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Abstract:  
This study explores the strategic and economic rationale of the decision-making 
process to either expand or not expand into plant-based meat products by Finnish 
meat processors. Consumer concerns towards health-related, environmental, and 
ethical aspects connected to meat production and consumption is increasing the 
demand for factors of added value (organic/local produce) as well as plant-based meat 
products, which to a certain extent address these concerns. An increased demand for 
plant-based meat combined with food processing advancements, and an overall 
stagnated meat market has many Finnish meat processors implementing or at least 
considering a product and brand repositioning in terms of an expansion from purely 
traditional meat products to plant-based meat products. This question of product and 
brand positioning is a crucial strategic decision with many complex factors. A strategic 
repositioning towards plant-based meat, however, seems to be an issue more complex 
than with other product groups. It seems to be more than a question of purely product 
diversification for meat processors– it implies taking a stance on sensitive topics, 
company values, perceived brand image and going beyond core competencies. 
 
The extent of studies in sustainability transitions has been increasing, however, has 
not yet fully covered the food processing sector. Previous studies on plant-based meat 
focus mainly on the consumers perceptions and newly founded plant-based meat 
companies regarding aspects such as innovation potential, dietary and cultural 
challenges, as well as the future consumption of meat. However, there seems to be a 
lack of understanding of the need for strategic repositioning of both brand and product 
portfolio by the meat processors in regards to this trend. By interviewing experts 
ranging from directors and managers at Finnish meat processing companies, to CEO’s 
of plant-based meat companies and food processing technology investors, the purpose 
of this study is to understand the reasoning behind companies that have chosen to 
reposition product range from traditional meat into plant-based meat, as well the 
reasoning to not reposition – and rather, maintain current product portfolio. 
 
The findings indicate that the repositioning from purely traditional meat products 
towards plant-based meat is a highly strategic decision influenced strongly by 
economic rationale and corporate environmentalism. Growing consumer demand and 
shifting preferences combined with food processing technological advancements seem 
to be the main external drivers behind plant-based meat and a product repositioning. 
However, also several internal factors come in to play when it comes to the decision of 
repositioning towards plant-based meat. Some of these factors were quite natural for a 
competitive marketplace such as competitive advantages, brand image, diversification 
of business, resource-based view and corporate environmentalism. However, other 
factors were more industry-, product-, and trend specific, with complex issues behind 
them such as market entry timing based on changes in dietary culture, and the 
threshold between personal satisfaction and ethical concern. 
 
To conclude, while still marginal, the market for plant-based meat in Finland is 
growing significantly, which is pressing the issue of a potential product and brand 
repositioning by Finnish meat processors. Overall, this study opens up a multitude of 
potential topics for future research.   
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Avhandlingens rubrik: Ompositionering till växtbaserat kött. Inblick i 
finska köttproducenters beslutsfattande. 
 
Svenskt sammandrag: 
Målet med studien är att undersöka de strategiska och ekonomiska motiven bakom 
en potentiell produkt-, samt brandompositionering till växtbaserade kött av Finska 
köttprodukt producenter.  
 
Konsumerandens växande oro för miljörelaterade, hälsorelaterade samt etiska 
problem kopplade med produktionen och konsumtionen av kött ökar 
värdeläggningen på lokala, organiska samt växtbaserade produkter. Enbart på finska 
marknaden har det introducerats flertal växtbaserade köttprodukter under de 
senaste fem åren, vilket tyder på en stor efterfrågan och validitet av en historiskt sett 
niche marknad. En förändring i konsumentpreferenser kombinerat med interna 
teknologiska matprocesserings utvecklingar, samt en överlag stagnerad köttmarknad 
väcker frågan om en potentiell ompositionering av produkt och brand från enbart 
traditionella köttprodukter till växtbaserat kött från köttproducenter.  
 
Ett beslut om en ompositionering är en komplex strategisk fråga med många faktorer 
att beakta. Diskussionen kring växtbaserade produkter verkar vara känslig i och med 
att den tar ställning till kulturella samt etiska frågor kopplade med våra dagliga 
vanor och matlagning, därmed kan det vara besvärligt för köttproducenter att hitta 
den rätta vinkeln. Det handlar inte enbart om en diversifikation av produktportfölj – 
snarare, att ställning till värden, vad som passar ens brand och koncept, samt att 
testa sig utöver egna kompetensområden. 
 
Mängden studier som tittar på industriers insatser och transition till mera hållbara 
produkter har ökat på sistone. Däremot finns det ännu inte många studier om 
transitioner på matprocesseringsmarknaden. Existerande studier specifikt om 
växtbaserat kött fokuserar mera på ändringar i människors diet, innovationer i 
matprocessering, samt kulturella utmaningar kopplade till normaliseringen av 
växtbaserad kött i vårt samhälle.  Denna studie däremot fokuserar på 
köttproducenters uppfattning av en potentiell ompositionering till denna trend. 
Målsättningen är att bidra till en bättre förståelse om beslutsfattningen genom att 
intervjua experter inom industrin. 
 
Resultaten tyder på att en ompositionering till växtbaserade produkter är ett 
komplext strategiskt beslut starkt påverkad av större övergripande teoretiska 
koncept såsom Corporate Environmentalism, Resource-based View, Market Entry 
Timing samt Competitive Advantages. Största argumenten för en ompositionering 
resonerade i ekonomiska incentiv relaterat till marknadspotential, diversifiering av 
produktportfölj samt brand och möjligheten att etablera sig tidigt på marknaden. 
Motsatta argumenten för att åsidosätta en ompositionering och istället fokusera på  
enbart köttprodukter kunde kopplas till koncept som kärnkompetenser, 
kontamination av brand samt bundna investeringar i nuvarande 
produktionsprocesser. 
 
Nyckelord: 
Växtbaserat kött, strategiska motiv, beslutsfattande, köttprocesserare 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

It is estimated that human beings have been consuming animal meat for around 2-6 

million years. Including animal source foods to our diet is a key evolutionary step for 

mankind. Meat provides high quality protein as well as fatty acids and micronutrients to 

our diet and it is widely believed that our brains would not have evolved to the complex 

structure that they are today without the inclusion of animal source food (Wyness 2015).  

Meat is affected by consumption trends just like any other food category. These trends 

can range from health concerns, interest in variety, ethical and environmental issues, 

convenience and social role among others (Font-i-Furnols & Guerrero, 2014). In general, 

meat is still considered a healthy component in our overall diet and is embedded in our 

culture. Nonetheless, the role of meat as the centrepiece or most valued part of the meal 

has been changing to more of an ingredient amongst others (Holm & Mohl, 2000).  

Consumers are now increasingly interested in sustainable food production methods and 

minimizing their environmental footprints (EU Custom Research and Coordination 

Centre (EU3c), Final Report 2012). Additionally, up to every fifth young Finn (age 17-25) 

is now a vegetarian (Oksanen, 2019) and the percentage of consumers in Finland that do 

not purchase meat grew from 4,6% to 7,5% from the year 2012 to 2016 (Lehto, 2018). 

Overall, only 3% of the total population in Finland are purely vegetarian, however up to 

30% of Finnish consumers are looking for alternatives to meat according to a study in 

2017 by Kantar TNS, a global market research and information group. Therefore, it is 

clear that there is a growing demand for plant-based products. 

Meat-based diets have long been thought to be more adequate than plant-based diets, 

however, recent studies highlight the detrimental health outcomes of excessive meat 

consumption  (Sinha et. al. 2009), as well as the adequacy and benefits of a vegetarian 

diet (Sabaté & Soret, 2014). As a result, plant-based food and proteins are a growing 

trend that supply the demand for healthier alternatives (Witzel et. al. 2020) as well 

addressing the demand for more environmentally sustainable products (Sabaté & Soret 

2014). On the Finnish market alone, we have recently seen major meat processors such 

as Pouttu, Atria and HKScan release their own plant-based meat products. The 

underlying motives behind this type of repositioning is the focus of this study. 

The increasing literature on sustainability transitions has not yet applied itself properly 

to the food processing industry (Tsiva et. al. 2020), especially with such a new concept 

such as plant-based meat, which makes this study simultaneously both explorative and 
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investigative. A strategic repositioning towards plant-based meat, however, seems to be 

an issue more complex than other product groups and is more than a question of purely 

product diversification for meat processors– it implies taking a stance on sensitive 

topics, company values and perceived brand image (Wang & Shaver 2014), as well as 

potentially going beyond one’s core competencies.  

However, before discussing the implications of plant-based meat and a potential product 

and brand repositioning, let’s dive deeper into the underlying factors that are causing 

consumers to look for plant-based alternatives to meat, and how companies are using 

sustainability as a selling point, since this will give us context to work with. 

1.1 Meat the problems 

There are four main challenges associated with meat consumption and production, 

human welfare, animal welfare, ethical risks and environmental risks (Kanerva 2013). 

Let’s briefly touch upon these concerns to understand the underlying motive behind 

consumer concerns toward meat production and why there has been an increase of 

demand for plant-based meat products. 

Environmental - A third of global greenhouse gas emission is contributed by agriculture 

(Garnett & Millward 2010). Industrial meat and dairy production contribute to half of 

these emissions in addition to one third of the global land surface being used for livestock 

production either directly or indirectly (Kanerva 2013, Steinfeld et. al 2006). 

Health-related - Countless studies link excessive red meat consumption with a variety of 

diseases including colorectal cancer (Chao et. al. 2005, Bernstein et. al 2015), 

cardiovascular diseases (Bovalino et. al. 2016, Bronzato & Durante 2017) and Diabetes 

type 2 (Kurotani et. al. 2013). 

Ethical – The  ethics of meat consumption are questionable considering the fact that 

mass production with intensive agricultural systems, antibiotics, tightly confined spaces 

and the stress and discomfort caused to the animals can be seen as wrong at level of 

morality (Kanerva 2013). 

In broader terms, even though up to 83% of the world’s farmland is used for meat, 

aquaculture, eggs and dairy, it contributes to a mere 18% of our total consumed calories 

(Poore & Nemecek 2018).  Norman Borlaug is a Nobel Laureate who has helped curb 

starvation in several countries ranging from India to China. His statement from “Feeding 

a World of 10 Billion People: The Miracle Ahead” sums up the problem with meat: 
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Had the world’s food supply been distributed evenly, it would have provided an 

adequate diet (2350 calories, principally from grain) in 1994 for 6.4 billion 

people – about 800 million more than the actual population. However, had 

people in Third World countries attempted to obtain 30% of their calories from 

animal products – as in the USA, Canada, or EEC countries – a world 

population of only 2.6 billion people could have been sustained – less than half 

of the present world population. 

As we can see, the excessive meat consumption of developed countries is not sustainable. 

While the discussion of sustainability historically speaking has tended to encompass 

issues such as biodiversity loss and the transport industry, more recently topics such as 

food waste and meat consumption and their effect on global greenhouse gas emissions 

have become ever more relevant. Production processes that improve the quality of the 

environment are increasingly valued and there is evidence that knowledge over 

production methods has a positive correlation with consumption of environmentally 

friendly products. (OECD, 2008). Substituting meat for plant-based proteins has been 

shown to be beneficial from both an environmental and health-related point of view 

(Jallinoja et. al. 2016), therefore addressing many of the underlying concerns and 

making them increasingly appealing to consumers, while simultaneously creating a new 

product market. 

1.2 Plant-based meat 

Plant-based meat can be defined as products that imitate the taste, texture and 

appearance of meat products (Osen et. al., 2014). A study by Sexton et. al  (2019) 

summarizes the narratives around plant-based meat in the following way: Healthier 

bodies, Feeding the world - now and forever, Good for animals and the environment, 

Control for sale & Tastes like animal. These narratives essentially tackle all of the above-

mentioned consumer concerns with traditional meat products and production. Health 

issues, sustainability (feeding the world, now and forever), ethical issues (good for 

animals and the environment), as well as concerns related to the safety of products 

(control for sale). These narratives can be heavily linked with the concept of corporate 

environmentalism, which we will discuss in chapter 4. Last, but not least, and perhaps 

most important is the narrative of Tastes like meat, meaning that these plant-based meat 

products are trying to mimic the taste and texture of traditional meat. This has a lot to 

do with cultural challenges with food consumption and the normalization of plant-based 

meat which we will discuss later in the findings and theoretical framework. 
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1.2.1.1 The growing market for plant-based meat 

Moving on, historically speaking, the market for meat product substitutes has been 

marginal, mainly due to price and lack of selection, as well as socio-economic and 

cultural issues such as consumers not being familiar with cooking pulses and legumes 

and finding the taste of soy and beans less appealing than meat (Jallinoja et. al. 2016). 

However, with more recent advancements in the plant-based protein market, meat-

replacing products are now able to mimic taste, and even match/beat the price of 

traditional meat products (Martindale 2020).  

Data from Euromonitor (2016) estimates that the annual growth of meat substitutes in 

Germany and Denmark is currently around 15-20%, and around 5-10% for Sweden, the 

UK and the Netherlands (Tsiva et. al 2020). Barclays estimates the market for 

“alternative meat products” to grow up to $140 billion within the coming decade 

(Oksanen, 2019). The hype around meat substitution is tangible. Beyond Meat, a 

company developing plant-based meat products published a result of $90 million in 

2018, however, when after the initial IPO on Nasdaq in 2019, the company had a market 

value of $5 billion. As we can see, there is strong belief and credibility of the plant-based 

meat market which is creating the opportunity for a repositioning of product portfolio 

and brand from meat processors.  

The recent development of meat alternatives is driven by an increasing demand, but also 

largely due to the technological advancements of food production, creating the basis for 

companies to offer new products (Garnett 2014). Additionally, many other factors play a 

role in the increasing supply of alternative protein sources, as we can see from the 

following figure. 

Figure 1 Main Drivers of Protein Diversification 

 

Source: Saldapenna & De Stefano (2019) 

Market 
Opportunity

Innovation 
Potential ESG Impacts Advocacy & 

Regulation
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The adapted illustration above from the public report “Appetite for Disruption” (2019) 

sums up the four main drivers for protein diversification at the moment; Market 

Opportunity, Innovation Potential, ESG (environmental, social and governance) 

Impacts, Advocacy and Regulation. Some of these can work as pull factors ie. new 

innovations attracting new consumers with new exciting products. However, 

simultaneously the potentially strongest driver pulling consumers towards plant-based 

products is the same that is pushing them away from animal-based products, namely, 

ESG impacts. Which brings us to an important topic regarding how meat processors can 

use the repositioning to plant-based meat as a selling point for sustainable products. 

1.3 Sustainability as a selling point 

Companies can potentially address and even benefit from these concerns by using 

sustainability as a selling point, so called eco branding. A concept tightly associated with 

this is Corporate Environmentalism, defined as “the recognition of the importance of 

environmental issues facing the firm’s strategic plans” (Banerjee 2003). Nonetheless, 

purely marketing oneself as green (environmental orientation) without having an actual 

environmental strategy will lead to Greenwash, a concept further elaborated on in the 

theoretical framework. 

There are several different ways in which companies seek to alleviate these underlying 

concerns, thus making their products more appealing to consumers. Generally speaking, 

the growing environmental, health-related and ethical concerns are increasing the 

demand for so-called factors of added value. These factors can be for example the 

increasing demand for local produce in Finland (Isokangas et. al. 2018), demand for 

organic produce or eco-labels (Orsato 2009), as well as clearer nutritional information 

(EU Custom Research and Coordination Centre (EU3c, GfK),  2012. Final Report).  For 

this study, however, we focus on a more recent product that mitigates most of the 

underlying concerns - plant-based meat.  

A significant part of this repositioning to plant-based products might be influenced by 

the timing of market entry timing. These products have had time to mature and gain 

credibility on the market over the last years, which could be the green light that 

traditional Finnish meat processors like HKScan and Atria were waiting for to begin their 

repositioning of  product range from traditional meat products to plant-based meat 

products This is a significant strategic repositioning in an otherwise rigid industry, 
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testament to the increasing viability of the plant-based meat products. For the Finnish 

meat processors, this could be a massive opportunity. 

1.3.1 Repositioning from traditional meat towards plant-based meat 

Positioning differs from brand in the sense that it implies a frame of reference – the 

competition. It can entail one’s positioning to image, segmentation decisions as well as  

which product features to emphasize (Aaker & Shansby, 1982). We can think of 

expanding into plant-based meat as more than just a question of diversification - a 

question of company values, perceived image, and position on important topics. How a 

company determines this position relative to competition is a central question in 

strategic research (Wang & Shaver 2014).  

Changes in consumer preferences can significantly influence competitive repositioning 

(Anderson & Shugan, 1991), which might be why we see many meat processors 

introducing plant-based meat. Many studies agree that repositioning of product and 

brand can be used to the company’s benefit by for example communicating CSR as a 

differentiating factor (Lindberg-Repo & Vilppo 2011), creating market differentiation by 

emphasizing certain product characteristics (Ke et. al. 2020) as well as repositioning due 

to strong competition entering the market (Wang & Shaver 2014). However, this 

repositioning needs to find distinctiveness, relevance and believability in order to protect 

itself towards competition (Keller 2008), and in the worst case an unsuccessful 

repositioning can weaken the firms brand value and harm the overall company image 

(Lindberg-Repo & Vilppo 2011). 

This decision of repositioning is a complex issue, which we will discuss further in the 

theoretical framework while introducing important concepts such as resource-based 

view, market entry timing as well as the overall diversification of business and brand. 

While many studies have been done on the diversification of business, there seems to be 

much less research on strategic repositioning in response to a trend, which brings us to 

the discussion regarding the aim of this study. 
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2 AIM OF STUDY 

The aim of this study is to grasp the underlying strategic rationale behind Finnish meat 

processors either choosing to expand or not expand into plant-based meat, as well as 

understand how external factors such as consumer concerns and trends are affecting 

these decisions. By interviewing experts within the industry, the focus will primarily lie 

on the underlying strategic decisions behind expanding/maintaining the current product 

range beyond traditional animal meat products. Once the interviews have been 

conducted, an illustrative explanatory model will be created based on the findings. 

Moreover, this study’s intention is not to argue whether meat consumption is 

disappearing altogether, rather, study what kind of underlying motives are at the heart 

of meat processors decision making regarding plant-based meat. The Finnish meat 

industry is a perfect industry to attempt to research because meat consumption has been 

stagnating and even declining over the past years and there are now several new plant-

based meat products being introduced to the market on a regular basis. 

The underlying assumption is that meat companies are now at a crossroads, either they 

expand their current product range to cater for the growing demand of plant-based 

products or they focus on their core competencies and allow other companies to take 

market share of this newly forming market segment. Corporate Environmentalism, 

Competitive Advantage, Market Timing and Resource-based Theory will all be used as 

underlying theoretical concepts in regards to the decision-making of these companies, 

and will be presented more in depth in chapter four.  

2.1 The phenomenon summarized 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, meat consumption carries several problems 

primarily in the shape of health, environmental, and ethical concerns. The following 

figure summarizes the underlying concerns and the reaction from both consumers and 

companies to these issues. 
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Figure 2 What’s happening on the meat market? 

 

 

This study will on one hand seek to take a closer look at how companies are reacting to 

increasing consumer concerns and shifting consumer preferences. On the other hand, 

the underlying strategic rationale for expanding product range into alternative plant-

based meats and products, versus maintaining current product portfolio and sticking to 

purely animal meat products is the primary focus. This brings us to the following 

research question. 

2.2 Research question 

As mentioned, the main idea behind the following research question is to grasp the 

underlying strategic decisions behind Finnish meat companies expanding their product 

range beyond traditional animal meat products, versus maintaining the current product 

portfolio. Therefore, the following research question was formulated: 

RQ: What’s the strategic rationale behind Finnish meat processing companies                                                

repositioning/not repositioning into plant-based meat products? 

The question is  investigative and will largely base their answers on the findings from the 

interviews to be conducted. Let’s start by defining key concepts and terms and then 
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moving on to more about why this research question is relevant and what gap in the 

current studies it fills. 

2.3 Definitions  

Plant-based meat 

Plant-based meat can be defined as products that imitate the taste, texture and 

appearance of meat products (Osen et. al., 2014).  

Meat Processor 

A meat processor is an establishment that engages primarily on slaughtering 

various animal species and obtaining meat to be sold for different purposes. 

Processing can entail slaughter, cutting, inspection, packaging, further 

processing, and delivering it to stores. Essentially, processing involves taking 

meat from its raw form and transforming it into another product that is 

marketable, safe for consumption and attractive to consumers (Ortega-Rivas, 

2014). 

Core competency 

A capability that is central to a firm’s value generating activities (Mooney, 2007) 

Sustainability 

Sustainability refers to “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(Brundtland, 1987). 

2.4 The gap in current studies 

There are a couple of excellent studies conducted on Finnish meat consumption, the 

impact of dietary changes, and the socioeconomic and cultural challenges linked with 

plant-based protein. Huan-Niemi et. al (2020) and Saarinen et. al. (2019) look at the 

impacts of dietary change in Finland and specifically what types of impacts a 

transitioning from animal-based products to plant-based products could have on the 

agri-food industry through an input-output analysis. Vinnari (2007) assembles the 

opinions of 39 Finnish experts on the development of meat consumption in Finland with 

the goal to identify possible factors affecting future consumption trends and patterns. 
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Jallinoja et. al. (2016) discusses the socioeconomic and cultural challenges associated 

with plant-based proteins, as well as the drivers for competence in preparing these foods. 

Figure 3 The research gap 

 

 

 

However, as we can see from the figure above, there is a lack of understanding in the 

decision-making of meat processing companies repositioning to plant-based meat.  

Additionally, as pointed out in Saarinen et. al. (2019), there is a clear lack of knowledge 

about how an overall gradual dietary change towards more plant-based products could 

affect the food industry, processors, and retailers. Therefore, this study seems highly 

relevant and can contribute to the existing research. 

Through conducting a qualitative study with semi-structured interviews as the primary 
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regarding product differentiation for Finnish meat processors expanding into plant-

based meat, as well as the strategic rationale behind not expanding into these products. 

Due to the explorative nature of this study and the challenges with quantifying 

motivations and strategic decision making, a qualitative research method is best suited. 

Additionally, qualitative studies are perfect for studying new research areas with little 

prior research such as this topic. Nonetheless, each method of choice comes with its 

limitations, let’s discuss these shortly. 

2.5 Limitations and scope 

As mentioned, this study is limited to the Finnish market and specifically to Finnish meat 

processors and plant-based meat companies. Second, the study is limited purely to the 

industry of meat and plant-based meat products. Analyses and results are often more 

generalizable within specific industry context (Barney et.al. 2012) Especially when it 

comes to meat consumptions and culture, there are significant differences purely within 

Europe.  

The study has its limitations also in the sense that it is widely relying on data from 

interviews with company executives which can be highly subjective. Naturally, 

interviewing the CEO of a plant-based meat company versus the CEO of a traditional 

meat processing company is going to give you different answers, especially when it comes 

to matters such as the future of meat consumption. However, the focus of this study lies 

more within what kind of strategic motives companies have expanding into plant-based 

meat alternatives. Therefore, both sides are of interest; On one hand, why these newly 

founded alternative meat companies see their product as profitable in the long term, and 

on the other hand, why traditional meat processors might share/not share that view. 

2.6 Structure of the thesis 

We began by introducing plant-based meats as a concept and phenomenon, following 

the aim of the study, key definitions, and limitations. Chapter three will give a quick 

overview of the Finnish meat processing market and market for plant-based meats along 

with discussing the implications of the studies by Vinnari (2007) and Huan & Niemi 

(2020). Chapter four will describe the underlying theoretical assumptions behind the 

study. Chapter five presents the methodological approach, how data was collected, stored 

and analysed. Chapter six and seven will discuss the findings of the interviews, provide 

an illustrative model that summarizes the key findings as well as discuss potential 

suggestions for future research within the topic.  
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3 THE FINNISH MARKET 

This chapter will give a brief overview of the Finnish meat processors, and the current 

plant-based meat products that are offered on the Finnish market by Finnish companies. 

After that, the challenges and potential future of plant-based meat will be discussed 

based on three interesting studies done on the Finnish market by Vinnari (2007), Huan 

& Niemi (2020) and Jallinoja et. al (2016). 

3.1 Finnish meat processors 

Overall, meat consumption in Finland has been largely stagnated over the past decade. 

Pork meat has seen a significant decrease in popularity while poultry and white meat is 

increasing in demand (Isokangas et. al. 2018). The Finnish market is relatively small and 

therefore only a handful of companies operate in the meat processing business.  

Figure 4 Finnish Meat Processors 

 

The y-axis depicts the latest revenue from year 2019 in €millions. The biggest meat 

processor in Finland is HKScan with a revenue of €1744mil and 6928 employees 

followed by Atria €1451mil and 4669 employees, Snellman (€306mil), Saarioinen 

(€253mil). Other smaller companies include Kivikylä (€77mil), Tamminen (€67mil) 

Pouttu (€42mil) as well as even smaller companies such as Tapola, Wursti and Makuliha. 

All financial data was retrieved from the websites Kauppalehti.fi and Arvopaperi.fi.  

As we can see, the two main processers are far beyond the others with regards to revenue. 

Both HKScan and Atria just recently launched new plant-based product lines, which we 

will discuss next. 
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3.2 The emergence of plant-based meat on the Finnish market 

The amount of domestic (Finnish) plant-based meat alternatives has been increasing 

during the past five years. Atria introduced their plant-based product line Vegyu in 2018 

while HKScan came out with a similar product line called HK Vihreät around the 

beginning of 2020. The following table shows some of the main plant-based meat 

products from Finnish producers on the Finnish market. 

Table 1 Plant-based meat products on the Finnish market 

Company Plant-based meat products 

HKScan HK Vihreät (2020) 

Atria Vegyu (2018) 

Versofoods (Paulig) Härkis (2016) 

Gold&Green (Paulig) Nyhtökaura (2015) 

MeEat (Pouttu) MUU (2019) 

Apetit Kasvisjauhis & Kasvisnugetit (2017) 

 

As we can see, most of these plant-based meat products have been launched just in the 

past five years. These are obviously just the products of Finnish companies, on top of 

these you can find imported products in the grocery store from companies like Beyond 

Meat and Impossible. Interestingly, we can see that traditional meat processors such as 

HKScan and Atria are potentially reacting to the other like Gold&Green and Versofoods. 

The strategic rationale behind this reaction is what we’re interested in this study in 

addition to the strategic rationale behind all of the other Finnish meat processors that 

have not yet launched their own plant-based meat product. 

It’s almost as if we are witnessing a transformation of the industry. However, for a 

transformation to occur we need more than purely demand and supply, which brings us 

to our next topic regarding factors affecting the future demand of plant-based meat, as 

well as challenges associated with it. 
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The following quote from Kavadias et. al. (2016) paper on transformative business 

models emphasizes the importance of market demand along with innovation to 

transform an industry. 

“We usually associate an industry’s transformation with the adoption of a new 

technology. But although new technologies are often major factors, they have 

never transformed an industry on their own. What does achieve such a 

transformation is a business model that can link a new technology to an 

emerging market need.” 

On one hand, yes, we do have new food processing technologies that make recreating 

meat like texture and taste possible; however, we have had products like tofu around for 

years without anyone striking up too much of a fuss. The main difference now is that we 

have a combination of an emerging market need due to consumer concerns and shifting 

preferences with new food processing technologies. With new advanced food processing 

technology, modern plant-based meat products are able to directly mimic the original 

animal-based product, which can help create a more familiar product to the consumer 

which he/she knows how to prepare. This is heavily linked to the concept of 

Normalization, which we will discuss further in chapter four. 

On top of this, plant-based products are in some cases being placed right next to meat 

products on the grocery shelves, which affects the consumer decision significantly 

according to Leena Saarinen from Verso Foods, the producers of Härkis (a plant-based 

minced meat)(Oksanen, 2019). This is all part of a phenomenon more commonly known 

as choice architecture, where companies try to nudge consumers into a certain direction 

with things like product placement, while retaining the “right to choose”. Additionally, 

by highlighting the amount of protein in these plant-based products, companies are 

challenging conditioned consumer opinions and views on animal products being our 

main source of protein (Adams et. al, 1991). 

So, going back to the quote, we have an emerging market need (plant-based meat 

substitutes) due to environmental, health and ethical-related concerns, and we have new 

technologies in food processing creating plant-based burger patties, pulled oats, minced 

meats etc. One could argue that we have all the ingredients for a transformation to take 

place. 
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This is something that not only producers are noticing, but also retailers. A direct quote 

from Kesko, one of the three major Finnish retailers, confirms that the sales of plant-

based protein products is increasing. Roughly translated from Finnish, the statement 

goes something along the lines of: 

The sale of plant-based protein products experienced an annual growth 

compared to the previous year was 20 percent. Within two years, the sales of 

plant-based products have increased by 50 percent. (Kesko 6/2017) 

As we can see, there is a significant growth within this segment. Retailers are beginning 

to satiate the growth in popularity by increasing product range, but also by creating 

specific vegetarian points of display and fridges within the stores.  

The explanation behind this change is without a doubt the underlying concerns 

for the environment, personal health and ethical concerns. Simultaneously, the 

market has introduced a couple of genuine flagship plant-based products that 

have been a great success, further speeding up the growth in sales. 

This quote from the other major Finnish food retailer S-ryhmä (Yle 7/2018), retrieved 

from the report by Isokangas (2018) underscores the importance of having a successful 

product which can act as a pull-factor in attracting new customers. But what are the 

challenges and opportunities with plant-based meat, and what kind of future 

implications does it have on the industry? 

3.2.1 Factors increasing demand for plant-based meat in the future 

A market potential study by the Natural Resources Institute Finland (LUKE) concludes 

that the interest towards plant-based meat products can, and will, be exploited in many 

ways. The rapport specifies three ways by which companies can further cater to the 

increasing demand. The first being an expansion of product range. Specifically, creating 

plant-based products that are directly comparable to traditional meat products while 

experimenting with new tastes, textures and compositions. The second point in the 

rapport is consumer activation. This entails marketing campaigns through social 

media/local restaurants or even cooking shows on television where the emphasis is on 

the benefits from consuming plant-based products. Other methods can be for example 

creating new exciting recipes around the products and having promotions within retail. 

The final point and potentially the most important is social influence. This can be 

achieved by cooperating with ministries, research institutes and various associations. 
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(Isokangas et. al. (2018): Markkinapotentiaalikartoitus. Natural Resources Institute 

Finland (LUKE). 

Moving on, a study conducted by Vinnari (2007) interviewed 39 Finnish experts from 

various areas of expertise ranging from politics, economics, social and cultural to 

technical and lastly environmental and ethical. These experts are researchers, civil 

servants and politicians, employees of corporations and nongovernmental organizations. 

The study states several factors that can either increase or decrease future meat 

consumption. Interestingly, several of the factors linked with reducing meat 

consumption are directly related to plant-based meat products, summarized in the 

following table. 

Table 2 STEEPV factors increasing plant-based meat consumption 

Social Dietary changes and knowledge in preparing plant-based 

Technological Development of novel protein sources 

Economic Decreasing price of plant-based meat products 

Environmental Increasing awareness of environmental issues with meat 

Political Change in subsidies for meat production 

Values Animal rights, acceptance of vegetarianism, importance of 

health issues 

 

Some of the most important factors affecting the future consumption of plant-based 

meat are social (knowledge in cooking plant-based), technological (developing new 

sources of protein) , economic (matching the price of regular meat), environmental, 

political (subsidies) and value-based factors. As we can see, many of these points coincide 

with the issues and concerns mentioned in the introduction. Even though the study by 

Vinnari (2007) was conducted over ten years ago, most of these factors are still highly 

relevant in today’s market. Next up we’ll take a look at the future challenges with plant-

based meat. 
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3.2.2 Current- and future challenges with plant-based meat 

Although many companies are launching their own plant-based product lines, the overall 

market share of these products when compared to traditional meat products is very 

marginal. It’s hard to get an exact figure on the market size since the definitions are still 

a bit vague on what is categorized as plant-based meat. However, one of the interviewees 

[a CEO of a plant-based company] estimates the number to be around 35€ million in 

Finland, including things such as minced and pulled peas and oats, as well as plant-based 

burger patties and nuggets. Additionally, the interviewee added that this market is 

growing with 20% per year. Compare that to the market for slaughtered and processed 

meat in Finland which was 2 833 million euros in 2018 (Lehto, 2018), and we can see 

that the market for plant-based meats is just in its infancy in terms of market size. 

Naturally though, with consumers transitioning towards a more plant-based diet in 

Finland and a growing market for plant-based meats, this entails several opportunities 

as well as challenges for companies which we will discuss next.  

One challenge in producing plant-based meat products in Finland is that the climate is 

largely not suitable for harvesting legumes (which are largely used for plant-based 

meats) other than in Southern Finland, where there is sufficient heat summation (Huan 

& Niemi 2020). This means that Finnish producers are limited regarding the amount of 

domestic natural raw produce. As stated in Saarinen et. al. (2019), the prerequisites and 

starting point for Finnish companies is challenging, but a gradual consumption shift 

towards a more environmentally friendly diet can sustain the overall value creation in 

the business. 

The unfavourable farming conditions up north, combined with the competitive 

advantage and government subsidies that producers currently have in livestock and 

greenhouse production means that the shift to legume/grain production is by many not 

seen as economically viable. But hypothetically speaking, even if we were able to produce 

all the legume and grain we needed for plant-based meat, there is still a severe lack of 

facilities that can handle interim processing or pre-processing of the raw materials. In 

order to address these issues, Huan & Niemi (2020) suggest a mix of public procurement 

policies in order to build new value chains for plant-based products, along with 

significant investments in agricultural legume production and processing. 

Lastly, there are several barriers to consuming plant-based meat products such as lack 

of familiarity and lack of sensory attractiveness (Jallinoja et. al., 2016). A study by 
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Makery Oy (2016), asked 505 Finnish consumers what they thought were significant 

factors in them not purchasing plant-based meat products. Over 10 percent of the 

responders listed expense, lack of familiarity, disliking of taste, and lack of knowledge as 

significant factors (Isokangas et. al., 2018). Which brings us to one of the greatest 

challenges with plant-based meat, how to normalize its consumption into society. 

3.2.2.1 Normalization of plant-based meat 

When discussing challenges with plant-based meat, one vital concept is normalization 

(or more broadly - Normalization Process Theory), which refers to the implementation, 

embedding and integration of a concept into society (May et. al 2009).  In this context 

we are focusing on the sociological aspect of normalization, the implementation of new 

innovations (plant-based meat) into our society. In a sense, plant-based meat is very 

much implemented into Finnish society, being readily available in some form at most 

grocery stores, however, it still remains to be embedded and integrated, reflected by the 

relatively small market share. 

Food consumption can be viewed as a social marker that defines identity and lifestyle, a 

choice that is part of the lifestyle decisions that people make (Sneijder & Temolder 2009).  

It is often the social community around a specific diet that encourages people to “stay on 

the wagon”, however, plant-based meat is not part of a specific diet and is interestingly 

enough, not specifically focused on vegans or vegetarians. Nonetheless, vegans and 

vegetarians can largely contribute to the normalization of plant-based meat. Therefore, 

Szejda et. al. (2020) suggest that in order to fully normalize plant-based meat, there 

needs to be a combination of product development (making plant-based meat tastier and 

more meat-like), messaging (emphasizing health, environmental and ethical aspects) as 

well as choice-architecture and targeting efforts – implementing strategic menu designs 

and targeting flexitarians to take a greater societal for it. 

So, to summarize, there are still many challenges associated with plant-based meats in 

order to grow the market for these products. From a producer point of view there is a 

need for more product development and processing facilities, along with structural 

changes in raw material production. From a consumer point of view, plant-based meat 

needs to be normalized and integrated into society through things like choice-

architecture and a detachment from ideological values and self-identity. Next up the 

theoretical framework and assumptions for this study will be presented, followed by the 

methodology section. 
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4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter will cover underlying theories and concepts that will be used to motivate 

the strategic rationale behind Finnish meat processors expanding/not expanding into 

plant-based meat. The theoretical framework was not predetermined, rather iteratively 

created by going back and forth between theory and data from the interviews. This type 

of approach is called abductive reasoning and will be discussed further in the following 

chapter regarding methodology.  

4.1 Corporate Environmentalism 

Seeing as environmental concerns are a significant part of consumer concerns towards 

meat consumption, it feels natural to discuss the concept of corporate environmentalism 

first. As mentioned earlier, Banerjee et. al (2003) define corporate environmentalism as” 

the recognition of the importance of environmental issues facing the firm and the 

integration of those issues into the firm’s strategic plans”. Emphasis on the word 

strategic is key here, as there is a difference between a firm’s orientation and strategies, 

the former emphasizing internal values and standards. Left without strategy this can 

eventually lead to a form of “greenwashing” where a firm markets itself as green without 

taking actual measures towards more sustainable production (Entine 1995). 

By using stakeholder theory, the study by Banerjee et. al (2003) concluded that there are 

four main factors that affect corporate environmentalism, public concern, regulatory 

forces, competitive advantage, and top management commitment. This study would 

mainly be focusing on public concern (environmental, health and ethical concerns) as 

described in the introduction, and competitive advantage presented in the next 

subchapter. 

Moreover, the authors looked at specific industry types where certain factors have a 

higher weight than the others and found that in industries where there is a high 

environmental impact, public concern was the greatest impact on corporate 

environmentalism while on the other hand, industries with a  moderate environmental 

impact were more controlled by competitive advantage in regards to corporate 

environmentalism (Banerjee et. al. 2003). With the agricultural sector being one of the 

highest emitters of CO2, it is natural to see corporate environmentalism as a corner piece 

of a meat processor’s company values. 
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Moving on, let’s discuss the trade-off between economic and environmental 

sustainability. The figure below from Orsato (2009), illustrates the relationship between 

public benefits and business, and tries to find the perfect in-between for companies, the 

so called “win-win-scope of sustainability strategies”. 

Figure 5 The win-win scope of sustainable strategies    
  

 

        Adaptation from Orsato (2009) 

Essentially, the closer the investments are to the righthand side (business), the more 

lucrative they are from an economic sense, and on the contrary, the more they are 

situated to the left, the more beneficial they are for the environment. Orsato (2009) 

argues that the trade-off really is a matter of stakeholder management. Go too far to the 

left and you will have trouble with management and potential shareholders. Similarly, if 

you go too far right, consumers and regulators might voice their concern.  

We know that sustainability involves so many factors, but for the sake of simplicity, let’s 

think of offering plant-based meat as a sustainable business model. First, we must 

understand that while they serve a public benefit in a sense by being a more 

environmentally friendly alternative to meat, they do benefit the company through other 

means than purely economic. Maximizing expected utility payoff though is not 

necessarily the same as maximizing expected monetary payoff. Every investment made 
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by a company seeks a long/short term benefit (utility), but these benefits can come in 

different forms than purely monetary, for example reputational benefits, first mover 

advantages, brand image and indirect monetary benefits such as cheaper labour etc 

(Myerson 1981). This concept of monetary and non-monetary gains is particularly 

important in this study, where the repositioning to plant-based meat is not necessarily 

motivated by monetary gains, rather – seeking to diversify brand image and attain 

reputational gains. 

In other words, while demand and profits may be lower, it says nothing about the 

reputational gain, brand value and other potential benefits that can be gained from 

repositioning to plant-based meat. Which brings us to the question, are meat processors 

offering these products more from a market opportunity perspective, or more from the 

sense of gaining long term reputational improvements? Historical data of ecological 

differentiation tends to point to the fact that these are small-market niches with only a 

small portion of total consumers are willing to pay the price (Orsato, 2009). However, 

this segment is quickly growing, as mentioned in the introduction. 

To conclude, when looking at the questions “does it pay to be green” or “when/why does 

it pay to be green?”, one must focus on the nature of eco-investments and their trade-off 

to the alternative, i.e. doing nothing. This is also one of the main issues when attempting 

to study the field, namely, being green. The term “being green” is so situational and has 

fundamental comparative issues. Next up, let’s discuss what kind of internal and external 

factors might affect a company’s decision whether or not to expand product range into 

plant-based meats from a resource-based view.   

4.2 Resource-Based View 

Resource-based view (RBV) focuses on sustained competitive advantages through 

superior resources (Barney, 1991). The RBV sees companies as a structure of physical 

assets, intangible assets and capabilities which determine how efficiently a company 

performs (Collins & Montgomery 2008). Essentially, the main theoretical questions 

revolve around how companies achieve sustainable competitive advantages through 

focusing on core competencies and distinctive competencies. Mooney (2007) defines 

these concepts as:  

• Core competency- A capability that is central to a firm’s value-generating 

activities 
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• Distinctive competency- A capability that is visible to the customer, superior to 

other firms’ competencies to which it is compared, and difficult to imitate 

• Competitive advantage- A capability or resource that is difficult to imitate and 

valuable in helping the firm outperform its competitors. 

4.2.1 Core & Distinctive competencies - Focusing on what we know best 

When looking at either side of maintaining current product range within traditional meat 

products or expanding into plant-based meats, there is an argument to be made that the 

company is simply focusing on its core competencies, ie. what it knows best in order to 

maximize profits. As previously mentioned, core competencies are capabilities that 

generate value. Distinctive competencies on the other hand are capabilities that 

outperform the competitors. 

Collins & Montgomery (2008) argue that companies should focus on distinctive 

competencies instead of core competencies when evaluating their business. The 

researchers argue that an analysis of core competencies can oftentimes turn into a “feel 

good” exercise, where companies identify and focus on the one unique activity that it 

does relatively better than competitors. However, it shouldn’t be a case of which activity 

out of all activities it does better, rather, a harsh external assessment of distinctive 

competence. This can be done by splitting activities into subcategories and measuring 

them directly through quantitative methods, for example product-line extensions. 

(Collins & Montgomery 2008). 

More importantly, imperfect imitability and sustainability of core competencies and 

distinctive advantage is what determines what kind of an impact it has on the firm. 

Sustainability in this context refers to the inimitability (difficulty to imitate) of a firm’s 

competencies such as brand loyalty, technology or economies of scale (Mooney, 2007). 

For the meat market, this could mean the brand reputation from being an established 

meat processor on the market with a long history. Similarly, it could be new technology 

in food processing that enables the firm to create plant-based meat that tastes and feels 

(texture) better than other competitors. Lastly, it could be the vast distribution and 

production network that the company owns, making it more efficient, ultimately 

granting it economies of scale over the competitors. 

Nonetheless, distinctive competencies are only truly valuable to a firm when they help 

set the stage for competitive advantages. Distinctive capabilities such as superior product 
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development can be more likely to develop competitive advantages since, they have 

significant influence in the customer purchase decision (Mooney, 2007). Apple’s 

superior product development, enabling them to create a product ecosystem, where 

product compatibility only resides within the own brand is one example of taking a 

distinctive competency and turning it into a competitive advantage.  

Before discussing competitive advantages further, let’s evaluate plant-based meat as a 

resource, looking at factors such as inimitability (difficulty to imitate), depreciation (of 

brand value), appropriability (who captures the value) and substitutability. In an ideal 

sustainable competitive advantage, your company possesses all of these factors. 

Generally speaking, all of these factors are interdependent on one another in creating 

success. You can have a valuable resource however an efficient organization that doesn’t 

know how to utilize it properly. Similarly, a resource of high value which can then be 

easily imitated has its limits in creating competitive advantages (Barney et. al. 2012).  

4.2.2 Plant-based meat as a resource  

So, for the sake of this study, let’s think of offering plant-based meat products as a 

strategic resource and a potential source of competitive advantage in today’s market 

based on the trends and projections mentioned earlier. We know that the market for 

these products is growing rapidly, backed by megatrends such as sustainable 

consumption and health awareness. Additionally, we see that many Finnish meat 

processors have just recently introduced plant-based meat alternatives to the market 

potentially as a reaction to these factors. Therefore, let’s discuss the strategic value of 

plant-based meats from the view of inimitability, depreciation, appropriability, 

substitutability and core competencies (discussed above) as presented in Collins & 

Montgomery (2008) HBR article: Competing on Resources.  

4.2.2.1 Inimitability 

Physical uniqueness, capabilities, activity path complexities and brand name/value are 

some factors connected to inimitability. Seeing as plant-based meat is produced using 

legumes, grains, soy and other common commodities, we can largely exclude physical 

uniqueness. Similarly, the activity path complexity is quite low considering we are in a 

purely manufacturing scene as opposed to a complex service industry. 

Capabilities on the other hand are directly linked to know-how of processing the legume 

or grain into a tasty plant-based meat alternative, therefore a unique factor that can set 
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you aside from the competition in the industry. Brand name has its place as a unique 

factor here as well that is very difficult to establish and imitate.  

4.2.2.2 Depreciation 

Regarding depreciation, let’s focus more on the depreciation of brand name/product 

name rather than the actual product itself. If we take Paulig, a Finnish food and drink 

company founded in 1876 as an example. As the seller of the number one coffee sold in 

Finland (Paulig Juhla Mokka) their brand value and product brand value is strong even 

up until this day with more competition of high end coffee and Nespresso-like coffee 

subscription companies joining the game. One could therefore argue that brand 

recognition is high, and brand depreciation in this industry is slow compared to others.  

4.2.2.3 Appropriability 

Appropriability is a term to describe who captures the value that your resources create. 

This is a tricky factor to discuss in this context due to the complexity and differences in 

how companies operate in regards to plant-based meats. Some companies own the entire 

process from fields where raw input in grown (legumes/grains/soy) to product creation, 

others have that outsourced and simply buy the raw input in bulk, while others may even 

own a plant-based meat company as a subsidiary. 

But one thing that most companies in this market have in common is the aspect of selling 

to retailers in bulk. Especially in Finland where the retail scene is largely centralized 

(three major players), one could argue that suppliers (of plant-based meats) have less 

bargaining power than in more decentralized retail markets. Therefore, meat processors 

and plant-based meat companies capture most of the value created up until the point of 

retail where they sell in bulk to a fixed price. 

4.2.2.4 Substitutability 

The risk of substitutability in this industry is large due to the nature of the fact that 

humans can eat many different things that are largely comparable to one another. There 

is a case to be made that essentially any source of protein is a direct substitute to plant-

based meat. But that would be simplistic and completely disregard the unique selling 

aspect of the product in the first place – a animal-free product that replicates the taste 

and texture of real meat. Therefore, one could argue that while indirect substitutability 

is substantial, direct substitutability is significantly lower. 
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There are only a handful of plant-based meats on the market if you compare to for 

example traditional meat. Nonetheless, these plant-based products are easily substituted 

for one another, and there is no guarantee that your product will keep its consumer 

popularity even for a year in this fast-changing market. 

4.3 Competitive advantage through differentiation 

Competitive advantage can be seen as a value creating strategy that is yet to implemented 

by any of your competitors (Barney 1991). Along the lines of Porter (1980), there are two 

main types of competitive advantages that companies can aim for, differentiation and 

low costs. For the sake of this study, let’s focus more on differentiation, and specifically 

differentiation through increasing product range (offering plant-based meat products). 

 

Figure 6 Competitive Environmental Strategies 

 

 
Figure 5, an adaptation from (Orsato 2009) illustrates two main factors, low costs and 

differentiation can there on be applied to four different strategies, eco-efficiency, 

environmental cost leadership, beyond compliance leadership and eco-branding. These 

strategies are further compartmentalized into organizational processes and products and 

services. Since we are mainly looking at the repositioning from traditional meat products 

into plant-based meat, let’s discuss competitive advantage from strategy 3, eco-branding. 
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4.3.1 Sustainability as a unique selling point (Eco-Branding) 

Eco-branding is a way for companies to differentiate from competitors with something 

that consumers value more than just price. Done right, it can provide the company with 

an additional selling point, giving them a distinct competitive advantage over 

competitors. Oftentimes, these companies join so called eco-labels, certification systems 

that communicate certain standards and production methods to the consumer. However, 

differentiation in this way tends to impose additional requirements on products in terms 

of lower environmental impact while sufficiently satisfying general requirements such as 

aesthetics and convenience (Orsato, 2009). Eco-branding is heavily linked to a concept 

called green marketing which we will discuss briefly next. 

There are varying versions of green marketing with varying motives as well. Ginsberg & 

Bloom (2004) categorize these motives into four categories, defensive green, extreme 

green, lean green and shaded green. Before diving into these four different categories, 

let’s first look at what we mean with the term “green”. Elkington et. al (1993) argue that 

a green product should not: endanger the health of people or animals, damage the 

environment at any stage of its production, consume a disproportionate amount of 

energy or resources, cause unnecessary waste, involve unnecessary cruelty to animals, or 

derive materials from endangered sources. Whether plant-based meats tick these boxes 

is a whole other discussion for debate, which really differs from company to company.  

Lean green looks to increase production efficiency through environmental initiatives in 

order to lower production costs while Extreme green is the counter opposite, where 

environmental issues are fully integrated into the business model.  Lean green could for 

example be a traditional meat company looking at packing efficiency and looking to 

switch to more recyclable/reusable packing materials. Extreme green on the other hand 

can be exemplified with the early innovative plant-based meat companies, producing 

fully plant-based meat alternatives using renewable energy sources and sustainable 

agricultural methods. 

More relevant to this study are the concepts Shaded green and Defensive green. 

Defensive green as the name entails, sees eco branding and environmental initiatives as 

a sort of prevention/protection from competition – the goal is not to differentiate 

(Moravcikova et. al. 2017). We could exemplify this defensive green with traditional meat 

processing companies launching their own plant-based meat product lines as a response 

to other actors. On the other hand, Shaded green implies an environmentally sustainable 
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process over a long-term basis. The company uses resources in the shape of research and 

development in order to create innovative products and gain a competitive advantage, 

primarily interested in providing further benefits to the consumer, with environmental 

activity coming second place (Moravcikova et. al. 2017). Shaded green is a tricky concept 

to categorize because one could argue that most companies have profitability as a 

primary concern and sustainability secondary. Any innovative plant-based meat 

company will tell you that they invested a significant amount of research and 

development along with resources all in the name of making the world a better place, but 

the cold truth is that these companies naturally have their stakeholders that are waiting 

for returns. 

4.3.1.1 Brand Contamination 

While there are many obvious benefits from eco-branding, the expansion from 

traditional meat products into more sustainable plant-based meats carries a potential 

threat in the form of brand contamination (or dilution). Brand contamination stems 

from two main factors, Tarnishment & Blurring (Simonson 1993). Think about it this 

way, if a traditional meat processor like the Finnish company Snellman were to launch a 

new plant-based meat product line under its own brand name, it risks the issue of 

consumers associating the new products with the old brand identity (which might still 

suffer from all of the consumer concerns regarding environmental, ethical and health-

related issues). Therefore, the senior brand identity could potentially end up tarnishing 

the junior brand (Netemeyer et. al. 2006) 

Blurring on the other hand is described as the eventual withering away of an identity 

(brand) in the mind of the public (Schechter 1970). In this case, the introduction of a new 

plant-based meat product line (junior brand) could decrease the uniqueness of your 

identity (Netemeyer et. al 2006). This can make consumers less likely to associate you to 

that one thing that you are known for generally speaking, in this case meat products. In 

the worst-case scenario, the act of blurring can even make the senior brand and junior 

brand compete for consumer activation (Jacoby 2001). 

As we can see, moving into a new category (plant-based meats) poses both opportunities 

and challenges in the shape of brand reputation gains through eco-branding, and the risk 

of brand blurring and tarnishment through brand dilution. These concepts are essential 

when moving discussing the underlying motives behind expanding/maintaining current 
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product range/brand identity of Finnish meat processors. Next, let’s discuss the 

implications of market entry and timing in creating competitive advantages. 

4.4 Market Entry Timing 

The timing of market entry can create significant benefits and advantages as we will 

discuss next. With market entry we are referring to the potential of entering the market 

for plant-based meat products and the competitive advantages along with challenges that 

arise from it. The attractiveness of a new market is largely determined by the size of the 

market, but also by the profitability (margins) of the products/services. A larger market 

is often associated with lower barriers of entry, better opportunities for economies of 

scale, differentiation, and absolute cost advantages (Min et. al., 2017). However, we know 

from previous examples, such as Nokia’s first attempt on touchscreen mobile phones, 

that being first is not always necessarily the winning recipe. Being first or one of the first 

can be challenging if the market is not ready for your product, as well as heavy learning 

costs that can arise from being a pioneer in the field. 

As mentioned in the introduction, the growing consumer concerns along with shifting 

preferences, combined with new technological breakthroughs in food processing has 

enabled a transformation to occur in the market. Based on the surge in demand, belief 

in the stock market and the amount of new products being introduced, the market is now 

ready for plant-based meats. Nonetheless, the market for plant-based meat is still small 

in comparison to traditional meat, making it less appealing to companies. However, in 

this case, the assumption that the market for these products is growing can motivate 

companies to establish an early foothold. 

The following figure is an adaptation of Everett Rogers model on the Diffusion of 

Innovation. Diffusion refers to a special type of communication where the messages are 

linked to a new idea. It can be thought of as a type of social change, where new ideas are 

invented, diffused, and adopted (Rogers, 1983). Although the theory is mainly adopted 

to changes in consumer purchasing behaviour, let’s analyse this model from a producer 

point of view. 
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Figure 7 Diffusion of plant-based meats in Finland (domestic brands) 

 

  

Let’s think of plant-based meat as a diffusion of innovation. We know that several 

alternative meat products like quorn and tofu have been around for many years. But, for 

the sake of this study, let’s focus purely on the new plant-based meat products by Finnish 

producers on the Finnish market, more specifically, the innovative plant-based meat 

products that have been introduced over the past six years.  

Versofoods and Gold&Green, inventors of Härkis and Nyhtökaura, both launched in 

2015, and can be seen as the Early Innovators (EI) of the market. Shortly after that 

Apetit launched their own plant-based meat products joined the market, let’s place them 

in the Early Adaptors (EA) category. Which brings us to the reaction from the Finnish 

meat processors. HKScan, Atria and Pouttu, some of Finland’s largest meat processors 

all launched their respective plant-based meat product lines between years 2018-2020. 

We can think of them as the Early Majority (EM).  What remains to be seen is when/if 

the rest of Finnish meat processors or other companies will join the market, either as the 

Late Majority (LM) or as Laggards (L). Establishing yourself early on a market brings 

several advantages as well as disadvantages as we will discuss next. 

4.4.1 Advantages of early entry timing 

This subchapter will first discuss the benefits and challenges from being a first mover, 

and then move on to advantages and disadvantages from entering the market a little 

later.  

    EI             EA         EM          LM             L 

Härkis          Apetit     Atria Vegyu       
Nyhtökaura     Pouttu Muu 
    HK Vihreät       

13,5% 34% 34% 16% 2,5% 
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4.4.1.1 First mover advantages 

First mover advantage as a concept evolved interestingly from an empirical study 

conducted by the U.S Federal Trade Commission in the 1970’s to prove that first entrants 

in both the pharmaceutical and cigarette industries enjoyed long term competitive 

advantage over the latter entrants (Suarez & Lanzolla 2007). This means that early 

entrants and latter entrants oftentimes use different strategies, skills and resourced in 

order to thrive (Robinson et. al. 1992). 

First mover advantages are credited largely due to so called “isolated mechanisms” which 

can be in the form of acquiring unique or highly valuable resources (eg. properties, 

patents) and achieve cost advantages through learning economies. Moreover, studies in 

consumer behaviour point to the fact that other first mover advantages can also result 

from reputation advantages (being that first name that springs to mind) and from the 

consumers’ habit formation ie. avoiding the cost of switching service provider (Suarez & 

Lanzolla 2007). In the case of the meat processing industry, these isolating mechanisms 

can be specific production techniques, advantages through learning economies, and even 

reputational advantages. However, other aspects such as consumer habit formation are 

also expected to bear significance, making consumers aware of the market and 

normalizing the concept of plant-based meats in a regular diet. 

There are three main ways in which a company can achieve first mover advantages: 

Produce a completely new product, use a completely new process or enter/create a 

completely new market (Kerin et. al. 1992). We can think of Versofoods and Gold&Green 

as creating a completely new, innovative product using new food processing 

technologies, therefore should have gained significant first mover advantages even 

though the market for plant-based meat has existed for quite some time. 

Nonetheless, being first to a market naturally brings its own challenges. A small market 

potential with low consumer awareness and no data on consumer preferences means 

there are significant risks associated with being a first mover. These learning costs are 

something that later entrants can avoid to a large degree (Carpenter et. al. 1998). Even 

though first movers are believed to sustain long term competitive over competition due 

to the head start over rivals, resulting in a dominant market position, being first is, 

however, not necessary to exploit entry-related advantages. First movers have on average 

a higher market share than others, but the same is true for early followers vs. later 

entrants, meaning that even though you are not first to the market, you still have better 
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prerequisites than companies entering after you (Kerin et. al. 1992).  Therefore, we can 

argue that although companies like Versofoods and Gold&Green were “first” to the 

Finnish market, later entrants like HKScan and Atria can still see significant benefits to 

being early entrants to this growing market. Which brings us to the benefits of later entry 

to a market. 

4.4.2 Advantages from later entry 

Generally speaking, pioneers (first movers) outsell late movers in many markets, but 

there are cases and conditions where the opposite is true. Late movers can create 

significant advantages over earlier pioneers by using their brand for higher market 

potential, higher repeat purchase rates, growing faster than the pioneer and slowing the 

diffusion which reduces the pioneers’ marketing spending effectiveness (Carpenter et. al. 

1998). However, the later entrant may in some cases even benefit the pioneers by lending 

credibility to the market (Carpenter & Nakomoto 1989).  A more credible market is 

naturally a good thing for all players on the market, if we think of for example applying 

for loans or employing staff. 

Put in more practical terms, a later entrant can outplay pioneers in two major ways. The 

first method is to understand buyer preferences for the category that the pioneer has 

defined, and then identify overlooked product aspects, undercut and out-advertise/out-

distribute the pioneer. The second method in through innovation of either product or 

strategy which can enable a late mover to overtake the pioneer (Carpenter & Nakomoto 

1989). Applying this to the Finnish plant-based meat market, one could hypothesize that 

big meat processors like HKScan and Atria (early adaptors) are now using their 

marketing and distributing resources to challenge established pioneers (early 

innovators) like Versofoods and Gold&Green. In a sense, they have the advantage of the 

category already being established by these pioneers, in other words, consumers are 

aware of what plant-based meats are. This means that companies like HKScan and Atria 

can focus their efforts more on brand awareness and distribution, which means that 

might grow faster in the market than the pioneers. 
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4.5 Summary of Theoretical Framework 

The following figure was created to visualize the main underlying theories behind the 

assumptions of the strategic aspects of expanding/maintaining product range regarding 

plant-based meats. 

Figure 8 The decision-making process 

 

Adapted from Hambrick & Fredrickson (2005) 

 
The figure above is a strategy diamond, adapted from Hambrick & Fredrickson (2005). 

According to the authors, the five main elements of strategy are Arenas, Vehicles, 

Differentiators, Staging and Economic Logic. The choice of arenas, vehicles and 

differentiators can be viewed as the substance of strategy, in other words what our 
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executive plans hope to achieve. Staging on the other hand focuses on the speed and 

sequence of decisions (Hambrick & Fredrickson, 2005). 

So, let’s think about the implications of this model on the meat industry. We can think of 

the arenas being the where in product/segment aspect. For example, let’s say that a 

company is mainly focused on ready-made meals of both traditional meat and now wants 

to expand into ready-made meals with plant-based meat products. The vehicle (how we 

get there) in this case could for example be through acquiring a company that already 

produces plant-based meats, or, by creating their own product through internal R&D. 

This can be largely influenced by the market timing, in other words when we want to 

enter the market, are we aiming for a quick release to capture advantages linked to early 

entry, or will the company sit back and let other companies try and fail first and then 

build upon their lessons learned. Either way, this brings us eventually to how we 

differentiate our product from competitors – do we attempt making a strong brand, or 

do we focus more on low costs. In other words, once we know the segment we want to 

emphasize, we know how and when to get there, the last question is how do we win 

through unique selling propositions. 

Overall, what the model communicates is that rather than thinking of certain factors such 

as core competencies or differentiation as fragmented sub-strategies in isolation, we take 

a holistic view where all these factors interplay. The example of expanding into ready-

made plant-based meats will both take on bits and pieces from almost all these elements. 

Similarly, deciding to maintain current product range and focus on purely meat products 

can be a combination of sticking to your competitive advantages and using the resources 

and competencies you have to best create returns. This model is a key building block 

when moving forwards and structuring the interview questions. 
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5 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will cover the intended method of this study. Firstly, going through the 

research philosophy and approach, moving on to strategy and choices linked to that. 

Lastly, research techniques related to data collection and analysis will be discussed. 

5.1 Research Philosophy 

When conducting a study, it is useful to start by defining what type of research 

philosophy you will apply. Johnson & Clark (2006) conclude that the emphasis is not on 

the research being philosophically informed, but rather being able to reflect and defend 

upon philosophical choices to others that could have been adopted. 

Let’s start by defining Ontological and Epistemological and Axiological approaches to 

research, since these greatly affect the researchers’ overall approach to fundamental 

issues like the world and the actors in it. Ontology can be described as the researchers’ 

assumptions and beliefs about the nature of reality. Essentially, how we approach our 

world and the actors within it. Epistemology differs from Ontology in the sense that we 

focus more on what valid knowledge is, and how we can communicate it to other actors. 

Lastly, Axiology focuses more on the ethical side of the nature of value. In this case we 

are talking more about theories of morality and aesthetics. (Saunders et. al., 2016).  

Moreover, the four research philosophies in management research are positivism, 

realism, interpretivism and pragmatism. The approach for this study is that of 

epistemological positivism and interpretivism, which we will discuss further next. 

Positivism focuses on causality and law like generalisation, reducing phenomena to its 

simplest elements. From this study’s point of view, we are trying to link the phenomenon 

of companies creating plant-based alternatives to generalisations, laws, and theories 

such as competitive advantage and game theory. However, because of the nature of 

interviews and their subjectivity, this study also adopts a pinch of interpretivism, 

whereas we think not only of observable phenomena, but rather also the subjective 

meanings and social phenomena behind it. Much of this study is dedicated to motivating 

why consumer preferences are shifting and how companies are reacting to it. Therefore, 

to summarize, we are not only focusing on causality, but also the subjective meanings 

that are motivating these actions (Saunders et. al. 2009) 
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This type of research philosophy makes most sense for this study where the overlying 

phenomenon is plant-based alternative meats entering the market and the subjective 

motivations behind these actions are discovered through semi-structured interviews. 

Next, let’s talk a bit about the specific approach and strategy applied to the study. 

5.2 Research Approach: Qualitative abductive research 

This study is of investigative nature and is therefore best suited to use a qualitative 

research methodology in the form of interviews with experts within the field. Qualitative 

research methods are considered best applied to new areas of research with prior 

knowledge and can be used to theorize prominent issues (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Interviewing and observing are the most popular among the qualitative methods with 

the underlying goal being to research a specific topic in depth and gain an extensive 

understanding of the issues at hand (Creswell 2007). 

Figure 9 Research Approach  

More specifically, this study uses an 

abductive research approach, 

essentially meaning that we move 

back and forth between data and theory. Abductive research can combine the best of 

both inductive and deductive reasoning. On one hand, we are not building theory from 

scratch since many essential theories and concepts have been set before the interviews. 

On the other hand, we are not completely confirming or dismissing hypotheses based 

on existing knowledge, as is done in deductive reasoning (Bryman & Bell., 2015). 

Seeing as this whole study started from observing the vast amount of new plant-based 

meat alternatives on the market, to recognizing a pattern of companies simultaneously 

jumping on the plant-based product bandwagon, this type of research approach seems 

most natural. Even though many of the underlying theories and assumptions were set 

before the interviews, they were not left unchallenged, and other new theories that arose 

from the interviews were quickly evaluated and either included or disregarded. Which 

leads us to the next topic of research strategy and interviewing method. 

5.2.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

The interviews conducted are semi-structured, meaning no formal script was kept to, 

rather, the discussion was open ended and allowed to flow in any direction. However, 

Theory Observations Theory
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questions and comments were leading in order to keep focus on the topic and within the 

two underlying themes: 

1. The current consumer concerns and shifting preferences and how these are 

changing the industry 

2. The company’s strategic rationale and decision-making process behind 

expanding into plant-based products or maintaining current product range  

The motivation for these themes was to firstly confirm that companies are aware of the 

underlying consumer concerns and shifting preferences and get an idea of in what way 

they see these factors changing the industry. Second, and naturally with most emphasis, 

theme number two sought to openly discuss the strategic rationale behind 

expanding/maintaining the current product portfolio in regards to plant-based meats. 

Lastly, it felt natural to discuss the implications of these strategic decisions and where it 

may take the company/industry in terms of the future. Generally speaking, although the 

interviews did not strictly follow this chronological structure, it was certainly helpful 

keep it in mind when conducting the interviews, not only for the interviewee, but also 

the interviewer. 

Semi-structured interviews are well suited for exploring general perceptions and 

opinions on complex issues and are one of the most frequently used interview techniques 

in qualitative studies (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree 2006). This is largely due to the rigidity 

of its structure, meaning that it can be applied to many cases, making is flexible and 

versatile in regards to study purpose and research questions (Kelly 2010). Secondly, the 

interviewees will be from various backgrounds which make it impracticable to have a 

standardized interview script for everyone (Barriball & While 1994). 

Nevertheless, although the interviews were quite free to their nature and the interviewees 

were varying to their background, a guideline of questions (in preparation) were created 

for the interviews as a sort of back up to redirect the interviewee back onto topic if 

needed. This guideline script has many variations due to the variety of interviewees and 

their positions but follows the same stream of logic and themes in each case.  

Although some studies criticize the use of semi-structured interviews since we cannot be 

certain whether the differences in answers are a result of different questions asked or 

different respondents (Gordon 1975). Nonetheless, according to Denzin (1989), 

conveying the equivalence of meaning is the most important factor in ensuring 
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comparability of answers (Barriball & While 1994). A practical example of this regarding 

this study is the difference in approach while interviewing traditional meat processing 

companies versus interviewing plant-based meat product companies. While the 

questions could be widely different from person to person, the same end goal was in 

mind, finding the underlying strategic rationale behind expanding into new 

territory/maintaining current product portfolio.  

5.2.2 Transcription 

Transcription involves translating oral speech into written language, a transformation of 

sound to text (Davidson 2009). Due to the intensive nature in-depth interviews and the 

importance of remaining responsive and guiding the interview towards its objective 

within the given time-constraint (Ghauri & Gronhaug 2005), recording the audio and 

transcribing afterwards was necessary. Therefore, all of the interviews were recorded 

using Microsoft Teams recording function and stored directly onto the cloud service 

storage provided by Hanken School of Economics. On average, the interviews took 

around 20-25 minutes each, with some taking up to 40 minutes and others running for 

just about 20minutes. 

As a general rule of thumb, each interview was carefully listened through at least twice 

directly after the interview whereafter a transcription would be created usually within 

the same day or latest the day after.  This was to in order to make the analysis of data an 

ongoing activity, pivoting and reiterating the interview questions and topics, allowing 

the emergence of themes and theories to become more evident (Bryman & Bell 2011). 

Considering the vastness of this topic, interviewees would often go off topic. Therefore, 

only the relevant sections of each recording were transcribed, also known as data 

sampling (Saunders 2009). “A more useful transcript is a more selective one” (Ochs 

1979). 

Since the interviewing language was Finnish, all of the interviews were firstly transcribed 

to their original language and thereafter translated to English. This carries several 

challenges related to equivalence in meaning on top of the linguistic, sociocultural and 

methodological problems described by Xian (2008). However, this is significantly 

mitigated being a native speaker of both languages. Therefore, the integrity of cultural 

and interpretive insights should have remained the same through translation. 

Transcribing sound to text can also involve challenges like documenting unintelligible 

sounds - fillers, nonverbal actions and pauses (Davidson 2009). However, for this study, 
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Consumer concerns and 
shifting preferences

How companies are 
reacting

Strategic rationale for 
expanding/maintaining 

product range

an intelligent verbatim transcription method has been applied, whereas we transcribe 

word for word but leave out the fillers. Additionally, to make it easier for the reader, the 

transcript has been altered in some cases. This entails things like emphasizing words 

with bold/italic letters, adding reference or clarification [in brackets like these] and 

adding three ellipses … to indicate that other things were discussed in between the two 

sentences and that they are therefore slightly out of context.  

5.2.3 Analysing the data 

Qualitative research has the tendency to be the most complex during the data analysis 

phase. This is largely due to the lack of transparency and a systematic approach to the 

analysis (Nowell et. al. 2017).  Therefore, this chapter will begin by clearly outlining what 

has been done, why it has been done in that way as well as a clear description of the 

analysis methods. 

In total, 8 semi-structured interviews were conducted with experts ranging from product 

category managers, directors and sales/marketing managers from Finnish meat 

processing companies, as well as a CEO from a plant-based meat product company, a 

partner in a venture capital company specialized in food technology, and an assortment 

manager from a major retail company. The average interview length was around 20-25 

minutes per interviewee. Structure wise, the interviews were generally split into three 

major discussion topics as we can see from the following figure: 

 

Figure 10 The main themes of the interviews 
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The first topic covered the increasing consumer concerns and shifting preferences 

regarding meat production and consumption and how companies are reacting, as 

discussed in the introduction. After that the discussion would tend to move on to the 

underlying strategic rationale behind expanding/maintaining current product range. 

This would naturally be the bulk of the interview time wise, and of most interest to the 

study. The logic was: let’s discuss the underlying motives and effect and then move onto 

topics such as strategic decision making and what kind of effects this has on meat 

processors in the future. 

Naturally, the interviews had the tendency to go beyond these topics but as a rule of 

thumb, these were the minimum requirement to be discussed. Not only does this make 

the interviews more logical to follow, but also makes the analyses far less complicated, 

enabling one to divide the transcripts into themes. 

5.3 Thematic Analysis Process 

This type of approach is called a thematic analysis, a method to identify, organize, 

analyse, and describe various themes found within a data set (Nowell et. al. 2017). 

Thematic analysis, like phenomenology and grounded theory, seek to capture lived 

experience from the interviews and analyse them from an abductive angle, treating 

transcript code as topics rather than resources (Brinkmann 2o13). The method is 

especially useful for examining differences in perspectives and highlighting 

unanticipated insights (Braun & Clarke, 2006) However, implementing a thematic 

analysis approach also runs the risk of quasi-quantification of the data within a 

qualitative study. In other words, the researcher tends to identify themes based on how 

often they appear in the interviews, which elevates some themes over others (Bryman & 

Bell 2011). 

On the following page, we can see how the analysis was split into six phases as presented 

in Nowell et. al. (2017): 
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Figure 11 From raw data to explanatory accounts 

 

 

Phase 1 entailed the initial transcription of the data (interviews), to create initial 

understandings. This is also called coding, which creates interpretable data and labels 

central concepts and elements of the data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). After that, as 

mentioned earlier, a second listen through the interview with the emphasis on more 

reflexive journaling would take place. With the raw data now written down, this enables 

the researcher to focus on his/her own perceptions of what has been discussed during 

the interview. 

Phase 3 initiates the search for themes. Theme identification is tricky in the sense that it 

sometimes can be a case of individual interpretation. Luckily, many follow-up questions 

within the interview help confirming concepts and themes. An example of how themes 

were identified is presented next. 

 

 

Familiarize yourself with your dataPhase 1
•Document theoretical and reflective thoughts
•Document thoughts about potential codes/themes 

Generating initial codesPhase 2
•Reflexive journaling
•Use of a coding framework

Searching for themesPhase 3
•Documenting hieararchies of concepts and themes
•Making sense of theme connections

Reviewing themesPhase 4
•Research triangulation
•Test for referential adequacy

Defining and naming themesPhase 5
•List themes according to relevance
•Categorize subthemes under major themes

Producing the report (analysis)Phase 6
•Description of meaning, context
•Link themes to underlying theoretical assumptions
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Figure 12 Example of theme identification from interview with R7 

 

As we can see, oftentimes follow-up questions were used to elaborate further on what 

could have been underlying assumptions. Statements were then linked to potential 

themes and theories. This is obviously just one example, but most of the interviews were 

conducted with a similar approach. 

Once themes were identified, phase 4 could begin, where we use research triangulation 

to confirm reoccurring themes are their significance to the study. Research triangulation 

is a broad term, but in this context, it means using several sources of data to create 

greater confidence in one’s findings (Bryman & Bell, 2011). By identifying overlapping 
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themes and patterns from several interviews, we can discuss the implications of these 

underlying concepts with greater significance and confidence. 

Moving on, themes were categorized into major themes and minor themes (subthemes) 

which would then be linked to underlying theoretical assumptions. Major themes could 

be for example meat processors reacting to the emergence of plant-based products, 

which could then be linked to theories such as corporate environmentalism.  

Overall, this approach helped manage, and categorize raw data leading to the 

identification of themes and patterns (descriptive accounts) which could then be linked 

to wider theory (explanatory accounts) (Spencer et. al., 2003). This structure 

significantly improved the quality of the thematic analysis that followed. Next up, let’s 

discuss the trustworthiness of the data before diving into the analysis and discussion. 

5.4 Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness of a qualitative study is made up of four criteria: credibility, 

transferability, dependability & confirmability (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Let’s discuss how 

this study holds up in the view of these criteria. 

Credibility essentially means that the interpretations that we are making are what we say 

they are (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The way to ensure this was the use of follow up questions 

within the semi-structured interviews, where the interviewer would confirm the 

interpretation that he/she is making. This type of approach reduces the chance for 

misinterpretation and tries to stay true to the original meaning of the interviewee. 

Transferability refers to a broader phenomenon in qualitative studies whereas we have 

an intensive study of a small group, with individuals typically sharing certain 

characteristics (depth over breadth), which tends to put the study in its own little 

contextual uniqueness. Whether the findings hold in a different context is the empirical 

issue. The way to mitigate this is by providing thick descriptions, which can be used by 

researchers in future studies (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This study will attempt to provide 

thick descriptions about the underlying motives of meat processors expanding/maintain 

their product range and the implications of a product and brand repositioning towards 

plant-based meat products.  

Dependability entails observers being able to dependably evaluate the research (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015). Therefore, this study is highly transparent in the methods and approaches 

chosen. Several tables and figures within the study clearly outline what has been done 
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and why. Additionally, some transcripts from the interview along with how follow up 

questions were asked are presented in verbatim form. 

Finally, confirmability means that the findings from the research are not affected by the 

researchers own values and beliefs in attempt to confirm them (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

As stated in the introduction, the purpose of this study is not to argue whether meat 

consumption is decreasing or should be decreasing, rather, understanding the 

implications of the changes occurring in the market and making a strategic analysis of 

the decision-making process of Finnish meat processors. 
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6 FINDINGS 

This chapter will present and discuss the findings from the interviews followed by a 

discussion about the implications. Additionally, we will compare our findings to the 

underlying assumptions and research question of this study. The findings were split into 

three major themes as discussed in the previous chapter, we will begin by looking at the 

impact of growing consumer concerns and how companies are reacting to a shift in 

consumer preferences towards meat consumption.  

6.1 Growing consumer concerns and shifting preferences 

Regarding the underlying consumer concerns towards meat consumption, there were no 

major outliers in terms of responses from the interviewees. In general, all respondents 

(both from meat processing companies as well as plant-based meat companies and retail) 

seemed to agree upon the three major concerns, environmental, health-related and 

ethical. As one respondent put it: 

“Definitely environmental, ethical and health related issues…consumers are now much 

more informed about what they are eating, and this is clearly reflecting in demand and 

supply.” 

Interview with R2 

More specifically, R2 was referring to the megatrends of healthy living and 

environmental consciousness. Consumers are clearly more invested in personal health, 

which is why many are trying to find healthier alternatives to meat in the form of plant-

based meat. Interestingly, R3 pointed out the contradiction in consumers demanding 

more plant-based meats as an alternative to traditional meat, and emphasized the need 

to provide consumers with more information: 

“There is a clear lack of logic in the general discussion around meat and meat 
consumption. On one hand, we are trying to reduce the amount of soy products fed to 
cattle, meanwhile, consumers are increasing their individual soy consumption through 
products like tofu and plant-based meats. 
 
Interviewer: What needs to happen in order to mitigate this? 
 
“Our industry clearly needs to dedicate more resources to give consumers information 
and facts, along with logical alternatives to meat.” 

Interview with R3 
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The emphasis in this case was on the word logical, meaning meat alternatives that do 

not harm the environment further in the process of trying to save it. Logical alternatives 

can also be applied to health-related issues, with R1 stating that: 

Plant-based meats can be heavily processed, loaded with salt and additives, making them 

more or less just as unhealthy as traditional meat 

  Interview with R1 

This type of hypocrisy is what seems to make the discussion around plant-based meats 

so contradicting. On one hand, plant-based meats are seen as a solution to 

environmental, health-related and ethical concerns, but on the other hand, not all 

plant-based meats are necessarily the solution to these concerns, rather the opposite. 

6.1.1 The trade-off between personal satisfaction and concerns 

Moreover, an interesting topic seemed to be the emphasis of these concerns relative to 

one another, and why traditional meat still thrives in our society. One respondent stated: 

“Environmental, health-related and ethical, in that order. The discussion for ethics will 

only take off properly once there isn’t an issue of having to choose between enjoyment vs. 

ethics. Personal satisfaction will always win in this case, therefore, only once you have a 

viable alternative to meat, then you can discuss the implications and ethics of choosing 

one over the other.” 

        Interview with R6 

In other words, environmental and health related concerns seem to bear the biggest 

significance in changing consumer behaviour, whereas ethical concerns only become a 

factor once there is no trade-off between personal satisfaction and ethics. This 

statement touches upon a very important factor to the success of plant-based meats 

and the food industry in general. Aesthetics and taste are important to success in this 

industry, something that R3 summarizes in the following way: 

“Taste is king when we talk about food consumption. But now we’ve seriously passed 

the so-called touring test for plant-based meat products. It is getting to the point where 

regular consumers can barely tell if their consuming a meat-based or plant-based 

product.” 

 Interview with R3 
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Essentially, we are getting to the point where plant-based meat can mimic traditional 

meat to the degree where there is no trade-off between personal satisfaction and ethical 

concerns. A great comparison is what was discussed earlier in chapter two which also 

popped up in the interview with R6 about the similarities between the meat industry and 

what is currently happening in the automotive industry. As electrical vehicles are 

becoming more viable in range and performance, there is no longer that trade-off to be 

made between environmental concerns and convenience. 

It’s kind of similar with electric cars [plant-based meats]. They’ve gotten to the point 

where they are a seriously viable alternative, and that’s when change happens really 

quick.” 

 Interview with R6 

 It is precisely this change that is happening quickly that seems to be the phenomenon 

occurring on the market for plant-based meat. Within the span of 6 years, a surge of new 

domestic plant-based meat products has been introduced to the Finnish market as 

illustrated in chapter three. Which brings us to the next topic, how companies are 

reacting to this phenomenon.  

6.1.2 How companies are reacting 

In the introduction, we discussed how meat processors are reacting to the growing 

concerns and shifting preferences in different ways such as organic/local products, 

certifications, and diversifying into plant-based meat products. Many of these factors 

came up in the interviews as well. R2 summed it up in the following way: 

“This is precisely our [meat processors] number one concern; how to alleviate these 

concerns with things like certifications, marketing, free range production and other 

factors of added value” 

Interviewer: What about plant-based meat, where does it fit in with all of this? 

“There is no doubt that plant-based meat improves resource usage massively, 

therefore addressing many of the consumer concerns. I think a lot of companies 

are looking into it [plant-based meat], even though it’s still a small market.” 

Interviewer: Is this [sustainability] something you are seeing more of in the industry?  

“Certainly, many companies [meat processors] are going through a sort of sustainability 

phase at the moment, but there is also a lot of Greenwash taking place” 
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  Interview with R2 

Greenwash, as mentioned in the theoretical framework chapter, is when a company 

markets itself as sustainable without real action or strategy towards a more sustainable 

practice. The push for plant-based meats from a sustainability point of view was also 

highly questioned by R7: 

“I have to say though, I do question their values and motives of joining the market [for 

plant-based meats] from a sustainability point of view. 

   Interview with R7 

As we can see, the reaction to growing consumer concerns includes creating factors of 

added value that address these underlying environmental, health-related and ethical 

concerns, whether that be through certifications, product development or plant-based 

meat. This reaction has seen Finnish meat processors increase their efforts in what 

could categorized under Corporate Environmentalism, which many of the respondents 

seemed highly sceptical over and deemed as a type of greenwash. The development of 

the plant-based meat market, however, is affected by other things than just 

environmental, health-related and ethical concerns, which we will briefly discuss next. 

6.1.3 Normalization of plant-based meat 

When talking about the growth and potential of the plant-based meat market, an 

important aspect is the impact of socio-economic and cultural challenges associated to 

plant-based meats, and the concept of normalization. Normalization, as the word 

intuitively implies, refers to making plant-based meat consumption a normality in 

society. This came up while discussing the challenges associated to plant-based meat 

with R8: 

“We want to normalize the consumption of plant-based meats. We need to change the 

norms in society so that plant-based meat is commonplace, nothing to do with your 

identity or values” 

 Interview with R8 

The point about identity or values is essential in this case, there should not be a label 

attached to someone who consumes plant-based meat. Similarly, another way to 

normalize plant-based meat according to R2, is by dividing/organizing products in the 
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grocery store by terms of end use. This connected to what we discussed regarding the 

concepts of choice-architecture and targeting in chapter three. 

“Generally speaking, we should be dividing our products more into terms of end use, 

meatballs and plant-based meatballs on the same shelf for example” 

   Interview with R2 

Related to this topic about normalization through end use categorization is R6’s point on 

consumption patterns: 

“Food is obviously more than nuggets and hamburger patties. But I believe that one food 

category at a time, we will see plant-based alternatives emerging” 

…”we’re not changing consumption patterns since it’s essentially the same food, just that 

now it’s plant-based.” 

   Interview with R6 

What R6 is referring to is that plant-based meat is mimicking the shape and texture of 

regular meat, meaning that consumers can stick to their cooking culture and simply 

replace the meat product with a plant-based substitute. According to the respondent, this 

is one major factor in normalizing the consumption of plant-based meat and growing the 

market further. 

The following figure summarizes the key findings and concepts of part one of the 

analysis. Starting from the left-hand side, findings from the interviews, are then 

connected with connected themes (in the middle column), which then finally lead to the 

connected theory associated with it. This visualization structure is adapted from 

Shepherd et. al. (2021)  
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Figure 13 Concerns, preferences and how companies are reacting 

Findings from interviews        Recurring Themes       Connected Theory 
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6.2 Strategic rationale behind expanding/maintaining product range 

This part of the analysis will be split into three parts, the first two separately addressing 

RQ1 about the strategic rationale of expanding/not expanding into plant-based meats.  

6.2.1 Strategic rationale for expanding into plant-based meats 

When discussing the strategic rationale behind repositioning/expanding into plant-

based meats with the interviewees, there were three major themes/concepts that were 

reoccurring: 

1. Market opportunity (demand) 

2. Diversification of product portfolio and brand image 

3. Market Timing  

Let’s start by discussing the implications of market opportunity and demand on the 

expansion into plant-based meats. 

6.2.1.1 Market Opportunity 

The first, market opportunity is perhaps the most obvious. In this case we are referring 

to companies seeing the growth in the market for plant-based meat and motivating their 

product development with that. Nonetheless, there are many different aspects within 

market opportunity as we can see from the following statements: 

“The current [global] market size for meat products is €900 billion, whereof 2% is 

alternative meat. In ten years from now, that share will be €130 billion – around 10%.” 

Interview with R4 

“Company X doesn’t care if it’s churning meat or peas into sausages. If there’s demand, 

they’ll do it.” 

“It is important to note that supply and demand may not be directly related in this case 

though. We could export our [Finnish] relatively sustainable meat to growing markets 

such as Asia, while increasing our efforts in plant-based meat here at home.” 

Interview with R6 

As we can see, contrary to intuition, a gradual decrease in demand for red meat in 

Finland does not mean that supply will diminish, since Finnish meat processors can 
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increase their export and market the high quality of Finnish meat produce abroad. 

Simultaneously, there is no denying the growth in the market for plant-based meat 

provides an opportunity for Finnish companies, as we can see from the statement from 

R4. Nevertheless, there were some cases of doubt related to demand, specifically 

regarding the regionality of demand for plant-based meat within Finland, as pointed 

out by R2: 

“The demand varies heavily around Finland. In some cases, it’s more a case of principals 

than actual economic rationale” 

Interview with R2 

What the respondent means by this is that in many cases, distributing plant-based 

meat products around Finland is motivated more by “keeping appearances” than actual 

economic sense. More importantly, when asked if newer plant-based companies were 

threatening the status quo by taking over market share, R1 responded: 

“Sure, but they will quickly be acquired by bigger firms. I reckon older companies like X 

and Y will radically change their portfolio to maintain their market share and adapt.” 

 Interview with R1 

In other words, while there is room for growth for both meat products (export) and 

plant-based meat products, many traditional Finnish meat processors might be viewing 

these newer plant-based meat companies as a threat. This was confirmed by R4: 

“Of course! It’s like the colour red to a bull. Sadly, the Finnish way is to trip over your 

friend in the race, in contrast to Sweden where there is a lot more cooperation” 

 Interview with R4 

To summarize, many of the respondents motivated the expansion into plant-based 

products with factors related to demand and market opportunity. However, as pointed 

out by R6, the increase in demand for plant-based meat does not necessarily imply a 

decrease in demand for traditional meat, and that the potential decrease in domestic 

demand can be offset with foreign demand. Moreover, in many ways, the decision to offer 

plant-based meat seems to be motivated by keeping appearances and a general fear of 

missing out. Newer plant-based companies taking market share are viewed as a threat, 

but also as acquisition targets that will be quickly gobbled up by larger meat companies. 
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Which brings us onto our next topic about the expansion into plant-based meat products 

as a source of economic and brand diversification. 

6.2.1.2 Diversification of product portfolio and brand 

As discussed in chapter four regarding theoretical concepts, one major driver of 

competitive advantage is diversification. In this case we’re specifically referring to 

diversifying the product portfolio from purely meat products and repositioning into 

plant-based meats, but also by diversifying the brand image in terms of a more 

sustainable image (eco-branding). 

“I think many big companies are developing their business [plant-based meats] as a 

source of diversification because they know the market is growing, but also as an 

insurance policy, a source of diversification. There’s a mentality of: “If this takes off, then 

great, we are part of it. If not, then no harm done”” 

Interview with R7 

This type of insurance policy is a very interesting way to look at the phenomenon and is 

highly linked to what was discussed in the theoretical framework about defensive green 

marketing strategies. R7 is implying that bigger companies developing plant-based 

meats in some cases is a sort of risk mitigation and form of staying in touch with the 

market development. Essentially, they might even view the economic success of plant-

based meat as irrelevant (no harm done), meaning that there are other motives other 

than purely economical for this expansion. This was briefly touched upon in the same 

interview: 

“Oh, a lot of it [expanding into plant-based meat] has to do with establishing a brand 

name on this new market, as well as joining the whole discussion [of sustainability]” 

As we can see, developing/establishing a brand name is this growing market seems to be 

a significant driver in addition to potential economic gains from product diversification. 

This was further confirmed in the interview with R4: 

“Every company has its own motives. For some it can be purely economic, for others it 

can things like sustainability, brand image, corporate governance. It might also just be 

that the current business model doesn’t work. 

Interviewer: What were the main motives for you? 
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“For us it was a combination of economical and sustainability [value] reasons. There is 

no doubt that the sale of plant-based meat is increasing. We want to be a frontrunner in 

the Nordics and Baltics with a strong brand.” 

 Interview with R4 

This concept of being a frontrunner will be discussed further in the next subchapter 

regarding market timing and advantages/challenges associated with that. Moving on, 

for some companies, especially smaller ones, the expansion into plant-based meat can 

be motivated almost purely with economic reasons. As stated by R7: 

“Smaller, more agile actors, however, might be looking at plant-based meat as the 

saviour of the business in an industry that otherwise is declining” 

Therefore, in some cases, the diversification into plant-based meat can be viewed as the 

only viable option to remaining economically profitable. The agility of companies will 

be discussed more in detail once we move on to the topic of switching costs associated 

with the switch to plant-based meat. The main conclusion here seems to be that for 

bigger companies, the expansion into plant-based meat seems to be driven more from a 

motive of brand diversification and an insurance policy, whereas for smaller 

companies, the potential expansion or even complete shift towards plant-based meats 

can literally be a matter of economic survival. 

At this point, having identified these key factors in strategic rationale, it feels natural to 

discuss how these decisions are made in the company. When asked about the decision-

making method of whether or not to move into plant-based meat or not, R5 stated: 

“First, we think in terms of – what section do we want to grow and by what means?” 

Think of this as the arena and vehicle, described in the theoretical framework, where a 

company considers the segment and emphasis (arena), along with how to get there 

(vehicle)? Moreover, the discussion was then directed more towards the potential gain 

of these decisions: 

“We think more about what kind of competitive advantages we can attain through these 

decisions. It’s very much a question of - what game you want to win? Naturally, a lot has 

to do with what fits with our brand and concept as well.” 

 Interview with R5 
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Key emphasis on the phrase “what game you want to win” here, implying that the 

companies naturally choose segments where they believe they can achieve sustained 

competitive advantages.  

To summarize, a key factor in expanding into plant-based meats seemed to be the 

added value of differentiation either through economic factors or indirect factors like 

brand image and reputation. For bigger companies, the expansion can be viewed as an 

insurance policy, however, for smaller actors it can be much more economically 

significant. Overall, it seems to be a question of what game you want to win in order to 

gain sustained competitive advantage. 

6.2.1.3 Market timing & shortening product lifecycles 

Finally, another reoccurring theme when it came to the strategic rationale of expanding 

into plant-based meat had to do with the timing of the market and normalization of 

plant-based meat in our society. We will begin by discussing how the timing to enter the 

market for plant-based meat is now much more suitable than it was for example ten years 

ago, whereafter we will discuss the potential benefits and challenges that these 

companies see from moving early on to the market, as discussed in the theoretical 

framework regarding early mover advantages. Lastly, we will briefly touch upon the fact 

that the food industry, much like the industry for electronics or cars is having 

increasingly shorter product lifecycles, with products going in and out of favour much 

quicker than before. 

As mentioned, although plant-based meats have been around for quite a while, it is still 

viewed in many senses as small niche market. Lately though, with development in 

aesthetics and price, combined with growing concerns and shifting preferences, the 

market for plant-based meat has passed the initial pilot test, as described by R6 in the 

following way: 

“…We’ve now seriously passed the touring test for these plant-based meat products…”  

   Interview with R6 

Essentially, what R6 means by this is that the market is ready now. Ready for plant-based 

meat to realistically compete with traditional meat, and that the “touring test” for plant-

based meat is over. When asked to elaborate further on market timing, R6 added: 
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“I’m sure that many of the traditional companies [meat processors] saw the 

reception of Nyhtökaura and Härkis as a green light market timing wise”. 

This relates with what was previously discussed about the diffusion and normalization 

of plant-based meat in Finland, where we have now passed the implementation phase, 

and are beginning to see the embedding and integration, which according to R6 makes 

it more attractive for later entrants who have watched on as products like Nyhtökaura 

and Härkis have been widely successful on the Finnish market. 

Moving on, another core influence in decision-making for an expansion into plant-based 

meat seemed to revolve around advantages of establishing a strong brand and market 

presence early on.  

Interviewer: How significant is the aspect of being first in the market with these products? 

“The market changes very rapidly nowadays. We obviously want to be the centre forward 

in the first chain rather than centre back of the fourth chain [referring to ice-hockey].” 

“On the other side though, being first means being a pioneer in many ways. You will have 

to pay your student loans and accept them. You will never get it right on the first try.” 

 Interview with R1 

This statement from the interviewee touches upon many important aspects related to 

market timing and advantages/challenges from early entry. First, establishing an early 

foothold on the market ie. being the centre forward in the first chain is an attractive 

prospect. However, the interviewee acknowledges the challenges associated with being 

first, the so-called student loans (learning costs) that your company will need to pay in 

order to succeed. Establishing an early foothold was also emphasized by R7: 

“It’s been highly reactive, happening rather quickly. I think there’s a mentality of: “Let’s 

get to the market quickly, then think about developing a great product.”  

Interview with R7 

The concept of speed came up not only with regards to product launch and entry 

timing, but also with the shortening of product life cycles, and the pressure that this is 

creating on the industry. As mentioned above by R1 – “The market changes very rapidly 

nowadays”. This was also pointed out by R3: 

 “The product lifecycle is much shorter than before” 
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What this in turn means is that the pressure to stay ahead of the trends is increasing. 

Speed is of essence in many ways, if you take too long in launching/developing a 

product, it might be out of fashion by the time you get it to the market, as discussed 

with R1: 

“If you spend too much time on R&D, your product may be out of date before you have 

even launched, such is the speed of the market nowadays. The market is though of in 

terms of weeks rather than years.” 

In other words, when looking at market timing, there seems to be two contradicting 

viewpoints. On one hand, you can play it safe by entering after the so-called touring test 

of first products, developing your product to be superior with additional factors of 

added value. However, at the same time, the product life cycle for these products is 

shortening significantly, meaning that if you wait for too long, your product might be 

“irrelevant” by the time you launch it on the market. The following figure summarizes 

the strategic rationale behind Finnish meat processors expanding into plant-based 

meat products in the same fashion as figure 13. 
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Figure 14 Strategic rationale for expanding into plant-based meats
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6.2.2 Strategic rationale for not expanding into plant-based meat 

During the analysis of the strategic rationale of not expanding product range into plant-

based meats, there were three reoccurring main themes: 

1. Focusing on what we know best (RBV) 

2. Brand image vs. brand contamination 

3. Investments tied to meat production (switching costs) 

There are always two perspectives to a matter, and plant-based meat is a divisive topic 

in regards to its benefit. When discussing the strategic rationale for not expanding into 

plant-based meat, there is similarly two sides to it. The first is – why we choose to focus 

purely on meat products, and the other argument is – why we don’t want to expand into 

plant-based products. These two views generate different arguments, but they are quite 

largely interlinked with aspects from the resource-based view, focusing on company 

strengths and disregarding weaknesses. 

For every argument to expand into plant-based meat, there was an equal amount of 

arguments for why not to. One argument stood way above the others in regards to 

reoccurrence, namely – focusing on what we know best. Let’s start by discussing the 

implications of this from a resource-based view. 

6.2.2.1 Focusing on what we know best – Core competencies 

As discussed in the theoretical framework, the idea of focusing on what a company knows 

best can be rephrased as focusing on core competencies ie. capabilities that are central 

to value-generating activities. The discussion around these capabilities tended to 

circulate around concepts like brand image and competitive advantages. A great example 

of this is the following discussion with R1: 

 “We focus mainly on meat products, that’s our range of expertise.” 

Interviewer: What kind of benefits do you see from staying purely with meat products? 

“Our entire brand image is built around meat products…that is not to say that one day we 

couldn’t have a great plant-based product as part of our selection” 

Interviewer: So rather than seeing one as a substitute for the other, what’s holding the company 

back from expanding product range? 



 59 

“In a way, we are just focusing on what we know best and using the resources we have at 

hand to improve our market position.” 

Interview with R1 

Two important concepts were mentioned here, brand image and range of expertise (focus 

on core competencies). Before talking more about brand image and specifically the risk 

of brand contamination, let’s focus on the resource discussion. As mentioned, there are 

two aspects to the resource-based view, the first being that a company is focusing on what 

they know best and using the resources at hand to benefit their position, as stated by R1. 

The other side, however, is the view that the expansion into plant-based meat is beyond 

the current resources and that the company simply lacks the knowledge and resources to 

pull off this expansion. This was exemplified through the discussion with R3: 

“We will definitely be expanding our product range in vegan products; however, we have 

no intention of joining the plant-based meat section” 

Interviewer: Why is that? 

“This requires significant research and development, resources and time. Additionally, 

we like to focus on what we know best. We have no history in plant-based meat products 

and therefore will not attempt to create our own” 

There is a lot to break down from this statement, starting with the argument that the 

company lacks the needed resources to expand into plant-based meat. There is no doubt 

that a meat processor developing plant-based meat is many ways outside the core 

competencies and likewise outside of the core resources that the company has at hand. 

Moreover, R3 states that they have no history in plant-based meat, referring to a lack of 

brand identity and foothold within the segment giving them perhaps a more 

disadvantageous position. Which brings us on to the discussion around brand image. 

6.2.2.2 Brand image and brand contamination 

As highlighted previously from the interview with R1, companies can see maintaining 

their product range as a way of staying within the brand image of the company. 

Moreover, in many cases, the respondents argued both for and against expanding into 

plant-based meat from a branding point of view. On one side, expanding into plant-based 

meat can give added brand value through eco-branding and factors of added value. On 

the other side, expanding into plant-based meat can also potentially dilute/contaminate 

the current brand image as mentioned by R8: 
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“Building a brand purely around sustainability factors is not successful, you don’t want 

to turn into a hippie brand, and trust me, consumers can sense ingenuity. So, the question 

really remains – does everyone have the knowledge and resources to build a successful 

brand around these products [plant-based meat].” 

Interview with R8 

Interestingly, R8 emphasizes the need to really assert your resources and expertise 

within the company before attempting to divert the brand image from purely meat 

products. Moreover, he mentions the risk of consumers sensing ingenuity (greenwash), 

which can backfire on the company. Another view on brand contamination from R4 

questions the “story” of the company when simultaneously producing traditional meat 

and plant-based meat: 

“There is a severe case of brand contamination. On one hand you are producing plant-

based meat products in the name of sustainability, while on the other hand the majority 

of your business model revolves around how to slaughter a pig in the most efficient way 

possible. It’s hard to create a story behind your company, it’s all a bit hypocritical.” 

Interview with R4 

The story of your company has a lot to do with the perceived brand image, and according 

to R4 it’s difficult to market a range of plant-based meat products in response to concerns 

regarding environmental, ethical and health-related issues, while simultaneously 

offering traditional meat products from a branding point of view. 

6.2.2.3 Tied investments and switching costs 

One seriously overlooked aspect in the beginning of this research was the importance of 

the agility of a company when expanding into plant-based meat. However, as seems to 

be the reoccurring theme in this analysis, there are two sides to this discussion. Agility is 

oftentimes associated with smaller firms that can adapt to new market demands and 

technologies quicker. However, generally speaking, smaller firms tend to have less 

resources than bigger firms, meaning that there is also the counter argument of not 

having the access to resources for an expansion into this new category. Let’s start by 

looking at the aspect of agility vs. the benefits of being a bigger firm. 

“It’s important to understand a key difference in smaller, newer companies and the larger 

more established companies. Big companies like X have huge investments in the initial 

production of meat, while companies like Y just purchase their meat, process it and sell 



 61 

it on. That is why Y was able to make rapid changes in their portfolio in comparison to 

the rest, they simply switched supplier.” 

Interview with R7 

Compare this with the following statement: 

Interviewer: Do you think newer plant-based companies will end up taking market share from 

the more established meat processors? 

 “Sure, but they will be quickly acquired by these bigger firms.” 

Interview with R2 

So, when discussing the motives behind not expanding into plant-based meat, one 

must understand that for some companies it’s not that easy. There are significant 

investments in the current business model in the form of cattle out on the fields. 

However, being a bigger firm has its benefits too. Essentially, if you can’t replicate it – 

buy it. The benefits of being a bigger firm is that you have more resources, making it 

easier to acquire your competition. 

Which brings us to an interesting concept regarding the potential switching costs 

associated with expanding into plant-based meat. This is exemplified from the 

discussion with R1: 

“Many companies have gone in this new direction [plant-based meat]; however, we have 

our raw material literally out on the fields…it’s not that cheap to just change in a day” 

 Interview with R1 

While switching costs can be a significant economic burden, the focus of this study 

however was never about switching completely from meat to plant-based meat, rather 

discussing the strategic rationale for not expanding into plant-based meat. Therefore, 

to some degree, the argument for switching costs is irrelevant. However, this can 

potentially be due to a flaw in how the questions were framed, leading to a general 

misunderstanding of the topic at hand. Nonetheless, let’s summarize the key findings 

regarding the strategic rationale for not expanding into plant-based meat. 
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Figure 15 Strategic rationale for not expanding into plant-based meat
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As we can see, the main arguments for Finnish meat processors choosing not to expand 

into plant-based meat revolves around concepts around core competencies (focusing on 

what we know best), brand focus (avoiding brand contamination), as well as the burden 

of tied investments in meat production, meaning that the switch to plant-based meat is 

more costly than otherwise. 

Essentially, the decision-making process in this case looks at how to maximize the profit 

and market position from current resources without developing a new product. Rather 

interestingly though, most respondents were well aware of the diminishing market for 

red meat and the need for product development in order to keep up with consumer 

demands. Let’s continue by taking a holistic view on the industry, the decision-making 

process, as well as the main arguments for either expanding/not expanding into plant-

based meat, presented on the following page, in figure 16. 
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6.3 Summary of findings  

The complexity of strategic rationale makes any kind of visualization and categorization 

less than straight forward. In many cases, concepts are associated with both outcomes of 

the decision-making process. Nonetheless, the following model attempts to take a 

holistic view of the strategic rationale behind either expanding/not expanding into plant-

based meat, with influence from the strategic diamond from Hambrick & Fredrickson 

(2005).  

Figure 16 The decision-making process of repositioning or not 

 

This model takes a holistic view to illustrate the several aspects that meat processors look 

at when deciding whether to expand into plant-based meat or not. Influencing these 

decisions are both industry external drivers (concerns and preferences) as well as 
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industry internal drivers (food processing technology, innovation potential) which were 

discussed in the introduction and throughout the interviews conducted. 

These external and internal drivers are affecting the consumer demand, as well as 

product development potential of the meat industry, enabling the growth, credibility, 

normalization, and through that, the appeal of plant-based meat to both meat processors 

and consumers. The viability of plant-based meat is increasing through improvements 

in food technology, which enables companies to create ever increasingly meat-like 

mimicking products which takes away the issue of having to trade personal satisfaction 

for values and concerns. Simultaneously, this reaction of bigger companies joining the 

plant-based meat market is giving the credibility to the market itself, increasing the 

supply and normalization of plant-based meat in the Finnish society. These factors 

certainly affect the decision-making process. 

As the main arguments for not repositioning towards plant-based meat, several 

interviewees mentioned the lack of resources and expertise, as well a diversion from their 

core brand image as the main constraints. Similarly, they argued that meat production 

is where their core competencies lie, enabling them to create the most favourable market 

position. Other significant factors are the constraints of tied investments in the 

production of raw material, as well as the switching costs associated to a shift to plant-

based meat. Additionally, many meat processors explained that they simply focus on 

what they know best and try to address these underlying consumer concerns with factors 

of added value in the form of certifications and other differentiators. 

On the other side, the repositioning into plant-based meats seems largely motivated by 

the growing market, increasing demand and the opportunity that this presents to an 

otherwise stagnated meat market. Others may see reputational benefits and unique 

selling aspects from a sustainability and eco-branding point of view. Lastly, several 

experts seemed to agree that the market timing is right for these products now, and that 

we have passed the so-called touring test of plant-based meat.  Essentially, it’s very much 

a question of; where do you want to play, how do you get there and how do you win 

(Arena, Vehicle & Differentiator) as well as when you choose to enter the market 

(staging). Next, let’s open up the model and discuss implications. 
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7 DISCUSSION 

With the help of figure 16, we can visualize the complexity of the strategic repositioning 

to plant-based meat and understand the underlying motives and factors affecting the 

decision-making process. While the implications of diversification are readily studied in 

academia, there is less understanding of repositioning as a reaction to trends. This is the 

main contribution of this study. So, let’s begin by answering the research question, 

moving on to practical implications for Finnish meat processors and finishing off with 

suggestions for future research.  

7.1 Repositioning to plant-based meat 

Firstly, the repositioning of brand and product portfolio is a highly complex strategic 

decision, taking into account the competitive landscape as a frame of reference. Done 

right, it can provide several benefits, with the central argument being that the 

repositioned destination location is greater than the current location. However, 

unsuccessful repositioning can considerably weaken the brand and overall company 

reputation. Therefore, Finnish meat processors must  succeed in making their concerns 

for animal welfare and environmental issues believable in order to avoid being labelled 

hypocrites and their marketing and branding efforts being categorized as greenwash. 

We can see that the market for plant-based meat is growing rapidly. As discussed in the 

introduction, the underlying drivers behind this growth resides mainly in the growing 

health-related, environmental and ethical consumer concerns towards meat 

consumption and production, as well as technological advancements and innovation 

potential in food-processing. As a result, several meat processors are implementing or 

considering a repositioning from purely traditional meat products to plant-based meat.  

On one side, many meat processors see the development of the market for plant-based 

meat as something outside of their brand, concept, and core competencies. Therefore, a 

repositioning feels outside of their capabilities and resources. Nevertheless, they 

recognize the underlying issues behind meat production and consumption and seek to 

alleviate these with additional factors of added value. Others point to the fact that with 

tied investments in cattle, farms and production facilities, the switch to plant-based meat 

is not as straightforward as it could be. 

On the other side, one of the natural arguments for repositioning into plant-based meats 

seems to be market opportunity, however, while the market is growing it is still small in 
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comparison to traditional meat. This means that while it may be a lucrative business in 

the future, it might not be profitable as of yet, which was the case at least with the 

company of R7. Moreover, as we saw from the findings, some bigger companies see 

plant-based meat more as a source of diversification and insurance against competition 

– in case it takes off, they will be part of it. This is what characterizes a repositioning, 

creating a frame of reference based on competition. While the economic viability of the 

product may not yet be positive, there is still reason to be part of the discussion. 

What is evident is that this trend is also strongly driven by the concept of corporate 

environmentalism. In some ways, plant-based meat can be seen as a diversification of 

the business, but also as as a diversification of brand in an otherwise highly criticised 

industry. As discussed in the theoretical framework, the level of corporate 

environmentalism tends to rise in accordance with the environmental damage it creates. 

Therefore, plant-based meat can be used as an effective new marketing tool by meat 

processors to show consumers that they are aware of the issues and want to be part of 

creating a sustainable solution. 

7.2 Implications for Finnish meat processors 

Competition in this marketspace is growing, increasing the pressure for some companies 

to reposition. In many ways, we can compare this to what has been happening in the 

market for electrical vehicles - it’s very much a topic of market entry timing. Through 

increasing consumer concerns and  product development the viability of these products 

and credibility of the market has increased significantly. This has led to many car 

manufacturers taking a stance on electrical vehicles as a necessity from both a business 

point of view but also corporate environmentalism – not offering electrical vehicles can 

similarly hurt the brand image. However, humans eat a large variety of food, and since 

meat consumption is still such a controversial topic heavily linked with culture and 

habits, it is difficult to directly compare it with other products. This controversy could be 

why many meat processors might see offering plant-based meat as a type of brand 

contamination, something that diverts so largely from their core business and image, and 

ultimately, a topic too sensitive to take a stance to as of yet.  

It's a curious situation for meat processors, some are looking at this growing market as a 

saviour in an otherwise stagnated market, others more as a source of corporate 

environmentalism and insurance policy. Some are not looking into it at all, rather 

focusing all of their resources on their core and distinctive competencies. No matter the 
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approach, these companies will need to be able to communicate genuine concern for the 

underlying issues. 

Without a doubt, plant-based meat contains several long-term cultural and dietary 

challenges associated to it. Generally speaking, plant-based meat is a relatively new 

products still in its nascency, and many consumers are still unfamiliar with them. This 

means companies need to normalize the concept of cooking plant-based meat in order to 

break through to the majority. Other consumers out right don’t like the taste, which 

might point to the fact that there is still quite a bit to do in regards to product 

development. This summarizes the issue with personal satisfaction vs. personal ethics 

and is something that needs to be addressed to popularize these products further. 

7.3 Suggestions for future research 

This study sought to draw a general understanding of the underlying strategic rationale 

behind Finnish meat processors expanding/not expanding into plant-based meat 

products, or rather. Even though the results draw an overarching general understanding 

of recurring concepts and motives in the decision-making process, the study is naturally 

not without limitations, and many aspects can be improved and built upon in future 

studies in the field. 

Firstly, with the market yet in its infancy, this study would be interesting to replicate in 

for example five years. This could be sufficient time for the market to have grown in size 

and credibility to see more meat companies join the market for plant-based products. 

Conducting a new round of interviews at this point could give wildly different responses. 

Second, this study mainly focuses on the strategic rationale and reaction to plant-based 

products by meat processors, however, another interesting topic would be to understand 

the view of these newly founded plant-based meat companies. In other words, instead of 

asking meat processors why they choose not to expand into plant-based meat, one could 

focus on understanding the motives behind choosing to expand into plant-based meat.  

Lastly, a broader topic that this thesis can contribute to is further studies in the 

sustainability transition that is currently occurring in the food industry. We can see that, 

while this market of plant-based products is in its nascency, the belief behind these 

products is high, shown in the market value of these newly founded plant-based product 

companies. An interesting topic could be to discuss the implications that this shift 

towards more plant-based consumption has on the entire food industry in general. 
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