green products, at least easily visible for visitors (see Appendix 3). However, the 

tab ‘Om ICA’ leads to a page where one can find, on the left hand side, a drop-

down list with a link to ‘ICA Takes Responsibility’. The drop-down list, then, has 

further links within links to a wide range of topics under the headings such as 

environment, health, and society. Another link to the page ‘ICA’s Good Business’ 

contains a long list of sustainability activities. There is a small link for ICA’s 

environmental brand ‘ICA I Love Eco’, started in 2008, but visitors have to 

struggle hard to find it. The webpage contains a ‘Search’ option at the top right 

corner where one can search key words on the site. However, information about 

the range and categories of green products cannot easily be reached. 

Nevertheless, there is tab for ‘ICA’s Own Products’ where one can find product 

categories and sort out them for ‘ICA I Love Eco’ and ‘ICA Gott Liv’ products. 

Coop’s representative explained that besides other traditional media, Coop also 

utilizes social media such as facebook, twitter, and blogs for the purpose of 

communication. He said that Coop’s ads have green products more visible to 

show that the company is committed to environments. Similarly, Store Manager 

at Coop Konsum pointed out that Coop declares ‘organic product of the week’ 

offered at reduced price but no special shelf labels for green products, like ICA, 

are used in the stores. Since the company is not on stock exchange and is 

owned by more than three million members, it does not communicate to financial 

                                                       

13 http://www.differ.se 

14 http://www.dagligvarugalan.se/ 

15 http://www.fri-kopenskap.se/ 
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world. The EE at Coop said the company “has shown transparency and 

openness and is regarded more reliable and trustworthy”. According to the 

annual report (p. 16), Coop Sverige “actively communicates” with its market by 

means of campaigns, recurring activities, traditional channels (newspapers, TV), 

and internet. Coop is not only partner in international Göteborg Award for 

sustainable development but also awards Änglamark Prize each year with some 

environmental theme to its member(s) with best environmental practices and 

efforts. Moreover, three full pages are devoted to green products including details 

on organic range, eco-labeled goods, healthy and nutritious, KRAV-labeled 

products, etc. 

Coop’s website is another useful medium of communication with very rich 

information about green products and company’s environmental activities. The 

home page (http://www.coop.se) has a very clear broad title background in green 

color (see Appendix 4). The fourth tab of the home page is for ‘Responsibility and 

its Impact’ which further contains different text links to ‘Environment and ecology’; 

‘History of sustainability’; and ‘Sustainability policy’. There are also two important 

graphic links with introductory text to ‘Sustainable consumption’ and ‘Discover 

Änglamark’. Another link takes the visitor to the different product categories 

under Änglamark, the green brand of Coop. The page ‘Organic sales’ claims that 

Coop has industry’s highest proportion of organic sales and the largest organic 

products range in Sweden. Furthermore, right at the top of the page, below title of 

each page, there is clearly visible ‘Search’ option for visitors to find information 

about the key word they put there, including the terms related to environment and 

green products. 

When companies develop green marketing strategy, they also communicate it to 

the public in general and other stakeholders specifically. By doing so, they not 

only inform and satisfy existing customers but also attract new customers and 

grasp their attention. The process also contributes to increase awareness about 

ecological products and their availability. The official communication about green 

products and green marketing strategy also shows how much a company is 

concerned about the environment. Often, companies exaggerate about their 

contribution towards environment; however, more established companies remain 
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transparent in communication to avoid their claims challenged by journalists, 

agencies and customers. 

Both, ICA and Coop, use different media for communication purpose. ICA seems 

very reserve in communication as they earlier had some problems on the basis of 

their communication. The same way, ICA’s website has very poor communication 

with respect to environment and green products. There is no clear information 

and link to search ecological products or at least cannot be easily reached. The 

authors believe that another possible way to communicate company’s policy and 

commitment toward environment friendliness is to help students and researchers 

in the field. However, when ICA’s management and local store managers (in 

Västerås) were contacted for interviews, their response was very apathetic. In 

fact, one store manager while refusing interview, admitted that his store has very 

few green products. 

Coop, on the other hand, seems very committed towards green marketing and its 

communication as the findings have confirmed. Coop communicates very 

effectively through its website where green color is more prominent as a symbol 

of environment friendliness. Detailed information about ecological products 

including organic food is also provided along with history of green policy, 

Änglamark brand, etc. Coop’s communication is also directed towards promoting 

green products and increasing consumer awareness about environmentally 

friendly products. Moreover, this commitment has also been observed through 

very positive response from company’s management and local store manager for 

the interviews. 

4.2.6. Findings and Analysis of Competitive Advantage 

The ME&SR at ICA considers the environment efforts of the company a 

competitive advantage over its competitors including Coop. She stated that the 

“environmental policies have resulted in competitive advantage for the company” 

and enhanced its profitability. Hence, the company is increasing the range of its 

organic and ecological products and trying to do more than what their 

competitors are doing in order to attract and retain green customers. However, 

she admitted that Coop is their main competitor in terms of green and 

environmentally friendly products. Nevertheless, “the size and resources of the 
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company, its supply chain, and spread on strategic location across the country” is 

the main competitive advantage that its competitors cannot copy easily. Another 

source of competitive advantage, according to the company’s annual report 

2009, is ‘The ICA model” i.e., the independent retailers with great local 

connections but working in cooperation. This competitive advantage resulted in 

“more than 50 percent market share in grocery retailing in Sweden” for ICA, as a 

whole. 

Coop, on the other hand, claims to be “the pioneer in ecological products in 

Sweden” and that through green marketing strategy it enjoys “advantage over 

competitors for environment friendly products and organic food”. The EE proudly 

said that his company “Coop is a for sure market leader in organic food and 

green market”. He accepted that ICA has 50% share as compared to only about 

22% of Coop in total grocery retailing in Sweden but “for green products, Coop 

has 45% share in Swedish market”. The store manager at Coop Konsum 

revealed that 8% of sales of his store are from organic food and other green 

products and this percentage is more than the previous years. 

The annual report of Coop points out “its unique form of ownership” as a 

competitive advantage” that is really hard for its competitors to adopt. With more 

than three million members (about one third of Sweden’s population) Coop is 

owned by 48 cooperative societies. Being owned by consumers, Coop as a 

company is committed more towards consumers’ environmental concerns. As a 

result, Coop has opened a number of “pilot green stores” with extra emphasis on 

the environment (p. 93) such as Coop Forum in Häggvik; an eco-store in Avenyn 

(Gothenborg); and Zinkensdamm (Stockholm). 

Companies try to get advantage over their competitors through different 

strategies such as differentiating themselves; by lowering prices; and/or 

introducing something new from competitors by creating something valuable for 

customers that its competitors may find hard to follow, at least in the short term. 

The findings from the selected companies reveal that both companies have their 

own competitive advantage. Where ICA has got great resources, wider spread, 

and best supply and distribution system; Coop found competitive advantage in its 
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unique form of ownership and the range of green products. Realizing the 

changing consumer behavior in the current recession, both companies have 

started successful discount campaigns on green products for members in the 

same way as they do for normal products. This new strategy has substantially 

increased the number of members and resulted in higher sales for both 

companies. But as the topic of research is related to environment friendliness, 

the authors believe that Coop has utilized best its green marketing strategy to 

achieve the leadership in the market. 

4.2.7. Impact of Recession and Profitability 

The ME&SR at ICA mentioned that the greatest impact of recession has been on 

the consumers’ mind as “during recession, lot of people show higher intention to 

buy healthy and green products but when they come to store they don’t buy 

because they think these products as expensive”. She said that “despite the 

consumers changed attitude during recession, in Sweden, the overall trend is still 

positive”. The EE at Coop also confirmed the statement and said that “the 

company has not seen as much of this recession although the overall growth has 

slowed down” during last few months “but not for green products”. He also 

referred to a presentation 16 at International Federation of Organic Agriculture 

Movements (IFOAM) which shows that due to recession, consumers in European 

countries, especially in UK, have started to look for discount products instead of 

green products except for Sweden. Coop’s annual report shows that CEO Lars 

Idermark declared the impact of global recession “relatively positive”, as a whole, 

because retail trade in its nature “is less susceptible to the economic cycle than 

many other industries”. Coop’s EE further explained that “practically, recession 

has not reduced purchasing power of the consumers but its psychological effect 

on their mind slows down the development”. Suppliers of grocery retailers read 

these signals from different media and become hesitant to develop expensive 

green products for the sake of profit margins. This reveals that not only the 

consumers have been under the impact of recession but also the retailers and 

                                                       

16 A presentation by Jonathan Banks at 3rd IFOAM Trade Symposium, available at 
(http://www.ifoam.org/events/fairs/BioFach/Trade_Symposium_2010.html) as retrieved on May 08, 2010. 
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suppliers. The statements by management representatives of the selected food 

retailers reveal that the consumers are the central focus of all their business 

activities to which their profitability is directly linked. The fact is that business 

companies must be profitable before they become socially responsible and 

environmentally friendly. 

The ME&SR at ICA accepted that green marketing and environmental 

friendliness “develops trust and also financial gains” for a company but “the fact 

is that the sales of organic food in Sweden are only 3 percent of total food 

market”. Hence, despite increasing legislation, ICA responded to changing 

consumer attitude about their spending on green products and started offering 

more discounts. ICA’s annual report shows a visible growth in total net sales of 

the group from 2007 to 2009, although net income was substantially dropped in 

2008. Yet, ICA Sverige is the most profitable subsidiary of the group and 

contributes more than 62% to net sales and about 86% to the total profits in 

2009. The report further points out that in Sweden, the number of total organic 

products of ICA increased from 370 in 2007 to 660 in 2008 and 677 in 2009. 

Similarly, sales (also see Figure 3) increased +28% in 2007; +54% in 2008; and 

only +1% in 2009. Although, Coop’s website or annual report does not shows any 

such comparative data on green products sales, nevertheless, as the Figure 4 

shows, Coop has substantively increased its range of green products. This is the 

area, Coop; management considers a competitive advantage over its competitors 

i.e., introducing new products in the green and organic range. 
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FIGURE 3: ICA'S PROFITABILITY (SOURCE: ICA ANNUAL REPORT 2009) 

 

 

 

FIGURE 4: COOP’S GREEN PRODUCTS (SOURCE: COOP ANNUAL REPORT 2010*) 

* translated from Swedish to English 
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5. CONCLUSION 

This chapter presents the conclusion drawn from the various findings and analysis 

carried out in the previous chapter along with the authors thought. 

5.1. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The previous section of findings and analysis critically reviewed the primary and 

secondary data gathered during this research study. As the conceptual model 

describes, the major external pressures behind the green marketing strategies of 

both companies include environmental concerns, environment legislations, and 

consumer attitude. However, the findings reveal that the major contribution, 

according to the responses from the management representatives of both food 

retailers, is from customer side. On the one hand, increasing environmental 

concerns among the customers, especially in Sweden, are forcing these food 

retailers to remain committed to their green marketing strategies. On the other 

hand, changing consumer attitude during this recession is necessitating different 

traditional marketing tactics to be incorporated into the green marketing 

strategies. This shows that consumers have more powerful influence than the 

environmental legislations on the companies to adapt and remain committed to 

the green marketing strategy. Nevertheless, legislations are still the basis of 

every business and its marketing practices. 

Further, both companies, ICA and Coop, consider that their green marketing 

strategy has been a source of competitive advantage for them since long. Not 

only that this strategy has provided them with new opportunities and markets 

beyond the traditional marketing setup, but also earned them trust of consumers, 

good will in society, and reputation in the business world. This fact is clearly 

evident from the communication of both companies. ICA and Coop proudly 

present their green commitment and achievements through their websites, 

annual reports, and all other media. 

Finally, when the profitability is considered as a result of green marketing 

strategy in the current recession, both companies have found that so far, 

especially in Sweden, the impact is not as severe as in other European countries. 

However, they both admitted that the growth is either reducing or almost 
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flattened during the last year due to ‘psychological impact’ of the recession in the 

minds of the consumers. Apart from the consumers, suppliers of green products 

are more shaky and reluctant to produce the relatively expansive green products. 

This situation has led companies to modify their green marketing strategies and 

offer more competitive prices for green products at the expense of their profit 

margins. 

5.2. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

This research work has been aimed at investigating if and how environmental 

friendliness be a profitable marketing strategy for food retailers in Sweden in the 

current recession period. This objective has been achieved by getting thoughts of 

management representatives of selected retailers through interview and by 

cross-evaluating their respective websites and annual reports. 

The study found that business structure of a company plays an important role in 

shaping its marketing strategies. For example, ICA is a public company and more 

focused towards achieving corporate goals as compared to the Coop which is 

owned by cooperative union and more than three million member consumers. 

Nevertheless, it does not mean that Coop is a hundred percent green company, 

rather a retailer that has showed its commitment towards environmental 

movement through its green product assortment; eco-certification; sustainable 

practices and processes; and communication through website and annual 

reports. Coop’s environmental friendliness is more evident in all aspects of green 

marketing strategy i.e., its products, its processes, and management philosophy. 

On the other hand, ICA has adopted different and broad approach for its 

environmental activities on the corporate level instead of its products and 

practices on general level. 

In both cases, as the research model states, companies realize that 

environmental concerns (or the other terms such as ecological, green, 

sustainable, etc.) are becoming more prominent in every area of business and 

society. As compared to the 1980s and 1990s, when such concerns became 

apparent and businesses started incorporating them in their consumer marketing, 

today there are multiple advanced sources of information, media, and 
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technologies available to and accessible by consumers and educating them 

about different issues related to environment, their impact on societies, and what 

to expect from business world in this relation. Hence, for business companies, 

the impact of their products on the society has become increasingly a crucial 

issue that lead them to the concept of environmental friendliness, sustainability, 

and green marketing not only in words but in actual practices. 

The study reveals that increasing environmental concerns are nothing new to the 

business entities and realizing the fact they are responding in different ways 

through their environmental and green marketing strategies. Despite many other 

factors including recession’s negative impact on business, companies try to 

remain committed to environment and incorporate it in their strategies by playing 

their role through green products, sustainable business practices, and education. 

However, in the current recession, the main concern with these business 

companies has been to balance the apparently contradictory goals i.e., achieving 

corporate goals of profitability and meeting consumer needs while minimizing 

long-term ecological harm. 

From the findings and analysis chapter, the authors conclude that despite the 

recession, Swedish customers are still interested in green but relatively 

expensive products because they are concerned about environment. Findings 

reveal that there is increasing trend in the sales of ecological products in 

Sweden. Management of grocery retailers fully realize this trend but are also 

concerned about the psychological impact of recession turning into practical 

impact revealed in the spending attitude towards green products. Hence, to fight 

any future impact, companies are transforming their marketing strategies more or 

less towards price. Nevertheless, they are encouraging customers to be 

ecological along with economic. Companies understood that this is a strategic 

and sustainable issue and they can increase sales and profitability not only by 

fulfilling needs of green customers but also attracting new customers by making 

them green. They decreased their margin of profit in these products but they 

increased sales of environment friendly products. This also results in 

sustainability. 
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Considering various current activities and offers of the food retailers during the 

recession, it is evident that companies are pushing back their environmental 

values, commitment, and sustainable marketing strategies in favor of short-term 

profitable reactive promotions. However, green marketing strategies can be 

profitable “if we are committed” in the words of Coop’s Environmental Expert. 

Along with commitment, patience is another required ingredient for profitability 

from green marketing strategy. No doubt that green marketing can also utilize the 

traditional marketing tools or 4Ps (product, price, place, and promotion) which 

are more visible to the general public than behind the scene environmental 

efforts. However, it seems that the major food retailers in Sweden have green 

thinking as a part of their marketing strategy but not as their major focus. 

The study shows that, in general, companies seem to have green marketing 

strategy more from the pressures of environmental concerns and legislations 

than the environment and society itself. This trend is clearly revealed by the 

changing consumer attitude which companies not only monitor deeply but also 

put every effort to match them. For example, in the current recession, when 

general consumers showed restrictive spending attitude towards expensive 

products, including green products, companies turned their focus to discounts. 

Similarly, the suppliers of these retailers also became skeptical of producing 

expensive green products because they see lower profit margins for these 

products. 

As far as the profitability of green marketing strategy is concerned, both 

recession and boom, it is oriented on a long-term results. In general, green 

marketing strategy can become a source of competitive advantage for these 

companies by providing numerous growth possibilities and profitability in the 

long-term. By developing new products and processes in response to the 

environmental concerns, these retailers have found new markets, improved their 

processes, and developed new profitable business relationships, collectively 

achieving competitive advantage over competitors. For example, Coop has 

established its buying-office at Far East and has established contracts with 

several suppliers in Asian countries. No doubt, recession can negatively affect 

the business performance even to the point of its survival but through 
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commitment and sound strategies it can be converted into an opportunity. 

Especially for large and established companies can easily adopt proactive 

marketing strategies to enhance business performance and profitability and 

convey a message of commitment to build trust. Such proactive marketing 

strategies can also be very successful when companies already have established 

brands, differentiated products, innovative processes, and better service and 

supply. In the recession when the spending patterns of general consumers start 

moving downwards, a niche market of dark green consumers still exist. These 

consumers are not only economically well-off but also willing to pay more for 

green products and hence become a great source of profitability. Moreover, after 

showing commitment to environmental movement for a long period and then 

changing the route from green to price can damage already established 

reputation of company and good value of product/brand. Nevertheless, 

companies can remain committed and use traditional promotional tactics on 

green products as well to convey a message of empathy with consumers and 

help society in hard times. The findings and analysis section shows that both ICA 

and Coop claim to be proactive and committed to environment but also have 

different reactive marketing promotions in order to attract more customers and 

enhance profitability. Fortunately, food retail industry in Sweden, due to many 

factors, remained intact of the impact of recession and hence the overall 

profitability has improved and not increased significantly. 

After the conceptual base from literature, data collection, and subsequent 

analysis of the various findings, the authors have drawn conclusion for the 

environmental friendliness as profitable marketing strategy in the recession 

period and answer the research questions. As analyzed in the previous chapters, 

management at both food retailers see profitable opportunities in their 

communicated green marketing strategies even in the recession period. They 

see the various benefits in the choice of green marketing strategy such as 

development of new products; finding new markets and niche markets; 

expanding customer-base; improving own processes and stores; enhancing 

efficiency; linking with new suppliers in far away countries; and saving in many 

ways by transforming its processing and activities to the new cost-effective 

environmental friendly means. Specially, in the recession, this marketing strategy 
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can become a source of competitive advantage and good reputation of a 

company caring about the environment and society. 

5.3. VALUE OF THESIS 

This research work has both practical and theoretical value. Not only the 

investigated companies but also the practitioners at other companies in the food 

related industry can benefit from the empirical contribution of this thesis. The 

work gives an overview of green marketing strategy of two leading food retailers 

and the information presented could be valuable for other food retailers to take a 

step ahead in shaping up their marketing strategy green. The findings are more 

encouraging for those food retailers who are currently not green in their business 

practices due to the misconception that implementing green marketing strategies 

increase costs and decrease profits. Other business entities can also find this 

work interesting who are under severe competition and need a source for 

competitive advantage over their competitors. The findings are also a positive 

signal for producer and supplier of ecological products encouraging them to 

produce more and play their role for better environment and sustainability. 

Consumers, who are skeptical of environmental claims of business companies, 

especially in the recession, can also get useful information in this thesis about 

the investigated companies and their environmental efforts. Furthermore, this 

could encourage them to use green products more by making them aware of 

different options. 

On the academic level, this thesis contributes new information, knowledge, and 

awareness about ecological products, green marketing strategy and its 

profitability in the recession. Not only that it emphasizes the issue and 

importance of green marketing strategy in the recession also invites researchers 

and students of business studies to utilize this work as basis for their research 

projects on the related topics. The findings on how business entities adopt green 

marketing strategies in response to internal and/or external pressures and 

change practices according to the changing consumer attitudes over time to 

remain profitable can be really interesting for academic audience. 
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5.4. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Except for a temporary halt or slow down due to recession, there is a rising trend 

in the demand for ecological products as compared to the past owing to 

increased awareness, green movements, and availability of more options in 

green products range.  Moreover, recession period has to end soon and then the 

companies who would have already established setups and green marketing 

strategies get first-mover advantage and win this race by achieving competitive 

advantage and sustainability. We would like to recommend food retailers to 

increase categories of available ecological products in their stores as healthy 

substitutes of normal products. 

Nevertheless, appropriate communication is also recommended to increase 

general awareness and build up the shaken trust of consumers and saving them 

from becoming a prey to price-focused reactive promotions of discount stores. 

Ultimately, the number of green customers would increase and that will result in 

more sales for the company and better environment for mankind. Food retailers 

should also focus on communication within the store by displaying green 

products appropriately and prominently. The authors have observed that 

companies are not emphasizing on advertisement of green products with a true 

focus. If they do so it would help them to attract more customers by getting their 

attention.  

We also recommend to the food retailers to decrease profit margins for 

ecological products in order to help decreasing the ‘higher’ prices of green 

products, as the common notion is, and try to enhance the number of green 

customers and repeat purchases. It will mitigate the so-called lower profit 

margins effect and will result in higher profitability and sustainability for the 

companies, environment, and the planet earth. 
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APPENDIX 1: QUESTIONNAIRE USED AS GUIDELINE 

Questions for Consumers’ attitude 

Q. No.1.  How are consumers behaving towards green but expensive products in 

this recession period?   

Q. No.2. Is there an increasing trend in consumers’ demand for ecological 

products?  How is it different today in the recession as compared to the past?  

Q. No.3. Do customers demand for green products or they prefer environmentally 

friendly products only when the option is available to them?  

Questions for Government legislation 

Q. No.1. To what extent your company does practice green marketing? Is it only 

to fulfill legislative requirement or is there customers’ demand as well for green 

products?   

Q. No.2. What is the role of legislation regarding environment on your company’s 

strategy for ecological products?  

Q. No.3. How will the management create a balance between increasing 

legislation and restriction for green products and decreasing purchasing power of 

customers in recession?  

Questions for Environmental concerns 

Q. No.1. What is the role of your company to increase awareness about 

environmentally friendly products and to promote them? 

Q. No.2. How does your company display and place green products? 

Q. No.3. What is the impact of recession for the choice of green products? 

Questions for Green marketing strategy 

Q. No.1. How is your company working with green marketing strategy?   

Q. No.2. Does your company claim to be green? If yes, than how is this strategy 

successful?  
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Q. No.3. What are the gains and losses for having green marketing strategy?  

Q. No.4. What marketing strategy do you have? Is it reactive or proactive? 

Questions for Competitive advantage 

Q. No.1. Do you really think that your company has got CA due to green 

marketing strategy? 

Q. No.2. What benefits have been reaped by your company from green 

marketing strategy?  

Q. No.3. What do you think about your position over your competitors? And what 

has helped you to attain this position? 

Questions for Communication 

Q. No.1.  How does your company communicate about its green marketing 

strategy? 

Q. No.2. What do you think how communication can affect customers’ choice?   

Questions for Impact of recession 

Q. No.1.  What is the impact of recession on green marketing strategy? 

Q. No.2. Do you think recession has reduced the purchasing power of 

consumers to a great deal? 

Q. No.3. Has recession affected the overall profitability of your company? 

Q.No.4. Is a green marketing strategy still profitable in the recession period or the 

company has it simply to fulfill legal requirement? 
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APPENDIX 2: FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS 

Key points of Interview (Mrs. Magdalena Sekkenes, ICA) 

The following findings are based on the interview of Mrs. Magdalena Sekkenes, 

Manager Environment and Social Responsibility at ICA Sverige AB. 

 Demand for organic products in most of European countries decreased during 

last year but in Sweden it is different and there is little increasing trend. 

 ICA launched a campaign of “ICA I Love Eco” in 2008 and raised sales by 54%. 

However, in 2009, sales stabilized to only 1%. 

 During recession, lot of people show higher intention to buy green products but 

they don’t buy when they come in the store. Price, distrust and real value are 

the main reasons.  

 There is big group who is living green as they can afford expensive products, 

however, for another yet larger group, price is decisive factor. 

 ICA is preparing for tomorrow’s legislation and we believe in “making every day 

a little easier”. 

 Consumer demand is more the driving force than legislation. 

 ICA has wider climate strategy instead of simply green strategy. However, due 

to the current recession, we changed our strategy more towards price in the 

beginning of 2008.  

 ICA is providing discounts through loyalty or membership card to its regular 

customers. There are special offers on the repeat purchase. 

 Mostly communication is through commercials, annual reports and through 

special food magazine. In the stores, we treat green products the same way 

as normal products. 

 We are doing a lot of work in environment area and this is an advantage for 

ICA. ICA’s size and resources also are very important advantage. 

 There are legislations and changing consumer attitude concerning green 

products, but sales of organic food in Sweden are only 3% of total food 

market. Hence, things are balanced. 

 Green marketing strategy, however, develops ‘trust’ besides the financial gains. 
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 Many facts and figures related to the topic are available in our annual report. 

Key points of Interview (Mr. Per Baumann, Coop) 

The following findings are based on the interview from Mr. Per Baumann, 

Environmental Expert at Coop Sverige. 

 Coop created its private environmental brand Änglamark back in 1991, focused 

on “added value”. During this recession too, sustainable issues are core 

values in consumer cooperative business strategy. 

 We focus on the word “price worthiness” and “added value” consumers get 

from those products. One such value is “satisfaction” that s/he is doing 

“something” if not “everything” to the society and the next generation. 

 Statistics show that we have not suffered from recession yet as it is normal for 

FMCG (fast moving consumer goods) in Sweden, however, growth trend has 

flattened. 

 Consumers are hesitating in choosing green products despite the growth and 

our competitor soft discount stores have got more consumers these days. In 

fact, suppliers are hesitating in producing these ‘expensive’ products. Some 

green consumers do ask for green products for example the case of organic 

hem in Christmas. 

 General legislations are base to every business but for green marketing, 

consumer demand is our driving force. Green products have established 

themselves close to normal main-stream products. 

 There is need for legislator and govt. to trust on companies as driver of making 

society greener. Many times legislators are behind the companies. 

 Some marketing legislative measurements for example eco-design directive in 

EU that will drive the development in some product categories. But 

companies trust and support internationally acknowledged labeling systems. 

 We have developed a table showing the major events in the environmental field 

since 1960 and then showing the interest the consumer, legislators and 

companies had shown in these issues. 

 During boom on food prices, we modified strategy and started long-term 

relationships between us and suppliers who avoid pesticides, etc. 
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 Normally we handle green products as any other products and advertise them 

the same way. We show labels (organic and eco) on products and also have 

information on web page. 

 We are also utilizing social media such as twitter and blogging etc. 

 From couple of years, we have ‘organic product of the week’ offered at reduced 

price. In recession too, we continued long-lasting support to these green 

products. 

 On food, we have market share of about 20% and ICA has 50%, but on organic 

food we have 45% share. We are making green products more visible in ads 

in the recession too to show that we are committed. 

 Our strategy is proactive, however, it was consumers’ reaction to many 

environmental issues in early 1990’s and we reacted to those concerns of the 

consumers. 

 We are market leaders in green products and we have not changed our brand 

name since its creation. Through CA, we got committed and loyal consumers. 

 We have more than 3 million members. We are not on stock exchange hence 

don’t communicate to financial world. Coop, in its communication, has shown 

transparency and openness and is regarded more reliable and trustworthy. 

 So far, we have not seen as much of this recession although growth slowed 

down but not for green products. We experienced some consciousness from 

supplier who tried to read signals from media etc., and were not willing to 

develop expensive green products. 

 Recession did not reduce purchasing power of consumers ‘practically’ but 

recession is in the mind of consumers and can slow the development. 

 Green marketing strategy is possible to be profitable if you are committed and I 

see the bright future for it. 

Interview of Mr. Jerry Pettersson 

The following key-points are from interview of Mr. Jerry Pettersson, Store 

Manager at Coop Konsum located at Vasagatan 25, Västerås. 

 More people think that green products are expensive. Price is the reason. 
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 Sales, however, did not decrease in Sweden. Actually we have 8% of green 

products in total assortment. Our sales are increasing although very slowly. 

 We already have full assortment of green products so very few people may 

demand for green products because they already have options. 

 Having this assortment of green products is not because of legislation but 

consumer demand. 

 We don’t see any special new legislation that may hinder us.  

 We have special offers for green product repeat buyers. 

 We display green products in the same way as others. Green Labels on 

products are the major display. 

 Most people go for normal one, even before the recession. But we keep prices 

same, with little difference, of these green products as the normal. 

 Green products are more expensive for us to buy, not for consumers. We have 

fewer profit margins on these products. However, things are compensated 

because we also have large assortment of normal products. 

 We have some central directions but we are free for our activities at store 

including price. 

 Our company is green and our strategy is successful. Coop was first to start 

green movement in Sweden food market and we are still bigger than ICA in 

green products. We are market leaders in green products and we are getting 

more members. 

 We are proactive because we are introducing new products under Änglamark 

brand each year. 

 20 years ago we were Green Konsum. Often competitors follow our strategies 

hence we have to keep it doing. Some big and powerful competitors like ICA 

can do anything and they come up with same products under their own 

brands, often from same suppliers. 

 We sell green products at reduced prices often and hence attract new 

members.  
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APPENDIX 3: HOMEPAGE OF ICA’S WEBSITE 

 

Snapshot of ICA’s homepage as on May 08, 2010, 09:25 pm (Sweden time) 
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APPENDIX 4: HOMEPAGE OF COOP’S WEBSITE 

 

Snapshot of Coop’s homepage as on May 08, 2010, 09:24 pm (Sweden time) 


