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Sustainability is becoming an increasingly important topic across multiple fields and 

industries. The current model in pet food production and consumption is not 

sustainable and the dominant structure is facing increasing pressure from the society. 

Prices are increasing and resources are at stake. The rapid growth of the industry is 

worrying from a sustainable development point of view and a change is needed and 

fast. Signs of sustainability transition in the industry are already visible, however, the 

industry lacks strategies to guide the change. The study is carried out as a single case 

study, with industry as a unit of analysis. The proposition is that application of 

transition thinking into business strategy management has potential in providing 

transformative business strategies. Sustainability transition approach is beneficial 

because we do not only want to reduce unsustainability but to increase sustainability 

within the society, we believe that value can be created beyond a single organisation. 

The key strategies recognized in this study are strong leadership and businesses 

committed to the cause, transparency in data and communication, innovations, and 

collaborative power. The potential of transition thinking in business studies is that the 

approach itself views sustainability as a process rather than an endpoint, indicating 

that the change is a continuous process that can be influenced. Transition approach 

recognizes that the change happens in multiple domains and levels in the society and 

helps us further identify the factors that affect the process. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Pets are known to have a positive impact on their owners’ wellbeing and in turn, pet 

owners are ready to invest money for the wellbeing of their pet; money spent for pets has 

doubled in the last decade, resulting in over 1,2 billion € annually alone in Finland 

(Korpela, 2019). The accelerating growth of the industry has sparked discussion around 

sustainability in the pet food industry. The increase of pet ownerships poses challenges 

for sustainable growth and the industry trends conflict with sustainable development. In 

the overall debate about the food industry challenges and people’s consumption 

behavior, the role of companion animals has received less attention (Leenstra, 2018; Su 

et al. 2018). This can be concerning from sustainability point of view and there is a need 

for improvement in the industry.  

Although the pet food industry is a relatively small, sustainability transition in the 

industry can contribute to a more sustainable society and climate change mitigation. 

Sustainability transition as an approach has been chosen for its far-reaching nature to 

understand the transition processes and the interaction between different factors in the 

industry context better (Markard, Raven and Truffer, 2012). Research about 

sustainability transition strategies in the pet food industry can shed light to 

understanding the needs for further development opportunities and challenges.  

The core idea is that businesses and industries need to change.  Sustainability transition 

is a joint effort by, among others, manufacturers, businesses, buyers, nutritionists, and 

consumers and integrating sustainability measures to the industry requires, above all, 

companies in the industry to take responsibility (Swanson et al., 2013). Nonetheless, 

there are variety of other reasons for businesses to change. In the pet food industry, the 

availability of ingredients can be at stake and new regulations and changes in consumer 

demand can affect the business. Businesses need to adapt to be able to respond to the 

changing environment. Be it for the environment, consumer demand or competitive 

edge, the need for companies to evolve is vital for businesses to survive in the long run 

(Pet Sustainability Coalition and the World Pet Association, 2019).  

Transition research is a widely acknowledged field of study that provides a systematic 

approach to study sustainable development. Transition is about the far-reaching changes 

from the initial dynamic equilibrium to a new one (Kemp et al. 2001) – transition 

research, in turn, aims to capture the nature of the change systematically and to increase 
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the understanding of how we can affect the change. Sustainability transition 

consequently aims to capture the change towards more sustainable society.  

Co-evolutionary perspective is one of the central elements in transition research – it 

suggests that businesses have symbiotic relationship with the society and ecosystems, 

thus understanding these mechanisms can link business activities to the societal level 

and can have a profound effect on a larger scale (Korhonen and Seager, 2008). Transition 

researchers have pointed out the need for understanding the interrelations between 

business models and the wider-socio-technical systems, yet comprehensive studies have 

not been carried out (Bidmon and Knab, 2018; Hofman and Jaeger-Erben, 2020). 

Transition thinking, in this logic, uses the learnings from transition research to apply in 

business strategy management. The purpose of integrating transition thinking is to learn 

how companies can create value and contribute to a wider sustainability impact. 

1.1 Research problem 

The current societal systems are considered unsustainable from a long-term perspective 

and there are only limited possibilities for growth anymore (Loorbach, 2007). Along with 

the growing importance of sustainability, studies around organizations and the 

environment have increased (Bansal and Gao, 2006). The literature aims to better 

understand the relationship between businesses and the environment and how to utilize 

this understanding in creating economic value for companies (Loorbach and Wijsman, 

2013). Research also recognizes the importance of the natural environment for business 

management strategies (Bansal and Gao, 2006). 

Businesses are starting to take a more proactive approach to addressing sustainability 

issues; nonetheless, these studies are highly focused on the sustainability performance 

of single organizations (Bansal and Gao, 2006; Håkansson and Snehota, 2006) and on 

the ways companies can reduce their unsustainability rather than increasing 

sustainability within the society (Ehrenfeld 2005; Korhonen and Seager, 2008; 

Loorbach, Frantzeskaki and Meadowcroft, 2009). This eventually leads to sub-optimal 

impacts (reducing harmful impact) rather than fresh solutions that are appropriate for 

today’s world (Gorissen, 2016).  

Application of sustainability in the decision making and management is seen as necessity 

yet remains at elementary stage. To solve complex, societal level challenges, novel 
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approaches have emerged to provide solutions. The power of wider approach lies within 

its stakeholders and the co-creative power; wider network has more resources and 

capabilities increasing the chance of producing innovations to adapt to the 

environmental changes and the changes are more likely to affect in multiple levels (Boons 

and Roome, 2005; Loorbach, Frantzeskaki and Meadowcroft, 2009).  

Looking into the industry in detail the research around pet food industry sustainability 

remains relatively low. Studies are rather focused on the nutritional sustainability of pet 

food (Swanson et al., 2013) and the environmental impacts it has (Okin, 2017), although, 

in limited manner as well. Pet food production can be compared to regular food 

production systems as the environmental impacts are somewhat similar (Su et al., 2018) 

The industry impacts come from intensive livestock farming resulting in GHG emissions 

and excessive use of resources affecting biodiversity all around the world (Leenstra, 

2018). The study of Okin (2017) indicates that “all the cats and dogs consume as much 

as 62 million Americans - equivalent to a country of 380 million in terms of raw dietary 

energy consumed and 690 million in terms of animal-derived energy consumed” (Okin, 

2017, pp. 10). 

The pet food industry sustainability is affected also by manufacturing, packaging and the 

transportation of products in addition to food production. It is also noteworthy that the 

global production of pet consumer goods (e.g. toys &  accessories) are an additional cause 

of environmental impacts and an essential element in the pet industry development as 

well. Pet related services and products are valued € 19,7 billion in Europe alone (FEDIAF, 

2019). Nonetheless, a big part of pets’ carbon paw print is caused by their food (Swanson 

et al., 2013) thus chosen for the focus of this study.  

While it is known that the pet food industry is considered unsustainable, there is limited 

research on how businesses in the industry are contributing to sustainable transition or 

addressing sustainability issues at all. In fact, the exact role of businesses in transition 

and the business dynamics is less studied (Bidmon and Knab, 2018). The overall problem 

seems to be that businesses lack understanding of how they can contribute to transitions 

and impact transition dynamics. New businesses have emerged to offer sustainable pet 

food alternatives but on the other hand the industry trends shows a growing demand in 

‘human-grade’ food, that are not considered sustainable.  
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There is an urgent need for development in the industry, however, businesses are lacking 

the right strategies. 80 % of the industry representatives considers sustainability to be a 

key element in the industry development, however, only 36 % believed that the industry 

had made advances in terms of sustainability (Pets International, 2/2020). Majority of 

businesses in the industry are lacking sustainability strategy entirely, and only a fraction 

of the industry representatives calls their company’s sustainability program effective (Pet 

Sustainability Coalition and the World Pet Association, 2019). 

Research about businesses role in sustainability transition is quite recent and it offers 

lots of opportunities for further research (Köhler et al., 2019). Industry re-orientation 

has gained way less attention than new emerging industries although they play such a 

critical role in transition (Köhler et al., 2009). Businesses in the industry have only taken 

small steps in sustainability transition and studies in an early stage of an industry 

transition can provide valuable information to better understand how businesses can 

contribute to the change. In that logic, we argue that expanding business strategy studies 

to include transition thinking might encourage innovative thinking beyond the 

‘management of unsustainability’ (Gorissen, 2016). 

1.2 Research aim 

The proposition is that transition thinking can be an advantage when studying business 

strategies because of its systemic approach. The purpose of this thesis is to develop a 

guide for businesses to apply in their strategy and decision making and to understand 

how they can further boost sustainable development in larger societal scale. By applying 

transition thinking to business decision making, companies can better develop strategies 

to deal with complex sustainability problems and foster new innovations for sustainable 

development (Kemp, Loorbach and Rotmans, 2007; Loorbach, Frantzeskaki and 

Meadowcroft, 2009). The study is conducted as a single case study, the pet food industry 

as the unit of analysis. Data will be collected using multiple methods and from variety 

sources. 
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This study aims to answer the following research question: 

How can businesses in the pet food industry contribute to sustainability 

transition? 

The research question will be answered through the following objectives 

1. Defining sustainability in the industry context 

2. Mapping sustainable business strategies in the industry 

3. Apply transition thinking  

4. Propose business strategies to support sustainability transition 

The first step of the study explores sustainability in the pet food industry to reveal what 

is considered sustainable to provide the understanding of what is to be achieved in 

transition. During the second step we are going to map different strategies in the industry 

to understand what is currently done. By applying transition thinking we can explore the 

development possibilities the industry has and finally, provide business strategies that 

can accelerate sustainable transition.  

1.3 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is organized in six sections, the first section (introduction) includes the 

outline of the thesis, research problem and research aim and objectives.  

The next section of literature review explains the existing theory of transitions, 

sustainability transitions and transition frameworks in a way that transitions, and its 

characteristics are first defined. Then we will move on to describing the connection of 

sustainable development and transitions, its linkage to businesses and business’s role in 

transitions. Transition frameworks are presented, and it will be further explained how 

these frameworks can be used when applying transition thinking to business strategy 

management. 

The literature section is followed by methodology chapter in which we will further 

explain methods used in this study. The research is carried out using case study design 

and data is collected using various methods according to case study strategies. Findings 
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and analysis chapter focuses on structuring of the results, the results will be presented 

linear-analytic approach.  

In the discussion chapter we will answer the research question and then the results will 

be discussed in the light of additional literature. Related literature will give us insight 

whether our findings are meaningful and if use of transition thinking is applicable and 

appropriate approach in business strategy studies.  

Conclusions summarizes the work, discusses its limitations and future research 

suggestions will be given. Additionally, in the conclusions chapter, implications to 

transition literature is discussed.  
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Defining transition 

Transition research has its roots in biology and population dynamics (Kemp, Van Asselt 

and Rotmans, 2001). It was initially used to study changes in the socio-technical systems 

(i.e., transportation, energy, or water supply) but later applied in other studies as well 

because of its potential to provide solutions to complex issues. Transitions can be 

described as connected changes that take place in multiple areas (Kemp, Van Asselt and 

Rotmans, 2001; Martens and Rotmans, 2005), it is about co-evolution between 

economy, society and ecology that eventually results in a change in the fundamental 

dominant structure (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). The process is not set but include 

rather significant differences in the scale of change and period, it is more of a path that 

can take multiple directions, and which cannot be entirely controlled (Kemp, Van Asselt 

and Rotmans, 2001). Transition research provides us with frameworks to study this 

change and develop strategies to guide the change.  

A transition is described as complex and consisting of multiple elements: “Technologies, 

markets, user practices, cultural meanings, infrastructures, policies, industry 

structures, and supply and distribution chains” (Köhler et al., 2019, pp. 2) and changes 

can happen in all these different areas (Martens and Rotmans, 2005). This adds 

multidimensionality to the transition processes and as these elements are often tied to 

each other making the processes co-evolutionary (Köhler et al, 2019). So, in a way there 

can be several transitions happening at the same time, and these can either accelerate of 

diminish each other (Martens, and Rotmans, 2005). A change in one element can lead 

to a widespread shift, nonetheless developments must happen in multiple domains for a 

transition to take place (Martens and Rotmans, 2005). Additionally, transitions are not 

a linear process, but rather that there can be multiple paths that go back and forth 

(Köhler et al., 2019).  

One of the core characteristics of transition research is the relation between stability and 

change (Köhler et al., 2019). Transitions are non-linear processes alternating with slow 

and fast changes; one element can reinforce the other, but on the other hand, slow the 

change down (also co-evolution) (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2006). The current society 

consists of both radical innovations representing the ‘new sustainable era’ but at the 
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same time many of the existing structures remain from the old world. Take energy 

industry, for example, new innovations around renewal energy sources exists yet fossil 

fuels remain the main source for energy. Although the issue is not that simple, transition 

research aims to understand the forces driving the stability and change. (Köhler et al., 

2019.)  

Transitions involve multiple actors from different sectors. Actors from the public sector, 

academia, civil society, or the private sector have their own resources and interests 

making processes rather complicated. Transition processes are affected by several 

actions, i.e., sense-making, strategic calculation, learning, making investments, 

conflict, power struggles, creating alliances. (Rotmans, Kemp and Van Asselt, 2001; 

Kemp, Parto and Gibson, 2005; Köhler et al. 2019, pp. 2.)  

Additionally, at the heart of transitions is the relationship between various levels and 

actors, power within the transition is not distributed evenly and every actor plays its part 

in guiding the transition. Transition theory seeks to explore these power dynamics and 

often involve multiple actors to participate in the transition process to ensure stronger 

support for the transition. (Kemp, Parto and Gibson, 2005.) 

Changes do not happen overnight but spread to a longer time span. Processes are long-

term and results take years to unfold. Köhler et al. (2019) recognizes the challenges of 

‘green innovations’ and that the effects of such innovations may take decades to show. 

Changing an industry takes time and patience as the existing industries are often 

incumbent and resistant to changes (Markard, Raven and Truffer, 2012). 

Transition can take multiple pathways and directions and there is no guarantee of the 

outcome. Open-endedness and uncertainty of transitions can lead to unexpected results. 

These are often tied to the uncertainty of innovations that are often the changemakers of 

the society. The path of transition is affected by changing factors that can occur as success 

or failure and setbacks, accelerations, or changes in processes. (Köhler et al., 2019.) 

However, in addition to the uncertainty of transitions, goal-oriented transitions exist in 

which the end goal guides the strategic decisions, indicating that there is a way to guide 

the change (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2006). 

The changemakers, the innovations are often newcomers that tend to challenge the 

current system and organisations. Values, contestation, and disagreement in transition 
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research refers to the institutional actors in the society that tends to resist changes as the 

new innovations can threaten their economic position and business models. (Köhler et 

al., 2019.) 

2.2 Transitions and sustainable development 

Sustainable development is often proposed as a co-evolutionary process and being a 

continuous process rather than an endpoint which poses a challenge for us to study the 

phenomenon systematically. Due to the similar nature of transitions and sustainability, 

transition scholars have turn to propose transition approach to study sustainable 

development. Sustainability transition has emerged to capture the structural changes in 

the system – these changes are multi-dimensional and long-term processes that further 

the shift to a more sustainable society (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2006; Markard, Raven 

and Truffer, 2012). The key idea of sustainability transitions is that sustainability issues 

can be only solved by using an approach that corresponds to the issue at hand.  

The complexity and multidimensionality of sustainability related challenges suggest that 

incremental changes are no longer enough and there is a need for transformative change 

in the system level. Transition can happen only by structural systemic changes by 

creating change in all the subsystems of the society (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2006; 

Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). In line with sustainable systems, sustainability transition 

aims to address the key challenges of societies through integrity and social equity 

(especially in sustainable food systems) (El Bilali, 2019). The key challenges in 

operationalizing sustainability transition are identifying what the problems needed to 

address are and what they entail, so suitable measures can be taken. 

2.3 Businesses in transition 

We are particularly interested in businesses in sustainability transition because they have 

the potential to disrupt entire industries (Bidmon and Knab, 2018). By actively taking a 

transformative role, businesses can both contribute to the shift in the society but also 

transform their own businesses (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). However, companies 

alone cannot change the whole industry because they cannot merely become sustainable 

in an economic, environmental, and social sense, but rather just contribute to more 

sustainable operations within the company (Köhler et al., 2019; Loorbach et al., 2008). 



 

 

 

 

11 

For transition to happen, structural changes are needed between organizations too 

(Rotmans, 2005).  

Transition thinking can be useful when trying to innovate in a more strategic way (Kemp, 

Loorbach and Rotmans, 2007). Transition thinking is the application of transition 

research to practice. It is appropriate when the study context is complex and wide. 

Businesses and industries play a critical role in transition as they produce goods and 

services and take a part in the way markets develop. Businesses have a power to shape 

regulations and industry standards as well as change whole industries with new 

innovations, because they connect different actors both from the production and 

consumption side (Bidmon and Knab, 2018). 

2.4 Transition frameworks 

Transition research includes four different frameworks that can be used in various 

research purposes; transition management (Kern and Smith, 2008; Loorbach et al., 

2010; Rotmans et al., 2001), strategic niche management (Kemp et al., 2008; Raven and 

Geels, 2010; Smith, 2007), the multi-level perspective (MLP) (Geels, 2002; Geels and 

Schot, 2007b) and technological innovation systems (Bergek et al., 2008; Jacobbson and 

Johnson, 2000; Hekkert et al., 2007).  

We are going to apply transition management and multi-level perspective frameworks in 

this ‘businesses in transition’ study. The MLP allows us to explore the industry 

interdependencies on various levels, whereas transition management gives us tool to 

conceptualize transformative business strategies and proactively develop them.  

2.4.1 Multi-level perspective framework (MLP) 

The MLP is a model to describe transition dynamics in three heuristic levels: landscapes, 

regimes, and niches (fig 1). Transitions in MLP is described through two concepts: multi-

level and multi-phase (Rotmans et al, 2001; Gees, 2002; Bansal and Gao, 2006). 

Transition approach explores beyond a single level but focuses on the interdependencies 

between various levels and factors (Boons and Roome, 2005; Loorbach and Rotmans, 

2006).   
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The multi-level concept explains the dynamics between different scale levels and how 

they are interconnected with each other. Macro-level describes the trends and 

developments of the landscape that are slowly changing, it refers to all the intangible 

elements of social values, political beliefs, and world views but also the built environment 

and functions of the market such as prices, costs, trades, and incomes. Meso-level is all 

about the rules, cultures, and practices – all that is in the dominant regime that provides 

stability. Micro-level of niches, innovations, and alternatives to the regime. Micro-level 

is the area that is quite different from the existing regime, and it is the place where radical 

innovations are most likely to be born. (Bansal and Gao, 2006; Loorbach, Frantzeskaki 

and Meadowcroft, 2009; Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013.) 

 

 

Figure 1. Multi-level perspective framework (MLP). (Geels and Kemp, 2000.) 

Multi-phase model (fig. 2) describes the distinct phases of transition: predevelopment, 

take-off, acceleration (breakthrough), and stabilization. Each of these stages has their 

own characteristics explaining the dynamics during each stage. Predevelopment phase is 

usually the longest and most invisible in transitions because of the tension and pressure 

building up in the dominant regime. It may seem like there is not much happening, but 

a fast change may result. Take-off phase describes the changes that are starting to 

happen. At acceleration phase social-cultural, economic, ecological, and institutional 
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changes are becoming more visible and the changes reinforces each other because of the 

interconnections. After the acceleration, a new dynamic equilibrium is established, and 

changes start to decrease, and a new dynamic balance is reached. (Rotmans, Kemp and 

Van Asselt, 2001.)  

 

 

Figure 2.  Multi-phase model. (Rotmans, Kemp and Van Asselt, 2001) 

The MLP provides a tool to analyze causes and drivers for transitions, and once the 

dynamics and patterns of the system is known, it is easier to identify the opportunities 

and development possibilities (Loorbach, Frantzeskaki and Meadowcroft, 2009). 

2.4.2 Transition management 

Transition management is a tool for analysing the processes and strategies that 

accelerate transition and offers a practical framework for frontrunner actors to 

strategically deal with system change in society (Rotmans et al., 2001; Loorbach, 

Frantzeskaki and Meadowcroft, 2009). It is specifically aimed at tackling issues of 

sustainable development in the governance level but later used in organizational studies 

as well (Kemp, Loorbach and Rotmans, 2007). It has its roots closely in complex system 

thinking and resilience theory and it is focused on the change from one equilibrium to 

another through changes and management of specific patterns (Loorbach, Frantzeskaki 
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and Meadowcroft, 2009). The framework relies on selective participation, doing and 

learning, it is about collectively developing new ways of understanding in the changing 

society and one’s role in it (Rotmans et al., 2001). 

There are four different activities in transition management framework and can be 

visualised as a cycle (Loorbach, 2007). The original framework describes only the three 

activities; strategic, tactical, and operational (Kemp, Loorbach and Rotmans, 2007) but 

the further developed cycle (fig. 3) aims to capture the interconnections between these 

levels as well. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Transition management cycle. (Loorbach, 2009.) 

Strategic activities describe the activities in the long-time horizon and views the system 

as a whole. The activities will result in a change in the landscape level and the change is 

achieved by creating alternative futures through politics, visioning and opinion making.  
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Tactical activities relate to the activities of the build-up and break down of system 

structures such as institutions, infrastructures, financial structures, through negotiation, 

lobbying and collaboration. It is about interpreting the strategic activities and how it can 

be implemented in the regime level. 

Operational activities are short-term and relates to everyday situations, it describes the 

processes of learning and doing in the niche level. Actors chooses to restructure the 

system through radical innovations.  

Reflexive activities relate to the evaluation of existing situation through debate, 

evaluation, assessments, and research. 

Although transition management has been used in governments’ strategy making, it can 

be utilized when developing business strategies as well (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). 

Each business in connected to a larger societal system and the dynamics of these 

connections are the same whether it is governance or businesses in question (Kemp, 

Loorbach and Rotmans, 2007). By applying this framework in business strategy 

management research, it is possible to identify the possibilities and challenges for 

innovation and development and, naturally, the way to achieve it (Loorbach and 

Wijsman, 2013). Instead of the ‘business as usual’ model, we want to argue that there is 

a room for alternative strategy for businesses to navigate and at best, produce innovative 

solutions that can alter society. 

2.4.3 Business transition management 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) presents a framework of ‘business transition 

management’ that conceptually applies the model of transition management to 

businesses. It proposes that transition approach can be applied in business context, 

however, it is worth to note that it is still a theory in development and is not necessarily 

generally applicable. The framework recognizes four types of activities (fig. 3) crucial in 

guiding changes in businesses. Built on the transition management framework, the 

following suggest four types of activities in business management. 

Strategic envisioning 

The core of strategic envisioning is that the sustainability principles, the mission, and the 

vision of market transformation is at the very core of the business. It is about 
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understanding the role businesses have in their value chain and its effect to the society. 

The greatest impact can be achieved by bringing together stakeholders to discuss the 

challenge they want to contribute to, in other words, the mission on is not just the 

company’s itself but a shared common goal. The framework suggests drawing clear 

definitions of the mission, the issues it aims to contribute to (also in the larger societal 

scale), identify the sector it operates at and the macro trends that can be recognized in 

that sector (and how they may affect the transition). 

 

Tactical networking 

Based on the sustainability strategy, practical activities are needed to achieve change. 

Tactical level explores the possibilities to implement the visions and missions to the 

business’s own agenda. Tactical networking suggests that multiple changes are needed 

between businesses and its stakeholders (organizational structure, stakeholder relations, 

legal and financial regulations, customer behavior etc.)  and it can be achieved by 

identifying the learning objectives, intermediate goals and experiments related to this 

challenge. Transition management perspective suggest that collaborations are needed 

for these changes to happen, so it is essential to invest in facilitating networks. The efforts 

in this level will lead to short term activities and experiments. 

Operational innovation 

The strategic vision combined with network strategy provides the groundwork for new 

business models, practices, and innovations. The operational innovation suggests 

experiments to be an essential part of sustainability transitions. The role of innovations 

and experiments is to test and investigate the possibilities and the challenges transition 

can have, since uncertainty is part of transition nature. So, to nudge transition to the 

wanted direction, operational perspective supports tests and failures to understand the 

ongoing transition better. 

Reflexive monitoring 

Transition management approach suggests developing a way to measure progress 

through evaluations and assessments. The three distinct types of activities described 

above are linked together and assessed in reflexive monitoring, it means that the 

businesses’ goals, activities, and operations are to be re-evaluated frequently to 
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strengthen the cause. This can provide information about the transition process within 

the business but also in larger societal context, so instead of simply measuring how a 

company has reduced their environmental impact, transition approach suggests 

measuring their overall sustainability performance as part of the society. 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter, research design and methodology will be further explained. The study is 

carried out applying transition approach to answer the research questions “How can 

businesses in the pet food industry contribute to sustainability transition?”. This 

particular approach was chosen because of its potential to provide solutions to complex 

sustainability challenges and give novel insights in the industry context. Case study 

research methodology is followed to acquire and interpret the data systematically. 

3.1 Research design 

The research is carried out accordingly to case study strategies. Case studies are used to 

illustrate and explore a phenomenon in depth and its real-world context (Yin, 2018). In 

the transition context, case studies are an essential environment, where research 

findings can be transferred to practice and where new insights for theory are found 

(Loorbach, 2007, pp. 39), therefore case study strategy is chosen for the method of this 

study. Although there are arguments questioning whether case studies can be rigorous, 

we want to point out that this study is not to provide statistical generalizations but to 

generalize theories (Yin, 2018).  

This case study follows the four protocols that helps being focused on the case (Yin, 

2018): 

1. Overview of the case study – case study aims, relevant readings and the output of  

the study are set and presented 

2. Data collection procedures – data collection was planned and strict data 

collection procedures are followed to protect human subjects & identification of 

sources 

3. Protocol questions – the research aims and objectives set in the research aim 

section guides data collection, additional focus questions are set in the data 

collection and analysis phase 

4. Tentative outline of outline for the case study report – the information is 

presented following the research objectives 

The table (1) below visualizes the research design for this study. Although the study 

design is presented here as linear model, it is noteworthy that the steps taken goes back 
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and forth with data collection and analysis, which is also part of case study methods (Yin, 

2019).  

 

Table 1. Research design. 

In order to apply transition thinking, two types of transition framework are chosen. The 

initial goal is to understand how businesses can contribute to sustainability transition by 

developing transformative strategies. The application of transition thinking starts with 

first, collecting data about the current situation and strategies, the data is then reflected 

in the light of the transition frameworks. By applying transition frameworks, we can 

identify the pain points and the development areas in the industry but also develop 



 

 

 

 

20 

strategies for sustainability transition. The output of this study is to establish a strategy 

guide that can be used in strategy management. 

3.2 Defining the case 

The unit of analysis in this study is the pet food industry and is focused on the European 

markets (about 35 % of global markets). Industry as a scope is beneficial for the study 

focus, since transition research suggests network as the unit of analysis (Loorbach, 

Frantzeskaki and Meadowcroft, 2009). Choosing the whole industry as a case allows us 

to study the phenomenon from a more broad perspective and to include different types 

of actors from different part of the industry value chain.  

The pet industry is associated with pet animals, including production, consumption and 

activities related to the market. In addition to the nutrition market (pet food), there are 

healthcare (vets), additional services (daycare, hotels, parks, salons etc.), insurance and 

products (toys, clothing, accessories) for companion animals. 

The pet food industry is part of the pet industry, and it consists of pet food producing 

companies and productions plants, pet food selling companies but also the industry 

trends and consumption behavior. The pet food industry produces most of the pet 

industry emissions (Okin, 2017) thus chosen as the focus of this study. The industry 

scope allows us to study the whole value chain and the interconnections between 

different actors. 

Although it is impossible to capture everything about the whole industry, the overarching 

goal is to understand the industry related to the research questions and scope. The case 

here is to illustrate how transition thinking can be used in rethinking business strategies. 

The case can then provide more empirical findings of how firms can find novel solutions 

to deal with complex sustainability issues strategically. We want to understand those 

actors that have the potential to develop transformative strategies to test the proposition 

that integrating transition thinking in business strategy management can contribute to 

sustainability transition. 
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3.3 Data collection 

The data in this study is collected using multiple data collection methods and collected 

from multiple sources, which is also supported by case study strategies (Yin, 2018). Data 

collection and review of data is carried out throughout the study. To be able to collect the 

data we need, various case study data collection methods are applied. The data is 

collected from four sources of evidence: documentations, records, interviews and 

observation. 

Type of documentations & records used in this study: 

• Research about industry and pet food sustainability 

• Review of company profiles (especially sustainable ones & market leads) 

• Public reports, e.g., organizational & sustainability reports 

• Emails & meetings related to sustainability & strategy 

• Documents & internal reports related to sustainability & strategy 

• Formal studies, e.g., industry related questionnaires 

• Statistical data of the industry state and industry development 

• Geographical characteristics 

Detailed data sheet available in appendix 1. 

Interviews were also used as a source of data in this study. Semi-structured in-depth 

interviews were chosen as a method for carrying out the interviews and questions were 

designed to be open-ended. The interview topics were pre-selected and sent to the 

participants beforehand. However, to keep the discussion open, the interview structure 

was not definite. 8 experts from different organisations in the pet food industry 

participated in the study and the interviews were conducted privately via phone, Teams, 

and Google Meets during the period of Jan-April 2021. The interviews were recorded and 

the lengths varied from 40 mins to 80min. Summary of interviews and interview guide 

is available in appendix 2. 

Additionally, and observation phase is carried out throughout the study as a participant-

observation (employee of a company). It is noteworthy that being part of the case can 

affect the end results. Although the observation carried out in a single company doesn’t 

represent the whole unit (industry), it does give a vantage point to the the industry and 
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it can provide access to information that would have not otherwise occurred and get to 

know the case in even more in detail. 

The data collected is handled and stored properly according to the university standards. 

3.4 Data analysis 

Since we aim to test a proposition that transition thinking can be an advantage when 

studying business strategies, it guides our data collection and analysis priorities. 

Although we discuss separately about the data collection and analysis phases, 

noteworthy to mention that these phases go back and forth which is common in case 

studies and can give additional insighs to the further data collection (Yin, 2018). The 

analysis phase focus on searching for patterns, insights and concepts that might be 

promising for the study. The challenge in case studies in general is the amount of 

available information and identifying the relevant ones from the data. For this reason, 

we started analysing the data with questions (Yin, 2018) and the following focus 

questions were set to guide us. 

Defining sustainability in the industry context 

What sustainability means in the pet food industry? 

What is considered as sustainable pet food? 

What’s the current state of pet food industry in terms of sustainable development? 

Mapping sustainable business strategies in the industry 

What are the main (business) strategies for sustainability? 

What are the current strategies vs ideal sustainability strategies? 

Apply transition thinking 

What type of characteristics of transition exists in the pet food industry? (focusing on the 

chosen frameworks) 
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Throughout the data collection and analysis phases, the data is categorized in to themes 

that follows research objectives and the focus questions. The analysis follows an iterative 

nature of explanation building, in which the data is compared against the study 

proposition (Yin, 2018). This means the data will be analysed according to the chosen 

frameworks.  

The reporting of results follows linear-analytic approach (Yin, 2018), the topics in the 

results section is categorized in themes following the research objectives, starting from 

sustainability in the industry then proceeding to transition analysis. The discussion 

section answers the research question and then the results are discussed in the light of 

additional literature. The purpose of additional literature is to understand whether the 

proposition is valid in business strategy development.  
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4 RESULTS 

4.1 Industry development 

The pet industry has been growing rapidly in the last decade as the number of pet owners 

has continuously increased, the industry is evolving to stay ahead of consumer demands. 

According to The European Pet Food Industry (FEDIAF, 2019), estimated 85 million 

European households own at least one pet animal and global estimates suggest that over 

50 % of all households own a cat or dog (Alexander et al., 2020). New businesses have 

emerged in the pet food industry accordingly, the industry annual growth totals of 2,6 % 

and turnover of € 21 billion in Europe alone (FEDIAF, 2019).  

The growth of pet ownership is a sign of a shift in the culture as younger generations have 

created a lifestyle around owning pets. It is more socially acceptable to own a pet and 

pets are treated as a family member. Legislations has also developed to favour animal 

rights and the increase in living standards and income have further boosted the growth. 

The feeding trends has gone from scraps to feeding food that is specifically made for pets. 

The key drivers for the industry growth have been the humanisation of pet food but also 

the availability of animal by-products (ABPs) providing an affordable source of animal 

protein. The current industry trends include sustainability amongst other, but also 

humanization, premiumization and personalized food. The trends can be seen to follow 

the human food industry trends.  

Sustainability is an emerging topic in the industry and can be seen in many newcomers 

in the field. The whole industry does seem to share a common goal and that is the health 

and wellbeing of our companion animals. In overall, sustainable pet food seems to be 

very welcomed in the market and brings a lot of opportunities for companies. However, 

when searching for sustainable food alternatives, it can be hard to recognize what is 

sustainable. Companies market organic, raw or food of fresh ingredients for pets as 

sustainable, but when considering the nutritional sustainability of these products, these 

do not necessarily fit the set criteria.  

Sustainability discussions emerges around packaging material as well, pet food industry 

in known for its heavy use in packaging materials that are not recyclable because of its 

mixed materials. On the other hand, the recent signs are showing reducing efforts from 
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the whole industry and not only it is about using less, but also increasing circularity in 

packaging material choices. The main challenge in packaging is to minimize the 

environmental impacts while maximizing the safety and quality of the food.  

Additionally, sustainability can be rather a sensitive topic to discuss about among pet 

owners and use of ABPs (and other ‘waste’ ingredients), for example, have sparked 

debate if ‘sustainable’ equals healthy. There is also a continuous debate about how to feed 

your pet, even though nutritional information exists. It is also noteworthy to mention 

that new food in the market can also be the topic of discussion, plant or insect based (for 

dogs) for example have received lots of criticism among consumers, although accepted 

by experts. 

4.2 Pet food sustainability 

Answers to what is sustainable and descriptions of sustainability in the industry varied 

depending on who is asked. Products can easily be marketed as sustainable, although it 

might not be so. There are, however, similarities in findings to have a summary to be 

drawn. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a main understanding of what is 

considered to be sustainable pet food in the industry.  

Sustainability is widely recognized in the industry and a rising trend in pet food 

production. Its main goal is to minimize the use of resources while maximizing the safety 

standards.  The following sums up how sustainability is perceived in the literature: 

“The ability to produce pet food that provides sufficient energy and the amount of essential 

nutrients required to maintain good health now and into the future with the smallest possible 

environmental footprint”  

(Meeker and Meisinger, 2015, pp. 3). 

with the remark that the products are affordable for customers as well as profitable for 

the supplier (Meeker and Meisinger, 2015).  

Sustainability in the pet food context is first viewed as nutritional sustainability meaning 

that the ingredients form the biggest part of pet foods’ impact. The term ‘nutritional 

sustainability’ is to describe the actual need of nutrients versus how much is consumed 

(Swanson et al., 2013). The uniqueness of pet food is that it is often formulated to be 
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‘complete and balanced’ to indicate that the food is carefully designed to meet the needs 

of the companion animals (Swanson et al., 2013). Results also indicate that sustainability 

of pet food is focused on the production, what ingredients are used, where the ingredients 

are sourced and where produced. 

The current pet food production relies heavily on animal by-products constituting 32% 

of total dry pet food mass (Meeker and Meisinger, 2015; Alexander et al., 2020). ABPs 

are widely used in the industry and used in the pet food production since the beginning. 

Animal by-products are products of animal origin that are not used as food for humans 

(e.g., heads, bone, or blood) thus having limited value (Alexander et al. 2020; Garnett, 

2007). 

The use of ABPs can be considered a sustainable way of producing pet food, as otherwise 

large amounts of products would be wasted. Rendering of ABPs can result in useful 

products that can be used as feed or in pet food production. The benefits of rendering 

include amongst other, affordability, lower GHG emissions (compared to other disposal 

methods of by-products) and reduces the needs for virgin sources (Meeker and 

Hamilton, 2006). ABPs also make a significant economic contribution to the related 

industries as otherwise wasted material can be sold (Meeker and Hamilton, 2006). Over 

20 million tons of APBs emerges annually in the EU area alone (European Commission, 

2020).  

The pet food industry is said to be the oldest committing to recycling, because of its use 

of side streams. The rendering industry has strict quality and safety control regulations, 

and it can be considered essential for the public that by-products end up back in the cycle 

(Meeker and Meisinger, 2015). In fact, despite being unsuitable for human consumption, 

ABPs are high in nutritional value, protein content and mineral availability (Meeker and 

Meisinger, 2015). It is noteworthy though that not all ABPs are unsuitable for humans 

but could be made suitable for human by processing (Martens, Su and Deblomme, 2017; 

Okin, 2017).  

It is argued that use of ABPs could be a solution in feeding the growing population 

sustainably in the future (Meeker and Meisinger, 2015). However, taking into account 

the current growth of the pet industry, there is not necessarily enough slaughter offal to 

satisfy the growing demand for pet food production (Leenstra, 2018). 
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An additional indicator for pet food sustainability is often measured in carbon footprint. 

Calculations are important because they can provide a tool for measuring impacts and 

compare impacts in different parts of the value chain and within the industry. There are 

industry standards for measuring pet food CO2 emissions (Product Environmental 

Footprint Category Rules (PEFCR) (for cats and dogs) developed by FEDIAF), 

nonetheless not so widely used in by businesses in the industry. 

The global annual emissions of dry pet food are around 1,1%-2,9% of global agricultural 

emissions and the land area used to produce dry pet food  is around 49 Mha. In addition, 

the share of agricultural land use for pet food is 0,8-1,2 % of global agricultural land use, 

and accordingly freshwater use equivalent to 0,2-0,4 %. The major proportion of GHG 

emissions and agricultural land use comes from animal products. (Alexander et al., 

2020.) 

Ingredients can make up 76% of pet foods’ carbon footprint indicating that choosing the 

right ingredients matter. For reference, ”beef and lamb combined constitute just 5% of 

the total pet food but are responsible for around 50% of total GHG emissions and 70% 

of total land use” (Alexander, 2020, pp. 5). The higher percentage of meat used in pet 

food the larger their emissions, so consuming less animal-based products would lower 

the environmental impacts of pets (Swanson et al., 2013; Martens, Su and Deblomme, 

2017). Animal-based products have higher GHG emissions in the overall production and 

premium dog food often contains more meat and because of that premium brand’s food’s 

GHG emissions can be 2.3 times the emissions intensity of the market leading dog food 

(Alexander et al., 2020). 

On the other hand, the protein content in animal-based products can be 11 times higher 

than in plant-based products (Swanson et al., 2013) indicating that the use of animal-

based products can be more efficient in terms of reaching the required nutritional protein 

values. Protein is also the most expensive macronutrient both for the economic and the 

environment (Swanson et al., 2013.) Most of the evidence supports the fact that reducing 

the environmental impacts of pets’ dietary choices means reducing the consumption of 

meat. However, pets are often fed with more protein than needed, indicating that use of 

animal-based products can be sustainable if the resources are used more effiently and 

nutritional sustainability in mind.  
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Looking into the sustainable products in the market they mainly use APBs, fish, or 

poultry. Businesses have also started to offer alternative protein sources, such as plants 

and insects. Plant-based solutions can be less emission intensive; however, use of some 

plant-based ingredients can be a conflict – soy production for instance has its negative 

environmental impacts even though low in emissions. Therefore, adopting vegetarian or 

vegan diet is not necessarily the only solution. Different types of animal-based protein 

have differences in impact, thus choosing a low-impact animal-based ingredient can 

make a difference too. Fish and poultry, for example, have significantly lower emissions 

than compared to beef without compromising their nutritional value (Alexander et al., 

2020; Martens, Su and Deblomme, 2017).  

Insects can offer a climate friendly alternative in the pet food production, since insect 

production requires less land and water. Demand for insects is expected to grow rapidly 

in the next decade due to investments and the development of technology. The legislation 

around insect markets have developed in the last years to support the growth, although 

there are still limitations to how insects can be utilized in food procution.   

It is argued that for the industry to become more sustainable, it is essential to find 

alternative sources of ingredients that do not compete with human food production. 

However, considering the current industry trends, people tend to go for ‘human-grade’ 

pet food, indicating that novel solutions aren’t necessarily the answer either. 

4.3 Strategies for sustainability 

Sustainable development is gaining importance in pet food businesses and becoming 

more important in industry development. Businesses have began to take actions to 

become more sustainable, and we set to find out what are the maind sustainability 

strategies.  The main findings are grouped into the following themes: 

4.3.1 Sustainability part of businesses’ core strategy 

Sustainability is recognized in businesses as corporate responsibility, and it can offer a 

framework for businesses to operate. Businesses recognize the importance of 

sustainability in the core of their business strategies - the key is when sustainability 

guides decision making, it enables change. Although many companies do address 

sustainability in their business activities, only few actually implement this policy in their 
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core. Understanding of corporate responsibility in the industry seems overall to be in a 

satisfactory level, but there is still gap between understanding sustainability and 

adapting CR activities into action. Integrating sustainability into the businesses’ strategy 

requires detailed work and definition of how it is implemented in the operations, merely 

stating responsible work is not enough.  

When sustainability is in the core of business strategy, the whole business is built on that 

strategy, “it’s part of the businesses’ DNA”. This means ensuring sustainable 

development in every decision making, for example, one representative mentioned that 

they had to delay product launches when suitable bag materials weren’t found (not 

sustainable enough).  

In the pet food industry the main sustainability area recognized is sourcing of raw 

ingredients and material, both food and packaging. However, sustainability in the 

industry should be identified throughout the whole value chain and the products’ life 

cycle. Additional sustainability measures mentioned in the industry are: 

• Efficient use of resources 

• Responsible design, operation, and maintenance to minimize environmental 

impacts 

• Efficient use of packaging and development of packaging 

• Schemes for reduction, reuse, recycling, and incineration of waste 

• Clear labelling of environmental impacts of the product 

4.3.2 Transparency & data 

When asked what sustainability means in the industry, transparency appeared to be one 

of the most common answers. Transparency is a key element in corporate responsibility 

and is recognized as one of the main strategies for sustainability. Transparency in the pet 

food context appeared to focus on transparent supply chains, i.e. where does the 

ingredients come from and where the food is manufactured. Demand for transparent 

supply chains can be seen in the human food production as well, as people want to learn 

where their food comes from. Transparency is important in building trust, both with 

consumers, other stakeholders, and the society. Transparency in operations is also about 

being straightforward how things are done, and it is considered to be an indicator of a 

sustainable business.  
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Transparency is also about transparent data and data sharing. More transparent data 

sharing would enable better understanding of what is sustainable and provide 

comparable information across the industry. Pet food usually contains ingredients from 

multiple sources therefore having all the data available would increase traceability. This 

is not only beneficial for company image but also data can be used in optimizing 

operations. Experts in the industry suggest a common data library for the whole industry 

so it would be easier to design sustainable products from the start.  

However, considered important, there seems to be very limited information available 

about the origins of ingredients and material of products in the industry. Businesses tend 

to offer information that are beneficial to them, but leave out the negative information. 

Whether data is used in building customer trust of optimize operations, it is critical for 

success and only beneficial if the provided data is reliable and accurate. 

4.3.3 CO2 calculations and compensations 

Carbon footprint calculations can be initially categorized under the ‘data’, however, the 

findings suggest that businesses are increasingly focusing on emissions and 

compensations therefore highlighted as separate subchapter. The assumptions is that the 

low carbon strategy is a direct solution to fight global warming (and increased GHG 

emissions) and straightforward one to be applied. Carbon footprint calculations are often 

considered as an indicator for sustainable pet food – it is also recognized in businesses 

as possibility to build more sustainable strategy: not only it provides information about 

the product itself but also specifically where the emissions come from along the value 

chain. This can help identifying the areas of improvement. 

Calculations often include, energy consumption, use of transportation (including 

travels), waste disposal and such. Additionally, CO2 calculations can provide valuable 

information for stakeholders to understand the impact the businesses have to the 

environment and in a sense justify its sustainability to others. There are, however, variety 

methods to calculate the carbon footprint therefore therefore the results aren’t 

necessarily comparable between organisations. Transparency & traceability strategies 

suggests that a common data pool could be a solution because it allows comparison 

between different data. 
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Additional tool for corporate sustainability is carbon offsets, which is used to compensate 

emission. Basically, it means to pay for the carbon they emit by investing in a project that 

reduces emissions. Compensation is suggested to be an additional tool with other 

emission reducing actions and should not be used as its own. On the other hand, debate 

exists around carbon offsetting projects and their side-effects both in environmental 

damages and social problems. 

Use of tools to measure company progress is highly encouraged, it can be an advantage 

for businesses to know their impact and their development progress more in detail. For 

businesses in the pet food industry this means that they need to be able to analyze the 

total ‘cost’ of their activities on a much wider scale. 

4.3.4 Communication 

Results indicate that sustainability is easily addressed in smaller and newcomer 

companies, but often less acknowledged within market leading businesses. Bigger 

companies tend to be more careful in their CR communication although they might be 

already taking actions. This can be due to avoid any criticism towards their way and keep 

the conversation focused on those things that are trending among customers. However, 

the key to communication is honesty and transparency - responsibility in communication 

means discussing also the challenges businesses face and how to overcome them.   

Companies can lead by example, and competition can guide the change. Although 

companies often respond to the consumer demand, they also have the possibility to guide 

consumer demand since consumers must buy what is available. Frontrunners in the 

industry states that “brands can guide demand, since consumers pay attention those 

topics that companies address”. 

Keeping up the conversation is essential in sustainable development, not only 

among the consumers but also by challenging the market leads. Opening conversation 

and debate is also creating the needed pressure for incumbents to change. 

Changemakers, innovations in the industry exist, and have emerged as a rival force to 

challenge the market leads. Private actors are even expected take part in the conversation 

and actively trying to solve global challenges. The time for keeping low is over, and the 

growth of social media and corporate responsibility has accelerated the discussion of 
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businesses role in the society. The advantage of businesses is that they can influence the 

society, which is a great opportunity for change.  

However, for the conversation to be believable, matters discussed must be valued in the 

company and be a part of their mission. “If you have a meaningful story, you can 

connect with consumers in a very new and different way” - authenticity in doing and 

communicating is important in building brand image and ensure maximizing the impact 

to the public. And in addition to words, people need to see that companies truly 

contribute by actions. 

Building brand image is important for many reasons, businesses are more likely to 

commit stakeholders and loyal customers and known brands are more likely to attract 

talented employees. Brand image will increase credibility in the market, especially in 

today’s world where greenwashing is present. Credibility will also benefit the cause when 

people are most likely to believe in your saying.  

4.3.5 Education  

Education for both businesses and consumers are essential tool for sustainable 

development. Although sustainability is gaining more importance, businesses in the 

industry have limited understanding of what are sustainable business practices and how 

they can be implemented properly. On the consumers’ end it is important to ensure 

sustainable use of the end-product and recycling of what is left. Making a sustainable 

packaging for instance lose part of its impact if not recycled properly.  

The results also indicate that consumers are not entirely sure how to feed their pets, 

which in turn leads to misuse of pet food. As long as people lack understanding (or have 

incorrect information) it might not matter if the products are sustainable or not. Despite 

the nutritional guidelines, people may still be in a belief that “dogs need a steak per day.” 

Another common misbelief is that ABPs are somehow low in quality, but in fact, APBs 

are high in nutritional value and cost efficient. The humanisation of pet food has 

especially reinforced the manner that dogs are to be fed as humans.  

In addition, it is suggested that pets’ obesity and overfeeding are shown to increase along 

with human obesity (Martens, Su and Deblomme, 2017; Fleeman and Owens, 2007). 

Unfortunately, “many owners feed their animals more nutrients than minimum 
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recommendations or give them ingredients that are suitable for human consumption” 

(Fleeman and Owens, 2007, pp.). Overfeeding is often related to food waste as dogs are 

commonly fed with scraps from human consumption and together with their regular 

portions results in overfeeding. 

Results suggests raising awareness among other solutions to reduce the environmental 

impacts, informative labels and insights can provide consumers knowledge to how to 

feed their pets but also to favour ingredients less emission intensive. Preventing 

overfeeding can also reduce environmental paw prints and GHG emissions. The 

knowledge and right tools can also increase sustainability among organisations when 

they understand how to properly act. 

4.3.6 Collaboration 

Networks are gaining more importance in achieving pet food sustainability, and the 

power of collaborative work should be stronger than competition. Achieving 

sustainability depends on cooperation. Industry representatives agree that successful 

implementation of sustainability strategies require different industry stakeholders, 

regulators, and consumers to commit to the common goal. It is suggested that the more 

impactful the outcome the more stakeholders tend to be on board. Companies can benefit 

from the cooperation with each other – it can increase visibility and used as a marketing 

channel. The benefit of cooperation is to find partners that share the same values and 

common goal. 

Collaboration is also essential in establishing transparency between companies and 

along the whole supply chain, this can increase transparency in data sharing.  

Collaboration is also important to achieve industry wide impacts, finding solutions that 

are scalable to the whole industry requires multiple stakeholders to work together. 

4.3.7 Innovations 

To achieve something that is as complex as sustainability, it requires industry wide 

innovations. Innovations on the other hand is lacking in the industry and perhaps, 

difficult to achieve in an incumbent industry like pet food. Sustainability, however, can 

and should be viewed as a source and driver for innovations. Innovations often starts 

with constraints; minds work at its best when resources are limited. It is suggested that 
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innovations are driven by necessity and emerges from bottom up – from those who 

understands the immediate needs of consumers. 

Innovations breed when delivering value to the customer, indicating that innovations 

cannot be forced but arises when products and services are used by customers. Value is 

created when understanding the consumers and their problems and finding solutions to 

offer. It is also a rather lengthy process of trials and errors; it is about constant learning 

and improving. Getting feedback is the key element in innovation, so instead of sitting 

on an idea, it should be thrown out there for others to give feedback. Innovations means 

accepting failure too. 

When committed to a meaningful mission, innovations are more likely to be born. 

When companies’ values are tied to businesses’ everyday tasks, it can result in more 

dedicated people and committed people are often the spark of innovations. The mission 

in the pet food industry is essentially to feed companion animals and to ensure healthy 

life for them. Same goes for achieving sustainability, the more shared values between the 

company and its employees, the more committed people in result. 

4.4 Transition in the industry 

In the following, we apply transition thinking by reflecting our findings in the light of the 

chosen transition frameworks. 

4.4.1 MLP analysis 

The current industry trends both support and diminishes sustainable transition which 

can be challenging from sustainable development point of view. There can be recognized 

the following industry elements in the different transition levels. 

The Macro level trends, and development supports sustainability, but the industry 

trends are also leaning towards humanization and premiumization of pet food. People 

are treating their pets with more high-end products which can be due to the increase in 

living standards and change in culture, whilst there are still differences in how pets are 

treated in different parts of the world. The growth in income has contributed to growth 

of the industry and consumers ability to pay has increased. The ingredients in the 
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industry have also become more cost efficient which in turn has led to the expansion of 

product selection.  

The meso level activities describes the dominant regime, which is currently favoring 

stability, there can be recognized the market) that dominate the industry all around the 

world (5 players total of 60% of the global market share) and while there can be seen 

minor changes, these incumbent organizations are rather hesitant for radical change. 

Again, business reorientation is way more challenging than building a sustainable 

business from the scratch. Although the market leads dominate the industry, the 

dominant practices are dependent on the nutritional guidelines by the experts in the field 

indicating that there can be a possibility to guide change by the experts. There can be 

recognized connections to other industries as well, pet food industry is connected to 

human food production, transportation and policy making, which in turn affect the pet 

food industry in a way that changes in other industries can spark changes in other.  

The micro level niches explore the alternatives to the current regime, which can be 

identified in the industry as the newcomers challenging the market leads. The activities 

in this level are quite strong and new pet food brands have emerged into the market 

rapidly with new innovative products and services. Instead of the business-as-usual 

model, services are becoming more personalized, pets can have tailored food for their 

needs and subscription models to deliver food regularly. This indicates that the activity 

in the micro level is vibrant and could potentially accelerate the transition. 

The overall sustainability transition in pet food industry is yet slow, however, there are 

signs that support sustainable transition. The industry is still at predevelopment phase, 

in which the changes are invisible but exists. While other industries have gained 

attention and pressure, pet industry has been in a constant growth without being in the 

spotlight in the sustainability discussion. Existing institutions also favour stability over 

change and the transition dynamics favour incumbents which can be why the transition 

is yet so slow. It is also natural for transitions to balance between stability and change, 

new businesses have emerged in the industry to provide new sustainable alternatives, 

but the market distribution have remained unchanged. Resistance for change is natural 

in transition management. On the other hand, the current situation is favourable for 

innovations, and the micro level activities are starting to take their place in the market. 

It is also important to note that transitions are long-term, and the pet food industry is 
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only at the beginning of its journey, and the impacts of the current changes can take 

decades to show.  

The multilevel aspect of transitions suggest that the breakthrough can only happen when 

the developments happen between various levels, so changes only at the business level 

are not enough. The industry wide approach allows exploring the multidimensionality of 

the industry – the pet food industry consists of e.g., product development sector and 

technologies, markets, consumers and individuals, businesses, supply and distribution 

chains, transportation as well as policies. Changes can happen in all these areas making 

the processes co-evolutionary. The transition in pet food industry is dependent on all 

these areas and the current industry development is not nearly taking all these elements 

into account. We can recognize that the spark of change often starts from consumers and 

businesses and affects others in the supply chain by sourcing and collaborating, but on a 

very superficial level. Choosing the sustainable alternative from a supplier does not mean 

that they will not be using less sustainable ones in their other operations.  

The current society is only starting to demand sustainability from businesses, but rather 

as a voluntary than obligatory actions. Especially, looking into the industry in question, 

it is rarely in the headlines that pet food industry should change. The current trends are 

also showing signs of unsustainability rather than the other way around, which indicates 

that the dominant regime is slowing down sustainable transition rather than accelerating 

it.  

Experts believe that the catalyst for the transition is the change in the regulations, which 

is also supported by transition theory. For example, standardized tools for impact 

measurements could increase transparency and further boost transition. This, however, 

is currently rather a slowing factor because regulations are resistance to quick changes. 

The industry representatives also lack belief that regulations are to change fast enough 

to support sustainable transition but despite this, businesses are willing to act 

voluntarily. This, however, concerns only a fraction of the businesses in the industry, 

because the leading companies are barely showing any signs of shift. Voluntary actions 

are also expensive for businesses to implement, and as a result the actions can be rather 

insignificant. 

Industry representatives believe in their possibility to challenge the market leads, 

although, their power to guide the industry trends is only limited. Changing a local pet 
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food market for example can be doable, but change on an industry wide scale is a bigger 

challenge. Transition theory supports businesses as the catalyst for change because they 

have the power to shape regulations and guide market demand. It is about starting with 

something small that can lead to a chain reaction which can eventually lead to a wider 

transition. 

Consumer demand and trends are an additional driver for transition, although while 

there are consumers who favor sustainable products, it can be limited to certain 

consumer groups and lifestyles. Younger people for example tend to pay more attention 

to sustainability, whereas older generation is more hesitant for change. Results suggest 

that younger people tend to spend more on their pets than the older generation, so there 

is potential in the future market. The nutritional guidelines for pet feeding have also 

developed as more research around the topic has been carried out but yet debate exists 

especially around new protein sources, which indicated that resistance still exists. 

Transition approach also suggest that the wealth and health of people affect transitions. 

The increase in living standards have led to an increase in the amount of pet owners and 

contributed to the growth of the industry - the money spent on pets has doubled in the 

last decade. There is still a gap in what people are willing to spend – while people may 

spend lots of money on premium products, they might not be willing to pay for 

sustainable ones. There is also a confusion of what is ‘premium’ as premium food is often 

considered to be more human-grade, fresh, raw, local, or organic like. Sustainable pet 

food on the other hand is often dry food made from ABPs and combined with the 

supposition that dry food is often more affordable, people’s willingness to pay for 

sustainable dry food does not necessarily add up. 

The economic growth and the development of the industry is also suggested to affect 

transitions. The rapid growth in the industry can be challenging from sustainable growth 

perspective - businesses tend to favor quick growth over sustainable growth. On the other 

hand, the growth of the industry supports newcomers entering the market which can be 

a catalyst for change.  
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4.4.2 Business transition management analysis 

Strategic envisioning 

The key success factor in sustainable transition is the businesses’ ability to re-frame the 

core of their business and include both employees and stakeholders in the change. 

Although, businesses recognize the importance of sustainability in their core, businesses 

missions are often limited and lack ambition to change the society. The current goals in 

the industry are rather focused on minimizing unsustainable operations within the 

company than increasing sustainability on a wider scale. The industry limits are also 

quite unclear (i.e., which other businesses and industries are related to the businesses 

operations) and it would be beneficial to improve businesses’ understanding of what 

impact they have on society directly and through their value chain.  

The industry recognizes transparency to be a key element in the sustainable transition, 

but in overall the industry lacks transparency – there is rarely any transparent supply 

chains, or the information is not public. The communication around transparency can be 

rather focused on certain areas to shift the attention away from unwanted ones. 

Businesses also tend to communicate to positive ones dismissing the challenges entirely.  

Understanding of the macro level trends is essential in strategic envisioning, and 

although the businesses have quite good grasp of what are the industry trends, they lack 

interest in changing them. Especially from sustainable transition perspective, it would 

be important to support the sustainable trends, rather than just to adapt to the current 

ones.  

The carbon footprint is often used as an indicator for sustainability, merely, because it is 

a straightforward way to do so. It can be an effective tool to measure impact within the 

company and it can give consumers way to make more environmental conscious choices, 

but the downside is that currently the numbers are barely comparable because there are 

no common methods used in the industry. CO2 way of measuring impact is rather limited 

– transition approach suggests more broad view to understand the products impact 

throughout the value chain and not just by emissions (for instance, effects to the 

biodiversity). Additionally, transition literature suggests an understanding beyond the 

environmental impacts, but to also consider what societal or economic effects companies 
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can have. The pet food industry discussions often revolve around environmental 

sustainability, dismissing the social and economic impacts. 

Tactical networking 

Transition theory suggests that collaborations can result in new capabilities and 

innovations even in the industry level (and beyond) and networks have the ability to find 

novel solutions and adapt to environmental changes. The industry itself have lots of 

collaborative power because the industry is relatively small and there are already lots of 

collaborations happening. Although collaborations are recognized as a strategy for 

sustainability, it is rarely utilized in the industry - the current collaboration activities are 

more focused on B2B activities and lacks creative efforts. Production companies for 

example often produce goods for multiple brands, which indicates that if the change were 

to happen at their end, it would affect businesses buying their products as well, resulting 

in much wider impact. The lack of innovative partnerships may be due to the competition 

and businesses tend to keep their innovations secret. 

The collaborative power is not only within the businesses but also guided by consumers. 

The results indicate that sustainable actions are first triggered by consumer demand and 

secondly by company’s own values. This indicates that the way consumers behave and 

consumes pet food plays an essential part in sustainable transition, so businesses 

themselves cannot change the whole industry but the change is needed in other areas as 

well. Nonetheless, results also suggest that businesses have the power to affect consumer 

demand, so in a way they there could be a possibility to guide transition. 

Tactical activities also suggest negotiation and lobbying as tools for transition. 

Businesses could lobby changes in regulations to support sustainable development and 

according to transition approach this could be the catalyst for change. Companies need 

to have better understanding of the possibilities of networks in transitions, and although 

collaborations ire recognised as a strategy for transition, it is barely utilised in the cause. 

Collaborations can for example be seen used in marketing efforts to boost visibility, but 

less in creating sustainable value. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

40 

Operational innovation 

Overall, the industry seems to understand that change is inevitable but lacks concrete 

measures to do so. There is still a huge gap between sustainability and practicality, and 

it could be that since the investments are rather expensive it would be risky to take action 

if there is not a clear understanding of what actions should be taken and what the results 

would be. Transition management theory encourages more experimental approach – 

uncertainty is part of transition nature and test and failures should be more accepted in 

businesses. 

Innovations are recognized essential in the pet food industry and industry transition, but 

the innovative force is the industry is currently low. Sustainability is identified as a source 

for innovations and new products have emerged accordingly, the results also indicate 

that innovations are essential in the future as the pet food production is growing. Experts 

in the industry suggest that producers need to adopt novel pet food proteins that do not 

compete with human food indicating that the current way of production cannot sustain 

the business in the long run. Additional innovative solutions could be in the service 

models, instead of the usual B2C model, more tailored services are offered instead. 

Subscription models for example can increase sustainability along the value chain, when 

knowing how much food is needed to produce, minimizing waste but also increasing 

customer commitment. 

The innovative power of the industry relies on the smaller companies (newcomers 

especially), because they have the possibility to do quick experiments and changes where 

needed. For corporations it can take years to even change a recipe formula, therefore 

making possible innovations uncommon. On the other hand, bigger companies can reach 

a wider consumer group which can result in wider impact. From a transition perspective 

it would be ideal to increase collaboration within the industry; there is a potential if taken 

the resources from bigger companies combined with the innovative force of smaller ones. 

Currently the competition seems to be bigger than collaboration, and transition 

perspective suggests tossing differences aside and work together to achieve a larger 

common good.  
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Reflexive monitoring 

Results show that the industry lacks standardized methods for impact assessment which 

is challenging from reflexive monitoring perspective. Although it is not necessarily the 

lack of available methods but rather that businesses do not use the same methods. CO2 

measurements are often used as a sustainability strategy within businesses indicating 

that impact measurements are on demand. From transition approach perspective, the 

current way of evaluating impact is not enough, because it does not take into account the 

overall sustainability performance of companies in society but is very product and 

company specific. This indicates that standardized methods are well needed within the 

industry but also across industries to understand the impacts better. Results also suggest 

more transparency in data sharing to ensure valid information used in the assessments. 
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5 DISCUSSION  

5.1 Practical implications 

To answer the research question ‘How businesses can contribute to sustainability 

transition in the pet food industry’ we’ve mapped out different strategies currently 

common in the industry and further analyzed them in the light on transition frameworks. 

The initial purpose for this was to test whether we can further develop those strategies to 

support sustainability transition. The results shows that we are only at the beginning of 

the transition, but the change is visible. There lie opportunities in this stage of transition, 

and the following guide is here to help businesses to understand the transition and 

support the change towards more sustainable society. 

To support transition is essential to first understand the forces that affect the transition. 

The key factors identified are listed in the table below (2).  

Key factors that affect transitions 

Skills and experience 

Leadership  

Organization and management/organizational structure 

Industry support and participation 

Availability of resources 

Industry trends 

Consumer behavior 

Policy & regulations 

Table 2. Factors that affect transitions. 

There can be recognized both internal and external factors for businesses and the 

identified factors prove that the change is not only limited to a certain domain but is 

needed in different areas for transition to happen. The results show that breakthrough 
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can only happen if developments happen in multiple levels, suggesting that it is not only 

the responsibility of businesses but also consumers and the government. 

The findings show that companies can steer change better if their organizational 

management includes experts of sustainability or have a specific department for 

sustainability issues. Skills, experience and leaderships refers to having strong 

leadership to lead the change, but also strong understanding of sustainability challenges 

and opportunities in the industry in question is important. 

Many of the factors shows that there are, in fact, vast of areas that cannot be entirely 

controlled. Industry trends, support and participation isn’t something that single 

company can control, but rather that they need other actors in the industry to play along. 

However, the results indicate that by demanding more sustainability from suppliers 

could be the key. Availability of resources is also something that cannot be controlled, 

and the current situation has shown that us that global supply chains are vulnerable to 

interruptions. 

Regulations, policy, and consumer demand are also a major factor in transition. In such 

a customer centric industry, customer demand guides product development. On the 

other hand, results show that businesses can guide market demand. Regulations and 

policy are often slow for change, but, if regulations were to change, the effects can be 

significant.  

Despite the limitations there may be, we have identified the following strategies that can 

be taken to accelerate sustainability transition. The suggested transition strategies (table 

3) provide practical guideline for steering the change towards long-term goals. 
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Transition strategies 

Build business with sustainability in the core of the company 

Find people committed to the cause 

Educate  & share your learnings 

Plan well, and be clear of mission, be ambitious 

Be transparent about the things you do, both good and bad 

Understand your business effects throughout value chain 

Collaborate & connect 

Value sustainability over quick growth, be ready to make trade-off decisions 

Evaluate your progress 

Share your story and inspire others, keep the conversation alive 

Table 3. Sustainability transition strategies. 

The key takeaways are that clarity in business mission contributes to achieving the goal, 

ambitious actions in changing the society by business activities is encouraged, and 

companies are expected to take a stand on social issues in increasing amounts in today’s 

society. Acceleration of transition can happen when businesses have a clear mission and 

the societal issue they aim to contribute to in focus. In the industry in question, it 

includes providing sustainable pet food, but better understanding of the supply chain 

and who’s involved in it, also demanding sustainable operations from all companies 

within the value chain. 

Education and proper understanding of sustainability challenges would contribute better 

integration of sustainability strategies. Sustainability can be rather a complex topic, 

therefore, if not having a comprehensive picture of the issues, actions taken can have 

negative impacts too. The understanding of sustainability extends to also the impacts 

along the company’s supply chain supporting the fact that collaborations should exceed 

B2B activities. 

Transition approach suggests more holistic view to tackle biodiversity loss and climate 

change. Too narrow strategies in climate change mitigation can harm the other goal and 
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vice versa. It is essential to understand that while some strategies contribute to both 

missions, trade-offs do exist – healthy and diverse environment supports the battle 

against climate change but not all climate actions have only positive effects to the 

biodiversity. The systematic approach ensures that all the solutions and actions 

supplement each other. 

5.2 Application of transition approach 

In the following chapter, we will discuss our findings in the light of additional literature. 

The purpose of this chapter is to evaluate further whether our findings are meaningful 

and if the proposition of using transition thinking in business studies is fair.  

5.2.1 Pet food industry vs food industry 

Food system makes a significant contribution to the global GHG emissions, it is 

estimated to be responsible for 15-28% the overall GHG emissions in the developed 

countries (Garnett,2013).  Looking into the details of pet food industry it can be argued 

that while dogs and cats consume notable amount of animal products, the overall GHG 

emissions of the industry is only a fraction therefore would not make a significant change 

in the reduction of global environmental issues. When compared to the global 

agricultural emissions, pet food constitutes of only few percent (Alexander et al., 2020), 

but on the other hand, there is still very few global assessments of the industry’s overall 

impact.  

Impacts cannot be only measured in GHG emissions, but the industry impact can be seen 

also in the loss of biodiversity and intensive use of resources. Also from transition 

perspective, only looking into the emissions is not sufficient, because businesses have 

way more impact to the environment and society beyond emissions. Industry growth is 

still happening and while those numbers do not seem significant now, the rapid growth 

is alarming from sustainability point of view. Instead of dismissing the discussion, the 

potential in industries in this stage of transition is that there is still possibility to guide 

the growth towards more sustainable. Also looking into the market leads, we can see that 

they operate in multiple other industries beyond pet food, so a change in their pet food 

production can contribute to a change in larger scale. 
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We can also find solutions in the regular food system, as we can see that pet food industry 

is closely following in trends. Food systems are shaped by the same factors in both 

industries, such as, demography, geography, globalization, and urbanization, also 

income, marketing, and consumer attitude (Kearney, 2010). Food system can also be 

broken down to same elements; production, consumption and nutrition stressing the 

importance that each of these factors and elements play a part in the initial transition (El 

Bilali et al., 2019, pp). In the following, we are going to have a deeper look into some food 

system researches to understand how food sustainability has been studied before and if 

the pet food focus differ from it. 

There are variety of approaches to study food system sustainability, it can be, for 

example, defined through three different concepts – sustainable agricultural 

development, sustainable diets, and sustainable food system (El Bilali et al., 2019, HLPE, 

2016; Burlingame and Dernini, 2012). Sustainable agricultural development is about 

strengthening resilience, improving resource efficiency, and securing social 

responsibility of agriculture and food systems to ensure food security and nutrition for 

all. Sustainable diets, in turn, aims at promoting low environmental impact alternatives 

that contribute to food and nutrition security and healthy life. Sustainable diets are those 

that respects the ecosystems and biodiversity, are culturally acceptable and accessible, 

economically fair, and affordable. Sustainable food is nutritionally sufficient, healthy, 

and safe, while optimizing natural and human resources (El Bilali et al., 2019). 

Sustainable food system is capable of delivering food security and nutrition for all now 

and in the future and supports the development of local communities and economies 

(Brulingame and Dernini, 2012). Production, distribution, and consumption practices 

regenerate rather than degrade natural resources (El Bilali et al., 2019. 

Changing the current food system towards more sustainable has been a fundamental 

question in sustainability and agri-food discussions and different transition strategies 

have been proposed. Three approaches can be taken to vision the road to sustainable 

food system: efficiency, demand restraint and food system transformation (El Bilali et 

al., 2019; Garnett, 2014).  

Efficiency perspective focuses on sustainable intensification where the necessity to grow 

more food quickly is combined with environmental concerns (El Bilali et al., 2019), it is 

often considered as the dominant approach in achieving sustainable food industry 
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(Garnett, 2014). Intensification is needed to meet the increasing global food demand that 

comes with the growing population. The initial idea of sustainable intensification is to 

produce more with less resources (Garnett, 2014). It argues for expanding food 

production through technological innovations and refers to the strategies that 

simultaneously improve productivity and reduce environmental impacts (Garnett, 

2014).  

Sustainable intensification strategies aim at improving food and nutrition security but 

has also fit to different development agendas such as capital building, improving 

resilience and capacity building (El Bilali et al., 2019). The actions are needed in 

governmental (regulations) and organizational level (farming, agricultural businesses, 

retailers) (El Bilali et al., 2019) indicating that actions are needed in various levels to 

achieve transition.  

Demand restraint approach focuses on the end of the supply chain – consumers and 

businesses that promotes sustainable alternatives (Garnett, 2014). The current dietary 

trends point to higher consumption of animal products and processed food with the 

consequently higher resource demand, this is considered to be due to rising income, 

urbanization. Shift to more sustainable diets can have considerable both health and 

environmental impacts and would sustain future production by slowing down climate 

change, depletion of resources and contribute to fair distribution of wealth (El Bilali et 

al., 2019).   

The key strategies are to restrain the consumption of high impact food, and instead 

promote sustainable diets and transition from high resource intensive animal-based 

diets to plant-based ones and also to reduce food waste along the food chain (El Bilali et 

al., 2018; Garnett, 2014.) The results showed that owning pets are often tied to income 

and high living standards which suggest that pet food sustainability is more of a 

developed country problem than global one. This leads us to the indication that 

sustainability transition in the pet food industry is tied to how people consume 

highlighting the significance of raising awareness and educating consumers among other 

strategies.  

While efficiency perspective is about the changing the patterns of production through 

technological advancements, demand restraint is about targeting the consumption 

habits and producers to shift to demand more sustainable options. The challenge, 
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however, seem to be that managing the shift to more sustainable diets is less clear, 

transition would trigger trade-offs and intersects with many other societal challenges 

such as fair trade, animal welfare or social acceptance (El Bilali et al, 2019). Consumption 

patterns are also tied to individual preferences and needs, cultural context as well as 

availability of food (El Bilali et al., 2019). 

Food system transformation approach is the most political one, and targets at the 

imbalance of the two previous approaches, arguing that the challenges we are facing are 

not just simply technical or responsibility of an individual (Garnett, 2014). This approach 

has most similarities with transition approach, since it argues that simply looking into 

the emissions is not sufficient when measuring impact, but the system transformation 

approach considers the dynamic interactions among social, and economic and 

environmental components over time and space (Garnett, 2014). The approach aims at 

challenging the current power relations of food world and is good at describing the 

complexity of the food industry but lacks tangible strategies as solutions.  

The sustainable food and pet food industry shares the same elements which is not a 

surprise considering how linked the two industries are. Although research approaches 

differs from study to study, they address the same topics and the propositions for 

transitions are eventually the same (although they might use different terms). The 

biggest difference seems to be that the regular food system takes a lot wider approach to 

sustainability taking into account the social and economic parts of sustainable 

development. The discussion around pet food in turn is heavily focused on 

environmental sustainability neglecting the economic and social bases. This could be that 

food systems are in general more researched, and the social dimensions widely 

acknowledged in sustainable development. Sustainability of pet food is also relatively 

new topic, therefore the focus still rather limited. This highlights the importance to adopt 

multidimensional approach to address all dimensions of sustainability simultaneously.  

Food industry researches suggests that transition to sustainable food system requires 

changes both in local and global level, different strategies to transition seems to be still a 

topic of debate from changes in production to consumption patterns. Research indicate 

that transition require, above all, understanding of the complexity of food systems and a 

shift from agriculture-centered to a wider approach including food system policy and 

research framework. Our study shared similar results, and  it can be concluded that to 
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achieve sustainability transition, more understanding is needed and change needs to 

happen at all levels. 

5.2.2 Strategies for transition in other studies 

The proposition of applying transition thinking in reframing sustainable business 

strategies is inevitable and rethinking the role of businesses in a larger environmental 

and societal context is widely supported. The dilemma in management studies generally 

seem to be that in the light of climate change and other systemic problems, existing 

approaches are not working. The current business strategy management seems to be 

balancing between trade-offs in the existing environment but rather it should be about 

changing the game itself (El Bilali et al., 2019). Strategies for sustainable development 

have also been a hot topic in research – circular economy (CE) for instance have gained 

attention for its potential to operationalize the concept of sustainable development 

(Stewart and Niero, 2018). The weakness, however, is that CE activities are generally 

linked to the environmental sustainability and the aim to achieve economic prosperity 

by focusing on the end-of-life management and sourcing strategies (Stewart and Niero, 

2018). 

Research around transition strategies also exists and the strategies for sustainability 

transition remains relatively the same across fields and industries. Forrest’s and Wiek’s 

(2015) study for example show that strategic partnerships, transparency, committed 

employees and clarity of mission among other strategies are the key for successful 

sustainability transitions in small scale communities. The study recognizes two types of 

strategies in transition, transition strategies aim at providing direction, continuity, 

organization, and resources. Intervention strategies, in turn, guides design and delivery 

of individual projects. The greatest outcome results in applying all strategies rather than 

one (Forrest and Wiek, 2015). 

Sustainability part of business strategies is well acknowledged in other approaches as 

well. The results indicate that the core of sustainability in the industry is within the 

ingredients and production, but it can also be argued that the change starts with the 

human side of sustainability management indicating that people are the source of 

transition (Amui, 2017). Indeed, the results show that the three main catalyst for 

transition are businesses, regulations and consumer demand indicating that people play 

their part in transition as well. Businesses’ role has drastically shifted from passive actors 
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to active rule-makers engaged in the governance processes (Beckmann, Hielscher and 

Pies, 2014) but again, public policy and regulations are needed too in order to ensure 

businesses engaging in the change (Hahn, 2010).  

The conceptual integration of business models into the multi-level perspective on social 

technical transitions have been studied by Bidmon and Knab (2018), the results indicate 

that the current existing business models hamper transition by reinforcing the current 

regime’s stability (pp. 914) which supports our findings and explains why the transition 

in the industry is so slow. Incumbents also tend to use variety of strategies when 

confronted with an innovation that is not according to their interest, and often try to 

strategically promote their own aims even if it means stalling sustainable development 

(Smink, Hekkert and Negro, 2015). The findings indicate that although collaborations 

are recognized as strategy for sustainability, competition is often stronger and stalls 

transition. 

Collaborations can have a significant impact in creating social value (Austin and 

Seitanidi, 2012), and the power of collaborative work lies within the co-creation 

dynamics suggesting that creating a win-win situation for all can benefit the society in 

larger societal level (Dentoni, Bitzer and Pascucci, 2016). Activating a change usually 

starts with collaboration, the findings support partnerships across industries to learn and 

connect with professionals in their field. Especially in the context of wicked and complex 

problems, cross-sector partnerships can bring value to both participants and the society. 

Partnerships and collaborations have been recognized as a source for innovative power, 

collaborations have the potential to facilitate innovations which are crucial in transitions. 

Collaborations are also a strategy for sustainable development which supports the 

findings that collaborations have the potential to boost sustainability transition. 

There are shift in interest from organization–focused studies towards the organization-

environment interface – supporting the proposition that businesses’ role should be 

studied as part of its environment. Håkansson and Snehota (2006) proposes the network 

model in business strategy management because organizations are in constant 

interaction with each other, and it can be beneficial for all parties to collaborate. 

Organizations’ role in network model is viewed against other parties, based on their 

previous experience and present expectations and the recognition of company is the 
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outcome of the interaction processes of the company’s relationships (Håkansson and 

Snehota, 2006). 

Transparency part of corporate responsibility seemed the most evident of all strategies 

and often used as a measurement of sustainability. However, although highlighted in 

findings, term ‘transparency’ is loosely used in transition research. Research indicate 

that transparency is often used as a tool to increase trustworthiness and attractiveness 

towards stakeholders, it is typically viewed as a criterion necessary to improve 

sustainable business practices and standards (Gardner et al., 2019). Thus, transparency 

can be critical to the credibility of corporate responsibility strategies. 

Lack of transparency have given favorable grounds for unsustainable operations 

especially in global supply chains. Transparency can help to unveil the complexity of 

supply chains and help organizations to identify and minimize risks and also give access 

to information about origins and impacts of commodities (Gardner et al., 2019). Being 

transparent does not mean that operations are necessarily sustainable but rather it 

proves that organizations are willing to show progress and communicate openly about 

them. 

The findings suggests that the challenge in the pet food industry focuses on availability 

of transparent data, which makes accurate impact measurement difficult. The initial 

findings suggested better data sharing to increase traceability and transparency within 

the industry. This is also supported in literature and traceable information can improve 

sustainability in the supply chain (Alexander et al., 2020; Gardner et al., 2019). Research 

also suggests several types of transparent information that is needed to achieve 

sustainability, it comprises of transaction information (purchase practices), impact 

information (social and environmental impacts), policy and commitment information 

(supply chain actor policies), activity information (supply chain actor actions) and 

effectiveness information (effectiveness of intervention to reduce environmental and 

social impacts) (Gardner et al., 2019). This indicates that transparency should not 

concern only the business itself but reach all the actors in the supply chain which in turn 

is focal in transition thinking.  

Improved understanding for sustainable development is suggested to contribute to 

sustainability amongst other strategies (Falcone, 2019), which is also recognized in the 

results. Transition requires understanding and identification of the elements that drive 
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the change, and the system dynamics (Falcone, 2019). Increased knowledge of 

sustainability in decision making and management is considered essential for changes to 

happen (Seager, 2008). This concerns all parties involved, businesses, policy makers and 

consumers, and efforts are needed from everyone making transition a joint effort (or 

either transition loses its impact).  

Additionally, leadership is considered to be essential in facilitating partnerships for 

sustainability and leadership often mentioned, as one of the main leading factors in 

driving sustainable transition (Dentoni, Bitzer and Pascucci, 2016; Forrest and Wiek, 

2015). Moreover, strong core group was also considered to be essential in achieving 

transition, indicating that small organizations have potential to start a change. Results 

also show that small organizations and new players have more potential to innovate and 

produce innovative solutions that can spark change, which is also supported by research 

(Bidmon and Knab, 2018). 

Innovations are in the heart of transitions and novel and radical solutions are identified 

as the key driver for sustainability transitions (Haxeltine et al, 2008) and also a key 

strategy in achieving sustainability. Innovations, however, unlike other strategies cannot 

be forced, but rather encouraged. Research suggests that business models drive 

transition by supporting innovations and the innovation power is especially with novel 

business models because instead of relying on the technological innovation they can 

change or even build up a new regime (Bidmon and Knab, 2018). This is also evident in 

our findings, and the innovations in the pet food industry relies on the novel businesses. 

The transition approach is not necessary the only approach but rather that the current 

business strategy management approaches are too limited to achieve sustainability. The 

current transition studies in turn have neglected the dynamics of organisations in the 

societal change and focused more on the governmental level of change (Bidmon and 

Knab, 2018) so application of transition theory to business strategy research can benefit 

the research arena. Building bridges outside the ‘traditional’ transition research is highly 

suggested and beyond organisational strategies, links to management studies, policy 

studies and models to simulate transitions are encouraged (Markard, Raven and Truffer, 

2012). 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 

The pet food industry transition efforts currently include responsible sourcing and choice 

of ingredients and packaging materials, transparent supply chains, reducing waste and 

educating consumers. The concern for environmental issues has brought us to a number 

of voluntary actions and encouraged the efficient use of energy and raw materials in the 

manufacturing of pet food, packaging production and transportation. Overall, we can say 

that companies do understand sustainability to a certain level and what is needed but 

lacks understanding of actual implementation strategies and the current industry 

activities are not enough to achieve sustainable transition. Although sustainability has 

gained foothold in the industry, it is focused on reducing emissions above other. The 

societal value the industry transition can bring is in the production and consumption 

patterns, and businesses as the middle operator have the potential to influence both ends 

and guide the change.   

All the proposed different strategies to facilitate transition are more or less similar 

throughout different type of studies. Promoting ecological processes, promoting 

sustainable consumption behaviour, and increasing existing innovations are all 

suggested strategies to guide and accelerate transition. Healthy and sustainable pet food 

industry consists of principles that should be in the heart of the pet food system: resilient 

and diverse, innovative, empowering, and democratic, and properly measured. To 

support sustainability transition, several types of knowledge and analysis is needed: 

transdisciplinary, independent, power-sensitive and critically engaged. 

6.1 Implications for sustainability transition literature 

This research adds to the existing research of transition strategies a more practical 

approach how transition thinking can be used in business strategy studies. Transition 

characteristics contributed to conceptualize the phenomenon of sustainability transition, 

and the actions needed to achieve that change. 

There are multiple possibilities to study transition to understand more of the transition 

dynamics and interconnections between actors and their interests. It is important to note 

that there are broad range of application methods of transition research, which have been 

used in business studies as well – however based on the previous studies, two 
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frameworks were chosen to this purpose. The present research apply transition 

frameworks in a real-life context and it shows that the use of transition management 

frameworks contribute to the research arena by proving that the used theory is applicable 

and helps us identify the different transition phases and activities but also the 

interconnections between levels as well. 

Business transition management framework is only a theory at development, but this 

study indicates that the frameworks can be applied in business strategy development. 

The four types of activities in business transition management allows a more wider 

approach which is beneficial when the aim is to achieve societal scale changes. The 

factors identified in this research are not intended as a extensive guide for successful 

transitions but rather to imply that the conceptual integration of transition research and 

business strategy management can contribute to solving complex sustainability 

challenges. Nonetheless, the systemic and co-evolutionary approach is well welcomed 

field of study and offers lots of possibilities for future research. 

6.2 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

This industry case study provides an exploratory look into the pet food industry but 

remains in a rather superficial level. The indentified strategies could be applied in 

businesses overall, but because the pet food industry is rather small,  it can be challenging 

to generalize the findings to other industries. Compared to the findings of other 

transition strategy studies, however, it indicates that the practical findings remain 

relatively similar throughout different fields therefore the guide can be to some extent 

used in strategy management in other fields as well. In that sense, similar transition 

strategy studies in different industries would contribute to understanding the topic even 

more. For example a multiple case study with a comparison between industries. 

The study managed to capture the complexity of sustainability challenges and the nature 

of transitions, however, struggles to provide more tangible recommendations for way 

forward in the industry and it does not quite manage to capture the potential of 

transitions. Given transitions are often long-term processes, it would be ideal to conduct 

a study that takes the changes into accout in a longer time span.  

To understand each businesses’ possibilities and challenges in the sustainability 

transition more detailed case studies of each companies’ role in transition is 
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recommended. It could be also either policy or society centered, businesses part of 

society type of study. Studying sustainability even within an industry can result in 

differences, thus it would be interesting to conduct studies focused in each sector in the 

supply chain. And not only this is industry specific, but results may differ by geographical 

areas as well, whilst this study is conducted to understand pet food industry as a whole, 

it is rather limited in the European markets. Transition studies in different geographical 

area would benefit the research field as well.  
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APPENDIX 1 DATA SHEET 

Source of 

evidence 

Type of data Topic Source 

date 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company sustainability report 2017 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company sustainability report 2018 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company sustainability report 2019 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company sustainability report 2020 

Archival 

records 

Statistical data Industry statistics Europe 2021 

Archival 

records 

Statistical data Industry statistics Europe 2020 

Archival 

records 

Regulations Industry regulations 2020 

Documentation Public article Company sustainability page 
 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company Supply chain acts report 
 

Documentation Public article Company sustainability page 
 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company reports archive articles 

between 

2017-2021 

Documentation Public article Company sustainability page 
 

Documentation Public article Company sustainability page 
 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company reports archive articles 

between 

2017-2021 

Archival 

records 

Geographical 

characteristics 

Annual industry report 
 

Documentation Formal study Corporate sustainability in pet food 

industry 

2018 

Documentation News Pet food news articles 

between 
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Jan 2021-

Dec2021 

Documentation News Pet food press releases articles 

between 

Jan 2021-

Dec2021 

Documentation News Pet food forum news articles 

betweenJan 

2021-

Dec2021 

Documentation Website Company profile 
 

Documentation Website Company profile 
 

Documentation Website Company sustainability page 
 

Documentation Organisational 

report 

Company sustainability strategy 

report 

2021 

Archival 

records 

Statistical data Nutrition fact sheets 
 

Documentation Website Company profile 
 

Documentation Website Company profile 
 

Documentation Website Company profile 
 

Archival 

records 

Statistical data Market size report 2021 

Archival 

records 

Statistical data Pet food statisctics 2021 

Archival 

records 

Statistical data Pet food report 2021 

Documentation News Pet industry news articles 

between 

Jan2021-

Dec2021 

Documentation News Pet industry news articles 

between 

Feb2020-

Dec2021 

Documentation News Pet industry sustainability related 

news 

articles 

between 

feb2020-

Nov2021 

Documentation News sustainability in pet food 2016 

Documentation News sorted industry related news 
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Archival 

records 

Regulations PEFCR 2018 

Documentation Company 

profile 

Company profile 
 

Documentation Internal report sustainability comms Nov.20 

Documentation Internal report sustainability comms & strategies  Jan.21 

Documentation Internal report sustainability report 2020 

    

Documentation Meeting memo Sustainability strategies (meeting 

with external company) 

sep, 2021 

Documentation Meeting memo Soy production in pet food (meeting 

with external company) 

feb, 2021 

Documentation Internal report ghg calcs & compensation (collab 

with another company) 

2020 

Documentation Internal report ghg calcs & compensation (collab 

with another company) 

2021 

Documentation Meeting memo sustainability strategy planning next 

steps 

Apr.21 

Documentation Meeting memo csr strategies (meeting with external 

company) 

Jan.21 

Documentation Internal report carbon footprint (collab with another 

company) 

Nov.21 
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APPENDIX 2 LIST OF INTERWIEVS 

Position Length Date 

Head of operations & sustainability 66 min 25.2.2021 

Vetenarian and head of product development 71 min 25.2.2021 

CEO 59 min 29.1.2021 

CEO 41 min 26.1.2021 

CEO 45 min 24.2.2021 

Head of product development and quality 52 min 24.2.2021 

Head of product development 56min 15.3.2021 

Head of product development 67min 4.4.2021 
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APPENDIX 3 INTERVIEW GUIDE 

About the organization 

Tell me about your company. 

Do you have someone responsible for your sustainability? Explain the main tasks. 

Is that person part of the board? 

Defining sustainability 

What sustainability means to you? 

When pet food company is sustainable?  

What is sustainable pet food product? 

What sustainability means in the pet food industry? 

How important is sustainability in the industry? 

Industry trends 

What are the industry trends now and in the future? 

How do the trends support sustainable development? 

How’s the relationship between humans and pets affected consumer demand? 

Industry transition  

Where is the industry heading and what kinds of signs there are? 

If the industry is becoming more sustainable, how? 

And if not, why? 

Do you think that the industry sustainability measures are effective? 

Business strategies 
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What kinds of business measures are sustainable? 

How are businesses adapting to the changes (that comes with the changing 

environment)? 

How should businesses adapt to the changes? 

Do you believe that as a company that you can affect how the industry is going to develop? 

How can you affect the development of the industry? 

How to contribute to sustainable development? / How to guide the transition? 

What kind of challenges companies are going to face/are facing in the transition? 

Others 

What is greenwashing? 

Is there greenwashing in the industry? 


