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Abstract 

Addressing unsustainable over-consumption of products and/or services has profound implications for 

business. The very existence of the corporation in modern industrialised economies is based on the 

premise of providing increasing returns for stockholders through the provision of goods and services 

to meet consumer demand. The notion that this activity should be curbed in some way such as to 

address issues of overconsumption threatens legitimate goals of the corporation to operate within a 

model of continued growth. Overconsumption, however, is a serious societal issue which threatens the 

biophysical environment that supports humanity (and business) to thrive. This thesis utilises a case 

study of a sector that is currently facing challenges to the legitimacy of its business due to concerns 

about overconsumption of its products. The meat industry is identified as of particular relevance due 

to diverse and compelling concerns related to meat overconsumption, including serious 

environmental, ethical and health consequences. The central questions in this thesis are: How do 

business leaders in the meat industry make sense of the challenges of achieving sustainable meat 

consumption? How does this translate in practice? What does this imply?  A series of studies explores 

these questions from different perspectives, from within the industry, as well as from external 

pressure sources that prompt reaction from the industry including news-media and downstream value-

chain partners. The aim being to examine how the meat industry socially constructs and negotiates its 

response to legitimacy challenges from stakeholders calling for reduction in meat consumption. The 

investigation showed that the future role of meat as a central part of a healthy and sustainable diet is 

being challenged - from multiple perspectives, across highly respected forums and in a sustained and 

organized manner.  Media framing analysis also demonstrated that the meat industry is negatively 

framed as powerful, aggressive and combatant in responding to criticisms of the health and 

sustainability credentials of meat. In-depth interviews with meat industry leaders, however, suggest 

that industry participants struggle to understand how to respond to the problem of overconsumption 

and how to appropriately address external stakeholder challenges on the topic. The industry therefore 

remains orientated towards a defensive and reactive response and therefore faces the risk of remaining 

in a vicious cycle of defending and losing legitimacy. Industry leaders believed there was a valuable 

role to play in addressing issues, however, this role was considered complex and often conflicting 

with traditionally-held business objectives. Beyond the importance of shedding light on how business 

perceives its role in addressing overconsumption, this thesis also offers interesting insight into the 

processes of framing and sensemaking at industry level in response to legitimacy challenges in the 

marketplace.  

Keywords: Meat Industry, Legitimacy Theory, Sensemaking, Framing, Overconsumption 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

The way humanity now consumes and produces many of its goods and services is 

unsustainable. But how do companies respond to this issue and what are the boundaries of 

responsibility for companies addressing over-consumption of their goods and services? Some 

would argue that the only legitimate activity for business is to focus on growth and to ensure 

the best return to shareholders. This approach most notably put forward by Friedman (1970) 

does not leave room for any ñsocial conscienceò that would result in efforts from businesses to 

help solve big social problems, such as addressing overconsumption of products and/or 

services. Even within more broadly accepted corporate social responsibility frameworks such 

as stakeholder theory, where businesses go beyond legal compliance and pursue sustainability-

related activities for purposes beyond profit-maximisation, there appears limited room for 

considering that there is a legitimate role for businesses to contribute to curbing 

overconsumption of their own products and/or services. At the same time, growing concerns 

around overconsumption threaten the legitimacy of specific production methods, products, 

services and businesses themselves. This is often brought to bear through high-profile and 

sustained campaigns from external pressure sources such as environmental NGOs, animal 

welfare movements, health advocacy groups aimed at reducing consumption of those products 

and /or services.  

The starting point of this thesis was that businesses are increasingly challenged by issues of 

overconsumption of their products/services and that these challenges represent in many cases 

threats of legitimacy to the corporation. In this respect, businesses will react to address these 

legitimacy challenges, yet because of the complexity of the issue, and its challenge to the very 

nature of the current model of growth, businesses will struggle as to how to make sense and 

frame their responses. How companies or sectors make sense of, and frame their responses, to 

legitimacy challenges associated with overconsumption are, however, critical in understanding 

the ways in which business might play a future role in addressing them. This is important for 

several reasons: firstly, currently businesses arguably play the biggest role in influencing 

consumption patterns across societies (including overconsumption); secondly, businesses are 

powerful stakeholders in society and must be involved in tackling the problem if durable long-

term change towards more sustainable consumption is achieved. Most importantly, the 

anthropogenic-caused pressures now impinging on the capacity of the earths biophysical 
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system to sustain humanity are now so serious, and potentially life-threatening, that action is 

urgent from all parts of society.  

The consumption of meat is one such issue that highlights the complexities of addressing 

overconsumption. Perhaps no other food or widely consumed product receives the breadth and 

depth of attention that meat receives. The intersection of virtually every debate that emerges in 

sustainable consumption can be found in a discussion on the considerable positive and negative 

impacts that occur from the production and consumption of meat. For some, meat inspires and 

nourishes. For others, meat represents the ethical failings of a modern society in which ñthe 

morality and sustainability of oneôs diet are inversely related to the proportion of animals and 

animal products in oneôs dietò (Henning, 2014, p. 86). There are few comparable products that 

are as inherently challenged by such a range of serious ethical, economic, health, social and 

environmental complexities yet also remain as an important provider of substantive benefits, 

including nutritional security for many populations. Therefore, the production and 

consumption of meat provides a highly relevant and urgent example of a business sector facing 

serious and sustained challenges based on concerns regarding overconsumption.  

Ethical issues associated with animal welfare, health concerns over the potential link to non-

communicable diseases such as cancer, the environmental impacts caused from the 

production of meat like significant greenhouse gas emissions produced in animal production 

systems, major transparency issues across the supply chain (e.g. 2014 European horsemeat 

scandal) and a number of serious safety issues related to the spread of zoonotic diseases (e.g. 

swine flu) and antibiotic resistance, represent serious and complex issues that confront the 

industry. These issues are linked to increasing patterns of overconsumption of meat products, 

which are in turn driving negative environmental, health and ethical outcomes.  Thus, the 

meat industry is coming under pressure to respond to these concerns in a range of forums and 

at multiple diverse levels. These include: regulatory-led processes involving the development 

of national-level dietary guidelines; the elaboration of international standards, protocols 

and/or principles; a growing research focus on sustainable food systems policy and action; 

and increasing public discourse in reaction to civil society campaigns to reduce meat 

consumption. Major global sustainability challenges such as climate change, biodiversity 

loss, obesity, famine, urbanization, waste, water scarcity and pollution are also contributing 

to a growing focus on food, and specifically meat consumption.  The combination of real 

and/or perceived serious concerns about the sustainability of current meat consumption along 

with the persistent public focus on these concerns is therefore leading to a growing re-
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evaluation of the role of meat within a modern, sustainable, ethical and healthy diet. This 

presents enormous challenges to the meat industry. If current production and consumption of 

meat is no longer seen as desirable, proper or appropriate then it could be considered that the 

industry (and individual entities) may be facing a challenge to legitimacy.  

The industry already undertakes a variety of legitimation actions aimed at maintaining and 

sometimes repairing legitimacy. Yet the industry has also traditionally enjoyed a strong and 

enduring societal acceptance of meat as being a valuable and critical component of the diet. 

This acceptance is being increasingly challenged. The cumulative effect of legitimacy 

challenges across such a broad range of issues is also likely to prove to be an increasingly 

demanding area for the meat industry to manage. Exploring how the meat industry frames 

and makes senses of legitimacy challenges offers a rich opportunity to better understand how 

industries are coping with legitimacy threats but also how they make sense of the wider 

societal problem of overconsumption, and their own role in addressing that. Both quantitative 

and qualitative research is lacking in the area. A review of studies showed a predominance of 

legitimacy-related research examining corporate social disclosures, as well investigation of 

legitimation in response to one-off disruptive events. There appears a paucity of research 

looking at erosion of legitimacy over time through continuous and diverse attacks on 

legitimacy, and there appeared to be little research looking at how an industry makes sense of 

legitimacy challenges relating principally to the problem of overconsumption. A great deal of 

legitimacy research is based on appraisals of public documents and written statements, which 

while being very useful in themselves, overlooks an important opportunity to build up an 

understanding from within an industry, in response to legitimacy challenges, and based on 

collecting data from óliveô participants.  There is benefit for example, in understanding if the 

meat industry itself believes that its legitimacy is being challenged, and if so - on what issues 

and to what degree of severity. Understanding industry perspectives on institutional 

legitimacy versus strategic legitimacy would also offer rich insight into sensemaking on the 

issue.  

There is a paucity of academic work carried out on the meat industry that seeks to understand 

how decision-makers within the industry make sense of the sustainability pressures it is 

facing, especially on issues related to meat consumption. Yet, as discussed, it is an industry 

that is facing increasing and significant challenges on its sustainability credentials. Together 

these can be considered as threats to legitimacy, contributing to sustained reappraisal of the 

role of meat as a major part of a healthy and sustainable diet, and to the legitimacy of the 
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meat industry itself in meeting societal expectations. There are therefore three primary 

objectives in this research: 

(i) To identify how the role of meat as part of a healthy and sustainable diet, and the meat 

industry itself, is being challenged in public discourse; 

 

(ii)  To identify how managers in the meat sector makes sense of the challenges of 

achieving sustainable meat consumption and threats to legitimacy; and 

 

(iii)  To refine and further develop legitimacy theory by developing a model designed to 

understand better the relationship between sensemaking and managing legitimacy in 

response to legitimacy threats. 

The role of business, specifically the meat industry to respond to issues associated with 

overconsumption is of considerable interest if we are to address concerns in a long-term and 

sustainable manner. Understanding how business decision-makers view the issue is therefore 

of importance. This research is exploratory and thus the framework used throughout this 

thesis attempts to build a more holistic picture of the different issues, pressures and responses 

that might impinge on business decision-making and lead to specific responses. The structure 

of this thesis is made up of 4 chapters which seek to demonstrate how the meat sector is 1) 

challenged by issues of overconsumption and 2) makes sense of these challenges.  

The methodological approaches chosen recognises that research on this topic is not well-

advanced and further that the purpose of this thesis was to inductively build up an exploratory 

account of sense-making within the meat industry in relation to challenges to legitimacy. 

Accordingly, the thesis draws on a social constructivist paradigm. Social constructivism is 

based on several assumptions (Crotty, 1998): that humans construct meaning as they engage 

with the world they are interpreting; that how humans engage with the world and make sense 

of it is based on their historical and social perspectives; and, that the basic generation of 

meaning is always social, arising in and out of human interaction. Social constructivism thus 

considers interaction, language, communication, culture and context to be key elements in 

shaping individualsô understanding of knowledge and reality and thereby also societal 

processes and knowledge construction at large (Derry, 1999; McMahon, 1997). A multi-

method quantitative approach was chosen using framing analysis, sensemaking, and case-

study strategies to draw out multiple diverse perspectives. Grounded theory approaches are 

used extensively throughout the study. Grounded theory as a method of investigating basic 

underlying social processes and building theory based on rich data collected from the field 
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(Glasser, 1978) provides a useful and refreshing contribution to this complex area. As well, it 

can aim to help inform emerging policy and practice within the meat industry.  

The structure of the thesis is as follows. The challenge of sustainable meat consumption and 

the importance in addressing issues that confront the industry regarding this topic is discussed 

in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 explores the theoretical background to the thesis. The relevance of 

Legitimacy theory is discussed with specific examples drawn from the meat sector to help 

draw out potential questions that might arise in the qualitative studies following. Exploration 

on Sensemaking and Framing and their potential contribution in aiding deeper understanding 

of how the meat industry makes sense of threats to legitimacy is then addressed. Chapter 3 

discusses the methodologies used in understanding the pressures confronting the industry, as 

well as the wider contextual environment and the industries own sensemaking efforts in 

response. This requires several different qualitative methods to enable the problematique to 

be studied from different perspectives. Chapter 4 presents the findings from the exploratory 

studies outlined in Chapter 3. Results of each investigation are discussed in detail. Linkages 

between framing, sensemaking and the case study approaches are also identified. Finally, 

Chapter 5 summarises the results across the papers, discusses the limits of the dissertation, 

the potential future research opportunities, and the possible implications for the meat industry 

and public policy. 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

Legitimacy theory indicates that a corporation will react to issues where its reputation and/or 

its ability to continue to operate successfully, is threatened. This threat comes about because 

of perceived inconsistencies between the corporation's norms and values, indicated by its 

actions and activities, and the norms and values of the society in which it operates. The goal 

therefore is to understand how legitimacy theory can serve as a useful guide to how the meat 

industry makes sense of, and responds to, challenges based around the legitimacy of its 

product/s as being key components of a healthy, ethical and sustainable diet. Therefore, there 

are three main objectives of this research. The first is: 

Objective 1: To identify how the role of meat as part of a healthy and sustainable diet is being 

challenged in public discourse, along with the meat industry itself. To achieve objective 1, this 

research will: 

(i) Establish what the challenges to legitimacy are, with respect to the environmental, 

health, and ethical impacts related to the overconsumption of meat, and identify the 

role of different actors; 



MEATING THE CHALLENGE OF OVERCONSUMPTION  15 
 

 
 

 

(ii)  Understand how the meat industry is being framed by influential stakeholders such 

as the media, as well as how the role of meat in the human diet is being framed in 

public discourse. 

Objective 2: To identify how managers in the meat sector makes sense of the challenges of 

achieving sustainable meat consumption and threats to legitimacy. To achieve objective 2, this 

research will:  

(iii)  Determine the processes by which the meat industry is making sense of the 

challenges to current meat consumption and what actions are perceived as legitimate 

by the industry. 

Objective 3: To refine and further develop legitimacy theory by developing a model designed 

to understand better the relationship between sensemaking and managing legitimacy in 

response to legitimacy threats. To achieve objective 3, this research will:  

(iv) Identify the level of concern within the industry as to perceived threats to a 

legitimacy from challenges based on concerns associated with overconsumption of 

meat products;  

 

(v) Identify the motivations and commitment to sustainability across the sector to 

ascertain internal and external drivers for action; 

 

(vi) Identify and categorise frames used by the meat industry in making sense of 

legitimacy threats; 

 

(vii)  Identify any industry blockages to sensemaking efforts; 

 

(viii)  Identify innovative business strategies by downstream ñgatekeepersò which may 

provide valuable insight to any future meat industry responses;  

 

(ix) Explain any relationships observed between the variables identified above; and 

 

(x) Develop a legitimacy theory model, designed to explain the extent of relationships 

observed.  
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BACKGROUND TO CHAPTER STUDIES   

The following section provide further detail on each chapter and any relevant contextual 

background. Figure 1 outlines the framework of the thesis. 

Chapter 1: The Challenge of Sustainable Meat Consumption 

Chapter 1 draws attention to the urgent need for action to address the negatives impacts of 

consumption on our environment and health. It addresses diverse and serious concerns related 

to unsustainable meat consumption. An understanding on the pressures facing the meat industry 

from various stakeholder groups regarding growing concerns around sustainability, health and 

ethical issues resulting from the overconsumption of meat is developed. The importance of a 

holistic and systems-driven perspective is discussed.  

Chapter 2: Theoretical background: legitimacy theory, sensemaking, framing 

Chapter 2 discusses the theoretical background of the research drawing on legitimacy theory, 

sensemaking and framing.   

Figure 1. Framework of Thesis 

I. Issue: The Challenge of Sustainable Meat 
Consumption

ÅLegitimacy theory and its potential applicability to the meat 
sector 

ÅFraming

ÅSensemaking

II. Theoretical background: institutional theory 
and sensemaking and framing

ÅUnderstanding legitimacy in the meat sector through framing

ÅUnderstanding how fastfood burger retailers makes sense of 
legitimacy issues of meat

ÅUnderstanding how managers make sense of legitimacy issues in 
the meat industry

III. Methodology

ÅFindings part 1: The framing elements

ÅFindings part 2: Identifying p otential downstream signals

ÅFindings part 3: Sensemaking by industry

ÅFindings part 4: L inks between framing and sensemaking

IV. Findings

V. Discussion: Theoretical and practical 
contributions



MEATING THE CHALLENGE OF OVERCONSUMPTION  17 
 

 
 

i) Legitimacy Theory 

This section reviews and evaluates the use of legitimacy theory to develop a better 

understanding on how the industry might frame, make sense of, and respond to the challenges 

it faces related to demands to address unsustainable meat consumption and production. 

Examples are used to illustrate the application of legitimacy theory to the meat industry. 

Several research avenues are recommended for further investigation. Finally, the use of a 

combination of multiple perspectives and research approaches is stressed as being critical to 

forming a deeper appreciation of legitimacy management within the industry.  

ii)  Framing  

According to Nisbet (2010, p. 44): ñframing is an unavoidable reality of the public 

communication process. The choice as a journalist, expert, or advocate is not whether to 

employ framing, but rather how to effectively frame a message for your audience.ò News 

media represent a key derivative stakeholder for the meat industry with significant power to 

communicate and potentially influence stakeholder decision-making. Understanding the use 

of frames and their appearance in public debate on sustainable meat consumption can help 

shed light on how societies are currently negotiating the role of meat in consumption. This 

section reviews relevant literature around framing, including the use and function of frames 

in public discourse. Framing analysis is discussed with the use of a signature matrix 

approach. Relevant framing studies investigating sustainability, food, environmental and 

health issues are examined. Studies that highlight framing of industry in media reporting on 

relevant issues are highlighted. Limitations of framing are then considered.  

iii)  Sensemaking 

Sensemaking can help shed light on the process by which the meat industry ñdevelops some 

sort of sense regarding what they are up against, what their own position is relative to what 

they sense, and what they need to do1". This section introduces sensemaking, its seven 

characteristics, and its applicability in understanding how organizations navigate challenges to 

legitimacy. Attention is given to the differences between ambiguity and uncertainty in 

sensemaking literature. The importance of frames or narratives that might emerge in 

sensemaking occasions are discussed, along with the relevance of prospective sensemaking.  

Finally, the limitations of sensemaking are canvassed. 

                                                           
1 Weick (1999, p42) defines sensemaking as a response to events in which "people develop some sort of sense 
regarding what they are up against, what their own position is relative to what they sense, and what they need 
to do" 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Chapter 3 focuses on framing, case study and sensemaking methodologies used in the thesis. 

The following outlines the order of discussion. 

i) Framing study  

The methodology for the framing analysis, based on two high-profile events that challenged 

the role of meat in a healthy, ethical and sustainable diet, is outlined. These events, the 

release of the Scientific Report of the American Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee 

(February 2015), and the release by the World Health Organizationsô International Agency 

for Research on Cancer (IARC) (October 2015) evaluation of the carcinogenicity of the 

consumption of red and processed meat, drew significant public attention. A qualitative 

framing analysis of media reporting, based on 159 news articles, is described.  

ii)  Case-study 

An exploratory case study approach using a descriptive qualitative approach and drawing on 

content analysis of publicly available information across 15 fast-food burger restaurants is 

described. A smaller sample of 7 restaurants are then purposefully selected to compare 

initiatives across sustainable meat consumption in more detail and according to size and age 

profile of the company. To complement the material gathered, further assessment of actions 

by Max Burgers Sweden, is then investigated. The methodology underpinning the in-depth 

interview with the Chief Sustainability Officer for Max Burgers is set out. Coding and 

categorization of data is then discussed along with limitations of the case study approach. 

iii)  Sensemaking  

The methodology for the sensemaking investigation is outlined. Based on a grounded theory 

approach, the process of conducting in-depth interviews with key industry leaders is 

presented. The coding and categorization process of themes that emerge from the interview 

data and which the industry uses as guiding frames to make sense of challenges to legitimacy 

is described. Limitations of the methodology are discussed. 

Chapter 4: Findings 

Results of the investigations are presented. This Chapter is divided into four sections to 

reflect the different elements of the thesis, with Part 4 focused on discussing linkages that 

emerge from across the different investigations. 
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i) Part 1: Framing of meat and the meat sector 

The findings from the framing analysis of the meat and the meat sector are presented. 

Discussion of the nine dominant frames that emerged in media reporting on the two events 

under investigation is provided. The use of framing devices to increase salience of issues is 

also examined.   

ii)  Part 2: Fast-food retailers: making sense of potential down-stream signals 

Results from a review of actions undertaken by fast-food burger retailers in response to 

challenges associated with sustainable meat consumption are provided. Data gained from the 

in-depth interview with the Chief Sustainability Officer of Max Burgers Sweden is also 

included as a relevant tool for industry to understand downstream innovation by meat retailers 

who are actively addressing sustainability issues concerning meat consumption. 

iii)  Part 3: Sensemaking by managers in the meat industry 

Results from the grounded theory investigation on sensemaking by managers in the meat 

industry are presented. 15 thematic sub-frames, and 6 overarching categories that emerge as 

characteristics of sensemaking by industry are identified and discussed. Examples from the 12 

in-depth interviews with senior managers from the meat industry are used to illustrate 

sensemaking efforts. Three of Weickôs (2005) seven characteristics of sensemaking, identity 

construction, extracting cues, and enactive of sensitive environments, are identified as being of 

relevance. Three other aspects, industry structure, ambiguity/uncertainty, and prospective 

sensemaking, that arise in the investigation are also addressed. 

iv) Part 4: L inks between framing, sensemaking and legitimacy theory 

Major links between the findings across all three investigations in relation to legitimacy theory 

are discussed. A potential model for demonstrating current positioning of the meat industry 

with regards to current sensemaking efforts and legitimation is discussed. Possible implications 

of this model are then outlined. 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Chapter 5 will evaluate the main results of the research and implications for the meat sector, as 

well as the development of public policy. The limits of this research will then be examined and 

possible ideas for extension identified. 
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Delimitations of scope and key assumptions 

The research pertains to understanding how the meat industry the meat industry makes sense 

of, and responds to, challenges based around the legitimacy of its product/s as being key 

components of a healthy, ethical and sustainable diet.  In this sense, the meat industry is 

defined as comprising of producers and processors of meat, or representatives thereof, who 

are involved in business-to-business trading relationships and sell meat. This excludes those 

in the meat sector who are selling directly to consumers, such as butchers or small farm 

enterprises selling at the farm gate or in local community cooperatives. Individual farmers are 

also excluded from any sampling. This decision was made to simplify the unit of analysis 

from what is already a complex and diverse set of stakeholders in the meat value chain. To 

enrich knowledge on powerful downstream stakeholder demands, a limited case-study 

looking at meat-centric (hamburger) restaurants is included, however, this is included from 

the perspective of stakeholder demands and pressures, outside the meat industry, like news-

media.  

Consumption of meat per se is not the subject of interest in this paper. Addressing 

overconsumption is not aimed at elimination of meat from the human diet. While it is noted 

that there are interest groups that do argue for such an outcome, and often passionately for 

various reasons, this argument is not currently seen as realistic nor beneficial to society from 

an environmental, social or economic perspective. A healthy and sustainable diet does not 

need to eliminate whole food groups to achieve its objectives. But it does need to be 

cognisant that our diets are a powerful reflection of our sustainability as a species. 

The focus is therefore squarely on the overconsumption of meat, that is, where levels of meat 

consumed exceed healthy dietary levels and/or impact negatively on animal welfare and/or 

impact on the carrying capacity of the biophysical environment to such a degree that serious 

harm is caused, to illustrate just three examples. It is also stressed that issues related to 

overconsumption are not isolated to the meat sector. Overconsumption is part of a wider 

societal problem which is threatening the capacity of the Earthôs biophysical system to 

provide a safe and supportive operating system for humanity to thrive. One can point to 

numerous products and services which are vastly overconsumed. In almost all respects, many 

consumers need to buy less, eat less, use less, and waste less.  
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CHAPTER 1 

OVERCONSUMPTION  

Chapter 1 is divided into two parts. Part 1 examines the need to address overconsumption. 

Part 2 looks at meat as a prominent example of growing public attention on issues related to 

overconsumption. 

PART 1 

1.1 Introduction  

In Part 1, the problem of overconsumption is discussed. Serious concerns around the ability 

of the earthôs planetary boundaries to support future sustainable development of humanity in 

an optimum manner is addressed explicitly. The various ways to address overconsumption 

and the role of business is then considered.  

1.2 Consumption 

1.2.1 The Great Acceleration 

According to Steffen et al. (2015b) the last 60 years have without doubt seen the most 

profound transformation of the human relationship with the natural world in the history of 

humankind. This profound transformation is often referred to as the ñGreat Accelerationò, 

denoting a period from the second half of the 20th Century-onwards where human activities 

and impacts sharply accelerated (Steffen, Crutzen & McNeill, 2007). Simply, across this 

period our consumption has rapidly increased as our populations have grown, become 

wealthier, more mobile and connected, and supported by technology innovation that has led 

to substantial behavioural change. This change can be illustrated through selected 

socioeconomic trends over the last 100 years in Figure 2 which illustrate sharp upwards trend 

from 1950 onwards across all indicators. This acceleration in consumption, however, also 

comes with significant questions as to whether this is sustainable, not just over the long term, 

but in the immediate future. This is because the way in which we are consuming in now 

impinging on the capacity of earthôs biophysical systems to support humanity in the optimum 

way. It is also noted that growth has not been equitable across countries. Most of the 

population growth since 1950 has been in the non-OECD world but the worldôs economy 

(GDP), and hence consumption, is still strongly dominated by the OECD world, with OECD 
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countries accounting for 74% of global GDP in 2010, but with only 18% of the global 

population (Steffen, Broadgate, Deutsch, Gaffney, Ludwig., 2015, p.91). However, the 

BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) and some other developing 

countries with rapidly growing economies and associated rising middle-class populations are 

now consuming at increasingly higher rates.   

 
Figure 2. Trends from 1750 to 2010 in globally aggregated indicators for socio-economic development. This 

figure is taken from Steffen, Broadgate, Deutsch, Gaffney, Ludwig (2015, p. 84). 

 

1.2.2 Increasing environmental impact (IPAT) 

Our growing consumption has resulted in substantial and increasing environmental impacts. 

A simple way to visualise how population (P), affluence (A), and technology innovation (T) 

drive human impacts on the environment (I) is the IPAT equation (Ehrlich & Holdren,1971). 

Essentially, it states that negative ecological impacts increase as affluence and population 

grow and decrease with technical efficiency improvements (OôRourke & Loola, 2015). As a 

framework for demonstrating the driving forces of environmental change it can show simply 

the substantial change over the last 100 years. Figure 3 demonstrates the major impact of 

population and affluence, with affluence being a proxy for consumption in the equation. The 
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rise in consumption is of particular importance. Bradshaw, Giam & Sodhi (2010) found that 

increasing wealth was the most important driver of environmental impact across the 228 

countries analysed within their study. Toth & Szigeti (2016, p.283) state that the main driver 

of growth and environmental degradation from the 1970s-onwards is a result of consumption 

patterns and levels multiplied by the number of consumers, especially in developed 

economies. Therefore, without major behavioural change (e.g. shift to more sustainable 

patterns of consumption) and in the absence of major technological advancements that more 

effectively decouple environmental degradation from consumption, then environmental 

impact will continue to increase markedly.  

1.2.3 Ecological footprint 

Bastianoni et al., (2013) point out that the human use of resources and services within the 

planet's regeneration capacity (or biocapacity) is a necessary condition for sustainable human 

societies and economies. Yet, humanity is already operating beyond this capacity. From an 

ecological footprint perspective (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996), a measure that considers 

human demand on the planet's resources relative to the Earth's supply of biologically 

productive areas, humanity is using 1.6 times more ecological ñbudgetò than is available  

(Global Footprint Network, 2016). The general principle of the ecological footprint concept is 

that resources should not be consumed faster than they are regenerated, and waste should not 

Figure 3. Visual Representation of the IPAT Equation. From 

National Geographic, March 2011. 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/science/article/pii/S1470160X15002186#bib0010
https://www-sciencedirect-com.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/science/article/pii/S1470160X1500374X#bib0280
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be emitted faster than ecosystems can assimilate it (Lin & Wackernagel, 2014). The 

ecological footprint is thus a measure of how fast we consume resources and generate waste, 

and how fast nature can absorb that waste and generate new resources (GFN, 2017). 

Developed countries have high rates of consumption per capita and correspondingly high per 

capita ecological footprints. For example, each person in the United States require 8.59 global 

hectares to sustain current consumption levels whereas in the China, each person requires 

3.59 global hectares per person2. There is also a strong relationship between greenhouse gas 

emissions per capita and income per capita with wealthier countries having higher emissions 

per capita largely due to higher rates of consumption and more energy-intensive lifestyles 

(WRI, 2005). Blair and Sobel (2006) found in study on ñluxus consumptionò between 1983 

and 2000 in the United States, involving food waste and overconsumption which leads to 

storage of body fat, health problems, and excess resource utilization, that food availability 

(food consumption including waste) increased by 18% or 600 kcal (2.51 MJ) per person. And 

that overconsumption alone required an additional 0.36 hectares (ha) of land and fishing area 

per capita, 100.6 million ha for the US population, and 3.1% of total US energy consumption 

(p.63).  

1.2.4 Rising middle class in developing countries 

Difficulties, with regards environmental impact, increase dramatically when countries with 

low consumption per capita move towards higher individual consumption levels that emulate 

Western patterns of overconsumption. For instance, while consumption in developing 

countries show historically low per capita consumption, this is changing rapidly in emerging 

economies which have experienced rapid economic growth. China for example, which 

accounts for some 29% of total global emissions (Olivier, Janssens-Maenhout, Muntean & 

Peters, 2016) has had historically low per capita GHG emissions. However, increasing 

personal affluence has resulted in significant increases in per-capita GHG emissions and 

consumption in general over the last 20 years. Wiedenhofer et al. (2017, p. 75) found that 

between 2007 and 2012 the total GHG footprint from Chinese households increased by 19%, 

with 75% of the increase due to growing consumption of the urban middle class and the 

rich. Also, in 2012, urbanised wealthy Chinese, comprising just 5% of the population, 

induced around 19% of the total carbon footprint from household consumption in China (p. 

                                                           
2 The ecological footprint as expressed in global hectares is a measure of how much area of biologically 
productive land and water an individual requires to produce all the resources he/she consumes and to absorb 
the waste he/she generates, using prevailing technology and resource management practices. (GFN, 2016) 
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75). Other indicators show large increases in consumption. Increasing affluence in most 

societies is linked to increased consumer demand for livestock-derived protein (Popkin and 

Du, 2003). In China, meat consumption doubled from 1990 to 2000 (Myers & Kent, 2003). 

According to Shimokawa (2015, p.1024) Chinaôs per capita meat consumption is forecast to 

increase by 2.4% annually from 2013 to 2023 with total consumption increasing from 84.5 

million metric tons to 98.5 million metric tons in 2023, to be almost 2.5 times larger than that 

in the US. It is noted, however, that this increased per capita consumption level in China 

(54.6kg) would still be 57.7% of that in the US (94.7 kg) in 2023 (Shimokawa, 2015, 

p.1024). In 2000, car purchases in China represented 1% of global car sales, by 2010 this had 

increased to 13% and China now represents the worldôs largest car market (OECD, 2010). In 

2016, over 28 million automobiles were sold in China up 13.7 percent on the previous year3. 

In 2016, the volume of online retail sales rose 26.2 percent over the previous year to 

US$755.3 billion in 20164. From an ecological footprint perspective, China requires 5 billion 

global hectares to sustain current total consumption levels compared to 2.7 billion global 

hectares required by the total population of the United States. Therefore, the rapidly growing 

middle class in China and in other developing countries creates a considerable rise in total 

global consumption. In turn, this has enormous implications on future global aspirations for 

sustainable development.  

1.2.5 Increasing population 

While global population growth is slowing, the worldôs human population is still expected to 

increase by a further 2 billion to 9.6 billion by 2050 and towards 11 billion by 2100 

(UNDESA, 2012). This growth in population and consumption is happening at a time where 

already more than 80 percent of the worldôs population live in countries that are running 

ecological deficits, that is, using more resources than what their ecosystems can renew (GFN, 

2016). Further, natural resources are not always limitless.  

So, if we are to continue to consume in the same manner, then we must simply ask ourselves 

ñwhere will all the resources come from to meet the demands of our growing, wealthier 

global population?ò. Or, can we live in a different manner and be healthier, happier and more 

sustainable? The answers to these questions involve more than a focus on technology as the 

solution. The ability of technology innovation alone to ameliorate the combined negative 

                                                           
3 China Daily (21 February 2017) China's consumption to maintain strong growth in 2017. At 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2017-02/21/content_28288559.htm. Accessed 15 March 2017. 
4 Ibid. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10393-009-0226-0#CR42
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2017-02/21/content_28288559.htm
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environmental impacts of increasing population and increasing affluence is highly unlikely. 

Profound changes in how and what we produce and consume, along with technology 

innovation to both reduce environmental impact and support more sustainable lifestyles, is 

needed.  

1.3 Urgent Need for Action 

The illustration of the Great Acceleration with regards socioeconomic trends as set out in the 

previous section provides a clear indication of the scale and acceleration of human activities 

and indeed consumption over the last century. To appreciate the impact on the natural 

environment one can look at earth system trends over the same period as shown in Figure 4. 

Like Figure 2, this also demonstrates rather starkly the increase in impacts over a range of 

indicators related to earth systems trends that human activities have contributed to and shows 

a major acceleration of impacts starting from the 1950s. 

 

Figure 4. Trends from 1750 to 2010 in globally aggregated indicators for earth system trends. From 

Steffen, Broadgate, Deutsch, Gaffney, Ludwig (2015, p. 86). 
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1.3.1 Planetary Boundaries 

Rockstrom et al (2009) point out in ñPlanetary Boundaries: Exploring the Safe Operating 

Space for Humanityò, that humanity has flourished over the last 10,000 years because the 

biophysical environment in the Holocene age has provided a safe and supportive biophysical 

environment for humanity (and agriculture) because of stable and warm climatic conditions. 

This seminal paper, supported by updated papers released since (e.g. Steffen et al, 2015) 

suggests that humanity is now crossing into a new era, called the Anthropocene, so described 

because humans constitute the dominant driver of change to the Earth System (Crutzen 2002, 

Steffen et al. 2007). The Planetary Boundaries research demonstrates that the impact of 

humanity through its production and consumption is now so great that it is now having an 

undeniable impact on local, regional and global biophysical support systems. Accordingly, 

the scale, pace, and impacts of humanity on the Earthôs biophysical system have ñhave 

reached a scale where abrupt global environmental change can no longer be excludedò 

(Rockstrom et al, 2009, p. 13).  

The planetary boundary concept aims to define environmental boundaries within which 

humanity can safely operate within (Rockstrom et al, 2009). The underlying premise of this 

concept is based on the understanding that humans develop and thrive on earth within an 

ideal set of biophysical conditions or planetary boundaries. The development of humanity 

today is therefore a consequence of, and is also reliant on, the conditions supported by a 

stable biophysical system. To avoid unacceptable global environmental change, which would 

potentially destabilise human development, humanity should therefore aim to operate within 

the Planetary Boundaries. Therefore, a boundary exists for each critical biophysical system 

This boundary is set at a ñsafeò distance from a dangerous level (for processes without known 

thresholds at the continental to global scales) or from its global threshold (Rockstrom et al., 

2009) which if surpassed might tip the biophysical system into a new state. Transgressing one 

or more planetary boundaries may be catastrophic due to the risk of crossing biophysical 

thresholds that might trigger non-linear, abrupt environmental change within continental- to 

planetary-scale systems (Rockstrom et al., 2009). The boundary therefore seeks to represent 

an early-warning device or initial ñalarm-systemò placed upstream of the position of the 

biophysical threshold and within a safe operating space.  
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1.3.2 Nine planetary boundaries  

Nine planetary boundaries are currently identified, seven of which are quantified to some 

degree. The nine planetary boundaries identified cover the global biogeochemical cycles of 

nitrogen, phosphorus, carbon, and water; the major physical circulation systems of the planet 

(the climate, stratosphere, ocean systems); biophysical features of Earth that contribute to the 

underlying resilience of its self-regulatory capacity (marine and terrestrial biodiversity, land 

systems); and two critical features associated with anthropogenic global change (aerosol 

loading and chemical pollution) (Steffen et al., 2015). These are shown in Figure 5. 

Climate change is the issue perhaps that most people would recognise as a phenomenon that 

is human induced and that threatens the sustainable development of all humanity. But climate 

change is not alone. Based on extensive studies, the evidence shows that we are already 

operating well beyond two of the planetary boundaries, genetic diversity (related to 

biodiversity) and biochemical flows (related to phosphorous and nitrogen pollution). We are 

operating outside the boundaries of two others ï climate change and land-system change in a 

zone of uncertainty or increasing risk.  

 

Figure 5. Nine Planetary Boundaries, Steffen et al (2015). A thicker line has been added to show more clearly 

the Planetary Boundary in the case of black and white printing. Note that boundaries have not yet been qualified 

for some Planetary Boundaries, marked by a question mark. 
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1.3.3 Health and wellbeing 

If the warning of possible catastrophic environmental change or impacts was not sobering 

enough we can also look at overconsumption through another lens, that is through our health 

and wellbeing. Globally, we are faced with an ñobesityò epidemic. According to the World 

Health Organisation, 39% of men and 40% of women aged 18+ were overweight and 11% of 

men and 15% of women were obese in 2014 (WHO, 2017). Thus, nearly 2 billion adults 

worldwide were overweight and, of these, more than half a billion were obese. Both 

overweight and obesity have shown a marked increase over the past 4 decades. From 1975, 

overweight rates have risen by just under 21% in men and from just under 23% in women 

(WHO, 2017). Numbers of overweight people now represent two-and-a-half times more 

people than chronically undernourished people5. More than one in three adults are 

overweight. Once considered a high-income-country problem, the numbers of obese or 

overweight people are now rising in low- and middle-income countries, especially in urban 

areas and in rapidly growing economies like China, Mexico and Brazil. The economic cost in 

managing obesity-associated health problems from conditions such as diabetes and heart 

disease is huge. However, cost to personal wellbeing and health is also considerable. The 

causes of obesity are complex and different foods contribute to the problem in different ways. 

Other factors such as genetics and underlying health problems are also factors. However, 

fundamentally it is the gap between calories consumed and calories used that causes excess 

energy consumed and that leads to weight gain. Simply, many people just eat too much in 

comparison to the amount of energy they expend through exercise. Our health therefore 

depicts a situation where overconsumption is now having a serious deleterious impact on 

society in general.  

Lastly, wellbeing can sometimes be forgotten in discussions on consumption. Yet there is a 

plethora of studies that show that beyond a certain comfort level that increased consumption 

does not necessary equate to better wellbeing and happiness (Latouch, 1993; Lyubomirsky, 

Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005; Jackson, 2009).  It is a very complex relationship, yet certainly 

once an individualôs basic needs are met, wellbeing requires more than the ability to over-

consume. The wellbeing of future generations will also certainly be tested in the face of 

                                                           
5 795 million people of the 7.3 billion people in the world, or one in nine, were suffering from chronic 
undernourishment in 2014-2016. (FAO, 2015) 
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serious negative environmental and health pressures as a result of the overconsumption of 

natural resources by previous generations. 

Responding then to the perils of overconsumption requires a complete transformation of how 

we currently consume and produce goods and services. We need to consume less, consume 

better and value consumption in new ways. At the same time, when we produce we must be 

smarter, more efficient and support behaviour change towards more sustainable consumption. 

1.4 Sustainable Consumption 

1.4.1 Definition of sustainable consumption 

Sustainable Consumption is often discussed as a way to address the negative impacts of 

consumption. It was defined by the Oslo Symposium in 1994 as, "the use of services and 

related products which respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life while 

minimizing the use of natural resources and toxic materials as well as emissions of waste and 

pollutants over the life cycle of the service or product so as not to jeopardize the needs of 

future generations" (Norwegian Ministry of the Environment, 1994). From a business 

perspective, much of the focus around sustainable consumption has tended to focus on 

efficiency measures or partial decoupling along with broader corporate social responsibility 

measures. This is not to say there has not been efforts to support behavioural change towards 

more sustainable products or services. Indeed, many parts of the business world have 

capitalised on huge opportunities around meeting consumer demand for more sustainable 

products and services (Bockman et al., 2009; Schmeltz, 2012). However, even ñgreen 

products and servicesò have environmental impact, albeit lower than their more resource 

intensive counterparts.  

1.4.2 Partial decoupling 

Carbon footprinting, where businesses measure and then aim to reduce the GHG emissions 

caused in the production and consumption of a product, is a good example of an action that 

many businesses pursue, and which reflects actions towards partial decoupling. Partial or 

relative decoupling refers to a situation where resource impacts decline relative to GDP (for a 

country) or a companyôs annual profit.  This does not address, however, the issue of the rise 

in total environmental impact because in partial decoupling impacts may still rise, just more 
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slowly than the GDP or profit6. The attraction for businesses with carbon footprinting or 

actions aimed at achieving greater efficiency is that by reducing GHG emissions for example, 

a business win-win result can often be achieved through productivity improvements, potential 

cost-savings and better market positioning from a sustainable or climate friendly perspective. 

It is not surprising therefore to see terms like ñgreening productionò, ñincreasing efficiencyò, 

ñreducing GHG footprintsò, ñlow carbonò, ñzero wasteò used often in company sustainability 

reports or in public communications.  

1.4.3  Rebound, backfire and halo effects of greening products and services 

While many products or services may be becoming ñgreenerò, it may not be enough to make 

up for the impacts of increasing consumption. And other factors such as ñrebound or backfire 

effectsò should also not be ignored.  The rebound effect refers to a behavioural or other 

systemic response to a measure, taken to reduce environmental impacts, that offsets the effect 

of the measure (Hertwich, 2005: p. 85). Consequently, the environmental benefits of eco-

efficiency measures can be lower than anticipated (rebound) or even negative (backfire) 

(Jevons, 1865; Saunders, 2000; Sorrell, 2007; Jenkins et al., 2011). For example, if a lower 

carbon footprint resulted in a reduction of cost, and those cost-savings are passed on to the 

consumer, this could in turn drive up consumption of both that product, and other products 

(through savings on the ñgreener optionò), resulting in an overall increase in negative 

environmental impacts. Further consumers may consume more of a product because they 

view it as a ñgreenò and/or ñhealthyò product and feel good about consuming it, an effect 

called the Halo effect (Chandon & Wansink, 2007). This entails a need to think beyond 

relative decoupling (where resource impacts decline relative to the GDP but still rise) to a 

state of absolute decoupling and in some cases, sizeable reduction in consumption of 

resource-intensive products and services. But can business tackle this issue?  

1.5 Strong Sustainable Consumption Approaches 

Approaches to achieving strong sustainable consumption consider not only the need for both 

partial and absolute decoupling of consumption from environmental degradation but also 

considers consumption as part of a wider social, cultural, economic and political system that 

exists within, and is supported by the biophysical system (Jackson, 2009; OôRourke & Lollo, 

2015). Such a systems-based approach entails a need for significant behavioural change in 

                                                           
6 See Tim Jackson (2009) for an excellent summary of partial and absolute decoupling and its relevance to 
sustainable consumption. 
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how we consume and what we value regarding consumption. For example, this directly 

questions how we perceive ñwellbeingò in society and re-examines the often-dominant 

attachment to consumption as a marker of happiness and/or wealth. This is also likely to 

involve radical change towards more sustainable low environmental impact lifestyles. 

Examples of relevant actions investigated included reduced car and air travel (Carlsson-

Kanyama & Lindén, 1999), reduction of food waste (Hall, Guo, Dore & Chow, 2009), 

recycling (Jackson, 2005), organic food (Seyfang, 2006) and decreased meat consumption 

(Garnett, 2011; de Bakker & Dagevos, 2012). Freidman and Friedman (2010) urge the 

promotion of values of voluntary simplicity as a solution to tackling overconsumption. The 

basic idea being to become less materialistic, reduce consumption, and lead a life with more 

meaning and purpose (Johnston and Burton, 2003). This raises the concept of a ódouble 

dividendô whereby we might ólive better by consuming lessô(Jackson, 2005, Jackson, 2008). 

Other options, which are not mutually exclusive, have included calls for stronger government 

regulation of production and consumption activities that are resource intensive, for example 

through calls for the introduction of taxes on meat products to drive a decrease in 

consumption and aid in mitigation of GHGs (Wellesley, Happer & Froggatt, 2015). Sector 

specific environmental taxes are considered as more appropriate to help mitigate rebound 

effects (Saunders, 2011). Bonus and malus schemes are also an option (Maxwell et al., 2011), 

along with cap and trade schemes at production level to help drive reduced environmental 

impact at production phase and potentially lead to changes in consumption through price 

impacts (Durning, 2009). Successful government-led ratings schemes are evident in the 

whiteware industry and have led to improvement in efficiency and environmental outcomes. 

Environmental rebates and subsidies have also been used to incentivise changes in 

consumption by rewarding consumers choosing environmentally friendly products (Speck, 

2008). Education and information is also seen as an important tool. A number of initiatives 

have attempted to shift consumer buying behaviour with communication campaigns related to 

the use of voluntary environmental labels (green labelling) or information on products 

(ethical-based production information), although there is varying success on how effective 

such schemes can be across a wide cross-section of products and people. Ultimately, 

however, strong sustainable consumption requires a new way of thinking about consumption, 

one that is not focused on growth in consumption (OôRourke & Lollo, 2015). This presents a 

completely different paradigm to our current economic system and many of our societal 

values.  The evidence entails that we must major changes to how we produce and consume, 

and notably some people must make bigger changers than other. This will extend across all 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/science/article/pii/S0921800908000748#bib24
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421516301586#bib82
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421516301586#bib26
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stakeholders in society -individual, communities, civil society groups, government, and 

businesses, at all levels and in all countries.   

1.6 The Role of Business 

The Anthropocene raises an important question: ñWhat is the role of business in addressing 

the problem of overconsumption?ò Businesses exist to supply products and/or services to 

meet consumer demand and play an important part in influencing consumption patterns. This 

influence is often considerable and can be a powerful driver in creating and extending 

demand for particular products. A focus on strong sustainable consumption as outlined in 

section 1.4 calls for a profound change in how business operates in our society.  However, it 

is not clear exactly what ñrole/sò business can, and already play in tackling overconsumption.   

Before embarking on this thesis, I conducted several preliminary discussions with various 

business leaders across different industries on the question of sustainable consumption. 

Feedback pointed to a struggle within companies on how to understand the problem, how to 

respond, and how to address rising external concerns placing pressures on their businesses to 

tackle over-consumption of their products and/or services. This was perhaps not surprising. 

The role of the corporate in addressing the problem of over-consumption represents a 

ñwicked problemò with no easy solution. On one hand, companies are encouraged forever 

towards greater returns, multiplying efforts to increase profits, and reporting back to 

shareholders with a seemingly insatiable appetite for growth. At the same time, businesses 

are increasingly pressured to respond to demands for ñrealò action on addressing 

sustainability issues, from diverse stakeholders, and often from diverse complex social, 

economic, and environmental perspectives. The idea that businesses should be involved in 

limiting consumption somehow of their own products is considered as an anathema to many, 

and as a difficult ñsellò to board members anxious to see quarterly returns increasing, or 

employees looking for stability in an uncertain job market. Freidman (1970) would advise 

strongly that the role of the corporate is only to deliver to its shareholders and be driven by 

the sole purpose of profit maximisation. This would assume that there is limited role for a 

company or industry to address sustainability-related, ethical or health concerns associated 

with its products or services and issues associated with consumers over-consuming a 

companyôs product or service. However, this view appears somewhat outdated.  

The fact is that businesses do engage in activity that seeks to improve their sustainability over 

and beyond what is demanded as legal requirements. Corporations also routinely seek to 
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influence the rules of the game through powerful lobbying attempts and being actively 

engaged in the development of rules, regulation and policy. In 2015, around US$4.57 million 

was reportedly spent on political campaign contributions in the United States by the meat 

processing & products industry (Center for Responsive Politics, 2015). Corporations also call 

for some regulatory involvement to help set the rules of the game to ensure a ñlevel-playing 

fieldò on issues that are seen as too difficult to tackle individually. For example, this was 

recognised in the UK House of Commons Childhood Obesity Report (2015, p.27) where 

regulation of food portion size was considered as an option to ensure a level playing field for 

businesses7.  Finally, corporations cannot argue that there is no role for business in addressing 

one of the most pressing societal issues of our time, overconsumption, and then on the other 

hand present themselves as being committed to sustainability, contributing to sustainable 

development goals, and/or playing a role in health and wellbeing of local communities.  

There are many examples already of innovative changes in mainstream business models as 

well as new business models that are aiding a transition to more sustainable production and 

consumption patterns and levels. For example, alternative business models based on ideas of 

circular flows of products and materials, in both production and consumption phases are 

emerging. Business models based on alternative modes of consumption are also becoming 

popular, like those focused arounds new opportunities to extend the lives of products (e.g. 

through reselling of second-hand goods or reconstitution of waste products into new 

products), access-based consumption (e.g. renting and leasing), and collaborative 

consumption (e.g. sharing platforms).  These are driving new ways of consuming which can 

help lead to more sustainable consumption.  

However, the model of consumption that focuses on growth as a primary outcome for 

business is an extremely strong institutional enforcer. And in the conversations alluded to at 

the start of this section, business managers ultimately often returned to two points that 

underlie current thinking, and they were: that ultimately the consumer is responsible for their 

own consumption and secondly, that a business must be profitable and provide what the 

consumer values. Addressing overconsumption from a business perspective remains therefore 

very complex.  

                                                           
7 The example was given of fruit juice portions for the lunch market, where most bottles sold for the lunch 
market were 200ml, the recommended maximum daily limit for children was 150 ml due to high sugar 
content. Changes in portion size were recommended. Regulation was viewed as an option to help support a 
level playing field for business, if needed.  
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1.7 Research on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

According to Taneja, Taneja & Gupta (2011) in a review of CSR literature between 1970 and 

2009, much of the research in sustainable consumption and business focuses on sustainability 

more generally, such as the field of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and specific 

environmental performance improvements - across the supply chain or at a pressure point. 

CSR research can therefore be roughly be summarised in five very broad areas, relating to: 

(1) specific case studies and actions (2) impacts of CSR more broadly (3) measurement and 

reporting of CSR (4) factors determining CSR and (5) meaning, models and definitional 

issues. Ghobadian, Money & Hillenbrand (2015) present a very useful summary of the last 60 

years of corporate social responsibility within the context of business organisational research 

and point to several factors in the business environment that are driving major changes in 

corporate responsibility actions. These are summarised as: (1) increasing global connectivity 

resulting in substantial information and transparency demands; (2) increasing disparity 

between governments and large businesses leading to power imbalances and powerful 

companies with significant influence; (3) a growing acceptance of the negative impacts of 

business, which includes a shift in mind-set away from the science of proving impacts to one 

that incentivises action towards seeking solutions and challenging paradigms relating to more 

sustainable business models and responsible consumption (Leach et al., 2012). The paper is 

particularly refreshing in its discussion of the future of CSR research and in recent models 

put forward by researchers. It points to innovative ideas including shared value approaches 

(Porter & Kramer, 2011) and hybrid organizations (Billis, 2010). The authors also raise the 

potential contribution of psychological theories of human behaviour and motivation to help 

form the foundation of new theories to existing business and society theory. And they stress a 

critical need for corporate responsibility debates to be connected more explicitly to the field 

of sustainability and strategy. They, ñwelcome approaches that decouple economic growth 

from consumptionò (Ghobadian, Money & Hillenbrand, 2015: 281).  

Yet, there remains a frustrating lack of research looking at how companies might make sense 

of responding to the problem of overconsumption. Indeed, CSR as a whole, to which much of 

the attention on corporate environmental and social action falls, still appears to be maturing 

in both theory and practice (van Marrewijk, 2003; Scherer and Palazzo, 2007, Dahlsrud, 

2008, Barrena-Martinez, Fernández & Fernández, 2015). Certainly, there is a common 

understanding that companies have some óresponsibilityô to meet societies requirements or 

expectations (Carroll, 1991; Schwartz & Carroll, 2003; Windsor, 2006; Garriga & Mele, 



MEATING THE CHALLENGE OF OVERCONSUMPTION  36 
 

 
 

2004, Carroll & Buchholtz, 2014). And that these requirements and expectations consist of a 

range of economic, legal, and ethical obligations (Schwartz & Carroll, 2003). Corporations 

are also expected to recognise that the wider interests of those that are impacted by the 

activities of the corporation (Crane & Matten, 2010, p. 62). Yet these responsibilities and 

expectations still principally addresses actions within a predominant neo-liberal growth 

economy and doesnôt seek to explicitly limit production or consumption.   

1.7.1 Extended corporate citizenship 

An emerging area of work in business ethics around the concept of extended corporate 

citizenship offers some potential.  Extended corporate citizenship conceptualises the role of 

business, within a broader and deeper public accountability framework that has become more 

prominent in discussions of business ethics globally (Crane & Matten, 2010: 73).  This would 

appear to acknowledge an extended political role of business in society, their impact on the 

rights of citizens, and their growing role in taking actions that are increasingly like that of 

traditional political actors (Matten & Crane, 2005; Scherer & Palazzo, 2008).  This is 

particularly relevant when business hold substantive market power and operate as powerful 

gatekeepers in the supply chain. For instance, in the UK the largest 4 supermarkets (i.e. 

Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury's, Morrisons) together account for 72% of retail sales in the sector 

(GAIN, 2016). In this respect, coalitions of businesses, sectors or multinational companies 

might use market power to help drive significant reduction in environmental impact by 

demanding changes in production, or by changing consumption patterns through application 

of choice architecture or other action. For example, Walmartôs decision in 2006 to launch a 

campaign to sell 100 million compact fluorescent light bulbs (CFLs) at its Wal-Mart and 

Sam's Club locations by the end of 2007 (PR Newswire, 2006) helped to change the US light 

bulb market leading to huge interest and growth in CFL sales8. Reaching the goal by October 

2007, Walmart also worked to decrease mercury content, changed the shelf position of CFLs 

and shelf space to encourage greater consumer purchase and raised awareness with other 

large companies on the need for better energy efficiency (Walmart, 2007). Continuing to use 

its huge market power in the area to drive change, Walmart announced in 2016 that it was 

phasing out sales of CFLs to embrace LED (light-emitting diode) lighting as LEDs were even 

more energy efficient, have lower GHG emissions and are relatively non-toxic compared to 

                                                           
8 CFLs save money for consumers, use up to 75 percent less energy than traditional light bulbs and have lower 
greenhouse gas emissions. 
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CFLs (GE, 2016). Leading UK supermarkets are, for example, starting up Supplier 

Engagement Programmes (SEP's) with specific carbon management purposes to get ahead on 

emissions reduction activities (Tidy, Wang, Hall, 2016, p.3295). MAX Burgers Sweden aims 

to increase sales in non-red meat and plant-based options on its menu and decrease red meat 

consumption (see Chapter 3). Yet, Tidy, Wang & Hall (2016) point to a dearth of research 

into such collaborative action. And there are limited studies that consider the success of 

corporate coalitions or powerful gatekeepers in driving sustainable consumption. One aspect 

also worth noting is that high profile and resource intensive products are likely to attract the 

attention of market-based coalitions or powerful gatekeepers in the supply chain who are 

looking to make public progress on sustainable consumption.  

1.7.2 Sustainable business models 

According to Bocken, Rana, Short & Evans (2014), understanding of sustainable business 

models and the options available for innovation for sustainability seems limited at present. 

They define a sustainable business as having to provide a measurable ecological and/or social 

value in concert with economic value as defined by Boons & Lüdeke-Freund (2013). They 

call for more research on sustainable business models (SBM) that incorporate a triple bottom 

line approach and consider a wide range of stakeholder interests, including environment and 

society. Such approaches are considered important in driving and implementing corporate 

innovation for sustainability, embedding sustainability into business purpose and processes, 

and serving as a key driver of competitive advantage (p.42). They point to an extensive 

literature on the theory of business models for delivering sustainability and examples on 

specific companies but an absence of current research on any comprehensive view of how 

firms should approach embedding sustainability in their business models (p.43). They also 

note that in some cases, industrial practice appears to be ahead of academia in exploring and 

developing novel business models relating to sustainability.  

1.7.3 Systems-based research   

Lastly, many researchers and practitioners highlight the importance of business being 

involved in achieving sustainable consumption (Kunz et al., 2013; Lüdeke-Freund, 2010). 

However, the issues are incredibly complex. For example, to move to a more circular 

economy, radical innovations and disruptive business models likely be needed in order to 

address challenges with overconsumption (Antikainen & Valkokari, 2016) 
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Neither companies (Barber, 2007), individual consumers (Stø, Throne-Holst, Strandbakken & 

Vittersø, 2006) or government (Hartmam, Hoffman & Stafford, 1999) alone can reduce 

overconsumption. Systems-based approaches are needed that look at the drivers of 

overconsumption within the wider socio-economic system that supports production and 

consumption, and which must respect the biophysical limits of earth to support humanity. In 

relation to this aspect, there appears a lack of theoretical and practical research in 

understanding the role of business in addressing overconsumption and how influential 

corporations can be in driving sustainable consumption. Further research of industries where 

overconsumption creates considerable pressures on health, welfare and sustainability, is 

critical. In these industries, businesses are likely to be presented with serious, highly complex 

and ambiguous demands for change. These demands may be so intense that they might create 

a challenge to the legitimacy of products, processes or services provided by that industry, and 

to the industry itself. In this case, legitimacy theory could provide useful insight as to how 

businesses make sense of their role in addressing overconsumption and how they seek to 

maintain acceptance of their products, processes, and actions as being desirable, proper, or 

appropriate in the face of serious challenges over their ethical, health and sustainability 

credentials.     

Finally, it was noted that much of the research emerging is from the environmental and 

science community. There appears a lack of academic work reflected in business journals on 

ñoverconsumptionò and its links to wider health, sustainability and ethical issues and indeed 

the challenge humanity has set itself in relation to operating within its Planetary Boundaries. 

Given the complexity of the issues involved and the need to understand business, 

environment and broader social and economic systems, multi-disciplinary research is very 

important. A keen appreciation of how business can help drive more quickly the fundamental 

transformation needs towards more sustainable consumption is essential. 

PART 2 

1.8 Part 2: Introduction  

Part 1 of this Chapter outlined the urgent need for action to address the negative impacts of 

our consumption. It also demonstrated how consumption has radically increased over the last 

60 years and that this consumption will continue to grow markedly. Part 2 of this Chapter 

examines the meat industry as a case study to demonstrate issues arising with 

overconsumption of products and/or services. It will consider rising interest on sustainable 
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food consumption before discussing meat consumption levels. The positive role of meat 

consumption will then be examined before identification of rising concerns related to 

overconsumption of meat products related to wide-ranging ethical, sustainable and health-

related issues. The role of different stakeholders in relation to these aspects will then be 

considered. 

1.9 Meat Attracts A ttention 

The overconsumption of some products, like meat, receive much more intense scrutiny than 

others. This level of scrutiny can be so intense and sustained over time that it can threaten the 

legitimacy of production methods, products, services and businesses.   

The reasons for the increasing level of scrutiny on meat are not always clear or straight-

forward. Concerns around meat production and consumption often involve a ñbundleò of 

issues that attract engagement from diverse and motivated interest groups, ranging from 

animal welfare, health and safety, human development and environment advocates. It is 

perhaps this convergence of the ñbundleò of serious and complex issues that offers some 

explanation as to the growing focus on sustainable meat consumption.   

At the same time, another important aspect is a consequence of the nature of the product, 

having come from a living animal that must be raised and slaughtered for the express purpose 

of eating. The production and killing of another animal therefore raises complex ethical and 

psychological factors to societal debate around the consumption of meat.  

The way the industry itself resolves public discourse around the role of meat in a healthy, 

ethical and sustainable diet may also attract increased attention on meat and the industry 

itself. For example, sustained public debate or arguments involving the meat industry may 

prolong attention on negative aspects of meat or re-examination of meat values.  

It should also be noted that despite substantial progress and much action to improve 

sustainability of production, livestock production systems have been, and can still be, a major 

driver of environmental degradation. Therefore, there is also an historical legacy and ongoing 

action needed to address serious negative sustainability impacts.  

Negative environmental and health impacts of meat production and consumption might also 

attract more attention when people become concerned about wider environmental issues or 

their personal health. Hence, worries over climate change, cancer, antibiotic resistance, food 

safety might intensify public or personal interest.  
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Lastly, the topic of sustainable food consumption in general has attracted growing notice over 

the last ten years which is discussed in more detail in the following section. The meat sector 

is therefore routinely and increasingly faced with responding on various fronts to multiple 

legitimacy challenges. 

1.10 Sustainable Food Consumption 

The emergence of the food sector, along with transport and housing as key areas which must 

be addressed in achieving sustainable consumption is not surprising. The central nature of 

food to all our lives means that food represents a useful indicator for sustainable 

consumption. It is also representative of a sector that has one of the biggest impacts on 

environment, health, economy and culture and social wellbeing. Food can epitomize how we 

live, what we value, and what ultimately drives us.  

A sustainable food system is defined as ña system that delivers food and nutrition security for 

all in such a way that the economic, social and environmental bases to generate food security 

and nutrition for future generations are not compromisedò (HLPE, 2014). Yet we appear to be 

far from this ideal. 795 million people are estimated to suffer from chronic hunger 

worldwide, representing around 12.9% of the population in developing countries (FAO, 

2015). At the same time, over 39% of adults globally are estimated to be overweight or 

obese, and obesity related health conditions are rising rapidly in both developing and 

developed countries (WHO, 2016b). There is also significant food loss and waste with up to 

30% of the food produced worldwide, about 1.3 billion tons, lost or wasted every year (FAO, 

2011).  

Food production itself has caused wide-scale changes in ecosystems, is a major source of 

GHGs, is responsible for 70% of water withdrawal and is an important driver of deforestation 

and loss of biodiversity. Indeed, the production and consumption of food has and continues to 

contribute to severe pressures on all the nine planetary boundaries. Food systems are also 

dependent on the natural resource base, at a time where natural resources are becoming 

increasingly more fragile, scarce and vulnerable to climate change and other biophysical 

changes such as soil degradation, biodiversity loss and water pollution. In addition, with 

increasing global population, income and urbanization there will be growing demands for 

greater quantity, quality and diversity of food, with food demand predicted to increase by 

60% by 2050 (UNDESA, 2014; Alexandratos & Bruinsma, 2012). 
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Many recent studies call for a radical change to our food systems to ensure they will be able 

to meet the demands of our global population as well as support future sustainable and 

equitable development. The UK Foresight Report (2011, p.176) states that, ñto address the 

unprecedented challenges that lie ahead the food system needs to change more radically in 

the coming decades than ever before, including during the Industrial and Green Revolutions.ò 

These thoughts are echoed in other key Reports such as the EU Global Food Security 2030 

Report (2015), World Resources Report 2013-2016: Creating a Sustainable Food Future 

(Ranganathan et al., 2017) and the IRP UNEP Food Systems and Natural Resources Report 

(Westhoek et al., 2016).  All point to a multitude of pressures and complex challenges facing 

our food systems and the need for urgent change.  

1.11 Meat consumption 

Eaten in a responsible manner meat can provide a valuable nutrient-rich, protein-dense, low 

fat contribution to a balanced diet. However, it cannot be denied that in many countries 

people consume meat products over recommended dietary levels. There is also likely 

substantial loss and waste of meat products amongst some populations, notably in Western 

countries, at both retail and consumer stages of the meat value chain through for example 

poor handling, non-consumption at retail, and consumer waste after purchase which results in 

meat thrown out. This overconsumption, including the meat waste has consequences not just 

for health but for broader sustainable development. 

1.11.1 High and/or increasing meat consumption 

Advocates pursuing actions to reduce current meat consumption point to three major factors 

related to meat consumption that need to be considered: already high per capita consumption 

in developed countries that far exceed recommended healthy nutritional guidance, rapidly 

growing per capita consumption in emerging economies due largely to urbanisation and income 

growth; and, increasing absolute global demand due to natural population growth. Accordingly, 

to meet all this demand, world meat production may need to double by 2050, from around 196 

million tonnes (2005/2007) to reach 455 million tonnes by 2050 (Alexandratos & Bruinsma, 

2012). Given the pressing range of environmental, social, health and ethical issues associated 

with current meat production and consumption levels, which many argue is already 

unsustainable, questions are therefore raised as to it whether future projected production and 

consumption is achievable, sustainable, or even desirable. This creates a strong argument for 
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the urgent need to address meat consumption from a combination of environmental, social and 

economic perspectives to achieve more sustainable consumption and production. It also 

presents a serious legitimacy challenge to the meat industry who must respond to these 

concerns in a way that responsibly address the negative impacts of overconsumption and 

protect the legitimacy of meat as an important part of a balanced diet that is also sustainable, 

healthy and ethical over the long term. 

1.11.2 Data reliability  

Before looking at overall trends of meat consumption the reliability of data is addressed. For 

instance, Hallstrom & Borjesson (2013) caution as to the overall reliability of data and point 

out the lack of harmonisation of definition and regulations of how data is obtained. There is 

certainly a range of data that is used across the research sector and in public domains. There 

is also often sizable differences is estimates depending on the data source, analysis and 

definition of ómeatô (Fehrenbach,  Righter &  Santo, 2015). The data drawn from the OECD-

FAO Agricultural Outlook Database 2016-2025, and used in Table 1 below, represents only 

the quantities available to the consumer, (after losses and waste during harvest, storing, 

processing, distribution, and up to retail) and expressed in retail weight. It does not consider, 

for example, household wastage during storage, preparation, and cooking nor does it factor in 

the meat yield after cooking. It also represents only beef & veal, poultry, pork and sheep 

meat. It therefore excludes other meats such as buffalo, goal, camel which are popular in 

some countries. It simply indicates available supply per person in a country. From an 

environmental and ethical perspective, the broad picture of total meat production and 

consumption globally, and thus the available meat supply, is of great interest. This is simply 

because available supply indicates a sustainability or ethical impact that has already occurred 

because an animal has already been produced, slaughtered and made available for 

consumption, whether or not, it is eaten. Also, the largest resource impacts occur in the 

production phase. For example, in a study calculating the GHG footprint of New Zealand 

beef exported to foreign markets in North America or Europe it was found that only 3.3% of 

all GHG emissions occurred in the consumption phase, with the remaining 96.7% of 

emissions produced in the production, processing and transporting of meat to the consumer 

and the bulk of the emissions caused in the production phase (Lieffering, Ledgard, Boyes & 

Kemp, 2012).  

https://www-cambridge-org-s.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Keri%20Szejda%20Fehrenbach&eventCode=SE-AU
https://www-cambridge-org-s.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Allison%20C%20Righter&eventCode=SE-AU
https://www-cambridge-org-s.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Raychel%20E%20Santo&eventCode=SE-AU
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From a policy perspective, however, with regards understanding the drivers for demand along 

with actual impacts on consumers like on health and wellbeing then details relating to 

individual consumption behaviour is of critical importance. This is because supply statistics 

do not provide any specific insights about consumption characteristics in different 

populations, regions, socioeconomic groups, or among individuals in households (FAO, 

2001). In this case, household budget surveys and individualôs dietary surveys (IDS) are 

needed. IDS are one of the most accurate but costly methods for obtaining data on meat 

consumption yet even these can have issues with accuracy, as they rely on people accurately 

completing the survey.  

1.11.3 Meat consumption trends 

In this thesis, we are interested mainly in general trends and consumption across countries at 

population level. Figure 6 therefore shows different meat consumption levels per capita, in 

terms of retail weight, and based on available supply across a selection of countries. 

 

Figure 6. Per capita meat consumption (kg) across selected countries, including World, OECD, BRICs, and EU 

country groupings 

Based on data from the OECD-FAO Global Outlook Database. At OECD (2017), Meat consumption (indicator). 

doi: 10.1787/fa290fd0-en (Accessed on 19 April 2017). *This indicator is presented for beef and veal, pig, 

poultry, and sheep. Meat consumption per capita is measured in kilograms of retail weight per capita.  

Figure 6 shows that total meat consumption has increased across all countries between 1995 

to 2015 with total world meat consumption increasing by around 24%. BRICS countries 

show 46% increase in meat consumption per capita over the period compared to OECD 

countries (8%), however, per capita consumption is still just less than half that of OECD 
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countries. In China and Mexico, available meat consumption per capita has increased by over 

60% over the period 1995-2015.  Vietnamôs per capita available meat consumption in 2015 

was around 265% more than in 1995. This substantial increase in meat consumption is a 

result of over 5 times more poultry consumption and 4 times more beef consumption than 20 

years earlier. Rapid population growth, urbanisation and increasing per capita wealth within 

many developing regions remains a core driver of total consumption growth.  Developing 

countries are also expected to account for 80% of the growth in global meat production over 

the coming years, with per capita meat consumption growth only slowing as the major 

developing economies approach the levels of developed countries (OECD, 2013, p.11). Per 

capita meat consumption remains very high in developed countries and often well over 

recommended health limits. This is also already true in some developing countries who 

traditionally share a strong meat culture, such as Uruguay, Argentina and Brazil. Total meat 

consumption statistics also hide the major trend of rising poultry consumption. This is shown 

in the Figure 7 where the percentage change in meat consumption per capita is shown across 

the four main meat categories. World poultry consumption has thus increased by nearly 58% 

over the last 20 years, with significant growth across all countries. Note that while world 

sheep meat consumption has increased, consumption remains relatively small at 

1.71kg/capita in 2015. BRICS countries show growth across all meat categories measured. 

 

Figure 7. Percentage Change in per capita meat consumption (kg) from 1995 to 2015. 

Based on data from the OECD-FAO Global Outlook Database. At OECD (2017), Meat consumption (indicator). 

doi: 10.1787/fa290fd0-en (Accessed on 19 April 2017) 

Despite variance in meat consumption using different data sets, major trends over the last 20 

years can largely be summarised as: 
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¶ high meat intakes in developed countries where demand is relatively stable; 

¶ significant growing meat consumption in developing countries with rapidly growing 

economies;  

¶ large growth in global chicken consumption; 

¶ decrease in beef & veal and sheep meat consumption in developed countries 

According to Euromonitor International (2016), an average American reduced annual intake 

of beef and veal by nearly 4 kilograms (cooked weight) between 2010 and 2015, and an 

average Western European by 1kg, due to growing awareness around health and increased 

flexitarianism. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that per capita US meat consumption (red 

meat and poultry) remains very high and although consumption of beef remains below peak 

levels some decades earlier, it has increased slightly over the last 2 years and is projected to 

increase over the coming decade (USDA ERS, 2016). 

1.11.4 Dietary advice regarding recommended individual -level meat 

consumption 

With respect to individual meat consumption there is limited explicit advice around actual 

recommended dietary intake of meat. For example, in an international review of National-

level dietary advice across countries only 20 out of 83 guidelines (24%) recommended 

reducing or limiting meat intakes, with some of these distinguishing between red and 

processed meat (Fischer & Garnett, 2016, p. 26). Much of guidance around meat intake 

follows a pattern of broad recommendations to decrease saturated fat intake and the 

importance of ensuring a variety of protein foods as part of a óbalanced dietô. There is a focus 

on eating more healthy foods such as vegetables, fruit and wholegrains, and lean meat (if 

meat is included). There are limited examples where there is a specified intake amount, for 

instance recommended quantity of meat per day/ week. Examples of countries that do this in 

their national dietary guidelines include Sweden which advises to eat no more than 500 grams 

of cooked meat a week) with only a small amount of that being processed, Qatar which 

advises to limit red meat to 500g per week, and Germany which advises eating no more than 

300ï600 grams of meat and sausages per week (Fischer & Garnett, 2016). Guidelines in the 

Netherlands recommend 500gm of meat per week with no more than 300gm of that to be red 

or high carbon meat (Netherlands Nutrition Centre, 2016). The UK National Dietary 

Guidance encourages people to eat no more than 70 gm per day (Public Health England, 

2016). The World Cancer Research Fund recommends intake of up to 500 g of red meat per 

week, with no or minimal processed meat (WCFR, 2017). The American Institute for Cancer 

Research likewise recommends eating no more than 500 grams (cooked weight) per week of 
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red meats, like beef, pork and lamb, and avoid processed meat such as ham, bacon, salami, 

hot dogs and sausages (AIVR, 2017).  Both organisations, however, have the overall goal, for 

average consumption in a population, of no more than 300 g of red meat a week, very little if 

any of which should be processed meat.  

1.11.5 Individual -level meat consumption 

Understanding individual consumption is difficult due to limited studies that use the same 

methodology and limited studies in general. A comprehensive review of dietary studies based 

on food diary approaches could not be found for example. This would be useful in informing 

future discussions. Some examples of studies across selected countries are provided below. It 

is noted that some news organisations sometimes use per capita consumption supply statistics 

to derive an estimate of daily individual consumption. This results in often huge numbers 

which may considerably over-estimate daily consumption. For example, the Independent 

newspaper states that average annual meat consumption in 2009 in the United States was 

120.2 kilos (The Telegraph, 2017). This equates to around 329gm per day which appears to 

be excessive.  

However, some household budget/diary-based studies may also underestimate meat 

consumption. It is worth remembering that 70gm recommended daily consumption of meat 

(Public Health England, 2016) is quite small, around a palm-size portion. For example, 

Young and Nestle (2007, p.244) point to 500% portion increase difference between burgers 

in 1955 and 2007, where hamburger meat weighed around 45gm. Most gourmet burgers 

today sold in burger restaurants include meat patties that well exceed 100gm and many are 

over 200gm. 

Per capita available meat consumption in the US for 2015 was around 95.4kg, according to 

the OECD-FAO Outlook Database statistics. This equates to 261,36 gm per day per person9.  

However, this does not include post-retail waste such as remaining bone or meat loss in 

preparation and eating, or water loss in cooking. If we use a very rough estimate based on a 

cooking yield of 75% and wastage of 10%, this would roughly fall at around 176.4gm per day 

per person. It is noted, that this is a very rough estimate to only show that figures used in 

popular press are often misleading, for instance it indicates a much lower level than 329gm 

per day. But it also remains much higher than the recommended 70gm indicated in much of 

                                                           
9 Based on 365 days per years. 



MEATING THE CHALLENGE OF OVERCONSUMPTION  47 
 

 
 

the guidance above. And it does not consider the fact that babies, elderly, and vegetarian 

consumers eat meat in much smaller quantities or none at all. It therefore indicates significant 

overconsumption by some parts of the populations and/or meat wastage. Both drive 

substantive environmental and health impact. 

A selection of studies showing estimated daily consumption based on food diary surveys in 

different populations are shown in Table 1. The data shows in general high average 

consumption. It is difficult to compare studies, however, due to different methodologies and 

whether the study was focused on red meat, processed meat, and/or total meat consumption. 

A comprehensive review of studies would be highly useful and perhaps critical in 

understanding better what is happening across populations at individual level as well as 

research gaps and methodological issues. 

Reference  Methodology  Country  Est imated Total Meat Intake (Adults)  

Daniel , 
Cross , 
Koebnick  

& Sinha  

(2011)  

National Health and 
Nutrition Examination 
Survey (NHANES) data 
(based on a mix of 
interview/ other data 
collection methods  

USA Mean total meat intake was  128  g/day.  

Cosgrove,  
Flynn,  Kiely 
(2005)  

Food diary  Ireland  110g/day  
The mean intakes of red meat, white meat 
and processed meat were 51, 33 and 26 g/d   

de 
Carvalho,   
César , 
Fisberg,   
Marchioni 
(2013 ) 

24 h dietary recalls/food 
diary  

Brazil  The mean red and processed meat intake was 
138 g/d for men and 81 g/d for women. 
About 81% of men and 58% of women 
consumed more meat than recommended.   

Rorhmann 
et al. ( 2013 )  

24 -Hour dietary 
recall s/food diary  

France, 
Italy,  Spain, 
Netherlands, 
United 
Kingdom, 
Greece, 
Germany,  
Sweden, 
Norway, 

Denmark  

Mean  red, processed and poultry meat intake 
was 51 g/d, 33.2 g/d and 15.1 g/d for men.  
Mean red, processed and poultry meat intake 
was 33.1 g/d, 21.4  g/d and 12.6 g/d for 
woman.  
 
19% of red meat consumption was over 90 
g/d, 59% eat over 20 g/d processed meat.  

Wie et al., 
(2014 ) 

3-day Food Diary  Korea  The mean intake of red meat for men was 
85·3  g and for women 59·5  g  
 

Table 1. Selection of studies showing average individual-level meat consumption intake across populations 

  

1.12 Positive Role of Meat Consumption 

Before looking in further detail at growing concern over negative impacts of meat 

overconsumption, the valuable contribution of meat to society should also be addressed. Meat 

represents a very important cultural component of the diet across many societies, representing 

strongly held values associated with health, wealth, power, strength and masculinity (Twigg, 
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1979; Fiddes, 1991; Adams, 1991; Rozin, Hormes, Faith & Wansink, 2012). Meat 

consumption culture is also described as being involved in the early development of 

language, social grouping and religions (Swatland, 2010, p. 80) and retains a major role in 

many popular traditions and customs today. It is often viewed as being a central part of the 

meal, as well as being a key feature of festive and celebratory occasions (Twigg, 1983; 

Fiddes, 1992; Rozin et al., 2012). Nutritionally, meat is a concentrated source of high quality, 

highly digestible protein, and is useful supplier of essential amino acids, such as lysine as 

well as B-complex vitamins including thiamin, riboflavin, niacin, biotin, vitamins B6 and 

B12, pantothenic acid and folacin (Bender, 1992). Meats are excellent sources of minerals, 

such as iron, copper, zinc and manganese, and play an important role in the prevention of 

zinc deficiency and particularly of iron deficiency which is widespread in many populations 

(Bender, 1992). Livestock farming systems can also contribute in an environmentally positive 

way through for example, environmental management of grasslands and biodiversity and they 

can be an efficient ñwasteò converter by converting low grade food residues into high quality 

nutrient-dense foods (Elferink, Nonhebel & Moll, 2008; Janzen, 2011, Gerber et al., 2013). 

Such systems can also play an important role for food security, for example as they can 

enable the use of grasslands that would otherwise not, or only be marginally usable for food 

production, (Suttie, Reynolds & Batello, 2005). Across many countries, both developed and 

developing, the production and consumption of meat plays an important economic and social 

role and arguably an expanding one in developing economies. Globally, it is estimated that 

around 1.3 billion people are employed across the livestock sector and it directly supports the 

livelihoods of 600 million poor smallholder farmers in the developing world (Thornton et al. 

2006). In developing countries, livestock production can often be considered ña corner stone 

of the economic and social life of the peopleò (Asresie & Zemudu, 2015, p.79) and is an 

important element of human food and nutrition security (Otte et al., 2012). The North 

American Meat Institute states that the United States meat industry generates around 

US$864.2 billion annually to the U.S. economy, or roughly 6% of the entire GDP, with 

companies involved in meat production, along with their suppliers, distributors, retailers and 

ancillary industries employing approximately 6.2 million people in the U.S., totalling $200 

billion in wages (NAMI Website, 2017). 

http://rstb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/365/1554/2853#ref-58
http://rstb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/365/1554/2853#ref-58
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1.13 Negative Impacts of Meat Consumption 

Despite many benefits as discussed in section 1.12, the production and consumption of meat 

has considerable adverse environmental, ethical, health and safety impacts, in particular as a 

result of excessive meat consumption.  

There is growing evidence of a range of health-related issues related to dietary meat 

overconsumption. These include increased risk of cancer-related illnesses and other diet-

related disease such as cardiovascular disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and earlier death 

(IARC, 2015; Feskens, Sluik, and van Woudenbergh, 2013; Larsson & Orsini, 2014, 

Battaglia et al., 2015). An analysis of data from 10 studies looking at the relationship between 

cancer and meat consumption estimated that every 50-gram portion of processed meat eaten 

daily increases the risk of colorectal cancer by about 18%, with data from some studies also 

suggesting that the risk of colorectal cancer could increase by 17% for every 100-gram 

portion of red meat eaten daily (IARC, 2015). 24% of national-level dietary guidelines now 

recommend reducing or limiting meat intake, mostly for health reasons although national 

guidelines in Sweden and Germany also mention meatôs high environmental impact (Fischer 

& Garnett, 2016, p. 26).  

The potential rapid spread of novel zoonotic diseases into human populations (e.g. avian 

influenza, swine influenza) are also of huge concern. Agricultural drivers are significant for 

the spread of novel zoonotic diseases and include major changes such as new agricultural 

practices, modernisation and intensification of farming systems, and habitat clearing for 

cropping and grazing (Wang and Crameri, 2014, p. 570).  Intensive industrial meat 

production practices, where several thousand cattle or pigs, or 100,000 or more chickens, are 

fed grains and produced in a single facility, may also facilitate spread of disease as a bridge 

between wild animal reservoirs and human populations, and as the locus of pathogen 

evolution itself (Leibler et al, 2009).  The rise in antibiotic resistance in human populations 

through the overuse of antibiotics in livestock systems is also attracting growing awareness 

for its potential catastrophic impacts on human health and safety (Zhu et al., 2013; WHO, 

2015).  

Livestock production systems are a key contributor to pressures on Planetary Boundaries. 

They are a high emitter of greenhouse gasses, have been a leading driver for deforestation 

and biodiversity loss and have been a major contributor to land degradation (Steinfeld et al., 

2006). They are not only a primary user of freshwater but contribute substantively to the 
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pollution of global water resources (Ongley, 1996). For example, they are a primary 

contributor of significant and environmentally detrimental amounts of nitrogen and 

phosphorus to terrestrial ecosystems (Vitousek, Mooney, Lubchenco, Melillo, 1997). Around 

50% of global usable land is already in pastoral or intensive agriculture (Tilman et al, 2001). 

The use of pesticides in agricultural systems, especially bioaccumulating or persistent organic 

agricultural pollutants are also of concern. There significant body of evidence now showing 

the high risk of many of these chemicals to human health and other life forms and unwanted 

side effects to the environment (Forget, 1993, Aktar, Sengupta & Chowdhury, 2009).  

Anthropogenic GHG emissions from deforestation and agricultural emissions from livestock, 

soil and nutrient management make up the greater part of emissions in agriculture, forestry 

and other land use sector (AFOLU) which is responsible for just under a quarter (~10 ï 12 

GtCO2eq / yr) of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions. (Smith et al., 2014). Gerber et al. 

(2013, p.xii) estimate the contribution of livestock to global GHG emissions at 7.1 gigatons 

CO2-eq per annum, representing 14.5 percent of human-induced GHG emissions. The 

significant contribution of GHG emissions of this sector therefore is critical in future 

mitigation of climate change (Gerber et al., 2013, Smith et al., 2014). Recent research by 

Springmann, Godfray, Raynera & Scarborough (2016) argues that a transition towards more 

plant-based diets, in line with standard dietary guidelines, could reduce global mortality by 

6ï10% and food-related greenhouse gas emissions by 29ï70% (p.1).  

Intensive industrial-scale farming most often involves feeding animals protein rich energy-

dense concentrate feed. Around one-third of arable land is currently used for feed production 

(Steinfeld et al., 2006) and one-third of global cereal production is fed to animals 

(Alexandratos & Bruinsma, 2012). According to Schader et al. (2015) this leads to 

considerable trade-offs with producing food for direct human consumption. And increasing 

production of livestock feed to meet growing demand for meat products is likely to put 

increasing pressure on arable land areas (Alexandratos & Bruinsma, 2012). The production of 

feed crops can also be a significant contributor to environmental degradation in the country of 

origin, if not managed in a sustainable manner. The United Nations Food and Agricultural 

Organisation (Steinfeld et al., 2006, p. xx) states that, ñThe livestock sector emerges as one of 

the top two or three most significant contributors to the most serious environmental problems, 

at every scale from local to globalò.  

 



MEATING THE CHALLENGE OF OVERCONSUMPTION  51 
 

 
 

Ethical and animal welfare issues are also attracting increasing public attention and concern 

(European Commission 2007; Boogaard et al. 2011,). These include worries around animal 

welfare in intensive large-scale meat production systems where large populations of animals 

are farmed in confined spaces (often referred to as ñfactory or industrial farmingò) to alarm 

generated over individual and often high-profile cases of animal cruelty. Rising concern 

around pig and chicken meat production practices has resulted in sizeable public attention. 

For example, the culling of unwanted male animals from production systems has been raised 

as a serious ethical concern. Male chickens for instance are not optimum for meat production 

and are killed shortly after hatching with some estimates asserting that some 6 billion male 

chicks are killed worldwide each year because they are unwanted (Animal Ethics, 

2008). Also, genetic selection to enhance productivity of meat production may also pose 

issues related to welfare.  For example, Knowles et al. (2008) found that intense genetic 

selection over the past 50 years had led to an increase in broiler chicken growth rates of over 

300% (from 25 g per day to 100 g per day) which was resulting in impacts on the walking 

ability of chickens.  

The complexity of meat supply chains has led to concerns over transparency driven by a 

number of high-profile scandals (e.g. pink slime, horsemeat & fox meat scandals) has 

contributed to highly visible public debate on the merits of current meat production and 

consumption practices. These impact on the meat industry as a whole, for example the 

European horsemeat scandal had impacts across meat value chains and on consumer 

confidence (Yamoah & Yawson, 2014).  Health and safety issues also attract attention. For 

example, disease outbreaks related to poor supply chain practices (e.g. E. coli contamination) 

place considerable pressure on meat supply chains. Bovine spongiform encephalopathy 

(BSE)-contaminated meat problems created considerable consumer alarm in a number of 

countries, including, UK, Belgium, Germany, US, Canada and Japan (Verbeke, 2001; 

Kamisato, 2005; Wales, Harvey & Warde, 2006). Negative impacts of the livestock industry 

on health and safety of workers also arise. For example, there is research that links negative 

impacts on worker health in pig production facilities with higher frequencies of respiratory 

symptoms, more frequent colds and absence due to chest illness, and a history of pneumonia 

(Donham, Haglind, Peterson, Rylander & Belin, 1989; Crook et al., 1991). Globally, it is 

estimated that farm workers run at least twice the risk of dying on the job than workers in 

other sectors (Forastieri, 1999). Slaughterhouses also have some of the highest reported 

injury rates in the manufacturing industry (Broadway & Stull, 2006) with injury rates 

https://link-springer-com-s.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/article/10.1007/s10806-016-9615-x#CR16
https://link-springer-com-s.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/article/10.1007/s10806-016-9615-x#CR8
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4841092/#CIT0007
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reported to be as high as 20ï36% per annum (Dalla et al., 2005; Dillard, 2008; Victor & 

Barnard, 2016). 

 

1.14 The Rise of Flexitarianism 

Concerns about the sustainability, health and ethical attributes of meat, along with a growing 

consumer interest in health and wellness, have contributed to increased interest in 

flexitarianism behaviour amongst consumers. The definition of flexitarian behaviour differs 

across studies (Rothgerber, 2014; Derbyshire, 2016). It could be broadly described as 

behaviour where consumers reduce meat intake in their diet, but do not eliminate it and 

favour a predominantly plant-based diet. Flexitarians are not considered a homogenous 

consumer group, and may reduce meat intake for a variety of reasons including for health, 

environment and ethical aims with a different weight on either, according to personal values 

(Verain, Degevos & Antonides, 2016). Flexitarians might be further described as either being 

strong or weak, with strong flexitarians making substantial meat consumption reductions, and 

weak flexitarians less so, with potentially a higher interest in hybrid meat products or 

behaviour (Fuchs & Lorek, 2005; de Bakker & Dagevos 2012). Market analysts predict the 

ñFlexitarian Effectò to continue to be a key food market trend for the coming years and has 

contributed to a surge in interest in plant-based foods over the last five years (Whole Foods, 

2016; Innova, 2016, Baum + Whitman, 2016, YahooFood, 2016). Innova Market Insights 

reported a 60% rise in global food and beverage launches using a vegetarian claim between 

2011 and 2015 (Food Navigator USA, 2016).  The meat substitutes market is projected to 

reach USD 5.96 Billion by 2022 (Markets and Markets, 2016).  A growing number of 

consumer surveys show increasing interest in meat reduction behaviour. Mintel (2015) has 

revealed rising interest in meat-free eating and flexitarianism in Germany, with 33% of 

German adults saying they are actively reducing their consumption of red meat, and 19% 

saying they are incorporating more vegetarian foods into their diet compared to a year ago 

(Mintel, 2017). Amongst consumers in the United Kingdom, research points to growing 

awareness and sensitivity around meat. According to Murphy and Thomas (2016), 40% of 

UK adults agree that óThese days I eat less meat than I used to doô ï rising to 45% of women, 

with 27% of all women agreeing that óby 2025, my diet will probably be mostly meat-freeô. 

Further, 36%-40% of UK consumers agree that óit would be better for the wellbeing of our 

countryside if adults in Britain were generally to eat less meat ï rising to 44% among 16-24 

years oldsò (Murphy and Thomas, 2016).  Ipsos FIVE research in Canada found that 24% of 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4841092/#CIT0010
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4841092/#CIT0013
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Canadians identified themselves as following a flexitarian diet, with consumers eating less 

meat 8% less often in 2015 than 2013 (Canadian Grocer, 2016). The biggest change occurred 

among so-called "trailing" millennials (aged 18 to 24) and "leading" millennials (25 to 34) 

who decreased meat consumption by more than 20% between 2014 to 2015 (Canadian 

Grocer, 2016). A Report by the Nutrition Business Journal (2015) stated that roughly 26% of 

the U.S. population said ótheyôve consciously chosen to eat less meat in the last 12 monthsô. 

Nordic consumers also demonstrate willingness to decrease meat consumption, with 23%, 

16% and 17% of Swedish, Norwegian and Finnish consumers agreeing that they plan to eat 

less meat during the upcoming six months according to a Sustainable Brands Index survey 

(2016, p.13).  

However, there remains a lack of research around flexitarian behaviour. It is evident that 

flexitarians are more open to eating plant-based options and meat alternatives and that meat is 

not a centrepiece of every meal. But, some caution should be taken as to whether flexitarians 

are on average reducing their total meat consumption and if so, by how much and whether 

this behaviour is sustained over the long term. For example, there does not appear to be 

significant drops in meat consumption per capita in many of those countries with growing 

flexitarian consumers. Consumer-based surveys also do not always appear to be well matched 

to national-level statistics regarding total meat production and/or consumption. This could be 

due to several reasons however: including wastage of meat not adequately being accounted 

for in statistics at national level; misinterpretation of statistics, for example, meat consumed 

is normally on a cooked weight basis, but national level statistics may be based on carcass or 

retail weight; and a lack of robust studies that well reflect the actual meat-eating behaviour of 

consumers. It would also be particularly interesting to look at individual dietary behaviour 

over longer time-frames. While such surveys are inherently costly and resource intensive it 

would better pick up any potential compensatory eating habits, in that some flexitarians may 

reduce or limit meat-eating opportunities, but when eating meat may eat larger portions at 

each individual meat meal. Such behaviour might result in total meat consumption remaining 

fairly stable. Despite this potential paradox, between stated and actual actions, there are 

substantial opportunities to capitalise on the increased interest in plant-based options. This is 

perhaps evidenced in the increasing interest in meat-substitutes such as Impossible Meat, a 

plant-based meat that bleeds like animal meat due to the inclusion of plant-extracted 

haemoglobin, and recent acquisitions by traditional meat industry companies, like Tyson 

Foods, in alternative protein companies. Tyson Foods bought a 5% ownership stake in the 
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company Beyond Meat in October 2016 (Fortune, 2016). As interest grows in these meat 

alternatives this also often brings attention to meat as a sustainable, healthy and ethical 

product because comparisons are often made for example in marketing and communication of 

such products. It is also often marketed as an óalternative to meatô and therefore potentially 

drives further focus or increased attention on the negative impacts of meat consumption.  

1.15 Increasing and Diverse Stakeholder Interest 

There are increasing demands for more sustainable meat consumption from a diverse range of 

stakeholders. While many organisations often enter the debate from a particular perspective 

on the issue, such as animal welfare, many organisations also incorporate broader messages 

and put forward multiple concerns to justify the need to reduce meat consumption and change 

meat production practices. Compassion on World Farming, for example seeks to reduce 

factory meat based on ethical10 concerns over factory farming but also addresses concerns 

around environment, health and poverty as reasons for change.  

A 2014 study by Laestadius, Neff, Barry & Frattaroli found that animal-protection and food-

focused NGOs in U.S., Canada, and Sweden were more active in promoting reduced meat 

consumption as a means of mitigating climate change than compared to environmental 

NGOs. Animal-protection and food-focused NGOs were also more likely to carry out formal 

meat reduction campaigns and engage the public in outreach programs. Since 2014, however, 

two high profile events have occurred that have increased public attention on the future role 

of meat in a sustainable, ethical and healthy diet. In respect to the first of these events, the US 

Dietary Guidelines Advisory Report, a petition set up by organisations in favour of 

sustainability considerations in the final Dietary Guidelines and an emphasis on less meat and 

more plant-based diets, gained over 150,000 signatures in support (Center for Biological 

Diversity, 2015).  100 organizations, experts, and prominent individuals also signed an open 

letter, published in 4 major US papers, urging support for the inclusion of sustainability 

considerations in the final 2015 Dietary Guidelines, specifically the reference to a diet with 

less meat11. The second event, the WHO IARC Evaluation on Cancer and Red and Processed 

Meat, drew huge international interest and alarm over the identification of cancer risk from 

sustained high-levels of meat consumption.  

                                                           
10 Compassion in World Farming. At https://www.ciwf.org.uk 
11 The letter can be downloaded as a pdf at https://www.ciwf.com/news/2015/03/usda-dietary-guidelines-
testimony-press-release 
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There is also an increasing diversity of stakeholders now engaging on sustainable meat 

consumption issues. Traditionally, animal-welfare groups like the Compassion on World 

Framing and PETA have campaigned against meat consumption and factory farms yet there 

is evidence of new pressure groups and campaigns that are emerging. The Farm Animal 

Investment Risk & Return initiative (FAIRR) bringing together 39 institutional investors 

whose members manage some US$1.25trn in assets, recently called for substantive change in 

the meat sector on wide-ranging issues. The initiative urged 16 multinational food companies 

to outline how they plan to deal with the risks of industrial animal production, with ñthe 

worldôs over-reliance on factory-farmed livestock to feed the growing global demand for 

protein [being] a recipe for a financial, social and environmental crisisò12.  Companies were 

encouraged to identify their plans to respond to the risks posed by industrial animal 

production, as well as strategies to diversify into plant-based sources of protein (FAIRR, 

2016). Another example, is the UK-based investment fund EdenTree which offers an ethical 

investment fund that excludes intensive farming companies and supports external 

benchmarking assessments such as the Business Benchmark on Farm Animal Welfare 

(BBFAW) which assesses companies, including fast-food restaurants on their animal welfare 

policies (EdenTree, 2016). At the end of 2016, 45 large investors collectively managing 

$1.2trn in assets urged some of the largest meat producers in the United States to set policies 

for reducing water pollution in their feeding, slaughtering and processing operations (Reuters, 

2016).  Internally, shareholders are also seeking to present shareholder proposals to address 

issues associated with industrial production of animal meat or health and sustainability issues 

associated with high meat consumption. For example, some investors have made shareholder 

proposals requesting quick phase-out programmes of harmful antibiotic use in meat 

production systems across several fast-food brands, including Yum Brands (KFC), Wendyôs, 

BurgerKing (Fortune, 2016b) and McDonalds (ICCR, 2016). A shareholder proposal was 

made to the 2016 Annual General Meeting of Chipotle calling for Chipotle to publish an 

annual Sustainability report (Chipotle Annual Report, 2016, p. 32). A group of nuns, the 

Benedictine Sisters of Boene, Texas, which own stock in McDonaldôs as part of the Interfaith 

Center on Corporate Responsibility (ICCR), recently introduced a shareholder resolution to 

require those that supply McDonaldôs with any type of meat ï be it chicken, pork or beef ï to 

stop giving their animals antibiotics that are used to fight disease in humans (Reuters, 2016). 

Some civil society groups are also investing in shares in companies to have potentially 

                                                           
12 Founder of FAIRR and CIO at Coller Capital, Jeremy Coller, quoted in IPE (2016). 
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greater opportunities to demand change. For example, People for the Ethical Treatment of 

Animals (PETA), a well-known animal welfare NGO, has bought shares in McDonalds as 

well as BurgerKing to be able to attend annual meetings and propose shareholder 

resolutions with the aim to bring change to animal welfare practices (PETA, 2012). 

Several high-profile research-based policy organisations are now also looking at meat 

reduction policies and/or evaluating action towards more sustainable meat consumption. This 

includes the World Resources Institute, who present a comprehensive case for the food 

industry, governments and NGOs to develop strategies to influence people to choose plant-

based foods over animal products (WRI, 2017).  British-based Chatham House also argues 

for reduction in meat consumption (Wellesley, Froggat, Happer, 2015). Forum for the Future, 

a UK based thinktank has a specific work programme looking at raising the profile of protein 

as an integral part of a sustainable food system by 2020 and exploring growth in plant-based 

protein consumption, along with more sustainable production and consumption of animal 

protein (Forum for the Future, 2017). 

Environmental NGOs have some dedicated campaigns focused on meat reduction. For 

example, the Center for Biological Diversity has a Meatstinction Campaign13 which includes 

information, individual pledge programme, calls for vegetarian option burgers in McDonalds, 

meat-free recipes and more resourcing by US officials towards sustainable diets14.   

Greenpeace International (2017) includes a ñEat less Meatò message as part of a broader 

campaign on sustainable agriculture.   

Health-based civil society and research organisations are increasingly more vocal about meat 

consumption and they often present guidance on meat consumption limits through daily or 

weekly consumptions limits. The World Cancer Research Fund International, American 

Institute for Cancer Research (AICR), Cancer Research UK, the Academy of Nutrition and 

Dietetics all promote balanced diets with appropriate levels of lean meat consumption and 

minimal processed meat. 20 out of 83 national-level dietary guidelines analysed (24%) show 

recommendations for reducing or limiting meat intakes (Fischer & Garnett, 2016, p. 26). 

Research exploring the relationship of meat consumption and health also appears to be 

increasing. Academic research may have also increased. Looking roughly at trend data in 

                                                           
13 See Center for Biological Diversity Meatstinction Campaign. At 
http://www.takeextinctionoffyourplate.com/meatstinction/. 
14 Ibid. 

 

http://www.peta.org/about-peta/learn-about-peta/success-stories/shareholder-resolutions/
http://www.peta.org/about-peta/learn-about-peta/success-stories/shareholder-resolutions/
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citations within MEDLINE15, a health medical database, and using the search terms meat and 

consumption shows 12-fold increase in the amount of publications over the thirty-year period 

from 1985 related to research that directly address meat, health and consumption. 

 

Figure 8. Publications in PubMed including the terms ñmeatò & consumption from 1995-2015 

The data was obtained using the following search on PubMed Database on 20 March 2017: ("meat"[MeSH 

Terms] OR "meat"[All Fields]) AND ("economics"[MeSH Terms] OR "economics"[All Fields] OR 

"consumption"[All Fields]). It is noted that this is only useful as a guide to show ta general trend towards 

increased research published on PubMed related to meat and consumption and health.  

The meat industry also faces pressures to meet the demands of downstream partners in the 

meat value chain. Indeed, retailers that sell meat such as supermarkets and restaurants are 

often powerful ñgatekeepersò in the meat supply chain with significant ability to control and 

dictate market conditions.  Supermarkets, multinational retail and grocery manufacturers and 

fast-food burger restaurant companies, for example, are increasingly faced with wide-ranging 

concerns from various organisations, including animal welfare activists, environmental and 

health advocacy groups, as well as public organisations and regulators in relation to the 

negative impacts of meat consumption. Internal sustainability policies are also driving 

reflection on high resource-impact products. Accordingly, concerns are often reflected in 

changing supply agreements or retail-imposed standards on meat producers and processors. 

For example, McDonalds is working towards a global policy on the elimination of antibiotics 

important to human medicine in chicken in its restaurants, Waitrose UK has a policy has set 

                                                           
15 MEDLINE is the U.S. National Library of Medicine premier bibliographic database that contains more than 23 
million references to journal articles in life sciences with a concentration on biomedicine. At 
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/pubs/factsheets/medline.html 
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a minimum standard for farmers that conventional dairy cows (producing non-organic milk) 

must spend at least 100 days outside grazing in fields (Waitrose, 2017).  All abattoirs 

supplying meat to Waitrose are equipped with CCTV to ensure welfare standards are 

maintained and Waitrose maintain that Footage is independently reviewed on a regular basis 

(Waitrose, 2017). 

Another approach is direct contact with the consumer. For example, in 2016 two Swedish 

supermarkets (COOP, ICA) launched consumer meat reduction campaigns based largely 

around concerns over the environmental impacts of meat16.  

Several processes are also emerging at international and national level that focus on the desire 

to move towards more sustainable diets and systems approaches to both research and action. 

These include the UNEP 10YFP Sustainable Food Systems Programme17, IPES-FOOD18, 

Oxford Martin Programme on the Future of Food19,  and the High-Level Panel of Experts 

(HLPE) of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS)20). Sustainable consumption of 

meat is a critical discussion and potential action point in many of these processes. The 

international organisation Slow Food is one example, amongst a growing number of 

international civil society organisations building networks of actions based around 

sustainable food consumption goals. It argues for Slow Meat campaign, which essentially can 

be summarised by a ñeat less meat, of better qualityò philosophy (Slowfood, 2017). The 

Eating Better Alliance based in the UK and representing over 40 civil society organisations 

has goals to ñraise awareness of why we need to talk about a shift to more plant-based eating 

with less and better meatò; and ñstimulate long-term cultural shifts by devising new ways of 

framing the óeat less meatô message that are compelling and inclusive21.  Support for meat 

reduction initiatives like meat-free days in some schools (e.g. Sweden22, Argentina, Australia, 

Belgium, Brazil, Finland, Germany, South Africa, South Korea, Taiwan, Netherlands, and 

                                                           
16 See the COOP Meat Reduction Campaign video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
axWzQK8uqs&feature=youtu.be. 
17 10YFP Sustainable Food Systems Programme. At 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/?p=12411. Accessed 10 March 2017 
18 The International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food). At http://www.ipes-food.org/. 
Accessed 10 March 2017 
19 Oxford Martin Programme on the Future of Food. At 
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/research/programmes/future-food. Accessed 10 March 2017 
20 High Level Panel of Experts to the Committee on World Food Security (CFS).  At http://www.fao.org/cfs/cfs-
hlpe/en/. Accessed 10 March 2017 
21 Eating Better Alliance (2017) Our Work. At http://www.eating-better.org/what-we-do.html 
22 In a two-year period, the number of Swedish municipalities that introduced meat-free days in their school 
cafeterias increased by 80 percent (The Local, 2016). 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-axWzQK8uqs&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-axWzQK8uqs&feature=youtu.be
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/?p=12411
http://www.ipes-food.org/
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/research/programmes/future-food
http://www.fao.org/cfs/cfs-hlpe/en/
http://www.fao.org/cfs/cfs-hlpe/en/
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US) is also increasing. Education campaigns (WFF Livewell for Life Campaign23) are also 

promoting a less-meat message. At international level, international organisations such as the 

United Nations Environment Programme24, and WHO (IARC, 2015) have highlighted 

negative impacts of meat overconsumption.  

Consumers also appear to be showing increased notice to how meat is produced and a desire 

for external product attributes based around sustainability, health, and ethics. Market 

intelligence by Packaged Facts in 2016 revealed that more than 6 in 10 restaurant meat and 

poultry eaters in the United States say that ñall naturalò is important to them when selecting 

meat/poultry dishes at a restaurant and that they weigh whether the dish has no hormones, no 

antibiotics, and no preservatives (Packaged Facts, 2016). 45% of restaurant meat and poultry 

eaters said that óñfree rangeò is important to them when selecting meat/poultry dishes at a 

restaurantò, with 47% saying the same for ósustainabilityô (Packaged Facts, 2016). 

1.16 Conclusion 

The projected rise in meat consumption over the next 50 years, a near doubling of capacity, 

must be addressed in a way that considers the multiple objectives and impacts of meat 

consumption. Any action must consider the diversity of production systems, the contribution 

of livestock farming to food security and sustainable development, along with the cultural, 

social, health and economic values of meat to society. But it must also address the problem of 

overconsumption, including meat waste, and the negative impacts arising from meat 

production.  

The role of meat in a healthy and sustainable diet will be increasingly negotiated across society 

in the coming years. This is already noticeable in the rise of more organised and coordinated 

efforts across those stakeholders advocating for meat reduction. All stakeholders will have 

responsibility in helping to support more sustainable consumption. The meat industry itself, 

has a vital role to contributing to sustainable change towards healthy, sustainable and ethical 

outcomes in relation to the human diet and to broader societal goals of operating within the 

earthôs biophysical boundaries.    

                                                           
23 See Livewell For Life. At http://livewellforlife.eu/ . (Accessed 1 March 2017) 
24 Westhoek, H., Ingram, J., van Berkum, S., & Hajer, M. (2016) 

http://livewellforlife.eu/
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CHAPTER 2: 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

Chapter 2 will  discuss legitimacy theory along with its direct relevance to challenges facing 

the meat industry in respect to sustainability, health and ethical concerns. Secondly, Part B 

will discuss the conceptual basis of sensemaking will be examined. Finally, a review of 

framing and framing analysis will be provided in Part C. 

PART A: LEGITIMACY  THEORY  

2.0  Introduction to Legitimacy  

Legitimacy is considered vital for an organisationôs survival. Why? Because it attracts and 

retains the resources needed by the organisation to continue to function, for example capital, 

labour and customers necessary for its continued viability (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; Neu, 

Warsame & Pedwell, 1998). Efficient mitigation of threats to legitimacy are also 

advantageous in that timely and well-crafted responses can help to forestall or manage 

constraints or attacks on the organisation. These might include regulatory action, disciplinary 

procedures, boycotts, and disruptive action. This can enable the organisation to act ñwith a 

degree of autonomy to decide how and where business will be conductedò (Neu, Warsame & 

Pedwell, 1998, p.265). To this end, organisations will attempt to establish congruence 

between ñthe social values associated with or implied by their activities and the norms of 

acceptable behaviour in the larger social system of which they are partò (Dowling & Pfeffer, 

1975, p. 122). A ñthreat to legitimacyò in the meat sector is defined as being ñwhere a 

disparity exists, now and/or in the future, which represents some incongruence between the 

meat sector (and its individual actorsô) actions and the society's perceptions of what these 

actions should beò. Where legitimacy threats are serious, society could seek to revoke the 

organization's ñcontractò to continue its operations (Deegan, Rankin & Tobin, 2002) through 

the withdrawal of resources. For instance, investment companies may withdraw, or threaten 

to withdraw, funding. Recently, a US$1.25 trillion coalition of 40 institutional investors 

launched an engagement with 16 multinational food companies to highlight the material risks 

posed by industrial animal production, urging both risk reduction strategies and 

diversification into plant-based sources of protein (FAIRR, 2016). Customers might choose, 

to stop buying meat products or reduce consumption in response to acute disruptive events 
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(e.g. BSE outbreak, IARC Cancer Report, animal cruelty exposé) or rising concern over 

health, safety or transparency (e.g. EU Horsemeat scandal). A Japanese company reported 

that sales of sausages plunged 20 percent immediately after the 2015 IARC Evaluation report, 

which linked some forms of meat consumption with elevated cancer risk25.  Changing social 

values or expectations around meat consumption might also result in slow erosion of sales 

over time. If enough consumers reduce or eliminate meat consumption in response to broader 

sustainability, health and ethical concerns then these concerns or threats to legitimacy have 

manifested in legitimacy loss. The meat industry is then confronted with the task of 

defending and regaining legitimacy in the minds of concerned consumers or powerful 

stakeholders. Highly disruptive events, and especially a history of such events, often 

represent serious threats to legitimacy. For example, the publication in March 1996 of health 

concerns raising possible links to CJD disease in humans from beef consumption, led to an 

immediate 40% decline in domestic sales of UK beef products, with consumption one year 

later remaining 26% below levels before the crisis (Atkinson, 2001).  This represented a 

serious legitimacy challenge to the British beef industry which required huge efforts and 

resources to recover from.  The collective impact of numerous disruptive events over time 

can also work to slowly erode confidence and therefore legitimacy in the meat sector. A 

number of high profile animal welfare incidents (e.g. shocking videos of inhumane 

slaughtering or intensive animal housing conditions) combined with transparency-related 

issues concerning contaminated or wrongly labelled meat (e.g. 2014 European horsemeat 

scandal), as well as high profile novel zoonotic disease concerns (e.g. Bird flu, Swine flu 

epidemics) can cause a corrosive impact, ultimately leading to a widening incongruence 

between the actions of the meat sector (and its individual actorsô) and the society's 

perceptions of what these actions should be.  

2.1 A ôSystemsô Approach 

Legitimacy theory derives from broader political economic theory (Gray, Kouhy & Lavers, 

1995) where ópolitical economyô is described as the ñsocial, political and economic 

framework within which life takes placeô (Gray, Kouhy & Lavers, 1995, p.46). This 

underscores the importance of a set of broader social and political perspectives being taken 

                                                           
25 Tokuo Kudara, president of Marudai Food Co., told a Nov. 6 news conference that the firmôs sales of 
sausages plunged 20 percent immediately after the WHO reportôs release, adding that it could not predict when 

demand would pick up. In Japan Times (2015). Japan Processed Meat industryôs year end gift sales take hit in 

wake of cancer report. At http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2015/12/06/national/japan-processed-meat-

industrys-year-end-gift-sales-take-hit-wake-cancer-report/#.Vz2HwZF97IU 
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into consideration if economic activities are to be meaningfully investigated (Deegan, 2009).  

The nature of ósystems orientated theoriesô (Gray, Kouhy & Lavers, 1995) such as political 

economy is also appropriate for the use in researching actual and potential business responses 

to overconsumption. In utilising a ósystems theoryô framework, researchers need to 

understand (1) the interrelated parts of the system and how they are interrelated; (2) the 

processes that link the systemsô parts together; and (3) the goals of the system (Kast, 

Rosenzweig, & Johnson, 1967). Such an approach is ideally suited to a study on how an 

industry responds to overconsumption (a broader societal problem) and entails a need to 

understand the problematic more broadly, including the relationship between stakeholders 

and industry, as well as the drivers for the industry in responding to concerns around 

overconsumption and subsequent demands for meat reduction. This also emphasises the 

importance of observing and understanding multiple perspectives in building up a more 

comprehensive awareness how an industry makes sense of legitimacy challenges. This 

involves both gaining insight into the strategic decision-making and sensemaking of 

organisational managers within the meat industry, as well as the institutional environment 

driving industry decision-making, that is, from the perspective of society ñlooking inò. This 

recognises that the meat sector is a part of a wider system of political, social and economic 

pressures and one must be cognisant of these when making sense of challenges to legitimacy 

that confront it. Lastly, the approach is also consistent with the growing interest in food 

systems theory, whereby food-related matters are nested within a broader consumption and 

production model and should be addressed in a more holistic manner26.  Sustainable food 

systems (SFS) being a concept which embodies consideration of the socio-economic, health 

and environmental aspects of the production and consumption of food in the development of 

food-related activities and policy, and which is gaining traction in international and national-

level policy-making27.  

2.2 Legitimacy Theory 

As discussed in section 2.2, legitimacy theory has developed from a ñsystemsò perspective. A 

brief overview showing the role of legitimacy theory within broader political economy theory 

and a systems-based approach is provided in Figure 9. It is important to note the close and 

                                                           
26 The United Natioƴǎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎΩ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ tŀƴŜƭ wŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ CƻƻŘ 
Systems (2016) provides comprehensive discussion on food systems and the urgent need to move to more 
sustainable food systems (See Westhoek, Ingram, van Berkum & Hajer, 2016). 
27 Examples of processes on SFS include: 10YFP Sustainable Food Systems Programme, International Panel of 
Experts on Sustainable Food Systems - IPES-Food, The EAT Initiative, SUSFANS Programme. 

http://web.unep.org/10yfp/programmes/sustainable-food-systems-programme
http://www.ipes-food.org/
http://eatforum.org/eat-initiative/
file:///C:/Users/alisonberthe/Documents/susfans.org
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often overlapping relationship between legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory and institutional 

theory. Each offer complementary explanatory power to the other. There is also overlap. For 

example, both legitimacy and stakeholder theories assume the existence of an implicit 

social contract between the corporation and society, the terms of which are derived from 

the expectations of a number of groups within that society (Roberts, 1992; Deegan, 2002, 

Lanis & Richardson, 2012). The dotted boxes in Figure 9 demonstrate examples of the close 

relationship between stakeholder theory and institutional theory to legitimacy theory. 

Understanding legitimacy theory requires an understanding of legitimacy. According to 

Suchman (1995, p. 574): 

ñLegitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 

desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constricted system of norms, values, 

beliefs, and definitions.ò 

This definition is inclusive, incorporating both evaluative and cognitive dimensions and 

explicitly recognises the role of the social audience in legitimacy dynamics (Suchman, 1995, 

p.573). For example, it encompasses both the need to explain the processes by which the 

meat industry justifies its right to exist, along with the need to understand the extent to which 

the array of established cultural accounts provides explanations for [an organisationôs] 

existence (see Meyer & Scott, 1983, p.201).  Legitimacy theory is often separated into two 

major domains of study: institutional legitimacy theory and strategic legitimacy theory.  

These are further separated into research that focuses on (1) legitimacy grounded in 

normative assessments of stakeholder relations; (2) normative evaluations of moral propriety; 

and (3) cognitive definitions of appropriateness and interpretability (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; 

Suchman, 1995).  

Legitimacy Theory thus brings together the element of stakeholder expectations of 

legitimacy, that is, that the actions of the entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within 

the broader norms, values, beliefs, and definitions to which the entity exists, along with the 

element of legitimation, consisting of the actions which support the legitimacy goals of the 

entity. Legitimation is thereby a process by which an organization seeks approval (or 

avoidance of sanction) from groups in societyò (Kaplan & Ruland, 1991, p. 370). 

Legitimation can be distinguished from legitimacy because it emphasises the process of the 

social construction of legitimacy, in contrast to legitimacy which is a property conferred on 

an organisation by its audiences (Bitektine, 2011, p.152). Both aspects are part of Legitimacy 

Theory and are discussed further in the following sections, for example, the importance of 

https://www-emeraldinsight-com.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/doi/full/10.1108/09513571311285621
https://www-emeraldinsight-com.proxy.bu.dauphine.fr/doi/full/10.1108/09513571311285621
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different dimensions of legitimacy are raised as well as various legitimacy phases which may 

require specific legitimation responses.  

In summary, Legitimacy Theory would suggest that when an organisation/s perceives that its 

current and/or future values, output or methods of operation are at variance with social 

norms, standards and/or values, and there is risk that powerful stakeholders may recognise 

this and withdraw resources at some point, then organisation/s will tend to alter their values, 

output or methods of operation through legitimation activities, to conform to current or 

expected future societal norms, standards and/or values.
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Figure 9. Overview of the relationship of legitimacy theory within broader political economy theory 

 

Systems-based Theories

"From the Systems Theory viewpoint, researchers need to 
understand (1) the interrelated parts of the system and how they are 
interrelated, (2) the processes that link the systems parts together, 
and (3) the goals of the system (Johnson, Kast, and Rosenzweig 

(1967).

Political Economy Theory

Considers the political, social and institutional 
framework within which economic activity takes 

place

Legitimacy Theory 

Legitimacy Theory considers stakeholder expectations of 
legitimacy, such that the actions of an entity are desirable, 
proper, or appropriate within the broader norms, values, 

beliefs, and definitions to which the entity exists, along with 
the element of legitimation, consisting of the actions by the 

entity which support the legitimacy goals of the entity.

Institutional Branch

Depicts legitimacy not as an operational resource, but as a set of 
constitutive beliefs (Suchman, 1988). Cultural definitions determine 
how the organization is built, how it is run, and, simultaneously, how 

it is understood and evaluated (Suchman, 1995). Pragmatic

Normative

Cognitive
Strategic Branch

Depicts legitimacy as an operational resource (Suchman, 1988) that 
organizations extract, often competitively, from their cultural 

environments and that they employ in pursuit of their goals (Ashforth 
& Gibbs, 1990; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975)"

Stakeholder Theory 

Considers the role of "Any identifiable group or individual 
who can affect the achievement of an organisationôs 
objectives, or is affected by the achievement of an 
organisationôs objectives (Freeman & Reed 1983). 

Ethical

Managerial

Institutional Theory

Provides an explanation about why organisations tend 
to take on similar characteristics and form

Hybels (1995: 244) states that a useful model of the legitimation of an 
organizational form would involve a comprehensive appraisal of 

relevant constituencies., resources and survival capabilitiesô 

Hybels (1995: 244) states that a useful model of the legitimation of an 
organizational form would involve a comprehensive appraisal of 

relevant constituencies., resources and survival capabilitiesô 
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2.3 Institutional and Strategic Branches of Legitimacy Theory 

There are two main branches of legitimacy theory, however, it is useful to consider both 

perspectives to ensure a more holistic understanding of its application. 

2.3.1 Institutional legitimacy approach 

The institutional approach of legitimacy theory is based on a normative approach in which it 

views legitimacy as something that is óvirtually synonymous with institutionalizationô which 

empowers organizations by making them seem natural and meaningful (Suchman, 1995, p. 

576). Researchers in this field tend to emphasise collective saturation (Dimaggio & Powell, 

1983) of entire fields or sectors of organisational life (Suchman, 1995). Analysis therefore 

considers the properties of ñsupra-individual units of analysis that cannot be reduced to 

aggregations or direct consequences of individualsô attributes or motivesò (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1991, p. 8). This approach also emphasises the role of institutional isomorphism, both 

structural and procedural, as a way to earn organisational legitimacy (Dacin, 1997; 

Deephouse, 1996; Suchman, 1995). Accordingly, in order to survive, organisations must 

conform to the rules and belief systems prevailing in the environment (Scott, 1995; DiMaggio 

& Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The institutional approach depicts legitimacy as a 

set of constructive beliefs unlike the strategic approach that nests it as an operational resource 

(Suchman, 1988).  

2.3.2 Strategic legitimacy approach 

Suchman (1988) states that strategic-legitimacy studies depict legitimacy as an operational 

resource that organisations extract, often competitively, from their cultural environments 

which they employ in pursuit of their goals (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; Dowling & Pfeffer, 

1975; Suchman, 1995). Emphasis on the ways in which organizations instrumentally 

manipulate and deploy evocative symbols to garner societal support is common (Suchman, 

1995, p. 572).  

2.3.3 Holistic legitimacy approach 

A way of looking at both the strategic and institutional approaches of legitimacy theory is to 

consider it as a matter of perspective. In this case, one can either pursue the viewpoint of 

organisational managers looking out, or alternatively the viewpoint of society looking in 

(Suchman 1995; Elsbach, 1994). A more holistic approach might include looking at both. 
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Suchman (1995) for instance, cautions against forgetting that real world organisations face 

both strategic operational challenges and institutional constitutive pressures. This would seem 

pertinent to legitimacy studies involving the meat industry. One can imagine industry 

managers wrestling with questions of how and when to develop specific legitimation 

strategies to secure and/or retain resources. At the same time, they are being confronted with 

the need to understand the broader institutional forces that place pressure on the industry and 

which act as powerful drivers of industry behaviour (Scott, 1995; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 

Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  

A holistic approach in many respects matches the sensemaking characteristic of being 

Enactive of Sensible Environments (Weick, 1995), neatly summarised by Follett (1924) 

where she notes that, ñwe are neither the master nor slave of our environmentò. Therefore, a 

pragmatic or holistic approach to legitimacy recognises the need to look at both perspectives 

of legitimacy, institutional and strategic, along with the importance of actions.   

For example, in the meat industry, animal welfare must be managed daily and requires a 

standard of care that meets regulatory requirements as a basic minimum. There exists a set of 

internal industry expectations (e.g. actions that conform to the law and accepted industry 

practice), as well as a set of external public expectations regarding animal welfare, which 

may go far beyond legal requirements and which can change rapidly. Long-term management 

of all these norms, expectations, values, and definitions around animal welfare involves 

decision-making that consider the strategic legitimacy environment, as well as the broader 

institutional legitimacy pressures. Failure to adhere to, or meet either internal and/or external 

expectations can result in highly damaging events which can threaten legitimacy.  

Understanding the differences between internal and external expectations, and managing 

those differences, requires an understanding of both the conforming forces and potential 

opportunities resulting from institutional and strategic legitimacy demands. This includes 

managing the inherent trade-offs between both. The usefulness therefore in taking a holistic 

approach is that it drives a deeper understanding on the potential and real legitimacy gaps that 

might exist between internal and external expectations. The importance of this, is that it can 

help to avoid a situation of ólegitimacy lossô, which will place an organisation or industry in 

the unenviable phase of defending legitimacy.  

Legitimacy gaps can occur rapidly. For example, if public attention is suddenly focused on 

animal husbandry or slaughter practices that cause shock, revulsion or alarm, an industry or 
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organisation can quickly be forced into a position of defending legitimacy, which it may not 

be well-prepared for.  For the meat industry, there is the additional pressure that it often 

viewed homogenously by many stakeholders. Thus, when there is a serious failure to meet 

public expectations, for example in the EU Horsemeat scandal, shocking individual cases of 

animal cruelty, or the IARC cancer report (2015), the result is often not only highly 

disruptive for specific company/s, but also the wider meat industry.  

Crisis events and/or ongoing long-term slow erosion of trust and/or acceptance can therefore 

represent threats to legitimacy that extend far beyond the organization/s initially viewed as 

culpable (Desai, 2011). In these cases, strong stakeholder reactions involving perceived 

shortfalls can spill over organizational boundaries, affecting the legitimacy of other 

organizations and their overall field (Jonsson, Greve, & Fujiwara-Greve, 2009; Rhee & 

Valdez, 2009; Yu, Sengul & Lester, 2008; Desai, 2011). Consumers may reduce meat 

consumption, demands from downstream retailers to change production methods could 

increase, regulators may step up efforts to investigate and report transgressions, it may even 

result in wide-scale intervention by government through for example, government-led 

industry-scale inquiries (Assemblee Nationale, 2016).  

2.4 Dimensions of Legitimacy 

Suchman (1995) emphasises that organisations seek legitimacy through different ways. 

Accordingly, in any assessment of the importance, difficulty and/or effectiveness of 

legitimation activities he draws attention to two important dimensions of legitimacy in 

relation to legitimation efforts. These are the (a) distinction between pursuing continuity and 

pursuing credibility and (b) distinction between seeking passive support and seeking active 

support (Suchman, 1005, p. 574). Examples follow which try to illustrate what this might 

mean for the meat sector. Firstly, it is worth emphasising that organisations can pursue both 

continuity and credibility and seek passive and active support at the same time. The 

difference lies more in the emphasis or focus that an organisation/s will place on either 

dimension, according to the main drivers or motivations driving legitimation activities. 

Organisations, however, will tend to seek passive support and focus on actions based around 

preserving continuity most of the time. The reason being, that organisations who already 

possess legitimacy, will require little ongoing investment in maintaining legitimacy, if the 

organisation continues to broadly conform to current expectations or social norms of the 

industry and wider society. Perhaps however, this may also be a factor of deeply embedded 
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institutional frameworks and power structures that drive industry identity. For example, 

legitimation activities that centre around passive support may be chosen, if the organisation 

does not feel vulnerable due to an internal belief in its own strong identity and rationale in 

explaining what it is doing and why. This aspect of óexternal myopiaô caused by a strong 

organisational identity might be worth exploring further within the context of the meat 

industry. In contrast, where the organisation has a perceived or real legitimacy weakness or a 

potential future gap in legitimacy, then an organisation might seek active support and focus 

on acquiring credibility, such that organisation does not slip into a position of losing 

legitimacy, which will require the organisation to enter into a phase of reactive defence.  

2.4.1 Legitimation versus marketing and reputation management 

It is worth noting that there is a distinction between ñmarketingò and pursuing legitimacy 

through legitimation activities, although this difference is not always clear or straightforward. 

There is significant overlap between the two processes and they are certainly not mutually 

exclusive. The rather simplistic (perhaps naïve) view in this paper is that the difference is 

largely defined around their underlying purpose. Legitimation activities have as their primary 

goal, the task of repairing or preventing a disparity, now and/or in the future, which 

represents some incongruence between the meat sector (and its individual actorsô) actions and 

the society's perceptions of what these actions should be. This is different than marketing 

which is defined as ñthe activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, 

communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, 

partners, and society at largeò (AMA, 2013).  

It is also a difference between legitimacy management and óreputation managementô, 

although again there is sometime considerable overlap. Reputation as defined by Wartick 

(1992, p. 34) is ñthe aggregation of a single stakeholderôs perceptions of how well 

organizational responses are meeting the demands and expectations of many organizational 

stakeholdersò. Both legitimacy and reputation are multidimensional constructs (Dollinger, 

Golden, & Saxton, 1997; Ruef & Scott, 1998; Suchman, 1995) with the relationship perhaps 

best summarised by Rindova, Pollock, & Hayward (2006, p.54) where legitimacy is a ñfit 

with normative values and beliefsò and reputation is the ñperceived ability of the firm to 

create valueò. The element of differentiation, is also important, with reputation serving to 

distinguish one firm from another, compared to legitimacy which as a collective good accrues 
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to all industry members (Barnett, 2006). Deephouse & Suchman (2008, p.62) also describes 

the difference as ñlegitimacy being homogenizing, whereas reputation is differentiatingò.   

Any fuller discussion of these aspects is beyond this paper. It is simply noted that there is 

considerable overlap between the three areas. The following example, however, illustrates the 

interaction and close relationship between legitimation (attempting to satisfy social norms 

and expectations), marketing (creation and communication of value to the company and 

stakeholders) and reputation (enhancing trust but also driving competitive differentiation) 

actions. In 2010, Australian poultry brand Steggles ran an award-winning advertising 

campaign aimed at ñdispelling the myths around the use of cages in the Australian chicken 

meat farming industryò (see figure 10). In part the campaign was a response to a survey 

conducted in October 2010, in which 78% of respondents said that they believed that 

chickens raised for chicken meat were kept in cages (Australian Financial Review, 2012). 

This was despite the fact, that according to Australian Poultry Council, that poultry cages are 

not used in chicken meat farming operations in the Australian industry28. The campaign was 

considered highly successful for revitalising the brand, educating consumers on aspects of 

sustainability within the sector and increasing customer perception of quality associate with 

the brand. It also resulted in a substantial sales increase29. Legitimacy and reputation 

management aims, along with marketing goals to maintain and increase sales, were all 

important factors in the campaign. 

  

                                                           
28 Australian Chicken Meat Federation. At http://www.chicken.org.au/page.php?id=150#G1. Accessed 2 March 
2017. It should be noted that this applies to chicken meat farming and not egg farming operations, consumers 
may therefore not be differentiating between the two. 
29 A summary of the campaign and outcomes is provided as a case study by the Australian Financial Review and 
can be found at http://www.afrbiz.com.au/media/Case%20Studies/Baiada_Case_Study_Ed_7.pdf 

Figure 10. Steggles Advertising 

Campaign Poster 

http://www.chicken.org.au/page.php?id=150#G1
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2.4.2 Pursuing continuity 

Legitimation activities can focus on the pursuit of protecting continuity. Continuity is defined 

as an óunbroken and consistent existence or operation of something over time.ô (Oxford 

Dictionary, 2015). This dimension therefore centres on the intention of maintaining social 

acceptance of the organisationsô operations and existence so that it can focus on its own 

objectives and avoid potential public reappraisal of its actions. Pursuing continuity though 

legitimation activities can be achieved through active or passive ways. A passive activity that 

pursues continuity could be for example, adhering to, and reporting on regulatory or industry-

level requirements. Other examples might include actions that seek to better connect the 

consumer to how the animal is farmed (farm open-days) with the aim to maintain ongoing 

acceptance and understanding of industry practice, as well as ñfarmingò values. Another 

example of a focus on pursuing continuity might be óThe Glass Walls Project30. This project, 

developed by the American Meat Industry, seeks to bring more transparency to abattoir 

practices, as well as to develop a better understanding amongst stakeholders, of expected 

ónormalô slaughterhouse practice in the industry. It includes videos, narrated by an 

international expert in animal welfare, of slaughter practices. It uses real examples and 

explains in detail each step of the process. 

2.4.2.1  Enhancing persistence 

 

Organisations can also focus on pursuing continuity through actions that centre on the task of 

enhancing persistence. For example, persistence might be represented in the many activities  

(both collectively and individually) that companies carry out to maintain the perception of 

meat-eating as an important cultural or social activity.  

                                                           
30 NAMI, The Glass Walls Project. At http://animalhandling.org/ht/d/sp/i/80622/pid/80622. Accessed 1 
January 2017. 

http://animalhandling.org/ht/d/sp/i/80622/pid/80622
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Figure 11. American Meat Institute Advertisement, 1940 

Meat advertising campaigns of the 1940-60s in the United States provide an example of how 

ñpersistenceò is sought through advertising. Figures 11 and 12 highlight themes such as 

health, power, identity, as well as meat representing the ónutritional cornerstone of lifeô. Meat 

is also described as being essential to growth and wellbeing.  

 

Figure 12. American Meat Institute Advertisement, 1940s 
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There is also an emphasis on meat as a complete protein food to be óeaten as much as 2-3 

times a dayô. These messages are typical of many strongly held persisting stereotypes and 

beliefs held about meat. For many societies, the ability to consume large amounts of meat has 

also traditionally been a marker of wealth and social power (e.g., Fiddes, 1991). Red meat, 

for example, is also thought to occupy a position high in the food hierarchy because it 

symbolizes power, strength, and human dominance over nature through its visible blood 

content and associations with hunting, a typically male-dominated activity (e.g., Adams, 

1990; Fiddes, 1991; Sobal, 2005).   

Swatland (2010) discusses the role of meat consumption culture in the early development of 

language, social grouping and religions and highlights that laws governing meat industries in 

the West are also a product of western culture. For example, he reminds us that it was the 

novel, The Jungle, written by the Pulitzer Prize winner, Upton Sinclair, and published in 

1906, that led to President Theodore Roosevelt to accelerate the passage of the US Pure Food 

and Drug and Meat Inspection Acts. The novel exposed atrocious conditions in the meat 

industry which led to an immediate public outcry and subsequent government 

reaction.  There has, however, also been significant changes in societal values around meat 

over the last century. Figure 14, a French advertisement from early twentieth century, 

emphasises the ability of meat to ñfight fatigueò, depicting a clever pig happy to contribute to 

its own demise for the benefit of humans. Figure 14 makes the somewhat explicit connection 

between solid, compressed and soon to be dead, beef cows. 

 

    Figure 13. French meat advertisement, 1920           Figure 14. St. Louis Beef Canning Company, 1890 - 1920 
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These images would no longer be acceptable in present-day communications. Indeed, Park & 

Singer (2012, p.123) maintain that the welfare of farm animals has become an issue of 

international concern over the past decade, caused by the growth in international trade in 

animals and animal products, and Westerners' reactions to what they perceive as cruel 

practices both in their own countries and outside their borders.  A 2007 European 

Commission survey on "Attitudes of EU Citizens Towards Animal Welfare,", showed that 77 

percent of those responding to the poll wanted further improvements to protect farm animals 

on top of existing regulations. This was despite the introduction, over the preceding ten years 

of more stringent regulations, for example, bans on sow stalls, barren battery cages, and 

individual confinement stalls for calves raised for veal (EC, 2007).  

Nevertheless, the persisting belief that ñmeat eating is an essential part of the diet providing 

the best form of accessible protein and essential mineralsò remains strong in many 

populations. This was evidenced in research by MacDiarmid, Douglas & Campbell (2016, p. 

491) in which consumers were asked for reasons why they might not reduce meat 

consumption and provided responses based around: the importance of the perceived traditions 

and role of meat in the diet (e.g. ña proper meal has to include meatò, ñit is part of a healthy 

dietò, ñmeat fills you upò); belief that human beings should eat meat (e.g. ñman has always 

eaten meatò, ñit is part of our staple dietò) and the influence of external social pressures (e.g. 

ñothers in the household are unwilling to eat less meatò, ñnot wanting to be seen as different 

from peersò).  

Maintaining this ñpersistencyò, and therefore continuity of norms and values around meat is 

understandably important to the meat industry. Therefore, any challenges to this dimension 

would be expected to encounter strong opposition from industry members. This was 

evidenced in reactions to the Scientific Report of the 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory 

Committee (DGAC) in the United States. The recommendations of this Advisory Report 

were made with the aim to be a critical contributor to the final development of the 2015-2020 

United States Dietary Guidelines. The US Dietary Guidelines themselves hold substantive 

institutional power, being hugely influential in setting nutritional policies (in the private and 

public sector), as well as guiding government procurement policy.  There are considerable 

incentives for food companies to comply or provide food products consistent with the advice 

of the US Dietary Guidelines. For example, the Federal Government uses the guidelines as 

the basis for federal nutrition and food-assistance programs, including school lunches. The 

Executive Summary of the 2015 Advisory Report noted that, ñThe overall body of evidence 
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examined by the 2015 DGAC identifies that a healthy dietary pattern is higher in vegetables, 

fruits, whole grains, low- or non-fat dairy, seafood, legumes, and nuts; moderate in alcohol 

(among adults); lower in red and processed meat31; and low in sugar, sweetened foods and 

drinks and refined grainsò (p.4). Contained in a footnote was reference to lean mean, stating 

that: ñlean meats can be a part of a healthy dietary patternò. The removal of lean meat from 

the substantive text, a change from previous Reports and its reference only in a footnote 

provoked vigorous reaction from the meat industry, with the Reportôs recommendations 

labelled by industry representatives as: ñflawedò, ñnonsensicalò and ñfailing to recognize the 

role that nutrient dense lean meats can play in a healthy balanced dietò (NAMI, 2015). 

Further, the view that ñLean meat is a headline, not a footnote32ò became quickly supported 

by the wider industry, picked up by media, and further promulgated by politicians. It became 

a major issue of public discourse in the process of developing the new Dietary Guidelines. 

This is not surprising. Any perceived or real relegation of the role of meat by a powerful 

norm-setting process represents a direct threat to the persistency of values associated with 

meat as being a cornerstone of the national diet and therefore has considerable consequences 

for the industry. 

2.4.3 Pursuing credibility  

Pursuing credibility through a compelling collective account or rationale explaining what the 

organisation or sector is doing and why (Suchman,1995) c also represents an important 

legitimation activity. For example, a sector-wide approach to help enhance trust, credibility, 

and ultimately legitimacy can be employed. In these cases, the sector may frame its 

communications in the narrative of óworking with credible othersô to improve its 

environmental or social performance. These credible others will likely include stakeholders 

that hold some level of status, for example international organisations, scientists, óreputableô 

civil society groups, and governments. Activities might include the development of voluntary 

certification schemes (e.g. organic labelling scheme, carbon footprint certification) or 

                                                           
31 ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜΥ ά!ǎ ƭŜŀƴ ƳŜŀǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƻǊ 
handled similarly between studies, they were not identified as a common characteristic across the reviews. 
However, as demonstrated in the food pattern modeling of the Healthy U.S.-style and Healthy Mediterranean-
style patterns, lean meats can be a part of a healthy dietŀǊȅ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΦέ ό5D!/ wŜǇƻǊǘΣ нлмрύ  
32 Statement by North American Meat Institute (NAMI) President and CEO Barry Carpenter. In, NAMI (Tuesday, 
CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нпΣ нлмрύΦ άInstitute Issues Strong Response to Final DGAC ReportέΦ !ǘ 
https://www.meatinstitute.org/index.php?ht=display/ArticleDetails/i/110158 
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international guidance, standards, principles (e.g. LEAP Partnership33, Global Roundtable on 

Sustainable Beef) to help measure and improve environmental performance, animal welfare 

practices, health and/or safety, and may also be aimed at informing consumers in a ñcredibleò 

way about external product attributes.  

Many national-level schemes also exist with the goal to improve stakeholder perceptions of 

reliability, sustainability, safety and trustworthiness and enhance credibility. For example, the 

Irish OriginGreen34 initiative is a national-level evidence-based sustainability programme in 

Ireland, to which participating farmers and food producers are independently verified against. 

Independent verification is an important element of building credibility in the programme. 

Another example is the development in Germany of a nationwide voluntary animal welfare 

label, developed by scientists, meat industry members and the German Animal Welfare 

Association35.  

2.4.4 Passive acquiescence and/or active support 

The difference between seeking passive acquiescence or active support is important. To seek 

active support requires an organisation to ómobilise affirmative commitmentô from 

stakeholders and this is often demanding and requires additional resources (Suchman, 1995).  

Because of the significant rise in total meat consumption globally over the last 100 years and 

its historically valued position in the social and business fabric of many countries, one would 

argue that seeking passive acquiescence has been historically sufficient for legitimacy. This 

would appear, in general, to still hold true, particularly in developing countries where meat 

consumption is rising rapidly and there may be less attention to quality or sustainability 

issues or in countries with very strong meat cultures36. However, in many developed 

countries it could be argued that the sector must now go beyond seeking mere passive 

                                                           
33 The LEAP Partnership was founded in 2012 and involves stakeholders across the livestock sectors. The 
objective is to develop comprehensive guidance and methodology for understanding the environmental 
performance of livestock supply chains. It has significant industry involvement. See 
http://www.fao.org/partnerships/leap/en/ 
34 OriginGreen (2017). At http://www.origingreen.ie/about/our-sustainability-charter/ 
35 See BMEL (2017) The BMEL supports introduction of an independent animal welfare label. At 
https://www.bmel.de/EN/Animals/AnimalWelfare/_Texte/Tierschutzlabel.html 
36 Although in many developing countries there is increasing interest in health and safety concerns related to 
food. 
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acquiescence in maintaining legitimacy to a position of seeking active support across a range 

of issues related to sustainability, health, and ethical practices.  

There is evidence in industrialised countries that meat consumption levels per capita appear 

are nearing or have reached saturation. For example, OECD countries show a 7% increase in 

total meat consumption from 1995-2015, however, consumption per capita of all meats (beef 

veal, poultry, pork and sheep meat) from 2005-2015 shows less than 1% growth in total 

consumption37. In the period 2009-2014, world meat consumption growth also declined, to 

nearly reach the pace of population growth (EU Agricultural Markets Briefs, 2015). Closer 

examination also shows substantive differences in consumption between meat species. Data 

for OECD countries from 1995 to 2015 shows a small increase in pork and particularly large 

growth in poultry consumption with significant decreases in beef/veal and lamb consumption. 

This is interesting in that the persistence of red meat as a key component of the diet is 

potentially being challenged by ñwhite meatò alternatives38. It may therefore reflect a 

possible change in cultural values around red meat and growing willingness or acceptance to 

substitute red meat with white meat alternatives based not just on price but also qualities such 

as taste, values, and perceived ease of cooking.  

Studies also point to a growing willingness amongst consumers to reduce meat consumption 

in industrialised countries. De Bakker & Dagevos (2012, p.212) pointed to a possible shift 

going on in the cultural image and appreciation of meat amongst Dutch consumers with meat 

becoming less of a token of masculinity as it once was. A large proportion of the Dutch 

consumers surveyed in the research, approximately 70% of the sample of 800 consumers, 

were also identified as óómeat reducersôô, who had at least one meatless day weekly (De 

Bakker and Dagevos, 2012). The national 2014 British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey 

showed that 29% of respondents reported reducing their meat intake in the last year, and that 

the major driver for this was concerns around health (58%) (NATCEN, 2016). A 2013 survey 

of the British public commissioned by Eating Better found that around one in three (34%) 

people said they were willing to consider eating less meat, with a quarter (25%) saying they 

had already cut back on the amount of meat they were eating over the last year (NATCEN, 

2016b).  There is also an increasing interest in meat substitute foods. A 2014 global report by 

market research company Allied, estimated that the global meat substitute market will grow 

                                                           
37 OECD (2016), Meat consumption (indicator): doi: 10.1787/fa290fd0-en (Accessed on 27 May 2016) 
38 Noting that pork meat is considered as a red meat. 

http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/global-meat-substitute-market-is-expected-to-reach-52-billion-by-2020-567334371.html
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by an average of 8.4 percent annually in the next five years, reaching a size of USD 5.2 

billion by 2020 (Allied Market Research, 2016).  

Campaigns by NGOs which highlight the negative impacts of meat consumption are also 

becoming increasingly sophisticated, organised and coordinated. A number of scandals (horse 

meat, animal cruelty) and health scares (mad cow disease, salmonella, bird flu, swine flu) 

have and continue to draw considerable media attention. Research and guidance from highly 

respected organisations (e.g. WHO, American Cancer Society, Oxford University) are also 

highlighting the detrimental health effects of meat consumption.  

Increasing urbanisation will also have a huge impact on traditional meat-eating values and 

norms in society. While urbanisation can be positive because it is linked with rising income 

levels and rising meat consumption, it also brings an additional complexity due to a potential 

weakening of shared values as urban consumers become less connected to rural areas and 

farming. 

ñWhen Congress created the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1862, it was called "The 

People's Department" because nine out of ten Americans lived on farm. Today, fewer than 

five percent of Americans live on farms. The majority are separated from farming by multiple 

generations.ò39 

At the same time, a growing and more urbanised global population and associated rising 

middle class in the developing regions, will create an increase in total meat demand over the 

coming years. Therefore, the meat sector will need to meet increasing and shifting global 

meat demand, in a progressively resource-constrained world, whilst being increasingly 

scrutinised on its environmental, ethical, social, health, safety and economic performance.  

Rising total global meat consumption, and corresponding increasing production, will no 

doubt also aggravate many of the pressure points already evident in current meat 

consumption and production practices.  

Without proper management of these issues, including a reduction in overconsumption, the 

sector is likely to be faced with an increasing level of disruptive events which will continue to 

confront current industry values and norms, and which will further challenge legitimacy. 

Together, these pressures and demands may well require more than ópassive acquiescenceô 

but a more active ómobilisation of supportô amongst a broad set of stakeholders. According to 

                                                           
39 American Meat Institute. Meat Mythcrushers. At http://www.meatmythcrushers.com/ . Accessed 10 
February 2017 
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Suchman (1995, p.575) achieving active support also requires that an organisation/industry 

óhave valueô. Yet, many of the sustainability, health, ethical demands facing the industry are 

also issues related to a fundamental re-examination of the values of meat, in society. 

Therefore, legitimacy of meat, and the meat industry, is likely to be increasingly contested 

over the coming years. 

2.5 Pragmatic, Moral and Cognitive Approaches to Legitimacy Theory  

There are three broad types of organisational legitimacy as applied in both strategic or 

institutional legitimacy context. These refer to pragmatic, moral and cognitive legitimacy 

(Suchman, 1995). All three approaches are based around the generalised perception or 

assumption that organisational activities are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some 

socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions (Suchman, 1995, p. 

577). The distinction between the three lies in the different behavioural dynamics underlying 

each approach (Suchman, 1995). In considering legitimacy in the context of the 

sustainability, ethical and health-related challenges facing the meat industry, investigation of 

the pragmatic, moral and cognitive types of legitimacy are all worth exploring, at least 

initially. This maintains an open-mind and can also provide different perspectives on issues 

early in the investigation that might guide later methodological choices and/or specific focus 

points of the research. With a view to assessing potential applicability to the meat sector, 

several questions or examples are provided in Table 2, alongside a brief description of the 

three approaches.
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Table 2. Approaches to legitimacy theory 
Approach  Definition  Types  Description  Potential Example  

Pragmatic  
 

ñRests on the self-
interested calculations of 
an organisationôs most 
immediate audiences.ò 
(Suchman,1995: p.578).  
 

Exchange legitimacy  Support for an organisational policy based on that policyôs expected 
value to a particular set of constituents (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975). 
The contribution a firm will make is valuable, the groups that will 
benefit the most from it should take it seriously, and the firm is 
responsive to the needs and interests of the se groups.  

Powerful lobbying efforts to secure support for pro -meat industry outcomes based on mutual exchange 
of support.  
 
 

Influence legitimacy  Constituents support the organisation not necessarily because they 
believe that it provides specific favo urable exchanges, but because 
they see it as being responsive to their larger interests.  

Co-opting constituents in nutritional campaigns that have pro -meat industry outcomes. Appointment of 
industry - funded advisers/scientists in development of industry/nat ional/international standards.  
Appointment of cultural ambassadors for meat promotions  such as athletes, celebrities, chefs.  

Dispositional legitimacy  A type of legitimacy that emphasises the relationship between 
constituents and the organisation where t he constituents consider 
the organisation as ñsharing the same valuesò or possessing 
individual qualities that they share, as though the organisation is 
indeed an individual itself.  

Meat marketing campaigns that underscore an intimate connection between c onsumer and company, 
sharing meat values, emphasis on connection of the consumer to the producer, emphasis on ñfamilyò 
farming systems, production practices in line with individual consumerôs beliefs such as ñlocalò 
production or ñorganicò.  

Moral  Rests not on judgments 
about whether a given 
activity benefits the 
evaluator, but rather on 
judgements about 
whether the activity is 
ñthe right thing to doò. 
(Suchman, 1995)  

Consequential  legitimacy  Organisations should be judged by what they accomplish (Meyer & 
Rowan, 1991).  

Supply of safe quality meat with transparency across the meat supply chain, from producer through to 
consumer, embracing regulatory procedures expected by consumers. Transgressions, such as the 
European ñhorse meat scandalò of 2013, where goods advertised as containing beef were found to 
contain undeclared or improperly declared  horsemeat can have se rious impacts on the industry. The 
killing of animals in a humane manner is expected as the ñright thing to doò. Meat industry is judged on 
its  ability to carry out this expectation. General code that communication on slaughtering procedures is 
avoided, however, implicit in this is an expectation that such procedures are carried out in a humane 
manner. Transgressi ons have serious consequences.  

Procedural  legitimacy  Organisations garner moral legitimacy by embracing socially 
accepted techniques and procedures (Scott, 1977)  

Embracing voluntary certification schemes, industry standards and guidance for farming and production 
of meat. Industry shou ld follow regulations and be transparent in operations.  

Structural  legitimacy  The organisation is valuable and worthy of support because its 
structural characteristic located it within a morally favoured 
taxonomic category.  

The meat industry and specifi cally farmers are providing an essential service for society by providing 
safe, nutritious food . Farms are considered as part of the landscape and ñlookò similar. Farm ñopen-
daysò allow consumers to connect with the structural dynamics of farming. Food safety is standardised 
and regulated. Performance is measured and reported on. Government officials are seen to support 
industry, direct or indirec t economic subsidies may exist. Avoidance  of communication on large -scale 
intensive farming operations. Avoidanc e of the use of ñfactory farmingò, ñcorporate farmingò.  

Personal  legitimacy  Rest on the charisma of individual organisational leaders. Often 
transitory and idiosyncratic.  

No evidence of any charismatic global leader, however, nationally there may be in stances of well -known 
leaders/CEO/owners of meat companies or meat retailing businesses, which are identified by consumers 
and act as compelling reason to support company or trust in it s leadership/products/services.  

Cognitive  Legitimacy based on 
cogniti on rather than on 
interest or evaluation.  

Comprehensibility  Cultural models that furnish plausible explanations for the 
organisation and its endeavours and which help participants arrange 
their experiences into coherent, understandable accounts.  

General a cceptance of meat -eating as necessary or inevitable based on cultural and nutritional 
importance of the role of meat in the human diet. Supported through research, marketing, cultural 
exchange. Reinforced actively by activities of the industry.  

Taken - for -grandness  ñFor things to be otherwise is literally unthinkableò, glacial, integrative 
change is a feature.  

Meat viewed still as ñcornerstone of the main mealò of the day in many households. Other options such 
as veganism, vegetarianism still only a sma ll minority in many countries and may be marginalised 
behaviour in some cultures.  
Farming (meat/dairy) is viewed as the ñfabricò of society in many countries. 

Meat eating is considered natural, normal and essential. ñHumans need meat to survive in a healthy 
way.ò  
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2.6 Threats to Legitimacy 

Mathews (1993, p. 350) defines legitimacy and subsequently the threats to legitimacy, as 

when: 

ñOrganisations seek to establish congruence between the social values associated with or 

implied by their activities and the norms of acceptable behaviour in the larger social system 

in which they are a part. In so far as these two value systems are congruent we can speak of 

organisational legitimacy. When an actual or potential disparity exists between the two value 

systems there will exist a threat to organisational legitimacy.ò 

It is worth noting that it is not possible for an organisation to satisfy all constituents, at any 

time. However, satisfaction of all is not the criteria on which legitimacy rests on. Simply, no 

organisation would be legitimate if this was the case. Legitimacy is socially constructed, 

dependent on a collective audience, yet independent of particular observers (Suchman, 1995).  

As well, legitimacy can be, and is most often is resilient to specific events. One might expect, 

however, that this would be somewhat dependent, on the severity of the challenge to 

legitimacy and the stage any individual company was in, with regards seeking legitimacy. For 

example, a particularly damaging event could be catastrophic to a ñnew entrantò seeking to 

build legitimacy, or to an established company which was already in a serious phase of 

repairing or defending legitimacy.  

Legitimacy is, however, dependent on a history of events (Suchman, 1995). These events do 

not necessarily need to be long-lasting but can be transitory or episodic in nature, the key 

point being that legitimacy is a dynamic construct. Deegan, Rankin & Tobin (2002, p. 319 - 

20) state that ñcommunity expectations are not considered static, but rather, change across 

time thereby requiring organisations to be responsive to the environment in which they 

operate. An organisation could, accepting this view, lose its legitimacy even if it has not 

changed its activities from previous activities. Thus, companies need not only be ready to 

respond to the sudden unexpected legitimacy crisis but be consciously aware of any slow 

erosion of legitimacy over time.  

The increasing interconnectivity of societies through the rapid process of globalisation over 

the last 50 years has also resulted in the potential for increased scrutiny of organisations.  

Information can be circulated quickly and be of interest to stakeholders who may reside far 

from the event or incident that occurs. In this case, corporations must be aware of potentially 

legitimacy-damaging activities in other countries. Industry bodies set up at an international 

level, for example the International Meat Secretariat or the Round-Table on Sustainable Beef, 
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which bring representatives from different companies from around the world to a common 

platform to discuss and strategize can be useful mechanism to help address such legitimacy 

issues. At an individual level, we are also reminded that almost every corporation will 

regularly need to defend its legitimacy, by the mere fact that:  

ñCorporations must fulfil both a competence and community requirement to realize 

legitimacyé Satisfaction of stockholder interests often occurs at the expense of 

community concerns (e.g., the despoiling of the environment) while, conversely, 

responsibility to the larger community often occurs at the expense of the stockholderò 

(Hearit, 1995, p. 3).  

Suchman (2005) also outlines three points where legitimacy maintenance can be problematic. 

Firstly, legitimacy represents a relationship with an audience, and the audience is likely to be 

heterogenous, therefore audience demands can change over time. Secondly, in maintaining 

legitimacy an entity can become rigid and unresponsive through legitimatisation that 

institutionalises industry structure and behaviour preventing required change/s to respond 

appropriately to legitimacy threats.  Thirdly, institutionalisation can itself generate opposition 

(p.594). For example, attempts to attract positive attention (marketing campaigns) can result 

in the opposite effect of negative attention and allow certain stakeholders to attempt to 

delegitimise the whole sector.  

2.7 Phases of Legitimacy 

Table 2 identifies phases of legitimacy in which a company/industry will operate within. 

These different phases indicate whether the organisation is in a phase of gaining, maintaining, 

repairing, defending or even extending legitimacy, along with specific examples in the meat 

sector. In each phase, organizations will employ various strategies and actions to ensure that 

their operations are, or become to be, perceived as legitimate (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975). 

That is, they will attempt to establish congruence between óthe social values associated with 

or implied by their activities and the norms of acceptable behaviour in the larger social 

system of which they are a partò (Mathews ,1993, p.350). The addition to other stages of 

legitimacy management to the three (gain, maintain, repair) set out by Suchman (1995) is 

helpful in providing further detail to the legitimation activities that might be employed by 

companies in different phases. For example, the additional stage of extending legitimacy, 

whereby an organisation enters new markets or changes the way it relates to its current 

market (Tilling, 2004; OôDonovan, 2002; Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990) provides further detail to 

the specific legitimation activities that might be employed at this time, and which could be 
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ñintense and proactive as management attempts to win the confidence and support of wary 

potential constituentsò (Ashford & Gibbs, 1990, p. 180).  Legitimacy may also be threatened 

by a sudden disruptive event (internal or external) and therefore require immediate defence of 

legitimacy. In this stage, ñlegitimation activities tend to be intense and reactive as 

management attempts to counter the threatò (Ashford & Gibbs, 1990, p. 183).  Tilling (2002) 

argues for the addition of the ópossibility that a firm may not successfully (or may be unable 

to) defend the threat to its legitimacy and actually start to lose legitimacyô and ultimately exit 

legitimacy and be disestablished because the loss might be so serious and/or ongoing in 

nature that it could prove to be fatal. Industries of this nature might include CFC 

manufacturers, nuclear power stations in countries where nuclear accidents have led to 

overwhelming social disapproval or the tobacco industry (Tilling, 2002). Table 3 also 

identifies the use of different strategies and activities in different organisational phases of 

legitimacy as they might apply to the meat industry. 

2.8 Model of Legitimation  

A possible cycle or model that sets out different phases of legitimacy, as indicated in Table 3, 

is outlined in Figure 15. There are, however, a few additional notes to the model that extend 

further than the earlier discussion in sections 2.5 to 2.8. For example, it is proposed that 

actual legitimacy defence only occurs when there is some real or perceived loss of 

legitimacy. This is because maintenance of legitimacy requires some efforts from the 

organisation, yet these efforts, are aimed largely at maintaining passive support. They are also 

generally centred around perceiving future change and protecting past accomplishments 

(Suchman, 2005).  

In contrast, pursuing active support, requires mobilisation of stakeholder support towards 

something of óvalueô, and therefore represents a resource intensive activity for an 

organisation, involving an active decision on behalf of the organisation to invest in such a 

strategy.  Therefore, any investment in active legitimation activities will only occur when 

there is perceived or real loss of legitimacy, now or in the future. Or, if the organisation is 

seeking to extend legitimacy which goes far beyond mere maintenance of current legitimacy 

to the creation of new óvalueô and with it new legitimacy expectations.  In the case of 

perceived or real future loss of legitimacy, the organisation will be forced into defending its 

legitimacy. It is suggested that once organisations move into a phase of defending legitimacy, 

the goal should be to move as fast as possible out of this phase, to ñrepairò and ñregainò 
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legitimacy to acquire again the relatively stable phase of maintenance. This avoids becoming 

trapped in the vicious cycle of attack and defence which reinforce attacks on legitimacy and 

ultimately lead to further loss of legitimacy.  

There is interest in understanding further, however, what happens in organisations that do not 

successfully repair legitimacy and who may continue to lose legitimacy over time. This is 

depicted by the arrows at (a) in both directions in Figure 15. For those extending legitimacy, 

the aim will be likewise, to move quickly out of the extending legitimacy phase to gain and 

then reach a new stable maintenance phase. In the case of the meat industry, there is interest 

therefore, in determining how the industry makes sense of the difference phases of 

legitimacy, maintenance, defence, and repair phases and whether it sees opportunities for 

extending legitimacy (b), for example into óa differentiated protein strategyô which is not 

solely reliant on animal meat.  

 
Figure 15. Proposed Model of Phases of Legitimacy  

b 

a  
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Table 3. Phases of Legitimacy 

Phase  Description  Strategies and Actions  Examples  

Establishing/ Gaining 
Legitimacy  

Early stages of a firmôs 
development, ñorganisation must be 
aware of socially  constructed 

standards of quality and desirability 
as well as perform in accordance 
with accepted standards of 
professionalismò (Hearit, 1995, p. 
2).  

Proactive  
 
Strategies utilised fall into 3 main categories (a) efforts to conform to established instituti onal environments; (b) 

efforts to select audiences that are supportive; (c) efforts to manipulate environments to create new audiences and 
legitimation beliefs (Suchman, 1995). Potential actions:  
 
¶ Seek to change the perception of the ñrelevant publicsô 
¶ Seek to educate and inform its órelevant publicsô about changes in the organôs performance and activities; 
¶ Adapt output and goals to conform to prevailing definitions of legitimacy.  
¶ Attempt through communications, to alter the definition of social legitimacy so that it conforms to the 

organisationôs present practices, output and values. 

¶ Attempt through communications, to become identified with symbols, values or institutions that have a 
strong sense of legitimacy.  

 

Interesting examples of emerging meat 
alterna tives that are potentially in a phase of 
gaining legitimacy could be: in -vitro meat 

production, insects as alternative protein 
source, growth of meat substitutes (mock 
meat), Impossible Burger.  
 
 
 

Maintaining 

Legitimacy  

(majority of 

organisations).  

Societ al limits on business are 

conti nuously defined and redefined. 
Organisations will monitor changes 
and seek to preserve current 
legitimacy status.  

Strategies utilised fall include (1) ongoing role performance and symbolic assurances that all is well, and (2)  

attempts to anticipate and prevent or forestall potential c hallenges to legitimacy (Ashforth  & Gibbs, 1990: 183).  
 
Seek to manipulate perception by deflecting attention from the issue of concern to other related issues through an 
appeal to emotive symbols   
 
Use of symbolic activities to affect images of the organisation by providing explanation, rationalisations, and 
legitimation for activities (Pfeffer,1981: 4)  

 

Seek to change external e xpectations of its performance.  Stop highly visible legitimation effo rts.  
 
Stockpile supportive beliefs, attitudes , goodwill  and accounts  

Utilisation of CSR reporting, development of 

Partnerships with international policy and 

research organisations, partnerships with 

CSOs, Round -Tables on 

Sustainability/Sustainable Beef, De velopment 

of industry or voluntary market certification; 

input and participation into development of 

standards in international standards 

processes ( e.g. , ISO).  Lobbying.  

Extending 

Legitimacy  

A point where an organisation 

enters new markets or changes th e 

way it relates to its current market.  

Proactive. Strategies ñapt to be intense and proactive as management attempts to win the confidence and support of 

wary potential constituentsò (Ashford and Gibbs, 1990, p. 180). 

 

Investment by traditional ñmeatò companies 

in meat alternatives such as soy -based 

alternatives as diversification strategy.  

Defending 

Legitimacy  

 

Legitimacy is threatened (internal or 

external)  and organisation is forced 

to  defe nd legitimacy.  

Reactive. ñLegitimation activities tend to be intense and reactive as management attempts to counter the threatò 

(As hford and Gibbs, 1990, p. 183).  

 

Reaction to WHO IARC Monographs 

evaluation of the carcinogenicity of 

consumption of red meat and processed 

meat.  Lobbying  

Repairing 

Legitimacy  

Organisati ons actively seek 

strategies and interact with 

stakeholders to  

Proactive . Elements of a strategy to repair legitimation, that an organisation may utilise, include 40 :  

Á Educate and inform its ñrelevant publicsò about actual changes in the organisationôs perf ormance and 
activities; ·  

Á Change the perceptions of the ñrelevant publicsò  
Á Manipulate perception by deflecting attention from the issue of concern to other related symbols through an 

appeal to, for example, emotive symbols;  

Á Change external e xpectations o f its performance.  

BSE, Horsemeat Scandal .  

Marketing campaigns. Partnerships with 

trusted partners. Co -opting respected 

athletes, scientists, celebrities to endorse 

safe, healthy meat.  

                                                           
40 Note that these elements emerge from Lindblom (1994) where she uses them in the context of gaining or maintain legitimacy, however they appear to more appǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǇŀƛǊƛƴƎ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ άǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ όǊŜŀƭ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ) to some event or disruption. 






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































