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Abstract  
Background – The existing literature on digitalization in the food industry is limited. Meanwhile, the literature 

suggests that digitalization is an issue that is unavoidable at some point in all industries and that companies 

must adapt in order to maintain their competitive position. In the food industry, large investments into digital 

projects are currently focusing on e-commerce, even though it merely stands for 2% of the sales. It could, 

therefore, be seen as digitalization is only about to start affecting the food industry and thus, exploring how it 

has affected and what it might mean for the actors in the industry is interesting.  

 

Purpose – The purpose of this thesis is to explore how digitalization affects the food industry in Sweden. The 

purpose is fulfilled through the answering of two research questions; How is digitalization viewed upon in the 

food industry in Sweden? And How does the digitalization affect the food industry in Sweden? Through the 

fulfilment of the purpose, this thesis helps to fill a gap in the existing literature about the subject.  

 

Method – The study is a qualitative study of digitalization in the food industry and includes insights from 13 

individuals working in the food industry in Sweden. As the subject does not have any existing theories and 

there is limited literature on the subject, the study uses an inductive approach where the data is analysed through 

a thematic analysis in order to be able to derive a conclusion about the subject. 

 

Findings – When concluding this study, it was found that the food industry is lagging behind other industries 

in terms of digitalization, which in the food industry is closely connected to e-commerce for many. There are 

several enormous challenges that the industry is facing, and one of the most significant challenges and also a 

resistance to digitalization in the food industry is profitability. This means that the industry actors have a hard 

time maintaining profitability when implementing digital solutions, mainly e-commerce solutions. 

Opportunities are present to solve the challenges of mainly; deliveries and thus finding a solution to the 

profitability issue. 
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1 Introduction 
This chapter includes a discussion about the subject of this research. Why it is of interest to explore the subject of 

digitalization in the food industry, the purpose of the study and the research questions are presented here. Relevant 

definitions are also given and therefore, this chapter should provide a comprehensive understanding of what this thesis 

will include.  

1.1 Background 

Visiting a grocery store or a supermarket is a part of the everyday life for a majority of the world 

population, and have been so for decades (Levy, Weitz & Grewal, 2019). Some people make purchases 

in the supermarket every day, and others are bulking up once every week. However, everyone needs 

to purchase something to eat. Food and beverages are considered as Fast-Moving Consumer Goods 

(FMCG), which is items that are sold quickly with a high turnover in the shelf (Dupre & Gruen, 2004). 

The retail food industry is without competition, the largest industry in Swedish retail. In 2018 the retail 

food companies had revenue of approximately 300 billion SEK. This can be compared to the second 

largest industry in retail, the clothing industry, which has a revenue of approximately 75 billion SEK 

(Svensk Handel, 2018).  

 

During the last years, the procedures of doing business have changed, and especially in the retail sector. 

Digital technologies and innovations are changing the way of doing businesses and has revolutionized 

the retail industry (Rogers, 2016). Companies need to understand that they have to think differently 

in order to continue creating value for their customers (ibid). The digitalization has been a part of the 

retail industry for a long time and is still increasing in the different sectors (Levy et al., 2019). For 

instance, the book industry and consumer electrics are the ones that have reached the furthest in the 

retail industry in Sweden when it comes to e-commerce (Svensk Handel, 2018). In the book industry, 

56% of all sales in Sweden are made online, meanwhile in the food industry, only 2% of sales are made 

online (Dagligvaruleverantörers Förbund [DLF], 2018) This is the lowest number of all industries in 

the retail sector, even though the market is the largest within sector. The leading industries in the retail 

sector when it comes to digitalization have been so for years, as a result of them being forced into 

becoming digital in order to survive (Rogers, 2016).  
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Nevertheless, the purchasing of food online is increasing every year, and under 2018, ICA reached a 

turnover of 1,7 billion SEK in their e-commerce which is an increase with 42% compared with 2017 

(Bielecka, 2019; Gunnilstam, 2019). According to Allhorn (2019), one of the most significant focus 

points for Ica in 2019 will be on digitalization, and they will also implement changes to the 

organizational structure in order to be more adapted to the digital era and becoming more flexible 

(Allhorn, 2019). In industries like books or consumer electronics, the digitalization has led to an 

increased number in different articles provided to the consumer. They do not need to have expensive 

rent for stores in the cities; they would rather have warehouses and pay less in rent. It is not that simple 

for the grocery chains to drop their physical store (DLF, 2018). In the food sector, the companies also 

need to have a sustainable point of view, to follow regulations and expiry dates of the food. A book 

never expires or have a best before date like milk, for example. Customers expect fresh food when 

they are purchasing food, something they easy can see in the physical store, but it is not that simple 

when purchasing online. However, when the grocery stores are going digital, there will also be other 

requirements for their suppliers. The FMCG actors cannot handle all parts of the digitalization 

themselves, the suppliers and manufacturers must contribute as well and doing transformations to 

change the existing business environment. 

  

The digitalization is something that concerns all industries, it is heavily present and will continue to 

increase its importance for all actors that want to maintain their position in within the industry (Levy 

et al., 2019; DLF, 2018). Aforementioned, some industries like the book industry and the consumer 

electronics industry are far gone in the digitalization era; meanwhile the food industry is just in the 

beginning of the journey (Demartini et al., 2018). Jansson and Andervin (2016) describe the digital 

transformation journey like a surf session where it is impossible to resist change/stopping the waves 

in the ocean. Some waves are plentiful, and some of them are small, the fact is that it will always come 

new waves, which is even the case for companies. 

 

“You cannot stop the waves, but you can learn to surf.”  

(Jon Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p. 32) 

 

This quote by Jon Kabbat-Zinn (1994) summarizes what the digitalization is all about and especially 

within the food industry. The time is here when the food industry is becoming more digital, and they 

need to be prepared to catch the wave when it is here. The changes will come, and the suppliers in the 
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food industry, as well as the FMCG actors, need to manage these changes and adapt to them (DLF, 

2018). Digital transformation is not about having the latest or most advanced technology; it is about 

the process of change. How the change is implemented and if it is implemented in the right time is 

crucial for success (Weill & Woerner, 2018). Managers and leaders within these organizations must 

take responsibility and lead the employees and the company through digital change. The digital 

transformation for companies will change business models in order to meet the customer’s 

expectation and demands and improve the value for the customer (Berman, 2012). 

 

1.2 Problem discussion  

The problems in this thesis are based upon the existing information about digital transformations and 

change management, as well as literature on digitalization in the food industry. As Rogers (2016) states, 

the digital revolution has changed the playing field for businesses completely. Companies must ask 

themselves how they can adapt to the digital change in order to avoid becoming extinct in the market 

(Rogers, 2016). As defined by Jansson and Andervin (2016); Parviainen, Kääriäinen, Tihinen and 

Teppola (2017), digitalization is when analogue information is transformed into a digital form. Jansson 

and Andervin (2016) continue to state that for a company, the digitalization means considerations to 

technique, products and services and behaviour. Rogers (2016) also reinforces this notion as he says 

that digital transformation is not merely about involving new technology but to incorporate new ways 

of thinking and creating new strategies. For many industries, digital change is well documented, and 

much of the research can be found on the subject. Additionally, there is much literature covering 

change management and digital transformation. Nevertheless, for the food industry, the amount of 

literature on its digital transformation is limited. From this, the purpose of this thesis emerged as it is 

interesting to explore this gap in the literature.  

 

Furthermore, as stated by Sebastian et al. (2017); Rogers (2016), digital transformation poses an extra 

challenge for companies that were established on the market before the digital age, and now must 

adapt in order to survive. For the food industry in Sweden, companies like ICA, Coop, and 

Bergendahls all established themselves on the market with physical stores before the digitalization era. 

E.g. ICA had according to an interview 2016 with CEO Anders Svensson in DI Digital, 11 million 

store visits every week (Billing, 2016). This makes it relevant to investigate how the food industry in 

Sweden is affected by digitalization. Moreover, the food industry in Sweden has over the past years 
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experienced newly founded companies such as Mathem, Mat.se and Matsmart, which all operates 

solely online. Building on that, the relevance of exploring how the food industry is affected by the 

digitalization is further enhanced.  

  

Collins and Porras (1996) state that successful companies, continuously adapt their strategies and 

practices to the changing climate of their business. Moreover, as Kotter (1996); Whelan-Berry and 

Somerville (2010) mentions, companies are forced to adapt in order to stay competitive. With the new 

competitors in the food industry like Mathem and Mat.se, the established food companies are forced 

to change. Furthermore, as described by Jansson and Andervin (2016), digitalization brings an increase 

in the change rate, threats and opportunities. This means that several factors might have consequences 

for the established firms in the food industry. How companies like ICA and Coop are affected by this 

is therefore important to investigate. However, this phenomenon is not unique for that level of the 

food industry. Therefore, exploring how various levels of the food industry must adapt and what 

digitalization means for them is interesting, as this is something that lacks coverage within the 

literature. This includes both the business-to-consumer actors such as ICA, Coop or Mat.se and the 

business-to-business actors such as Orkla Foods Sverige, Nestlé or Unilever. Additionally, Levy et al., 

(2019) argue that the customers will not see the benefit of going to a physical store if they can get 

everything they need, delivered to their door. Considering this, it is interesting to explore what this 

means to the actors in the food industry and what challenges and opportunities might emerge from 

this. 

 

1.3 Purpose  

The problems discussed emerged from the purpose set for this thesis: To explore how the food 

industry is affected by increased retail digitalization. The purpose was derived from the initial 

exploration of how well the subject of digitalization was covered over different industries. To fulfil 

the purpose, this thesis seeks to answer the following research questions:  

 

(1) How is digitalization viewed upon in the food industry in Sweden? 

(2) How does the digitalization affect the food industry in Sweden? 
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1.4 Definitions  

Bricks and mortar – Purely physical organizations (corporations) doing business offline (Turban et 

al., 2017, p. 45)  

Click and collect – Ordering online and picking up it in the store (Bellaiche, Chassaing & Kapadia, 

2012) 

Click-and-mortar – (click-and-brick) organizations that conduct some e-commerce activities, usually 

as an additional marketing channel.  (Turban et al., 2017, p. 45) 

CRM – An approach to building and sustaining a long-term business with customers (Chaffey, 2015, 

p. 388) 

Dark Store – Dark store is just a warehouse full of groceries where staff select the goods that have 

been ordered by an online customer (Benedictus, 2014).  

Digital disruption – Digital disruption is the change that occurs when new digital technologies and 

business models affect the value proposition of existing goods and services (Rouse, 2014) 

Digital transformation – Digital transformation is the adaptions a company makes to be competitive 

in a digital world (Jansson & Andervin, 2016) 

E-commerce – All electronically mediated information exchanges between an organization and its 

external stakeholders (Chaffey, 2015, p. 13) 

FMCG – Which is items that are sold quickly with a high turnover in the shelf (Dupre & Gruen, 2004 

p. 444). 

FMCG Actors – The grocery retailers in the food industry in Sweden, ICA, Coop, and Bergendahls 

Food industry – Companies in some way interacting with FMCG.  

Management – A task containing five basics; (1) setting objectives, (2) organizing, (3) motivating and 

communicating, (4) measuring and (5) developing people (Drucker, 1954) 

Pure players – Actors in the food industry that only operates online 
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2 Frame of Reference 
 

This chapter includes an overview of the existing literature that is relevant to the research. This includes an overview of 

the literature on management, change management, digitalization and CRM. An overview of the existing literature on 

digitalization in the food industry is also presented in order to cover the already existing knowledge and provide substance 

for this thesis and its analysis.    

 

2.1 Management 

Management is a concept which has been around for a very long time. The term management was 

first mentioned by Frederick Winslow Taylor in 1912 in testimony before the US Congress (Drucker, 

2007). The first application of management principles was according, to Drucker (2007) in 1901 in the 

reorganization of the US Army. However, the modern management, that we know as management 

today, is by many considered to have been established by Peter F. Drucker (Crainer & Dearlove, 2014). 

Furthermore, Drucker (1954) in his first book, established management as a task containing five 

basics; (1) setting objectives, (2) organizing, (3) motivating and communicating, (4) measuring and (5) 

developing people. Schermerhorn (2002); Davies and Crothers (2011) state that management is the 

act of organizing, leading and controlling how resources are used in order to achieve company 

objectives.  Schermerhorn (2002) illustrates the management work in a model which shows managers 

and employees various levels in an organization I relation to their organizational objective, to serve 

their clients, as can be seen in figure 1.  
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Figure 1 - The organization viewed as an upside-down pyramid (Schmererhorn, 2012, p.17) 

Accordingly, a manager must organize the resources within a company in order to meet the company 

objectives. The task of managers can, however, be divided into subcategories. Schermerhorn (2002) 

states that a managerial role contains (1) planning, (2) organizing, (3) leading and (4) controlling.  

Strategy management is one of the most crucial tasks of a manager, according to Drucker (2007); 

Palmer and Hardy (2004). They state that a poorly managed strategy can be a source for the failure of 

a company.  

 

Furthermore, Palmer and Hardy (2004) mention that when managing strategy well, it can simplify 

other management tasks. Additionally, they argue that strategic management can help distinguish 

errors in other parts of the organization. For example, they state that proper strategic management 

plays an essential role when it comes to succeeding with company efforts. Another crucial part when 

it comes to management is change management (Crainer & Dearlove, 2014; Schermerhorn, 2002). 

Every organization need to change in order to survive in the market (Rogers, 2016). Thus, managing 

this change is a crucial part of making sure that the company can continue to thrive.  
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2.2 Change management 

When searching for literature on change management, it becomes evident that it is widely accepted 

that change is unavoidable for any organization (Drucker, 2007; Palmer & Hardy 2004; Crainer & 

Dearlove, 2014; Schermerhorn, 2002; Rogers, 2016). A majority of the literature on change 

management is based upon the change management model created by Kotter (1995). The model is 

built on eight steps, which, according, to Kotter (1995), needs to be included in order to implement a 

successful change (see figure 2). Crainer and Dearlove (2014) state that change leaders, i.e. change 

managers, try to overcome obstacles such as change resistance through motivating followers as well 

as argue for the need for change. This can be directly connected to steps in Kotter’s model as it 

includes steps like creating a vision, a guiding coalition and empowering others to act on the vision. 

Moreover, Kotter (1995) states that changes most often fail because the support for a change is not 

strong enough. Additionally, Kotter (1996) mentions that change management is crucial for the 

success of the change since there are many reasons why a change can fail. Further, he argues that for 

a change to be successful, all eight steps in the change leadership model must be covered and in the 

correct order. This is because the levels have different roles in the change. Early stages focus on 

making those included in the change understand why the change is needed, steps in the central focus 

on actually implementing the change and the steps, in the end, focus on making the change stick 

(Kotter, 1995; Crainer & Dearlove, 2014; Schermerhorn, 2002; Palmer & Hardy 2004).  
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Figure 2 - The Eight-Stage Process of Creating Major Change (Kotter, 1995, p. 3) 

 
Many of the change models were developed early, such as the change leadership model by John Kotter 

(1995) presented above. Another widely adapted change model is the one developed by Kurt Lewin 

in 1947 (figure 3) 
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Kurt Lewin is by many considered to be the founder of change management (Cummings, Bridgman 

& Brown, 2016). The model is said to be the base for essentially all of the more significant change 

models that have been developed later, including Kotter’s model of leading change (ibid).  The model 

covers how a company in order to change, must unfreeze their organization, then change before 

refreezing when the change has been implemented (Palmer & Hardy, 2004; Cummings et al., 2016; 

Schermerhorn, 2012). The unfreezing step is strongly connected to creating an urgency to change and 

forming a guiding coalition, as it focuses on establishing a need for the change and minimizing the 

resistance to change (Schermerhorn, 2012). Further, the change step can be connected to creating a 

vision and communicating it as well as actually changing the organization. At the refreeze step, the 

change leader tries to anchor the implemented change in the organization and getting acceptance for 

the change (Schermerhorn, 2012).  

  

Aforementioned, organizations are always forced to change at some point in time (Rogers, 2016). 

Nevertheless, successful companies do not solely change to survive; they are driven by innovation 

(Schermerhorn, 2002).  Drucker describes the innovation process as “an effort to create purposeful, focused 

change in an enterprise’s economic or social potential.” (Drucker, 1973, p. 797). Innovation in companies comes 

in the form of change, either in a change in processes or a change to a product (Schermerhorn, 2002; 

Drucker, 2007). According to Drucker (2007), innovation is the primary source of change today, and 

thus, the one changes most change leaders will face.  

 

2.2.1 Top-down and bottom-up changes  
Changes within organizations usually get divided into two different types of changes; top-down 

changes and bottom-up changes (Schermerhorn, 2012; Heyden, Fourné, Koene, Werkman & Ansari, 

2017). When dividing the change, the focus is on where the initiative for the change is. In a top-down 

change, the initiators are senior management, and the change is then implemented throughout the 

organization. The main overall goal of a top-down change is to stimulate company performance 

(Schermerhorn, 2012). The specific goals for a top management-initiated change, i.e. a top-down 

Figure 3 - Lewin's Change Management Model (Cummings, Bridgman & Brown, 2016, p. 34) 
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change, is according to Heyden et al., (2017) set by senior management. Therefore, the top-down 

changes can experience difficulties in finding support for the change throughout the organization. 

Schermerhorn (2012) also states that individuals are more committed to the ideas which they have 

been involved with initiating, and thus, top-down changes can fail as a result of this. However, 

according to Kotter (1995), alterations are usually expected to be initiated by the top-management and 

then carried out be middle managers.  

  

In a bottom-up change, the organizational changes can be initiated on all levels, but the top 

management positions in the company (Schermerhorn, 2012; Heyden et al., 2017). The change is then, 

according to Schermerhorn (2012) enabled through the empowerment of the ideas by the top 

managers. Heyden et al. (2017) also state that in bottom-up changes, the senior managers can be the 

ones executing the change initiated by, e.g. a middle manager since they have an overview of the 

organization. Schermerhorn (2012) further states that many large organizations fail to capitalize on 

bottom-up change opportunities as they are easily lost before reaching the top management that can 

empower the ideas.  

 

2.2.2 Change manager 
Leading a change, the managers take on the role of change agents (Schermerhorn, 2012; Crainer & 

Dearlove, 2014).  According to Whelan-Berry and Somerville (2010), a change leader is not only 

necessary for the change to be implemented, but it is also one of the main drivers for change success. 

If leadership is not present throughout the change, the change is more likely to fail (Whelan-Berry & 

Somerville, 2010; Davies & Crothers, 2007).  Additionally, Crainer & Dearlove (2014) states that a 

change manager needs to embody the change he or she is trying to implement and lead by example in 

order to ensure a successful result. Furthermore, when leading with example, it is possible for the 

change leader to motivate the change, something that is crucial as Kotter states in an interview that 

“nobody can provoke great changes alone” (Crainer & Dearlove, 2014, p. 74). This is further elaborated on 

by Kotter (1995) this notion as he states that many changes fail because the change leader was unable 

to establish a strong enough urgency to change, meaning that employees do not fully support the 

change and thus pose as resistance to the change. When it comes to supporting, Kotter (1995) argues 

that the guiding coalition must include someone with a position of power. This means that it is 

essential to get those who have the power to stop the change, to support it instead.  
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2.2.3 Resistance to change 
When trying to implement a change, there will always be those who support the status quo that the 

change manager is trying to challenge (Kotter, 1996). Dawson (2003) states that resistance to change 

most often is a result of one or a combination of five reasons; (1) change in job means change in 

required skills, (2) decrease in job security due to change, (3) redefinition of the authority levels, (4) 

psychological threats and (5) change in work arrangements. Hunt (2015) also talks about this as she 

mentions that, e.g. if you hear that a change might mean you are losing your job, resisting that change 

is natural. Furthermore, Hunt (2015) states that a common source of change resistance is a failure to 

understand the change and the benefits of it. Eccles (1994) also says this as a reason for change 

resistance. However, Eccles (1994) states 13 reasons behind resistance to change;   

 

1          Failure to understand the problem.  

2          The solution is disliked because an alternative is preferred.  

3          A feeling that the proposed solution will not work.  

4          The change has unacceptable personal costs.  

5          Rewards are not sufficient.  

6          Fear of being unable to cope with the new situation.  

7          The change threatens to destroy existing social arrangements.  

8          Sources of influence and control will be eroded.  

9          New values and practices are repellent.  

10        The willingness to change is low.  

11        Management motives for change are considered suspicious.  

12        Other interests are more highly valued than the new proposals.  

13        The change will reduce power and career opportunities.  

  

It is evident that the reasons defined by Eccles (1994) are still relevant as the newer literature on 

change resistance does connect to them even though they might be refined. E.g. the five reasons stated 

by Dawson (2003) could be related to these 13 reasons as they discuss changes in work arrangements, 

power distribution and psychological fear for the new situation, all included in the reasons defined by 

Eccles (1994). Hence, including the defined reasons by Eccles (1994), when trying to understand 

change is essential. Nevertheless, understanding resistance to change is just one part of successfully 
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implementing a change and thus, getting an overall understanding of change management is equally 

crucial.  

 

2.3 Digitalization 

The quick evolution and improvements of digital technology force companies and organizations to 

change and restructure their business models, which is the outcome of the digital transformation and 

digitalization (Dornberger, Inglese, Korkut & Zhong, 2018; Rogers, 2016; Weill & Woerner, 2018; 

Hänninen, Smedlund & Mitronen, 2017). Digitalization is a concept defined by Brennen and Kreiss 

(2016, p.1) as “the way many domains of social life are restructured around digital communication and media 

infrastructures.” The word digitalization derives from the word of digitization, which is the procedure 

of transforming analogue data into digital form. Digitalization describes the change possibly due to 

the digitization and is considered as one of the most significant trends that have revolutionized the 

society and the way of doing business (Dornberger et al., 2018; Parviainen et al., 2017).  

 

This is also discussed by Rogers (2016), as he states five different domains of how digitalization 

changes the way of doing business. The first domain discussed by Rogers (2016) is the customer 

perspective. In the digital age, customers are constantly interacting with other customers, and by using 

digital tools, they are even more influential. Therefore, it is critical for companies to use social media 

and interact with their customers. The second domain is competition, where the digitalization vanishes 

the boundaries between competition and cooperation. It will be possible to cooperate with a 

competitor in order to handle the same challenges that may occur from the outside of the industry 

and together push each other and hence develop the industry (ibid). Data is the third domain in the 

digitalization process, which is how to manage and utilize the information available. There are an 

immense of data and information accessible, and with the improved technology, it is a new way of 

doing analyses and enhances new ways of business activities. The data is crucial for the daily operations 

of the businesses (ibid). Through digitalization, the retailers can collect so-called big data from their 

day-to-day operations in forms of receipts, loyalty cards as well as the suppliers (Grewal, Roggeveen 

& Nordfält, 2017; Nordfält & Ahlbom, 2018). The fourth domain is the innovation process. The 

digital technologies make it easier for companies to quickly develop new products and test them on 

the market to receive feedback from the market continuously from the start until launch. It is essential 

to understand what the market wants and needs (Abrell, Pihlajamaa, Kanto, Vom Brocke, & 
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Uebernickel, 2016). Nylén and Holmström (2015) argue that companies need to be agile and dynamic 

due to the rapid innovation process. They further state that digital products and services must be user-

friendly and easy to learn, but also give the consumer experience. Hinings, Gegenhuber and 

Greenwood (2018), state that digital innovations are based on the available digital technology and need 

to be managed well. The last domain, presented by Rogers (2016), is value. He means that companies 

need to shift their value proposition reguarly to meet the customer’s expectations and being agile. 

Weill and Woerner (2018) agree with Rogers (2016) that value proposition is essential for a company. 

New entrants in the market are born digital and have a digital business model from the beginning. 

Established companies must take the fight with the new entrants, and therefore, it is of high 

importance to changing their value proposition. Rogers (2016, p. 6) further confirms; “Companies that 

were established before the Internet need to realize that many of their fundamental assumptions must now be updated”.  

 

Dornberger et al., (2018), explains digitalization as a journey with some key milestones in the 

development that are fundamental for the digitalization. Information systems are the first milestone, 

which includes data companies are using, the launch of the internet and world wide web (WWW), 

improved it-strategy in terms of it-security, technology or the intranet etc. These implementations 

started in the 1970s and are today basics in companies.  The second step in the digitalization is to have 

an e-business application. Companies started to have their business online and developing systems to 

make it more convenient connecting with other organizations and selling their products to other 

companies (B2B) or consumers (B2C). With e-business collaboration with the supplier was easier to 

implement. The third action described by Dornberger et al., (2018), is the Web 2.0 revolution. 

Dornberger et al., (2018) give the example of Apple launched their first smartphone (iPhone) it 

changed the way of interacting with consumers. Internet was available everywhere. It also helped to 

increase interaction between organizations and consumers, though, for example, social media like 

Twitter or Facebook (ibid). Lastly, Dornberger et al., (2018) mention the increase of artificial 

intelligence (AI). AI is already here, but it is just the tip of an iceberg and will develop and increase for 

every day, it is the tomorrow of the digitalization. 

 

2.3.1 Digital transformation 
As stated in the introduction, digitalization is not about the most advanced technology; it is about 

change and transformation process (Weil & Woerner, 2018; Schallmo & Williams, 2018). On the other 

hand, Jansson and Andervin (2016) mean that in order to successfully implement digital changes, 
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developed technology is essential. When the information is going from analogue to digital, there must 

be a sufficiently developed technology to support the process (ibid). From the technology, product 

and services are developed, which will change the behaviour of the consumer, and create new fields 

of applications. Hinings et al. (2018) agree and mean that digital transformation is a combination of 

digital innovations and the change of values, structure, practices of how doing business. The digital 

innovation and the change process need to be aligned for a successful digital transformation. In the 

pace of digital innovations, the organizational structure must change and adapt to the innovations.  

 

Furthermore, Matt, Hess and Benlian (2015); Schallmo & Williams (2018) argue that a digital 

transformation is affecting the whole organization of the company involved and see four dimensions 

of digital transformation; the use of technologies, changes in value creation, structural changes and 

the financial aspects (see figure 4). The use of new technologies will create a change in the value for 

the consumers, by introducing new products and services. It will also force the organization to 

restructure with new digital activities and new people within the organization. However, these 

adjustments are not possible without thinking of the financial aspects. Leaders and top management 

must create the urgency to act and do the transformation at the right time (Matt et al., 2015; Jansson 

& Andervin, 2016). 

 

Old companies that existed before the digitalization era must rethink their organizations and empower 

their employee to collaborate with the digital transformations, to create new values for their customers 

(Niemingen, 2014). They should use the capital and the leverage they have from being a well-known 

brand to compete with new entrants in the market; if they are not able to adapt to the new digitalization 

they will fall behind (Sebastian et al., 2017; Rogers, 2016). Berman (2012) discuss the factor in times 

of digital transformations companies must have a cohesive business plan for integrating physical and 

digital operations in order to be successful in the transformation. He further states that, in order to be 

successful in the digital transformation, it is crucial to interact and collaborate with the customers 

online all the time with social media, for instance. Since the consumers are linked with the Internet all 

along, it is natural to always interact with them.  
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Figure 4 - Digital transformation framework: balancing four transformational dimensions (Matt et al., 2015, p. 341) 

 
Digital transformation is about the degree of ripeness and maturity of the company. How advanced 

are the companies in the digitalization and how well do the companies understand the effects of the 

digitalization is crucial (Jansson & Andervin, 2016; Heavin & Power, 2018). It is essential to 

understand why the digitalization is vital in order to be successful, and it is critical for managers to 

involve their employees so that everybody is on board with digital changes (Westerman, Bonnet & 

McAfee, 2014; Jansson & Andervin, 2016; Khan, 2016; Schallmo & Williams, 2018). If the degree of 

ripeness is high, the chance of being competitive is high (Jansson & Andervin, 2016).  

 

Furthermore, they state that the degree of ripeness will increase if the leaders and managers will take 

responsibility and lead the digital transformation and not hide behind it (Heavin & Power, 2018). The 

leaders must walk the talk, and then the rest of the organization will follow. For the organization, it is 

also important to have a clear vision and strategy, what they will accomplish with the digital 

transformation (Jansson & Andervin, 2016). Rogers (2016) further states that digital leaders today 

must have the ability to understand the business and how it could create value for the consumer. It is 

necessary to think differently and be agile and adaptive. However, larger corporations can fail to be so 

quick as necessary due to it will take a longer time to implement changes in larger organizations (ibid).  
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Additionally, Jansson and Andervin (2016) argue that innovation will digest old ways of doing things, 

and it will be hard for companies that cannot follow the change. It will lead to digital disruption and 

changes in the business model for the industry (Jansson & Andervin, 2016; Weill & Woerner, 2018; 

Hänninen et al., 2017). The term digital disruption is often considered as the change that occurs due 

to innovations and business models that affect the existing value proposition of products and services 

(Rogers, 2016; Skog, Wimelius & Sandberg, 2018). New markets are created, and other markets will 

disappear (Rouse, 2014; Bradley & O’Toole, 2016). 

 

2.3.2 E-commerce 
The term electronic commerce (e-commerce) is explained as purchasing and selling things through 

the Internet and includes all kinds of transactions that happen online (Chaffey, 2015). Further, Grefen 

(2010), consider e-commerce as part of e-business or digital business with the aim of trading items 

and e-business is based on using the technology to gather information. However, Kalakota and 

Whinston (1997) argue that there is another view of e-commerce meaning that for instance customer 

support or other services online also considered as e-commerce which is agreed upon by (Chaffey, 

2015; Laudon & Traver 2018; Akbari 2016). E-commerce is increasing every year, and there is a 

movement from traditional retailers to online retailers (Turban et al., 2017). The phenomenon of e-

commerce has generated in new jobs that did not exist ten years ago and have to change the way of 

doing businesses, and almost every newly started company are online (Laudon & Traver, 2018). 

Moreover, they state that e-commerce has formed new global markets with transparent prices and are 

available for everyone. There has been increasing globalization, and the e-commerce is synchronized 

with the modern world we have (Nogoev, Yazdanifard, Mohseni, Samadi & Menon 2011). In 

traditional commerce of retailing, there are special open hours, and the customers need to physically 

go to the store in order to make the actual purchase. Hence, e-commerce is not only global; another 

advantage is that e-commerce also is ubiquity, meaning it is available all the time, everywhere (Laudon 

& Traver, 2018). 

  

Romm and Sudweeks (2000) claimed it is crucial for companies and organizations to adapt their 

business for e-commerce. They stated that having e-commerce had a significant role in the whole 

society and will create extra value for customers by implementing global networks in order to be as 

competitive as possible on the market. Gangopadhyay (2003) mention the competition between large 

actors in the market and new entrants that have e-commerce as their primary business model. Dennis, 
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Fenech and Merillees (2004) mean that companies within the retail sector have been slow in order to 

adopt e-commerce as a part of their business model because the companies may lack knowledge of 

being digital. They also discuss disadvantages for the retailer going online and present arguments like 

the sales will be reduced online, since face-to-face sales are more powerful, the impulse purchases will 

decrease online as well as legal problems between different countries in terms of taxes. However, as 

discussed by Levy et al. (2019), it has happened a lot in the retail industry the last years when e-

commerce is growing immensely every year.  

 

2.3.3 Omnichannel 
Even though the phenomenon of e-commerce is growing and more organizations and especially 

retailers enter the online market, it is still important for them to operate with bricks and mortar 

(Laudon & Traver, 2018). The retailers increase the number of purchase options available for the 

consumers, a multiple channel approach (Beck & Rygl, 2015). They further state that many companies 

using multiple channel approach have not integrated the different channels, and the channels cannot 

interact with each other. On the other hand, consumers have expectations that different channels like 

offline, online and mobile devices should be integrated within the retailer, the concept of omnichannel 

(Huré, Picot-Copey & Ackermannn, 2017). The term omnichannel is considered as a mix between 

online and offline retailing and has been developed from the Latin’s word omnis, meaning “all” 

(Binnie, 2018). It is fundamental that the different channels are synchronized with each other to 

maximize the customer experience and satisfaction. Verhoef, Kannan and Inman (2015) mean that 

retailing has changed the last years immensely and becoming more digitalized, and therefore, it is 

essential for the companies to change strategy as well. The behaviour of the customer has also become 

more digital in physical stores in terms of comparing prices, searching for information or transfer 

money (Jonsson, Egels-Zandén, Hagberg, Lammgård & Sundström, 2017). They argue that companies 

need to switch from multiple channels into omnichannel. Having physical stores or showrooms where 

people can see and touch the product and then be able to order it online. The boundaries between 

traditional physical stores and online will be faded into an integrated channel (Verhoef et al., 2015; 

Brynjolfsson, Hu & Rahman, 2013). The main differences between multiple channels and 

omnichannel is the fact that omnichannel includes more channels, all channels and those are 

connected to each other, meanwhile, multiple channels include many channels and are not that 

integrated with each other (Verhoef et al., 2015; Orendorff, 2018; Aliawadi & Farris, 2017).  
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2.4 Digitalization in the food industry 

The digitalization in the retail industry is not a new sensation; in fact, it has been included in retail 

since the mid-1970s were the first EAN-code was implemented on items to simplify the sales. 

However, it is in the last decades that the digitalization has increased and become more integrated 

with the customer meeting and having a more influential role in the retail industry, especially with e-

commerce (Jonsson et al., 2017). According to Desai, Poltia and Salsberg (2012); Martín, Pagliara and 

Román (2019) E-grocery, focusing on multi and omnichannel, has become a term within the current 

generation of the FMCG sector, grocery retail 4.0. E-grocery refers to shopping food and beverages 

online and is a subset of e-commerce. Within grocery retail 4.0, the Desai et al., (2012) have identified 

seven different trends that are circulating and upcoming: (1) New e-grocery player has entered the 

market and have specialized themselves in only selling food online and using dark stores. Geerer, 

Smith, Hyland and Frolick (2018) argue that the traditional physical stores need to follow this 

evolution from the new players in terms of logistics, information, and technology systems to not fall 

behind when consumers are increasing their consumption of food online. (2) Thinking differently 

about the stores. This trend is about the delivery process, where stores offer, for instance, “drive-in” 

to pick up their groceries or by micro-stores popping up on the street. (3) Importance of using social 

media as a digital marketing tool. Digitalization is more than just e-commerce, and it is important to 

integrate a two-way communication to the customer and to be visible on social media (Desiai et al., 

2012; Hagberg, Jonsson & Egels-Zandén, 2017). (4) The development of personalized offer and 

customer relationship management. There is an increase in personalized offers due to that the retailers 

are collecting data and see patterns about their customer. They also have special offers or coupons on 

their mobile app for the customers. (5) Self-check-out and digital wallet. There is a trend in bricks and 

mortar, meaning that the retailers offering self-service checkouts instead of traditional cashiers in order 

to simplify and quicken the transaction process. In combination with this, it is now easier to pay with 

your smartphone, which also makes the transaction more simplified (Inman & Nikolova, 2017). (6) 

Digital dashboards, shop floor customer service. This trend indicates how technology can help both 

customers in the store to find information about products and helping with stock balance for 

employees. Martín et al., (2019) agrees upon this and argue that the knowledge of computer science is 

important to simplify the experience for the customer. (7) Dynamic pricing is something that is more 

used by e-grocery players. Ocado, a grocery retailer in the UK, are using dynamic prices in their 
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delivery, have it cheaper when few customers want the food delivered and more expensive when many 

customers want it (ibid). 

  

When implementing digitalization, it is essential for the food industry actors to develop the way they 

work with their supply chain. The suppliers need to adapt their strategies and have interaction together 

with the FMCG actors. The companies need to find strategies about inventory management, last-

delivery and return management (Martin et al., 2019). Regarding inventory management, FMCG actors 

are implementing “dark stores” to have inventory only for the online business instead of picking the 

goods directly from the shelf (DLF, 2018; Desai et al., 2012). The last-mile delivery is the final step of 

the supply chain when the goods are delivered to the consumer. The most common last mile delivery 

is home delivery where the groceries are delivered directly to the door (Greerer et al., 2018; Martín et 

al., 2019; Mkansi, Eresia-Eke, Emmanuel-Ebikakae, 2018; Pan, Giannikas, Han, Grover-Silva & Qiao, 

2017). The home delivery process plays an essential role in e-commerce since it is all about 

convenience. However, when discussing groceries like food and beverages there are some challenges 

with home delivery since these goods need to be refrigerated, and the customer needs to be home 

when the delivery arrives (Pan et al., 2017; Mkansi et al., 2018; Svensk Handel, 2017). The fact that 

the goods need to be chilled all the time makes it challenging to use post-boxes or another pick-up 

location and for the consumer to return the products purchased (Lu & Reardon, 2018; Mkansi et al., 

2018). Additionally, the bricks and mortar stores in general offer home delivery but the most of them 

are using the concept of “click-and-collect” meaning that the customer order online and then picks 

up their groceries in the store. (Bellaiche, Chassaing & Kapadia, 2012; Greerer et al., 2018; Jonsson et 

al., 2017). 

  

Most of the existing literature on digitalization of the food industry is focused on the aspect of e-

commerce, which is considered as a significant factor in digitalization. Jonsson et al. (2017); Nielsen 

(2015); Nordfält and Ahlbom (2018) states that the increase of mobile devices among consumer and 

other technical aspects like self-scanning, use of artificial intelligence (AI) or digital coupons also drives 

the digitalization forward. As mentioned by Crowe (2018), the grocery industry is in an experimental 

phase at the moment regarding technology and digitalization. The retailers need to develop in order 

to understand the digital consumer continuously. She further states that technologies have developed 

the way of personalized offers by using data in the right way. The use of mobile devices is of high 

importance in the digitalization of the food industry (Grewal et al., 2017; Purcărea, 2016). The apps 
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are evolving, and it acts as a tool for the customer to make their experiences more simplified. It 

enhances the way of finding the right information, and it could build a relationship between consumer 

and retailer (Hagberg, Sundström & Egels-Zandén, 2016). Demartini et al. (2018) argue that the 

companies failing to manage technology will also fail in the long run of implementing new products, 

especially in the food industry. The fact of using online store as a compliment for the traditional bricks 

and mortar will increase the customer satisfaction, loyalty, and the average customer-spend will 

increase (Melis, Campo, Lamey & Breugelmans, 2016). 

 

2.5 Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is considered as a broad topic and most individuals 

having different experiences of what CRM is. Helgeson (2017) means that CRM is about building 

relationships and help the organization to understand how operations, sales, marketing, customer 

service is connected to a system. He further states that CRM is more of a mindset that only software 

and will help companies being more efficient for their business. Kumar and Reinartz (2018) mean that 

CRM is to identify their different customers and then develop different strategies for the different 

groups in order to be the most profitable. CRM is to build individualized relationships with the 

customers based on that every one of their customers are different (Ismană-Ilisan, 2018). The goal is 

to create value for the customer; thus, every customer has different preferences about what is valuable 

to them. By analysing the big data, the companies receive and implementing a good CRM-system, it 

will be easier for the companies to personalize their relationship with the customers (Kumar & 

Reinartz, 2018). 
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3 Method & Methodology 
 

In this chapter, the method and methodology are presented in order to create an understanding of how this research was 

conducted. This includes a presentation and arguments of the selected research philosophy, research approach and research 

design. Further, how the cases were selected, how the empirical data was analysed, and how trustworthiness of the study 

was ensured is presented. Lastly, ethical considerations are also conferred.  

 

3.1 Research Design 

For this research, a qualitative strategy was chosen. A qualitative research strategy is more suitable for 

this thesis, as it makes it possible to get a comprehensive understanding of the subject. Since the 

purpose is to explore a phenomenon rather than testing a hypothesis, the qualitative research strategy 

is more suitable for this thesis. Moreover, since the thesis aims to explore how digitalization affects 

the food industry, an exploratory research design is suitable and applied since it allows for exploration 

but not guaranteeing a final answer (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007). Furthermore, an exploratory 

study is suitable for this thesis since it is often applied to areas in which there are not much previous 

literature (Saunders et al., 2007). Aforementioned, the field which is explored in this thesis contains 

an identified gap, and thus, the exploratory research design is suitable. Additionally, the qualitative 

study design of an exploratory nature is suitable as it enables the freedom in data collection which is 

needed in order to get a comprehensive understanding of the subject and fulfil the purpose of the 

thesis (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson 2015; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

 

3.2 Research Philosophy 

When conducting research, there are mainly two types of paradigm; positivism and interpretivism, 

which act as guidelines of how the study should be conducted. The paradigm is based on the 

assumptions and philosophies about the reality of the knowledge and the world (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). Interpretivism takes a subjective approach and means that the human’s perception shapes the 

reality since individuals cannot be removed from the social context (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Since the 

aim of this thesis is to explore how digitalization affects the food industry in different levels; suppliers, 

grocery stores, and the actors in food retailers, there are different views and therefore is interpretivism 
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paradigm more suitable. Easterby-Smith et al. (2015), states that research philosophy is how the 

researchers understand the world from their perspective. They mean that researchers must deliberate 

both ontological and epistemological point of views when deciding the philosophy for the study and 

not only rely on the paradigms.  

 

Relativism is the most appropriate dimension for this thesis since relativism has the viewpoint that 

there are many truths, and the facts depend on the assumptions of the observer (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2015). They further mention that relativism value different indicators the same; no one is a 

precedence. Aforementioned, different levels in the food industry will be investigated through this 

thesis and hence, there are different truths depending on the answers from the participants and 

therefore realism, internal realism or nominalism is not applicable for this paper. The fact that the 

chosen paradigm for this paper is interpretivism also motivates the choice of relativism, since the 

reality is socially constructed and every individual have their point of reality (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, considering the epistemological approach, the most applicable view for this thesis is 

social constructivism. Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) mean that social construction is based on shared 

experiences to others and have the focus of what people are feeling and thinking, and hence using 

semi-structured in-depth interviews strengthen the choice of social constructionism. This is connected 

to what has been stated above, that this research is using different cases throughout the study. 

Moreover, social constructivism enhances that people think differently, due to their different 

experiences and backgrounds (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015) which also goes in line with the collected 

data in this thesis, giving insights from different viewpoints of the industry. Additionally, by gathering 

these multiple perspectives from suppliers, and the FMCG actors both from top management and 

store management perspectives, the authors can draw analyses from the entire food industry. The 

philosophical positions of interpretivism paradigm, relativism, and social constructivism are the 

ground for this thesis’ methodology. 

 

3.2.1 Research approach 
This thesis uses an inductive approach since theory follows the data (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2016), which is suitable for the aim of this paper. As the study is of an exploratory study, it is hard to 

argue that a deductive or abductive approach is suitable since the aim is to explore the subject. 

Furthermore, conducting the study with an inductive approach allows the study to arrive at its own 



   
 

 24 

conclusions rather than basing them on existing theories about the subject. It is further arguable that 

deductive or abductive are not applicable research approaches since they are based on existing theories 

which cannot be found in the explored subject. Even though information is available on digitalization 

and other areas of similar sort, the subject for this thesis, i.e. digitalization in the food industry does 

not provide such literature. Therefore, knowledge about how to approach the study can be found, but 

not enough valid theories to test and thus use a deductive or abductive approach to the study.  Since 

there is a limited amount of information available about the topic of digitalization in the food industry, 

the number of theories which the research can be based upon is also limited. The topic is relatively 

new, and therefore, no models or theories has yet been developed. Saunders et al. (2016) state that in 

deductive approach theories needs to be tested if they are valid/true or not, and therefore not 

applicable for this research as there are not enough theories developed to be tested. The same with an 

abductive approach, where the existing theories will be modified and create new theories. Additionally, 

Deductive approach is generally more appropriate with a positivism philosophy (Saunders et al., 2016; 

Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018), which is not the philosophy of this research. Therefore, using an 

inductive approach is more suitable for the specific purpose, of how digitalization affects the food 

industry in Sweden. In induction, premises are used to draw untested assumptions, by identifying 

themes and patterns and build a theory of it (Saunders et al., 2016). There is also a gap between the 

logic of premises and conclusion in the inductive approach, which is applicable in this study since 

there is a limited amount of information available of how digitalization affects the food industry. The 

fact that there are limited information and literature about the specific topic, makes it difficult to test 

if theories are valid to the food industry or not, since no generalizable theories are existing and hence 

the usage of inductive approach. It is arguable that since the literature of e.g. digitalization will assist 

when analysing the data, this study is not purely inductive but contains some deductive elements. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned earlier, the subject for this study does not provide enough theories to test. 

Therefore, the main focus is on exploring the subject and thus, using an approach which is mainly 

inductive. 

 

3.3 Research Method 

In this thesis, a multiple case study approach was selected as it allows for the gathering of an extensive 

amount of data in order to understand a phenomenon (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Furthermore, 

Eisenhardt (1989) states that case studies often result in a better understanding of the dynamics and 
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characteristics of real firms, which is essential for the purpose of this study as it seeks to understand 

the industry. Moreover, Yin (2018) states that a case study is often suitable for studies where the 

purpose is to investigate a phenomenon from a “how” or “why” perspective as well as getting an 

extensive overview of the subject. Yazan (2015) also states that a case study is the most commonly 

used research method for an in-depth investigation of a dynamic phenomenon, which is the case for 

this thesis.  

  

Furthermore, Yin (2018) states that multiple case studies are preferred over single case studies. He 

argues that the usage of multiple case studies over single case studies is preferable since it can lead to 

a more powerful analysis of the phenomenon. Additionally, Yin (2018) states that using more than 

one case in the case study limits the vulnerability of the analysis as it does not reflect over the 

uniqueness of the case. A multiple case study enables direct replication which strengthens the analysis. 

Thus, this thesis involves a multiple case study as it seeks to enable a strong analysis of the collected 

data.   

 

Moreover, Stake (1995) identified the use of more than one instrumental case in an analytical purpose 

as a collective case study. As all cases used in this thesis are instrumental for the analysis, the research 

method can be identified as a collective case study. Further, Stake (1995) states that even though the 

generalizability of any case study is limited, a collective case study can generate some generalizability 

for the specific context as it is studied in depth. Nevertheless, it is vital to acknowledge the limitation 

that a case study means since the focus is narrow, and the data will, therefore, be limited. Regardless, 

the focus of a multiple case study will not be as narrow as for a single case study, and thus, the multiple 

case study can be seen more effective and robust (Yin, 2018). Furthermore, as the cases selected for 

this thesis seek to cover a whole industry, a multiple case study is suitable as it provides the view from 

various perspectives. These cases were selected based upon several criteria, which can be found in 

section 3.4. 

 

3.4 Case Selection  

Stake (2006) argues that multiple case studies need to include both homogenous and heterogenic cases 

in order to provide expertise to the subject. Thus, seeing the whole food industry, it is essential that 

research includes suppliers and FMCG actors both from store perspective and top-management 
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perspective, and lastly, new pure players. To fulfil the purpose of the study, the chosen sampling 

strategy is purposive sampling, which is considered as a non-probability sample. Using a purposive 

sampling technique means that the authors’ judgment is of high importance since the authors decide 

which cases that is most appropriate for the research. Nevertheless, it is crucial to carefully choose 

which cases that should be used, and which should not (Saunders et al., 2016; Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015). The respondents in each company have been selected based on their position in the company 

that seems to have the most knowledge of the field along with the matching of positions to the other 

participants. Saunders et al. (2016) discuss homogenous sampling as one set of purposive sampling, 

meaning that one particular group where all members are similar in the position and occupation and 

are selected from the same criteria and therefore another reason for the cases selected. However, all 

organizations are built up differently and hence, have different positions and structure, meaning that 

the aim was to find the same positions in all companies, but this was not applicable in this situation. 

In some instances, in the data collection process, snowball sampling was applied as some of the 

interviewees suggested additional participant that could be relevant for this thesis. 

 

Aforementioned, different levels of the food industry will be investigated and therefore, the selection 

criteria differed. In Sweden, there are four major players in the grocery retail industry, combined they 

have approximately 93% market share; these are ICA, COOP, Axfood and Bergendahls (HUI 

Research, 2018). The fact that these four companies stand for such high percentage of the market 

shares and are the core actors in Swedish food retail industry, it was natural to contact these companies 

as they represent a majority of the whole industry. Additionally, these companies cover approximately 

the entire population and are the ones that are relevant for this study (Saunders et al., 2016). Another 

reason for choosing these companies, is the fact that those are the ones that use e-commerce, which 

is of high importance to this study.  

 

Moreover, in order to ensure that the companies included were well-established on the Swedish 

market, minimum turnover of 2 billion SEK criteria was applied when selecting the cases. This was 

applied to all cases except for pure players, as these are newly founded but still provided a significant 

value of being included in the research. However, unfortunately, Axfood were not able to participate 

in the study, and thus, the sample from the FMCG actors is ICA, Coop, and Bergendahls. Selecting 

the grocery stores for this study, had the criteria of engaging in e-commerce, as well as the retailer of 

the store would be participating in the study. Thus, Willys and Hemköp, which are daughter companies 
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to Axfood were not selected for this research. The grocery stores selected here was, ICA Maxi 

Jönköping and City Gross Jönköping (Bergendahls). These stores are engaging in e-commerce and 

have the advantage of being located in Jönköping, which reduces transportation and time. Preferably, 

Stora Coop Jönköping would have participated in the study, to have three food retailers with 

connecting grocery stores, but it was unfortunately not the case. However, after getting an insight into 

Coop’s operations and the way that they work from a centralized perspective, it seemed like this would 

not have made a significant impact on the study.  

 

To receive a full picture of how digitalization affects the food industry, suppliers were included in the 

study.  The criteria for selecting the suppliers were as mentioned above, a revenue of at least 2 billion 

SEK to ensure they are well-established in the Swedish market. The companies are operating in the 

food/FMCG industry and are suppliers to the food retailers. To further specify the criteria, the 

suppliers involved would be operating outside Sweden as well. With the selection of the companies, 

the aim was to reach a balance between suppliers and grocery retailers, and therefore, four suppliers 

were chosen; Orkla Foods Sverige, Unilever, Nestlé and Cloetta.  

 

Furthermore, to cover the whole industry, it was necessary to include at least one pure player within 

the food industry. On the market, there are mainly two actors that are pure players; Mathem and 

Mat.se. Both actors were contacted, and it would be preferred to include both companies in the paper. 

However, due to limited time, Mathem did not have any possibility to participate, and therefore, Mat.se 

was the only pure player, included in this thesis. By having at least one pure player a broader spectrum 

in the whole industry was provided.  

 

Companies Role in the Industry 

ICA Gruppen FMCG Actor 

ICA Maxi Jönköping Grocery Store 

Coop Online FMCG Actor 

Bergendahls FMCG Actor 

City Gross Jönköping Grocery Store 

Unilever Supplier 

Orkla Foods Sverige Supplier 
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Nestlé Supplier 

Cloetta Supplier 

Mat.se Pure Player 

Table 1 - Companies and their role in the industry 

 

3.5 Primary Data 

Aforementioned, in this research, primary data will be the major technique for gathering data. Primary 

data can give new insights and add value to the subject of the study and enhance the quality (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015). When companies were selected, the participants in the companies were selected 

based on their positions being suitable for the topic, preferably working with digital questions on a 

daily basis. It was also preferable if the person were in a manager position, as they were seen to have 

sufficient knowledge about the subject. In order to receive a more in-depth understanding, the aim 

was to have two participants from each company, which was achieved for all companies except Coop, 

Cloetta and Mat.se as be seen in table 2.  
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Table 2 - Interviews 

 

3.5.1 Interviews 
The primary data were done through semi-structured in-depth interviews to receive well-developed 

answers and knowledge about how digitalization affects the food industry in Sweden. Using semi-

structured interview will guide the interviewee in the direction intended by the authors but they are 

still free to answer the questions in their way, and therefore a flexible design was used (Saunders et al., 

2016). Easterby-Smith (2015) discuss the factor to use an interview guide to ensure quality. A guide 

was developed with some pre-defined questions with the ability to formulate fitting questions 

throughout as well as follow-up-questions. However, the questions and structure varied in order in 

every interview, since the respondents answered the questions differently. The questions were 

formatted openly and started with primary “how”, “why” and “what” to gain an understanding of 

their view on digitalization and how it works in their company as well as the industry. Saunders et al. 

(2016); Yin (2018) argues that this type of questions is effective when conducting in-depth interviews. 
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All interviews were held in Swedish, as it was the native language of both the respondents and the 

interviewer’s and therefore minimize the bias as well as make the respondent more comfortable to 

speak freely since the level of English could vary between the participants. However, this means that 

quotes in the interview need to be translated into English, which has the consequence of not being 

fully translated word-for-word since some words and phrases have different meanings. The interview 

guide (see Appendices 9.2-9.5) includes some differences depending on the interview for suppliers, 

FMCG actors on top management perspective and store management perspective, and the pure 

player. 

 

Additionally, obtaining the trust from the interviewees is also crucial when using in-depth interviews 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014; Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). When conducting the interviews, face-to-face 

was mostly preferred, as according to Collis and Hussey (2014), it allows for better interaction and 

simplified reading of body language.  In this study, approximately, half of the interviews were held 

face-to-face. However, it was not possible to solely have face-to-face interviews due to limited time. 

Therefore, telephone interviews were also conducted in order to decrease the amount of time needed 

to conduct the research.   

 

Furthermore, to increase the trustworthiness of the interviews recording the interviews is of high 

importance (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Thus, the interviewees were asked before every interview to 

approve that the conversation was allowed to be recorded. The length of the interviews varied from 

30 min up to 65 minutes which enabled to gather the information needed from the participants, and 

in total 13 interviews was conducted which is between 5-25 respondents that Saunders et al. (2016) 

think is optimal for semi-structured interviews. Unfortunately, some of the interviewees were 

constrained by time for meeting us and therefore, this also affected the quality of the interview.  
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3.6 Analysis Method 

As this research is conducted qualitatively, the analysis is also made with a method that is suited for 

this kind of research method. Saunders et al. (2016) state that thematic analysis is one of the 

foundational methods when it comes to the analysis of qualitative data and thus, it will lay the 

foundation for the analysis in this research. Aforementioned, the method of this research is a multiple 

case study, and as Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) state, a case study is allowing for the gathering of the 

extensive amount of data. Saunders et al. (2016) state that thematic analysis is useful when trying to 

comprehend and analyse a significant amount of data, which in this instance will be gathered through 

the case studies. Moreover, Yin (2018) states that when analysing the data from a multiple case study, 

you try to find patterns within the data. Yin (2018) mentions that much of the analytical work in 

qualitative research methods such as case studies can be analysed using grounded theory. However, as 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) states, the grounded theory seeks to derive its own theories from the 

gathered data. As the purpose of this thesis is to explore how digitalization affects the food industry 

but does not seek to find a final answer, it does not seek to generate theories in that sense that it would 

fit to use a grounded theory when analysing the data. Saunders et al. (2016) also state that in cases 

where the research falls short of generating a theory through a grounded theory approach, thematic 

analysis is a good alternative. Moreover, they specify that thematic analysis is a flexible form of 

analysing data, when searching for particular themes, which makes it a validated analyse method for 

this research. In addition to this, as the thematic analysis involves coding in the process but not in the 

same prescribed way as grounded theory (Saunders et al., 2016), it is suitable for this research when 

finding patterns, but still allows for the analysis to be flexible. Yin (2018) argues that analysis using 

some coding is useful for case studies as the found patterns help cover the events the case study is 

trying to cover, and that it can help to generate relevant and innovative concepts. As the analysis of 

this thesis includes a coding stage, the themes and patterns can easily be identified, which can help 

provide a good overview of how digitalization affects the food industry.  

 

For this research, the following themes were found; How food actors view digitalization in the industry, Digital 

changes for the industry actors, Resistance to changes for the industry actors, Market climate in the food industry, 

Opportunities within the food industry, Challenges and obstacles in the food industry and Collaboration between FMCG 

actor and supplier. These themes were derived from a coding process, going through the transcripts of 

the interviews and finding reoccurring phrases and words used (Appendix 9.1). Some of the themes 
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were described in a broader way than others; e.g. digitalization and climate. Nevertheless, even if the 

interviews provided different views on these themes, they could still not be divided into several 

different themes as the main points are intimately connected. Initially, the codes were spread and could 

be seen as not being related to the themes in which they ended up.  

 

Nonetheless, the codes had to be connected to the context in which they were brought up, and hence, 

the themes emerged naturally. Additionally, some of the codes occur in several themes. This is due to 

them being mentioned in several different parts of the interviews. E.g. the code profitability was 

mentioned both concerning resistance to digitalization, but also concerning challenges with 

digitalization in the food industry. However, it is impossible to only include it in one of the themes as 

it has several aspects belonging in both. Making sure that pattern is found is crucial for the purpose 

of the thesis to be fulfilled, as an overview of the industry cannot be reached without finding common 

opinions and statements within the empirical data. Nevertheless, it is also important for the research 

to be able to compare differentiating opinions, something that enables effectively through thematic 

analysis (Saunders et al., 2016). Lastly, the thematic analysis allows for a procedure which is not linear 

but somewhat concurrent and recursive (Saunders et al., 2016), which was the most suitable method 

for analysing the collected case data and continuously comparing the cases to each other.  

 

3.7 Trustworthiness 

 This thesis aims to conduct reliable and valid research on how digitalization has affected the food 

industry. The quality of the thesis and its trustworthiness have thus been based on the quality criteria 

established by Guba (1981); credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

 

3.7.1 Credibility 
The aspect of credibility, according to Guba & Lincoln (1994), refers to how the data are representative 

from the view of both researchers and participants such as interviewees. For this thesis, the credibility 

aspects have been ensured through what Guba (1981) denotes as a member check. The quotes and 

information that have been used in the thesis have been sent to the interviewees for confirmation. 

This means that the information credibility is ensured through confirmation that it has been 

interpreted right and that the information is correct from the participants’ standpoint. Guba (1981) 
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states that the member check is the most crucial part of ensuring the credibility of the research and 

hence, it is essential for ensuring the credibility of this thesis. 

 

3.7.2 Transferability 
When it comes to transferability, Guba (1981) states that it covers the extent to which the findings 

can be applied to another context. Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) argue that when conducting a case 

study such as this thesis, full transferability is often hard to achieve as the sample is narrow. 

Nevertheless, Guba (1981) states that transferability is not necessarily about finding a generalization 

for all situation and context, but rather ensuring transferability to a specific context which matches 

the studied one. Accordingly, this thesis has a clearly defined context, and it is, therefore, arguably that 

transferability of the findings can be done to a context, which matches the one for this thesis. 

 

3.7.3 Dependability 
Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) argue that research is dependable if the method is carefully explained so 

that the study can be repeated, and the same results can be found. This is something that has been 

considered in this thesis, and the method is clearly defined to allow for duplication of the study. 

Nevertheless, it is not possible to neglect the fact that a social phenomenon is studied and as Guba 

and Lincoln (1994) states, this means that the context is ever changing. Hence even though 

dependability can be ensured when it comes to the method used in this thesis, it is possible that the 

results might differ if the research was to be repeated.  

 

3.7.4 Confirmability 
The confirmability aspect is about making sure that the data has been gathered and analysed in an 

objective manner (Guba, 1981). To ensure the confirmability of this research, the thesis has been 

audited throughout the process by fellow colleagues and the tutor. Furthermore, Guba (1981) suggest 

that in order to ensure confirmability, the researchers should present the epistemological assumption 

on which the questions and analyse is based upon. Therefore, the epistemological assumptions are 

carefully explained earlier in this chapter. Through this, what Guba (1981) denotes as reflexivity was 

reached. Additionally, it is essential to acknowledge that there was a certain level of knowledge for 

both digitalization and the food industry before this thesis was written. However, this level of 

knowledge was deemed essential for sensemaking of the data gathered but did not affect the objectivity 

of the research. 

  



   
 

 34 

3.8 Research Ethics 

This thesis seeks to maintain an ethical approach while the research is conducted. Saunders et al., 

(2016) mentions that ethical considerations are extra important when the research includes human 

participant, which business research almost always do. Bell and Bryman (2007) also suggest that 

business researchers face unique ethical issues when compared to other sorts of research. This thesis 

is thus based on the ethical principles presented by Bell and Bryman (2007). First, the research showed 

respect to the dignity and privacy of the participants included, which was also a part of ensuring that 

no harm was made to the participants. Furthermore, when gathering the data, honesty and 

transparency were applied throughout the whole process. Honesty and transparency in this research 

meant that the process, purpose and affiliations of the research were communicated to the participants 

who helped to avoid the research being deceptive. Moreover, as the data was sent to the participants 

for confirmation before publishing, the findings could be ensured as not being misleading or 

misrepresented. Lastly, as the thesis is sent out to all participants, this means that it is ethical from a 

reciprocity standpoint, meaning that both researchers and participant gain value from being involved 

in the research. 

  

Although several measures were taken to conduct the research ethically, not all ethical principles 

presented by Bell & Bryman (2007) could be fulfilled. E.g. full anonymity could not be guaranteed to 

the participants without harming or entirely disabling the thesis ability to achieve its purpose, and thus, 

the participants were not presented anonymously. Furthermore, as the background of this thesis 

includes sources where several of the participants in this research were involved, this was another 

reason for not presenting the interviewees as anonymous.  
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4 Empirical Findings 
 
In this chapter are presented according to themes in order to give a comprehensive overview of the industry and thus, the 

subject of the thesis. Furthermore, as presenting the data according to different levels in the industry would have resulted 

in a very repeatedly presentation of the empirical data, this was avoided in order to simplify for the reader.  

 

4.1 How food actors view digitalization in the industry 

In order to understand how digitalization affects the food industry in Sweden, it was necessary to see 

what opinions the participants had on digitalization, all participants views were similar to each other 

and agreed upon it is a broad question, but still, there were some differences in the answers. For some 

of the interviewees, digitalization is closely connected to the future. They see digitalization as 

something that will be even more present in the future, and that it is a lot about what platforms 

companies are active on. Anastassija Walburn at Unilever said that digitalization for her is: 

 

“Digitalization for me, would I say it means future. And with future, I mean something that will happen, at the same 

time it is happening right now. You may have heard that this world will never be the same again as it is today. When 

looking all the time what is available right now, which platforms you want to be more active on, and which platforms 

you do not want to be active on, but for me is going back to the consumer.” 

Anastassija Walburn, Unilever 

 

The theme of future was also present in other interviews. The channel aspect was also further 

elaborated on and clarified by Christofer Björkman at City Gross Jönköping, saying that digitalization 

for him is: 

 

“The digitalization is here to stay. The digitalization is the future. The digitalization moves swiftly, and you have to 

keep up with the right things. A lot is happening on the technology side but also when it comes to consumer needs. It’s a 

challenge but at the same time also a great opportunity. It is important to be alert, both for our industry as well as for 

other industries.” 

Christofer Björkman, City Gross Jönköping 
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Some interviewees focused more on the digital aspects of digitalization rather than seeing it as a future 

thing.  Apart from this, Niklas Zeitlin at Coop, also mentioned that it is a lot about maturity and how 

ready the market and companies are for a digital transformation and digital solutions: 

 

“Digitalization is except the pure technology, a fair degree of ripeness, a structure of maturity we have seen very clearly 

under these years, and it goes far beyond the FMCG of course. It is our every day, as we live today, it is a completely 

natural part of e.g. the purchase patterns from our customers.”  

Niklas Zeitlin, Coop Online 

 

Some elements of this could be found in other interviews as well. Mainly it connects to what was 

mentioned about that digitalization is in our everyday life. This indicates that it is not something that 

happens quickly, and then it is done. Sarah Drangel at Orkla Foods Sverige agreed upon this and said 

that it is an ongoing journey that never ends, but it is instead a question about when there comes new 

things and investments in digitalization stops:  

 

“Have you entered a journey of digitalization, there is no end to it, it is about when you decide to stop investing in it. 

Then all activities are dies or stops. So first and foremost, digitalization shall be seen as a journey, and you have to 

understand that. It costs both time, money and resources to get in on it, keep up with trends and see what is working 

and not working.” 

[…] 

 “When looking at digitalization as a term, I usually divide it into 6 parts; you look at digital marketing as one-

dimension, social media is another one, you look at product and service experience as one relation, you look at data 

personalization as one and e-commerce as one.”   

 Sarah Drangel, Orkla Foods Sverige 

 

Some interviewees on all levels in the industry shared this view of digitalization as a journey, but the 

view of it was explained differently from others. The focus was more on the journey for the customer 

and how it is supported by digital tools at each company. In this way, Patrick Axzell at Orkla Foods 

Sverige explained digitalization as:  

  

“For me, it is all the way from the knowledge of a brand and product to the actual experience of the product, supported 

by digital processes. Digital tools along with that journey, from getting in touch with it through a digital campaign in 
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your mobile phone to maybe convert to a digital coupon as one effect to purchase, leading to one online merchant and then 

deliver the product to your home. You experience the product, the fridge may later tell that the product is empty and sends 

from your Google Home a new order, that may go to a subscription database that you have selected to have it in, and 

then it starts spinning in general construction, that is an example of digitalization”. 

Patrick Axzell, Orkla Foods Sverige 

 

The consumer was in focus for several interviewees, for suppliers and FMCG actors, as they were 

seen as a fundamental part of the businesses and drivers for all work at the companies. Julia Andrén 

at Nestlé said that digitalization is: 

 

“The Nordic consumer is very digital and even though online sales are relatively low, the implication is high, and we will 

continue to see double-digit growth the coming years. The future consumer shop everywhere, they do not choose online or 

offline. That’s why investing in online presence is very important for business growth. We can tell a story in a different 

way online, which is important for our brands. The next level and new reality is personalization. It is time to make it 

easier for the consumer to buy what they want and where they want.” 

Julia Andrén, Nestlé 

 

Harry Hed at Unilever had an elaborated view of this when talking about digitalization as he connected 

consumers and the digital channels: 

  

“I would say that we as a company, everything we do, without our consumers we have nothing. So, the focus is on 

consumers, it is in them, customers, shoppers, whatever you want to call them. It is when they start moving into new 

channels either to purchase but also for collecting information and compare, it is part of their purchase process, from that 

idea comes, to that you complete the purchase, to some extent or completely move into the digital channels”.  

Harry Hed, Unilever 

 

For some interviewees, the focus switched more toward efficiency at the company. Digitalization then 

plays a part in making the companies processes and their operations more effective. Henrik Weiden 

at Bergendahls said that digitalization is:   

 

“Huge area, but you can say that for me it means development and efficiency.”  

Henrik Weiden, Bergendahls 
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This is something that Mikael Blomqwist at Cloetta elaborated on saying that:  

 

“This means partly being able to use digital tools to simplify our business and our processes. And it can be anything 

from that we should reach out to our customers in an easier way to make us more innovative and find new communication 

paths.”  

Mikael Blomqwist, Cloetta 

 

Johan Antonsson at ICA Maxi Jönköping agreed that digitalization was about making it more effective, 

but also that digitalization is about making things easier and that more things become available online. 

He said:  

 

“More and more end up on the internet, smoother, simplified.” 

 Johan Antonsson, ICA Maxi Jönköping 

 

For Liv Forhaug at ICA Gruppen, digitalization is broad and affect many parts of their daily 

operations. It influences e-commerce but also marketing and making many processes work more 

efficiently. She illustrated this saying:  

 

“More use of digital technology, to improve the business in different ways, the first areas that we manage is, of course, e-

commerce but also marketing, where we had the largest changes. Not only from analogue to digital media but also data-

driven marketing, and digitalizing marketing, we also make large investments in automation of processes really. Going 

forward it will be supported by artificial intelligence so that you don’t just automate a process, but you also make it 

smarter. E.g. pricing, campaigns, forecasts etc.” 

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

 

Joakim Djurberg at Mat.se, the only company in this study which is not established with a physical 

store but rather only exists online, the view on digitalization was a bit different. He also meant that 

digitalization could be seen as a journey, but for Mat.se, which has not known anything other than the 

digital world, the term digitalization is irrelevant as he stated:  

“Where you make this journey.” 

[…] 
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“You have to take your organization and digitalize it; that is something completely different.” 

[…]  

“Mat.se is a little bit different for me because here we do not have baggage that is not digital, digitalization does not exist 

here, so to speak.” 

Joakim Djurberg, Mat.se 

 

When discussing digitalization in the food industry, many of the participants both on a supplier level 

and FMCG actor level thought of e-commerce as a part of digitalization and saw a need for it to be 

integrated to work effectively. This was clearly stated by Patrick Axzell at Orkla Foods Sverige saying: 

  

“Needs to be integrated, e-commerce cannot stand alone. Therefore, our industry is too traditional and if you see how 

enthusiastic consumers are when purchasing food is not the same as purchasing fashion or travels for example. It means 

that the purchase itself is not as inspiring as food products online as it could be in other industries, it means that you can 

integrate the marketing with that too and the commerce itself.” 

Patrick Axzell, Orkla Foods Sverige 

 

Several interviewees, mainly from the FMCG actor level mentioned that for them, e-commerce and 

digitalization are not separated concepts. Instead, they work with e-commerce as a part of an 

omnichannel strategy where they make their products available both online and offline. This was 

clearly stated by Niklas Zeitlin at COOP saying:  

 

“I have never seen it in two different ways.”  

[…] 

“The whole omnichannel think or what you want to call it today 2019 has come to give. Most have an organizational, 

structure today, where digitalization is digitalization, it is not just the e-commerce or up-format, or added value for the 

customer in the physical store in one way or another you try to sew it together.”  

Niklas Zeitlin, Coop Online 

 

For some interviewees, however, e-commerce is a part of digitalization but does not cover all of it. 

Instead, they see it as a smaller part of something bigger and keep these separated in order to achieve 

a good overview of different areas within digitalization which they can work with. This was the case 
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with both suppliers, and FMCG actors, Henrik Weiden at Bergendahls illustrates this in a good way 

saying: 

 

“For the most part, you can say that it starts in those paths.” 

[…] 

“But I would probably say that more comes into the robotization and other such things. You look at AI, we have not 

really started yet, but there is a lot of talk about it.” 

  Henrik Weiden, Bergendahls 

 

Nevertheless, all interviewees mentioned that the introduction of e-commerce in the food industry 

was unavoidable and that it was more about the timing of it in order to make it effective. This was 

illustrated in a good way by Liv Forhaug at ICA Gruppen saying that: 

 

“Everybody understood that e-commerce would come, it is just a matter of when the right timing for it might be, what 

you don’t want with e-commerce is having low volumes for too long, that is not sustainable. Instead, you want to time it 

in order to get an acceptable, effective affair.” 

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

 

It was also elaborated on saying that e-commerce has to be implemented in the right way, in order to 

make it effective. Some interviewees mentioned that the demand sometimes might exceed the 

capabilities that the FMCG actors have to serve the consumers. Johan Antonsson at ICA Maxi 

Jönköping illustrated this saying: 

 

“We have increased the number of orders based on what we can manage. We can limit how many orders we can get every 

day and if the slots are full, then the consumers cannot place an order.” 

Johan Antonsson, ICA Maxi Jönköping 
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4.2 Digital changes for the industry actors 

For many of the suppliers as well as FMCG actors, digitalization brought changes to the company. 

Starting by talking about the incentives behind implementing these changes, as well as changing their 

organizational structures. Much of the focus was put on the consumers, as they meant that they, to a 

large extent, decide what needs to be implemented at the companies through requesting certain 

aspects. This resulted in various reasons for starting to implement digital changes. E.g. some wanted 

a first-mover advantage, as clearly illustrated by Johan Antonsson at ICA Maxi Jönköping saying: 

 

“Wanted to be the first on the market in Jönköping, therefore we joined in.”  

Johan Antonsson, ICA Maxi Jönköping 

 

For others, it was just a matter of meeting their customers on the platforms where they are active in 

order to ensure that they do not lose out on both current and potential customers. This was described 

in a good way by Julia Andrén at Nestlé, saying that: 

 

“Very important, because we know that our consumer is digital, for us to win, we also need to be digital.”   

Julia Andrén, Nestlé 

 

All interviewees agreed that it is vital to acknowledge the consumers when it comes to digitalization. 

Additionally, some interviewees mainly on a supplier level also mentioned that it is further essential to 

also consider the organization and the knowledge that exist within, for the digitalization process not 

to fail. Sarah Drangel at Orkla Foods Sverige stated this clearly saying: 

 

“Then it is a certain basic understanding that needs to be rolled out in the grand scheme of things, so when discussing, 

you discuss from the same starting point and with the same basic understanding. And that was noticed already now in 

a large meeting this Monday, that everyone did not understand everything that I presented. It is not meant that they 

should be experts on my area, and then it is very important that they say they do not understand this, or I do not agree 

so it could be a discussion about it. By sitting and have different understandings, nothing will be delivered in that sense 

you want it to appear, and then are you set to fail.” 

Sarah Drangel, Orkla Foods Sverige 
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However, almost all participants in the interviews agreed upon that digitalization is not a traditional 

change process, and therefore, the resistance towards becoming more digital is limited. The 

digitalization is welcomed in almost every organization, as they understand it is something that is 

important. This was clearly stated by Patrick Axzell at Orkla Foods Sverige saying: 

 

“It has been very welcome because everyone sees that it is buzzing and happening. You want to be involved in creating, 

writing history.”  

Patrick Axzell, Orkla Foods Sverige 

 

4.3 Resistance to changes for the industry actors  

Nevertheless, some interviewees, mainly among the FMCG actors mentioned that there was some 

resistance in some lines of the organization. This resistance did not come mainly from the top 

management as they, to a large extent, understood the change and wanted to be a part of it. Instead, 

the resistance came from lower ranks in the organization as some digital solutions could affect their 

work. Adding to this, this did not mean that they resisted all digital changes in the companies, merely 

the parts where their work could be affected. Henrik Weiden at Bergendahls illustrated this in a good 

way saying:  

 

“I would say that the cashiers experienced it to some extent as a threat that “I am now losing my job since it is like that, 

the customer does much of the job.” 

Henrik Weiden, Bergendahls 

 

For many interviewees from the FMCG actor level and supplier level, the resistance is displayed in a 

concern about the profitability, which they agreed upon is a big part of the digitalization challenge. 

The resistance comes from within about that you must weigh the profitability against the customer 

demand before you decide to supply all new digital services and put money into investments of the 

sort. Liv Forhaug at ICA Gruppen stated this clearly saying:  

 

“The concern that you do not run sales that are profitable as they are in store, but you have a lot more difficulty in 

gaining profitability. Then it becomes a trade-off against whether the customers demand what we want to provide them.”  

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 
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For Joakim Djurberg at Mat.se, the resistance is put on the industry as a whole, since they lag behind 

other industries. He meant that when the whole industry starts making more substantial investments 

and putting more effort into actually digitalizing the industry, the resistance would be relieved in an 

effective way.  

  

“Then I think it is only now two years ago that everyone big started for real and take in here. It has been pretty quiet 

until 2017, I would say. And of course, we, as disruptors, can fight on as just that and try to change the market, but it 

is when the big ones start to help as you notice that it really starts to grow.” 

Joakim Djurberg, Mat.se 

 

Further, he states that selling food is nothing new, but rather that the timing and level of ripeness 

have to be right in order to overcome a specific resistance. This is agreed upon by several 

interviewees, mainly on the FMCG actor level. Joakim Djurberg at Mat.se illustrated this saying: 

 

“Food online is like everything else a business model that was tested early in the digitalization lifecycle, but then it was 

too early, and then you have to wait a little until you see that the industry mature, and then you jump on it. The idea 

is not new in itself, but the tools that have been developed parallel to it. That development that occurs in both 

technology and society, that is something we exploit.” 

Joakim Djurberg, Mat.se 

4.4 Market climate in the food industry 

When discussing the climate of the food industry, several interesting reflections were made by all 

interviewees. These reflections included insight on both the climate online as well as offline. 

Furthermore, they were not limited to how the climate of food retail is today and how it has changed 

from the past, but also predictions for how it might look in the future was brought up. One of the 

major reflections of the empirical data is also in accordance with the differences in the climate between 

online and offline. The interviewees brought up thoughts about what products sold better and worse 

online compared to physical stores, as well as how customers interacted and how they worked with 

the optimization of the stores for the customers. Based on this, the most common statement was the 

size of online commerce in comparison to physical stores. All respondents that touched upon this and 

referred to the same number that e-commerce represented around 2% of the total food industry 
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market in Sweden. Not only did the interviewees agree upon the size of the e-commerce, but also the 

pace of which it grows yearly. This was clearly stated by Niklas Zeitlin at Coop, saying that: 

  

“On the Swedish market, about 2% of the channel and we have a growth of 35-40%.” 

Niklas Zeitlin, Coop Online 

 

According to many interviewees, these numbers are also a reason to why the food industry is not as 

developed as other industries when it comes to e-commerce, and why it has taken so long for 

companies in the industry to invest heavily into it. Harry Hed at Unilever clarified this saying that: 

  

“We as suppliers is strongly guided by where the sales can be found, and if it is 1,9% of the sales today, well, then the 

largest revenue is outside of e-commerce.”  

Harry Hed, Unilever 

 

This was in various ways reinforced by other interviewees on all levels of the industry as they 

mentioned that e-commerce today in the food industry is not worth it, as it does not generate the 

revenue that it has to in order to make up for the needed investments. Furthermore, not only is one 

of the main reasons the small size of e-commerce compared to physical stores. Another significant 

reason for the lack of investments is profitability. As described by Niklas Zeitlin at Coop: 

  

“The transformation of the business, physical stores to digital, today is not profitable. There it must be a vision for the 

future to support. In a pinpoint here and now, as a store manager, incentives that you have on your paycheck. The digital 

channel subtracts from that rather than adds to it. It is tough, and that’s the resistance we have today.”   

Niklas Zeitlin, Coop Online 

 

Nevertheless, some interviewees from the FMCG level in the industry mentioned that the value of 

the typical shopping basket is somewhat higher in e-commerce than when shopping in a physical store 

and that this could be something making online channels more attractive. Christofer Björkman stated 

this clearly saying:  
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“Generally, the value of the purchases is higher online than in the physical stores, which probably have with the fact that 

the picking fee is removed if you buy over a certain amount. This is probably what drives the general purchase.” 

Christofer Björkman, City Gross Jönköping 

 

Many interviewees, both suppliers and FMCG actors mentioned that apart from the profitability, the 

food industry is also more complex than other industries. Where e.g. the clothing industry can send 

an order as one package to a pick-up location, and it could lay there for a couple of days before being 

picked up, the food industry cannot do the same. Henrik Weiden at Bergendahls illustrated this in a 

good way, saying that:  

  

“Food is a little complex, there is a lot to take into consideration with environmental requirements, refrigerated and 

frozen goods, it’s not as simple as one might think. To sell clothes, shoes or books online have completely different terms 

than selling food.”  

Henrik Weiden, Bergendahls 

 

Sarah Drangel at Orkla Foods Sverige also elaborated on this saying: 

  

“I believe that a problem that the food industry struggles with is durability in relation to e-commerce. If you go online 

and buy a pair of Nike shoes or a dishwasher or a microwave or facial products, then you have a life cycle that is very 

long. You can control it, it’s another form of delivery; it is a small package in a mailbox. Lettuce, or yoghurt or a 

Risifrutti or a frozen pizza does not have the same freedom to be delivered in that way.”  

Sarah Drangel, Orkla Foods Sverige 

 

However, a common view is that the food industry will have to focus more on e-commerce going 

forward as there will be demands from customers that are used to shopping online and wants it, as 

Christofer Björkman at City Gross Jönköping said: 

 

“At some point, it’s the demand from the consumers that dictates what the companies offer. If the customers get used to 

shopping online with, e.g. some of our competitors, then these demands will be put on us too.” 

Christofer Björkman, City Gross Jönköping 
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However, some of the interviewees mentioned that customer demands are not the only reason why 

the food industry has to focus more on e-commerce. They meant that the largest reason for the lack 

of commitment is what was mentioned earlier, that it stands for a small share of the total market and 

when that share increase, focus on e-commerce will follow. Harry Hed at Unilever illustrated this 

saying that: 

 

“2016 the growth online for discretionary goods such as clothing and shoes etc. 30%, 2017 the growth was 70% so from 

one year to another the growth had more than doubled.” 

[…] 

“Just that journey that we have seen in discretionary goods, FMCG is trailing, it is a substantially smaller part of the 

sales that are there, but I believe that when it starts, it will be a snowball effect and a big shift.” 

Harry Hed, Unilever 

 

However, even though they believe that more focus must be put on e-commerce, nobody believes 

that physical stores will completely disappear. The conventional view is that physical stores in one way 

or another, will see a decreasing role. The main difference will be the size of the stores. As of today, 

all food retailers offer large stores with a vast assortment of products. In the future, the belief is that 

the stores will become smaller and offer a more concentrated assortment. The selection of products 

will instead focus on deli products in which customers enjoy interacting with before buying. 

Anastassija Walburn at Unilever said that  

  

“If you were to ask me about the future for physical stores, then I believe that it will be selected products that you still 

want to go and check, choose yourself and maybe even eat right there.”  

Anastassija Walburn, Unilever 

 

This is something that all interviewees agreed upon to various extents. However, commonly all 

believed that the physical stores will become smaller and work as a compliment to online sales. 

Accordingly, some of the interviewees mentioned that they believed that it was essential to have an 

omnichannel focus for their operations, in order to thrive both now and in the future. E.g. This was 

mentioned by Patrick Axzell at Orkla Foods Sverige saying that:  
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“If we listen to our customers, they talk a lot about omnichannel. They do not talk about the future being completely 

digitalized. It would work against them somewhat, their strong local merchants. Of course, in their world, there’s a 

relevance in their stores. They discuss more from an experience centre, where you go and experience and become inspired 

around food and consume food on the spot. Meanwhile, the less inspiring parts of the food consumptions which you have 

got to have at home are done through e-commerce.” 

Patrick Axzell, Orkla Foods Sverige 

 

Furthermore, when talking about physical stores and their future, many of the interviewees, mainly 

from a FMCG perspective mentioned the emerge of dark stores as a good alternative, which could 

also help make selling food online more effective. Liv Forhaug at ICA Gruppen stated this clearly 

saying:  

 

“We have also built a central storage unit for e-commerce, called a dark store.” 

[…] 

“The stores in Stockholm can join this and then it’s ICA centrally that handles this dark store solution where we have 

all goods, pick the goods and also deliver them from there. The stores that don’t want to, don’t do that work anymore.”  

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

 

Many of the interviewees, both suppliers and FMCG actors kept coming back to how consumers have 

to be considered, both in a market size perspective but also in how they interact and act online 

compared to offline. The views on how the behaviour is different provided some varying insights, 

both between the levels of the industry, but also from interviewees operating on the same level in the 

industry. Henrik Weiden at Bergendahls mentioned that:  

  

“Online, you actually buy more fruit and vegetables, which many consider very strange, but they have a higher share than 

in a physical store.” 

[…] 

“I believe that the customer thinks that it’s not as many that have touched that, it’s just lying there in the box, and then 

they just pick my apples, I believe that’s how they think.” 

Henrik Weiden, Bergendahls 
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As mentioned, this view can seem a bit surprising, and this is according to what some other 

interviewees said that, on the contrary, the fruit would be negatively affected by e-commerce as 

Anastassija Walburn at Unilever illustrated clearly saying that:  

  

“Fruits and vegetables will still be an area where you want to be there and pick them yourself.” 

Anastassija Walburn, Unilever 

 

For some products however, all interviewees were unanimous in their experience and opinions. They 

all mentioned that impulse goods do not thrive in an online environment. Johan Antonsson at ICA 

Maxi Jönköping mentioned that: 

  

“When you’re at home and see what you need, then you don’t pick something spontaneously from the gable.” 

Johan Antonsson, ICA Maxi Jönköping 

 

This is something that other participants, both FMCG actors and suppliers also add to, mainly about 

why this might be. For example, some of them talked about that it is much harder to make the 

customers see the impulse goods online. Even though it is possible to present such goods at the 

checkout, just like in an offline store, space is limited. In a store, as several interviewees touched upon, 

the products positioned at the checkout are mixed. Meanwhile, online it might only be possible to 

display a single product. Nevertheless, all suppliers of impulse goods still want their wares to be 

displayed, making it impossible to display all goods which can be found in a physical store, to be seen 

at all times when checking out online. Mikael Blomqwist at Cloetta stated this clearly saying  

  

“If you look at a regular check-out line in a store, then you’ll find everything from chewing gum to batteries to all sort of 

things. Of course, they want to get these impulse goods digitally as well, but it is not possible to put everything up there.” 

Mikael Blomqwist, Cloetta 

 

As several interviewees acknowledged this challenge, they also had some ideas on how to try to work 

with this. Both for increasing the sales of impulse goods online, but also for how to work with store 

layout online. According to the interviewees, the work must be done with all products, making impulse 

goods a part of it. The emphasis is put on the simplicity of the website, meaning that a website that 



   
 

 49 

helps all customers in the best way is the only way to work with how products are sold online. Henrik 

Weiden at Bergendahls said that:  

  

“It’s about having a site that is logical and easy to use for the consumers, where the search function has to be very good.” 

[…] 

“Primarily the logic, it has to be logical, some say minced meat, some say minced beef and some just say mince, it has to 

work for everybody.” 

Henrik Weiden, Bergendahls 

 

Many respondents from all levels in the industry also talked about the importance of personalization 

when trying to succeed online. Liv Forhaug at ICA Gruppen illustrated that in a good way saying that:  

  

“With e-commerce, it is possible to do things in real time. There is a possibility to use recommendation engines, find 

someone that is online and shopping right now, and you can see what they have bought before, see their basket live, so to 

speak. Just like Amazon saying that, e.g. people like you, or maybe you should but this. There are such real-time 

opportunities for upselling online.” 

[…] 

“Personalization is relevant both in physical contexts and digitally.” 

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

 

When it comes to personalization, this is also what some of the interviewees mentioned as a point 

where the food industry would be ahead of other industries when it comes to digitalization. However, 

those who believed this also mentioned that it is not purely a part of digitalization, but rather that the 

food industry has always been good at gathering information about their customers and customizing 

their offers. Niklas Zeitlin at Coop said that:  

  

“In the food industry, we are very good at building loyalty. How we interact with the customer, loyalty building marketing, 

customer loyalty card model, all these things we are very advanced in.” 

Niklas Zeitlin, Coop Online 

 

Apart from that, all interviewees agreed that the food industry is not ahead in any regard when it 

comes to digitalization compared to other industries. When it comes to the change in the information 
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climate online, the views varied a bit, as some thought that it has a significant impact. Meanwhile, 

some did not see the increased amount of information as that important for the food industry. For 

example, some of the interviewees meant that for food products, it’s mainly two reasons why the 

information available online does not have great importance. Firstly, they meant that the information 

can still be found on the packaging when going to the store, so there is no additional information 

available online. Furthermore, they argued that the food industry is much dependent on taste and 

preferences, which also adds to the fact that information that could be found online would not add 

extra value. Mikael Blomqwist at Cloetta illustrated this in a good way saying that: 

  

“I believe that it does not affect our industry that much.”  

[…] 

“For us, it’s not a lot that you have to research, you either like the taste, or you don’t. The only thing is if you are allergic 

or follow a special diet, then it is very important that all information about that is available, but all that is already on 

the packaging, so I don’t believe that it is a deciding factor.” 

Mikael Blomqwist, Cloetta 

 

Secondly, they meant that comparing prices online for food products would be too time-consuming 

as there are too many products in the typical shopping bag for FMCG. Liv Forhaug at ICA Gruppen 

mentioned this saying that 

  

“It does not affect as much as It would with discretionary goods. If you were to buy a TV online then you would Google 

TV, you go into Pricerunner and compare prices among all the different places. That’s not how you act with food, who 

have the tenacity to do that with 60 or so products, the customer instead makes an overall assessment where the overall 

price level is included.  

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

 

On the other side, there were several interviewees among both suppliers and FMCG actors who 

believed the increased amount of information online as very impactful. They believed that just like 

any other industry, the food industry is very much in the scope of comparison. The information 

available online will make this even more accessible for the customers, and it is important to 

acknowledge in order to not lose market shares. Christofer Björkman at City Gross Jönköping framed 

this in a good way saying that: 
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“It is easier to compare prices online than it is in a physical store. It is easier to compare the prices online than going 

from store to store and check the prices. The price transparency increases and that’s a challenge in itself.”  

Christofer Björkman, City Gross Jönköping 

 

When asked about the effect of being established before the time of digitalization, the views varied 

somewhat; however, some of the opinions were common. Firstly, a majority of the interviewees from 

the companies established before the digitalization believed that they had an advantage since they 

already had an established brand which they could make available in digital channels as well. Liv 

Forhaug at ICA Gruppen described this in a good way saying that: 

 

“We noticed pretty clear that those who chose Mathem and Mat.se in the beginning because it was the only option. When 

we started to offer e-commerce, a large number of them went back to us since they are familiar with ICA. They trust us 

and know our assortment etc. Secondly it is a trust, we don’t have to spend a lot of money building a brand, we already 

have a brand, a trust and a presence in the whole country.”  

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

 

They firmly believed that the fact that customers know what they provide and what they stand for 

come a long way also when moving to digital channels. Joakim Djurberg at Mat.se, on the other hand, 

argued that because they do not have any offline stores and have been established in the digitalization 

era, they have completely different flexibility in their organization. He stated that: 

  

“We can exploit modern tech and optimize it for us. We have a very agile business model too. We don’t know what will 

happen, and we have to be prepared for that, absorb what’s happening.”  

[…] 

“We don’t have any stores so we can think differently. You usually have a pricing guarantee towards the web in stores, 

we don’t.” 

Joakim Djurberg, Mat.se 

 

4.5 Opportunities within the food industry 

About opportunities regarding digitalization in the food industry, several interesting thoughts were 

raised. Aforementioned, all interviewees touched upon the challenge with profitability in selling food 
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online, and thus, they all consider it as an opportunity to find a way to become profitable in their 

operations online. Apart from that, several opportunities with the digitalization were stated. Many 

mentioned CRM work when talking about opportunities. They stated that since it is possible to 

personalize and gather much information in a practical way, the CRM work could flourish in a 

digitalized environment. Henrik Weiden at Bergendahls described this in a good way saying that:  

  

“CRM will become more accurate because we think we know what the customer wants. Everything from food to services 

that you offer in your customer programs.” 

[…] 

“It builds on a membership which most today have, then you divide it into clusters depending on how the shopping habits, 

the more you share with income, if you live in a house or an apartment, you will be placed in a category. There is a lot 

of campaign offers that are sent, but you don’t shoot with a sawed-off shotgun, it’s much more sharpshooting for the effect 

that you want.” 

Henrik Weiden, Bergendahls  

 

Several interviewees also touched upon this when talking about the opportunities in marketing. They 

stated that due to digital solutions, it is much easier to reach the right audience with the right message. 

Josefine Strömland at Nestlé said this in a good way: 

  

“Digitalization enables a whole new way of marketing our products where we can reach directly to the target audience. 

We don’t have to shoot at everything, but instead, we can choose whom we want to target.” 

 Josefine Strömland, Nestlé  

 

Some of the interviewees also touched upon the opportunities with deliveries. They believed that in 

order to succeed in selling food online, it is essential to find a good solution for deliveries. This is a 

part of making selling food online profitable as deliveries are one of the main reasons for it not being 

profitable. Joakim Djurberg at Mat.se stated this saying that: 

  

“I believe that there will be quite a lot of new opportunities in deliveries. We are testing a pilot where we deliver directly 

to the fridge.” 

[…] 
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“I also believe that the home deliveries must become more flexible. E.g. my book from Adlibris landed in my mailbox 

yesterday, and I didn’t even need to be at home. In most cases, you have to be home today.” 

Joakim Djurberg, Mat.se 

 

The delivery issue was brought up by suppliers and FMCG actors, as they believed that it was in 

everybody's interest to find a profitable solution to deliveries. Another part of the profitability 

opportunity is automatization in order to make the work more effective. This is something that several 

participants stated as an important part going forward. Additionally, they meant that it was an 

opportunity that could continue to develop as well and not just being something that is implemented 

at a single time. Liv Forhaug at ICA Gruppen described this in a good way:  

  

“We also make large investments in automation of processes really, and in a step one it’s all about making it more 

effective. Going forward it will be supported by artificial intelligence, so that you don’t just automate a process, but you 

also make it smarter. E.g. pricing, campaigns, forecasts etc.” 

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

4.6 Challenges and obstacles in the food industry  

Aforementioned, the food industry is an industry full of complexities, and it differs from the other 

sectors within the retail and when it comes to digitalization and e-commerce in particular. One of the 

major challenges when it comes to digitalization is what has already been touched upon above, the 

profitability. Today is it not profitable for the companies being involved in e-commerce. According 

to the interviewees, this is a combination of the view of the industry as traditional and the challenge 

with deliveries among others. This makes it a challenge for the actors in the food industry to succeed 

and overcome barriers in digitizing their businesses. Christofer Björkman at City Gross Jönköping 

illustrated this clearly saying:   
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“I think that the barriers are higher compared to some other industries like clothing, shoes, travelling, books etc. It is 

more complicated to sell food online considering the cold chain, food security, short dates etc. than selling clothes. 

Furthermore, the industry is a very traditional one compared to other industries; people want to feel the fruit that they 

choose, get inspiration and tips from us in the store etc. which is harder online. You cannot return the banana as you 

can with clothes or books. To provide e-commerce too soon is also costly, considering that our industry needs volume in 

order to maintain profitability due to waste, durability dates, higher delivery costs.” 

Christofer Björkman, City Gross Jönköping 

 

The profitability is a big issue, according to all interviewees. They mean that this is mainly due to costs 

associated with logistics and deliveries. With many different temperature zones the actors have to 

consider; their deliveries do not work the same as it might do in other industries. This creates 

additional costs and makes it even harder for merchants to stay profitable online. Liv Forhaug at ICA 

Gruppen clarified this saying: 

  

“The profitability, it is very difficult to earn money all around the world in e-commerce, especially on food, since picking 

and distribution are so expensive, you need to pick so many articles, and it has to be distributed refrigerated and frozen, 

and that is expensive. You perform a task that the customer does by themselves when the purchasing in a physical store 

and with the thin margins in our industry, that is a challenge, not only for us but for all FMCG in the world.” 

Liv Forhaug, ICA Gruppen 

 

Another challenge that was mentioned was the quickness of the industry. As the industry starts to 

change, companies on all levels in it have a hard time keeping up, which pose a considerable challenge. 

This is described in a good way by Niklas Zeitlin at Coop: 

  

“The challenges we have in the industry are that it goes so fast. Everyone has growing pains; we cannot keep up with the 

back end.” 

Niklas Zeitlin, Coop Online 

 

Another challenge for the industry is that the behaviour of the consumers must change in order to 

make it more profitable to sell food online. The interviewees argued that it is harder for the food 

industry to change the behaviour of their consumers as the goods that are not as suitable for online 

channels due to their shipping limitations for example. Therefore, behavioural change is a significant 
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challenge for the actors in the industry in order to make it natural to shop for food online. Joakim 

Djurberg at Mat.se described this challenge saying: 

   

“I think it's another challenge with this, with food, there are so many invasive behaviours, you shop a bit on instinct. 

All of this is a completely new behaviour that we must begin to work with and that. We see that many of our customers 

who shop with us and are super satisfied. Then they take summer and then you live a little more for the day and do not 

plan, and then you forget to start shopping again in August. We can also see that this is a behavioural journey that the 

customer must do. It takes time to change.”  

Joakim Djurberg, Mat.se 

 

4.7 Collaboration between FMCG actor and supplier  

When it comes to where the digitalization work is initiated in the industry, the interviewees had some 

differentiating opinions both between the different levels but mainly within the various levels. Some 

meant that it is the consumers requesting digital solutions that lay the foundation and thus, initiate 

work with digitalization. For them, the focus is coming up with solutions to make the consumers 

satisfied when shopping food, but also stay updated on channels in order to reach their customers at 

all. Harry Hed at Unilever stated this in a transparent manner saying:  

 

“Mostly it is the consumers that must drive it and drive the sales, and then it is primarily our customers, they that need 

to exist online, otherwise it is difficult for us. If the consumers do not shop online, it is difficult for us to drive it.”  

Harry Hed, Unilever 

  

For some however, the initiation is made from the suppliers in the industry. They argue that since 

many of the suppliers are global corporations with much knowledge and resources, they play a crucial 

part in imitating digitalization work as they can provide much experience about how it is done in an 

efficient manner. Niklas Zeitlin at Coop illustrates this saying: 

  

“I would like to say that the suppliers the major international suppliers, they were longer in their maturity and their 

thinking than we grocery operators, it was three to four years ago, then they were the ones who came to us and pushed 

and informed and appointed services that only acted towards the digital channel.” 

[...] 
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“Today we have caught up in a different way, all FMCG actors have snatched up from the digital channel. But we have 

done many collaborations with the suppliers, and what we see internationally are many suppliers after they have read 

and seen and learned through their customers.”  

Niklas Zeitlin, Coop Online 

 

Nonetheless, even if there were separate opinions about who is pushing and driving the digitalization, 

all the interviewees agreed upon that collaboration within the industry is crucial. Both in order to 

coordinate their efforts so that the right message and solution is coming to the end consumer, but 

also in order to develop the industry as a whole. Anastassija Walburn at Unilever described this saying: 

  

“It is important to be involved and cooperate with customers. In my case also with the fact that I work with FMCG, 

that it is there and help them to establish e-commerce strategy. Where they can use our products both as complementary 

products to increase the customer basket value, and at the same time, they can use them as retractors for their platform. 

And maybe even try some new mechanics.” 

Anastassija Walburn, Unilever 

 

However, this collaboration is not always easy according to the interviewees, as the FMCG actors all 

have their brands that they want to promote while also needing to provide the other existing brands. 

Thus, the relationship can be complicated as they need to balance their products and operations with 

the ones from their suppliers. Sarah Drangel at Orkla Foods Sverige describes this in a good way 

saying: 

  

“It is a love and hate relationship I can feel; we are dependent on our customers that they sell our goods in their shelves 

and that our goods are represented in their online platform. They are a bit dependent on the fact that we still deliver 

goods to them because they have consumers who want Felix ketchup and not ICAs ketchup. So, they want to have the 

goods available.” 

[…] 

“I believe that it will also be more important in the long term to have collaborations with the customers because in the 

end, it is about making the consumer happy. And the consumer may want a bit of both ICA's goods, and our goods, 

and it is the consumer who decides.” 

Sarah Drangel, Orkla Foods Sverige 
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5 Analysis 
 
This chapter includes an analysis of the empirical data in relation to itself but also to the already existing literature. The 

analysis is presented according to the same themes as the empirical data in order to make the analysis simple to follow. 

Additionally, some parts of the analysis were made based on the limited existing literature on digitalization in the food 

industry, and thus, some sections mainly focus on the analysis of the empirical data in relation to itself.  

 

5.1 How food actors view digitalization in the industry 

When looking at the existing literature and what is written about digitalization it is clear that 

digitalization is a broad topic and having different definitions, but it is still managed and funnelled 

down towards the same meaning, of how to restructure or change something analogy into something 

digital (Dornberger et al., 2018). However, after the interviews were made with the different 

participants in this study, it implies that digitalization is more complex than just transformation from 

being analogue towards a digital strategy. As shown in the empirical data, digitalization has a different 

meaning for all the participants which also indicates that there is no right answer of what digitalization 

is and that it is adapted to every individual and situation. Hence, the definitions in literature can act as 

guidelines towards the right direction and give fundamental knowledge about the topic but it is a 

subjective evaluation for the different individuals, and one can argue that there are differences between 

theory and practice.  

 

Furthermore, by having different views of what digitalization means, it can be arguable that the view 

will affect and influence how digitalization in organizations will be managed. For instance, if 

digitalization is seen as the maturity of the consumers, as some of the interviewees suggest, it will 

probably influence the attitude when implementing digital strategies. Meanwhile, for someone that is 

not thinking on maturity will maybe not include that opinion in their strategies. The degree of ripeness 

could be seen in different perspectives, either as the perspective from the consumers, that they need 

to be ready, or that the organization must be ready for the digital transformation. Jansson and 

Andervin (2016) argue that the degree of ripeness of the organization must be taken into 

consideration, and the managers must understand why the digitalization is vital for the business.  
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Something that also is presented by the empirical data, the importance of entering the business at the 

right time, when there is enough maturity in the whole industry, to minimize the risks. It could be seen 

as entering in the right time is to wait for reaching the preferred degree of ripeness in the organization 

by taken stakeholders into consideration, in forms of customers, competitors and the whole industry 

itself. It does not matter if the organization is ready for the digital transformation if the industry and 

the consumers are not willing or request the change. In the end, as mentioned by almost every 

participant, the consumers are the ones that drive the sales, not the companies. Therefore, it is crucial 

for managers and leaders in organizations that they understand how their business will create value 

for the consumers, and how it should be communicated to the employees (Rogers, 2016; Westerman 

et al., 2014). Furthermore, it is also interesting to see that the literature means digitalization is about 

transformation and doing changes within the organization something that also is confirmed from a 

pure player standpoint since the empirical data suggest that digitalization does not exist in such 

companies since they have been digital from the beginning.  

 

5.2 Digital changes for the industry actors 

As mentioned by Drucker (2007), it is crucial for a manager to have knowledge about strategy and be 

able to develop a strategy in order to bring success to the organization. A well-developed strategy will 

also lay the foundation for change management and digital transformations. This was further 

elaborated on in the interviews, where some of the participants meant that the implementation of 

digital transformation was a highly discussed topic in the top management and digitalization is part of 

the strategic management. Acknowledging this, one can argue that the digital changes within the 

organizations are based on a top-down approach, meaning top management are the initiators towards 

being more digital (Schermerhorn, 2012).  Although the interviewees agree upon the initiatives are 

made from the top management, they state that at the same time, the consumers are the ones that 

drive the sales and the business is to make their consumers satisfied. There is an external pressure 

from the consumers on the FMCG actors to deliver on their conditions and make the process of 

purchase simplified and more efficient. This will result in FMCG actors having other requirements for 

the suppliers, in order to fulfil the demands from the consumers.  

 

Therefore, it is not as simple as the digitalization is only initiated from the top management in the 

organization, it is more complex. Thus, the consumers will be the initiators towards digitalization in 
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the whole industry. The consumers could be seen as the ones changing the industry and drives the 

digitalization. Nevertheless, it is arguable that digital transformation is considered as bottom-up for 

the entire food industry, meanwhile, the changes are top-down initiated within the organizations to 

fulfil the requirements from the consumers. This could also be seen as the case for the figure 

developed by Schermerhorn (2012) as they mean management is a top-down approach to serve the 

clients but is arguable that the consumers will impact the top management. However, it is possible to 

interpret Schermerhorn’s model as top management serves the consumers by listening to their 

opinions. 

 

Aforementioned, the eight-step process of change developed by Kotter (1995) is connected to strongly 

related to the change model developed by Kurt Lewin (1947) as the steps of unfreezing, is connected 

to create a sense of urgency and forming guiding coalitions. As suggested by Kotter (1995), one of the 

main reasons why change efforts fail is due to that a sense of urgency has not been sufficiently 

established. When considering this in comparison to what the interviewees talked about why the food 

industry has fallen behind other industries when it comes digitalization, it is arguable that these are 

closely connected. As previously declared, about 2% of the sales within the food industry today comes 

from e-commerce, which is a large factor to why change efforts have not been made to a large extent. 

With the percentage only covering 2% and hence, 98% of the revenue is from their traditional sales. 

Acknowledging this, it is arguable that the sense of urgency to change is not enough for the 

digitalization to happen within the organization. On the other hand, the majority empirical data means 

that the sense of urgency within the organizations are high because everyone is aware that digitalization 

in the food industry must happen and they want to be a part of this journey. It was further discussed 

by the participants that the digitalization in the food industry are growing so quick, and the 

organizations both well-established and new pure players must be present in order to be competitive. 

This is further connected to what Rogers (2016) stated, that companies are forced to do digital changes 

in order to survive, which seems to be the general understanding in this industry.  

 

Additionally, it was found in the interviews that the companies are taking the question seriously as 

many of the companies have created special teams focusing on the digital business since it is such an 

essential question. This could be connected to the second step in the model of Kotter (1995), forming 

a guiding coalition. Having special digital teams can be seen as a message towards the rest of the 

organizations and could be more likely to succeed (Westerman et al., 2014). By analysing the empirical 
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data, it seems that the companies follow the eight-step model by Kotter (1995) when implementing 

the digitalization, even though they do not state it. Hence, they create a vision with the digital 

transformation and communicate it. They try to remove the barriers, and then lastly build on the 

change and make it part of the company. However, many of the interviewees argue that the 

digitalization is not a process of change; it is rather a journey that will continue for a long time. 

Nevertheless, one can argue that even if digitalization is a journey, it is a transformation and a change, 

and there is some resistance despite it seem that everyone was onboard.  

 

5.3 Resistance to changes for the industry actors  

As stated by Hunt (2015), resistance to change is natural when there is a risk of losing jobs. This could 

be connected to what was said about their cashiers when they implemented self-scanning and letting 

the consumer do the job instead. As suggested by the empirical data, the digitalization in their industry 

will change the way of doing business both to the consumer but also in their storages. The processes 

will be more automatized and using robots will make the processes more efficient. Additionally, when 

the procedures are made more efficient with robots, humans are replaced and might lose their jobs. 

Acknowledging this, and what Hunt (2015) stated that resistance is more likely to happen when 

employees can lose their jobs, this is something for the companies to have in mind when implementing 

the digitalization. On the other hand, the companies must become digital in order to survive and 

therefore overcome that resistance.  

 

Aforementioned, Eccles (1994) stated 13 reasons behind resistance to change. However, it is arguable 

that all of them are not applicable to the digitalization in the food industry. For instance, the first 

reason is a failure to understand the problem, which seems not to be the case in this industry based 

on the empirical findings. All participants have understood the importance of the digitalization and 

what will happen if they do not digitalize. Although, as mentioned above, resistance exists from 

different part within the organizations, e.g. the cashier that was touched upon lightly. Nevertheless, 

there are other factors discussed by Eccles (1994), that have a broader focus and more critical in order 

to overcome the resistance. The major problem discussed by the interviewees is the profitability of 

selling food online, and it is already an industry with low margins, that will be even lower by selling it 

online. At the same time, the well-established grocery stores have a strong reputation among their 
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consumers in their physical stores and are profitable. This could be seen as the point of other 

alternatives are more preferred and also that the rewards are not sufficient.  

 

It is arguable that not being profitable, and losing money instead is the highest resistance to change 

within the industry, as could be seen as a challenge with digitalization. Despite the profitability being 

low, it is crucial for the FMCG actors to stay competitive and not fall behind the competitors by not 

offering e-commerce. Due to the risk of not being profitable it could be seen that organizations will 

not transform full-hearted directly, and being more reserved about the change, which could be 

connected to Kotter (1995), that the urgency to change is not sufficiently established, and therefore 

leading towards failure in the change. On the other hand, some organizations may see opportunities 

outweighing the resistance and therefore, want to invest in the digitalization. Thus, the sense of 

urgency is well-established and could limit the resistance and increase the chances of success.  

 

The importance of profitability is further stressed by Matt et al. (2015), that the financial aspect needs 

to be taken into consideration in order to increase the digitalization through the dimensions of 

technology, structural changes in the organization and the change in value creation. As profitability is 

a challenge for the food industry, it is arguable that the digitalization will be affected, and that it will 

be stagnated in its development. Moreover, as stated by the empirical data the idea of selling food 

online is not a new phenomenon, but the technology was not sufficiently advanced, the structure of 

the companies was not developed enough, and the consumer was not ready to shop food online, and 

therefore it could be seen as difficulties for being profitable.  

 

5.4 Market climate in the food industry 

As mentioned in the interviews, there are several views on how related e-commerce is to digitalization, 

with some of them arguing that it is one. Hagberg et al. (2017) mention that e-commerce is the core 

of digitalization within retailing, even though there are several other aspects that also must be 

considered. Focusing on e-commerce and mainly on the climate of selling food online, there are 

several interesting aspects that can be distinguished as essential pillars for succeeding. Laudon and 

Traver (2018) mention that one of the differences between offline stores and online commerce is the 

transparency of prices which online is available to everyone at any time and thus creates an extra 

competitive aspect. This is an issue brought up by the study participants as well; however, the impact 
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is argued both for and against. Even though all interviewees agree upon that e-commerce provide 

price transparency, several argue that since a food shopping cart contains so many products, 

comparing all prices would be too time-consuming and thus, the price transparency becomes 

somewhat irrelevant. Nevertheless, as some interviewees said, the comparison of prices is not 

something that is to be taken lightly. Since there are customers that travel from store to store in order 

to find the lowest prices, the fact that this can be done quickly online might mean a great deal to the 

industry and the competition between the actors. Furthermore, it is arguable that when moving online, 

new competitors emerge. These competitors in the food industry do not follow the same rules that 

everyone else since they as suggested by the pure players, does not have to compare their prices to 

their offline stores and have more liberty to stay competitive in pricing.  

  

Laudon and Traver (2018) further state, e-commerce has created a new global market. However, as 

argued by the interviewees, the food industry is not like other industries when it comes to delivering 

the goods as they pose unique challenges with storage and temperature. Thus, the food industry cannot 

become a global market in the sense that everyone can access it everywhere as products most likely 

will be destroyed, should it be delivered far away. Furthermore, there are other regards in which the 

food industry is not like other industries. As argued for in some of the interviews, the actors on the 

food industry cannot meet the standard that e-commerce stores are open and available all the time, 

everywhere. In some instances, they have to limit both how much can be ordered and to where it can 

be delivered. In that way, it differs from the traditional view on e-commerce, as stated by Laudon and 

Traver (2018). Nonetheless, the introduction of e-commerce in the food industry has made it more 

available than the traditional offline store. This could be seen as if the natural effects of e-commerce 

are also involved in the food industry, but in a more limited way.  

 

Moreover, as argued by Dennis et al. (2004), e-commerce will have a negative effect on impulse goods, 

something that is confirmed by the empirical data. However, Dennis et al. (2004) argue that online 

sales will be negatively affected by the lack of face-to-face interaction, as these sales are potent. For 

the food industry however, it is arguable that this is not the case. In line with what is said about that 

price comparison could be irrelevant to the large extent of products in each basket, face-to-face sales 

are not made for each product, and thus, the power of face-to-face sales are removed in the food 

industry. Furthermore, as several interviewees mentioned, the value of the online shopping basket is 
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often somewhat higher than the offline basket in the food industry. This further strengthens the 

argument that sales in the food industry are not affected negatively when made available online.  

  

With these views, further reinforced by several interviewees, it is still important for the food industry 

to have and develop a presence online as well as developing digital solutions. Nevertheless, as Laudon 

and Traver (2018) states, the growing importance of e-commerce does not mean that bricks and 

mortar, i.e. offline stores are to be neglected. This is something that the empirical data also suggest. 

Even if there is a common opinion that e-commerce will increase its size for the future, none believe 

offline stores to vanish completely. Both the empirical data and previous research strengthens the 

view that the role of the offline store will be different. To some extent is the future role also connected, 

but there is a slight, but interesting difference. Both agree that offline stores will work more as a 

showroom where customers can see and touch the product. However, Jonsson et al. (2017) argue that 

these showrooms will then result in the customers still ordering the product online. For the 

interviewees, this view is different as they believe that the food industry works as such that the 

customers still will want to take the product that they have seen and chosen to the checkout, making 

sure that it is precisely the one they want. Furthermore, Verhoef et al. (2015); Brynjolfsson et al. (2013) 

states that the boundaries between physical stores and online stores will be faded into an integrated 

channel. This is not the belief of the interviewees within the food industry as they believe that the 

physical store will maintain a unique role in the purchasing of FMCG.  

 

It is debatable that the food industry also in this instance is unique since food is another type of good 

than e.g. clothing. For clothing, it does not matter which shirt you get, as long as it is the right size, 

and it is the same as the one you wanted. With food on the other hand, the products can vary to a 

larger extent. E.g. just because you have seen and felt one avocado, it does not mean that you know 

how they all look and feel. Further, the view on which one that is the perfect one is very subjective. 

This is primarily the case for perishables, which, according to the study participants, is also what the 

so-called showrooms would display. Additionally, this connects to what the interviewees said is one 

of the most significant challenges with deliveries, that the durability of the goods is different and 

cannot be stored the same way as other products. This argues for the fact that the omnichannel 

solution for the food industry will not replicate the one seen in other industries at the showroom 

talked about in literature serve as a path to the end destination of still ordering the goods online. 

Instead of being integrated as one channel, the food industry most likely according to the thoughts of 
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the interviewees will rather serve as a complementary channel, for the good which is more subject to 

personal opinions and where the durability is limiting the timespan in which the goods have to be 

consumed. Furthermore, Huré et al., (2017) argues that consumers have expectations that channels 

within companies should be fully integrated and work as one. As the empirical data suggest, this notion 

might differ in the food industry as a consumer instead expect FMCG actors to be available both 

online and offline, but that these are not fully integrated but rather work as a compliment to each 

other.  

 

5.5 Opportunities within the food industry 

It is further interesting to look at how the interviewees and the literature look at the future of selling 

food online and other digital advancements in the food industry. As Desai et al. (2012) talks about 

grocery retail 4.0, they bring up several interesting aspects also touched upon by the interviewees. One 

interesting trend brought up by Desai et al. (2012) is the emerge of so-called pure players and their 

dark stores. For the pure players, dark stores are the obvious choice, but as the empirical data suggest, 

they are not the only ones investing in darks stores. As Bergendahls, Coop and ICA all have dark 

stores, it is arguable that this is a solution for the whole industry and not just for the pure players. The 

interviewees state several benefits with having dark stores, and that is a reason for investing in it. 

Nevertheless, as non-pure players still have their physical stores, it is interesting to see if it will result 

in them abandoning store picking and just focusing on dark stores or if it will be deemed necessary 

for the pure players to establish a few physical stores in order to meet the demand in a larger scale. 

Some interviewees argue that they cannot abandon store picking completely as having dark stores are 

not feasible in all parts of the country. If this is the case, then it is arguable that instead of as Geerer 

et al. (2018) argue, that the FMCG actors with physical stores have to follow the evolution that comes 

with pure players, it might result in the situation becoming the opposite. Pure players might have to 

open some physical stores in order to stay competitive and in this way, follow the already established 

actors. Further arguing for this scenario is what the empirical data suggest that disruptors could 

continue to try and change the market, but it is not until the large actors such as ICA comes in that it 

really changes. This argues for the fact that the pure players do not dictate the change terms of the 

market, but that this instead lays with the large FMCG actors.  
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Another interesting trend for the digitalization for the food industry identified by Desai et al. (2012) 

is the development of CRM work. As they identify a growing role for personalized CRM work with 

the digitalization, it would be regarded as a large opportunity for the actors within the industry. In line 

with what, Kumar and Reinartz (2018) state, several interviewees mention that they will be able to 

exploit the digital tools in order to be more accurate with their CRM efforts. Nevertheless, they also 

argue that this aspect is something that could be seen as more advanced already in the food industry 

when comparing to other industries. This makes it arguable that even though digitalization will provide 

new tools, this will not be a deciding factor for the CRM work in the food industry. On the other 

hand, as the industry strives to always develop their CRM efforts, the opportunities provided by the 

digitalization can be crucial. If anything, they will be able to better exploit their already existing CRM 

systems and become even more accurate. This is something that is also supported by the empirical 

data as the interviewees suggest that the personalization will be affected the most and that they can 

use their information in a more effective manner. Furthermore, none of the interviewees saw the CRM 

becoming hurt by the digitalization but rather that it would be a benefit to have the opportunities to 

interact with customers in new ways. Nevertheless, it is arguable that these mean additional areas 

needing investments, and thus, it can become a challenge for the companies to keep up. This is 

something that is already a concern for the interviewees as they believe that the digitalization within 

the industry is already happening very fast and that it is a challenge to keep up.  

  

5.6 Challenges and obstacles in the food industry  

In accordance with this, many of the opportunities that the actors within the food industry identify, 

there are also challenging aspects. In many cases, it can be seen as a challenge which the companies 

have a tough time dealing with right now and going forward in the digitalization work. At the same 

time, the opportunity seen in overcoming these challenges can be seen as very beneficial if achieved. 

In some cases, the opportunity is also seen as a part of solving a larger challenge. A clear example of 

this is the challenge of profitability. Aforementioned, all interviewees mentioned the profitability in e-

commerce as being the most considerable challenge for them, which could also be seen as a reason 

for the industry lagging behind. In this challenge, many of the interviewees mentioned deliveries as 

the largest challenge in order to achieve profitability. At the same time, they also stated that the 

development of delivery methods is the area where the most abundant opportunities are situated. 
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Furthermore, it is a common belief that if one succeeds with finding a good way of carrying out 

deliveries, profitability in selling food will soon follow. When looking at it like this, the opportunities 

and challenges are closely connected, and in many cases, one cannot exist without the other. Desai et 

al. (2012) also mention deliveries as a crucial trend for digitalization in the food industry. They mention 

that it does not necessarily mean home-deliveries, but rather different ways that the goods are 

transferred from the store to the consumers. This is interesting as many of the interviewees also 

mentioned that home deliveries might not be the right way to go, or at least start. Rather it might be 

more efficient to have a good way of quickly picking up the goods at the store, something that some 

had put more focus on exploring. If a good way is found where the customers can pick up their goods 

in a simple way, some of the challenges with complexity around different temperatures of the goods 

etc. for delivery can be limited, and the solution can only exist in store or at the dark stores. However, 

this puts a lot of emphasis on the store location, something that might not be feasible for all FMCG 

actors. Additionally, Desai et al. (2012) do not mention anything about suppliers and their roles in this. 

Meanwhile, the suppliers argue that they also have an interest in finding a good solution to this 

challenge as they want to deliver their products in the right way.  

 

5.7 Collaboration between FMCG actor and supplier  

Furthermore, it is interesting to think about, if the focus of deliveries is put solely on the FMCG 

actors, and the suppliers feel like it does not suit their products or that their brands are hurt by it, what 

happens to the relationship between the FMCG actors and their suppliers. As mentioned in the 

interviews, the relationship between them is complicated as they both need each other, but also 

compete since many of the FMCG actors have their own brands. It is arguable however, that the focus 

should be put on the last level towards consumers, as they the interaction with the end consumer. 

Nevertheless, it might be essential to find collaboration in order to develop the industry as a whole, 

change the climate of selling food online and overcome the challenge faced today with profitability. It 

is also interesting to consider collaboration in order to develop the industry based on what was said 

about that large global suppliers can provide another insight and experience from digital 

transformations that they have been a part of on a global scale. Lastly, it is arguable that it is important 

to focus on the industry as a whole and the challenge of developing it. This is crucial since, when 

consumers request and demand digital solutions and shopping food online more, the importance for 

the actors within the industry to be able to provide the solutions increase.  
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As Crowe (2018) mentioned, and which is strengthened by the empirical data, the food industry is still 

in the phase of experimenting and testing when it comes to digitalization. It is therefore defendable 

that it is in the interest of the industry to find solutions that can help the industry thrive and close into 

other industries when it comes to digitalization. Inevitably, competition will always exist and be crucial 

for the development of any industry. Nevertheless, some level of collaboration could be considered 

as crucial. If this is done intentionally by actually coming together and trying to find a solution together, 

or if it is done best by everybody allocating resources and developing solutions on their own is 

debatable. Nevertheless, as argued by Demartini et al. (2018), companies that fail to exploit and 

implement the technological solutions and provide these to the market, could be seen as more likely 

to fail in the long run with implementing products and hence, in maintaining profitability in their 

operations.  
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6 Conclusions 
 

This chapter presents the conclusions that were made in this research. This conclusion was made based upon the empirical 

data and the analysis of it in relation to the already existing literature and to itself.  

 

Derived from the research carried out, we can confirm that the view on digitalization varies and that 

the subject is broad. Commonly however, the view of digitalization in the food industry in Sweden 

have much emphasis on the process of selling food online and the tools which assist this. A common 

view is also that the food industry, despite recent acceleration, lags behind other industries when it 

comes to digitalizing and that much of this journey still lays ahead. The recent acceleration however, 

is due to that consumers are getting used to shopping online and thus, request this feature also for 

their grocery shopping. As the consumers are crucial for all actors within the food industry, the fact 

that they request digital solutions makes it impossible not to start thinking about digitalization in the 

companies. Literature today suggest that companies have much to gain from engaging in e-commerce 

as it creates a global market and removes some limitations for stores in terms of availability, making 

their products available at all times, everywhere. The food industry however, faces unique challenges 

with e-commerce as their products are not as suitable for online sales as other industries’ products. 

The fact that their product has short durability, requires many different temperature zones, and that 

many of the perishables are subjectable to every unique taste, makes it extra challenging for the food 

industry to be made available in digital channels.  

 

Additionally, this results in costly demands in delivery and handling of the products in an already low 

margin industry, making it unprofitable for the actors within the industry. This combined with the fact 

that the industry is behind other industries in digitalization and that only around 2% of the sales comes 

from digital channels, makes it less encouraging for the companies to devote all resources in making 

their sales digital. When 98% of the revenue is gained through offline channels, which also are more 

profitable, it is hard to argue for a movement away from that. Nevertheless, as the consumers grow 

more accustomed to shopping online, the actors within the food industry are forced to move into less 

profitable channels, in order to maintain their market share. This is further motivated by new emerging 

competitors which exist only online and thus, put extra pressure on the companies established before 

the digitalization era. With entry to the online market, they also have to face challenges in order to 
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make the considered future channel profitable. One of the most significant challenges is efficient 

deliveries.  

 

Aforementioned, the food industry has unique challenges in that they have various temperatures and 

short durability on many products. This makes deliveries a major challenge, but also opportunity in 

making selling food online profitable. All actors within the industry realize this and devote their 

research towards finding a solution for deliveries. However, it is arguable that in order to make e-

commerce in the food industry sustainable and profitable for the companies, the digital market for 

FMCG has to grow all together and thus, the industry has to develop as a whole. It is also suggested 

that only when all actors on the market put efforts into the digitalization, then it can really start to 

grow and become profitable. Which will result in a significant movement both from a company point 

of view where the companies can ensure larger profit margins, but also from a consumer point of view 

where more start shopping online. Lastly, as mentioned in the interviews, even though the food 

industry is at the beginning of its journey of digitalization and that there are many challenges in order 

to make it sustainable in the industry, it is possible to derive positive factors that can be of importance 

in the future. E.g. it is stated that FMCG actors sometimes have to limit the orders to what they can 

handle, and the general value of a grocery shopping bag is higher online. This means that if the 

challenges, mainly with deliveries, can be solved so that the orders become more profitable, the food 

industry can look towards a bright future online with a high demand and a more substantial revenue.  
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7 Discussion 
 

This chapter includes a discussion of the theoretical as well as the managerial implications of this study. Moreover, the 

limitations of this study are presented, followed by suggested topics and areas that could be of interest for future research.  

 

7.1 Theoretical implications 

This thesis has contributed by filling a gap in the literature, by indicating what changes the digitalization 

will bring to the food industry. The existed literature focused mostly on the e-commerce aspect of the 

digitalization. However, e-commerce is only one part of the digitalization, and the empirical data 

suggest digitalization in the food industry is so much more than only e-commerce, even though it is a 

large part of the digitalization. Furthermore, the existing literature has also put most emphasizes on 

other industries rather than the food industry, and therefore, this paper has contributed to taking a 

perspective regarding the food industry. Additionally, it is illustrated in this paper that the food 

industry is complex due to temperatures, logistics, and the overall behaviour regarding shopping foods 

and differs from the other industries in retail. Hence, the food industry has to be managed in a different 

way in order to accomplish the digital journey within the food industry.  

 

7.2 Managerial implications 

Drawing from the findings that the digitalization is just in the beginning of the journey and it will 

continue to accelerate quickly, organizations within the food industry have to understand that this is 

the time to start the digital journey. One important contribution is by giving organizations within the 

food industry a better understanding of how digitalization is affecting the food industry, and use these 

findings as a tool when implementing their digital strategies. As stated by Jansson and Andervin (2016), 

digitalization is something everyone must adapt to, and it is not able to stop. The problem of not being 

profitable online must be considered not only in every company but also in the overall industry, to 

find ways to overcome the issue together, because it will affect the whole market. Managers can 

therefore benefit from this paper in order to gain a better view and manage the digitalization in a better 

way both within the organization at the same time create a better value for the consumers that exist 

in the whole industry.  



   
 

 71 

7.3 Limitations 

For this thesis, several limitations can be identified. One of the major limitations that the study 

encountered was the time constraint. As the study was carried out over a rather short period, this 

meant certain limitations to the results of the study. Firstly, it limited the study in its ability to fully 

cover the selected subject and gather a larger sample of industry knowledge. As some of the contacted 

interviewees declined due to a failure of finding the time to participate in the time period that was 

necessary for the thesis to be done in time, this posed as a limitation. Would the timespan have been 

longer, it is possible that more participants with relevant knowledge would have had the time, and 

thus, more data could have been gathered. Secondly, not only would a longer timespan made it 

possible for the contacted industry employees to be included, but it would also mean that additional 

potential participants could have been contacted, broadening the sample of the study.  

 

Connected to the empirical data, a limitation for the study is the fact that there is a certain level of 

caution when interviewing industry experts since they do not want to share company secrets. This 

caution results in a limitation in the amount of data that can be gathered and thus, it must be taken 

into consideration. It is also important to acknowledge that there is certain information that the 

interviewees cannot disclose as it is subject to confidentiality agreements and other agreements, 

making the information limited in a way that it is reviewed in order to be accepted into the public. 

Not only is this an issue that is completely regulated in the company, but the subject at hand does also 

play a role. As the nature of the research is to investigate a whole industry, the fact that competitors 

are interviewed further adds to the caution in which the participants answer. Even if there are no 

company regulations, it is possible that fully transparent answers were not given in order to not give 

up too much information to the interviewees’ company competitors. 

  

Lastly, as the research was carried out in a specific setting, the results are also limited to being 

generalized for settings with the same settings. This means that the results are limited in some regards 

to the Swedish market, as it is not possible to ensure the same effects and insights on another market. 

Additionally, as the study explored a particular industry, it is not possible to generalize the results for 

digitalization and its impact on other industries, especially as the empirical data suggest that the food 
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industry is unique in many regards. The study is therefore to some extent, limited to settings matching 

the ones in this study. 

 

7.4 Future research 

For this research, a good view of the food industry in relation to digitalization was achieved. However, 

when conducting the research, several interesting subjects were touched upon that might be interesting 

and suitable for future research. As this particular study explores how digitalization affects the food 

industry, it makes it suitable for future research as well. The empirical data suggest that digitalization 

in the food industry is still not fully developed, and thus, it is possible for this research to be carried 

out in the future, investigating what will have happened in the food industry in terms of digitalization 

from now till then. Nevertheless, this does not mean that this research is irrelevant, rather that it is 

possible to reconstruct it and find out how the industry progresses in terms of digitalization over time.  

  

Another thing that would be interesting for future research is AI and its role in the food industry. 

Some of the interviewees mentioned that AI probably will play a significant role in the food industry 

in the future. It was also mentioned in the interviews that AI is not an area that has gained a lot of 

traction thus far, and hence, this subject might be more suitable for future research.  Furthermore, the 

subject of AI is broad, and as Dornberger et al., (2018) states, at the beginning of its development, it 

would not be possible to cover all of it in a study like this and derive valuable insights. This makes it 

more suitable for a study of its own, which also would be more feasible in the future.  

  

Another subject touched upon in the interviews, but not investigated in depth is marketing. As 

mentioned by many participants, the food industry is a quite traditional industry, and this goes for all 

parts of their operations. Accordingly, it would be interesting to investigate in depth how the 

marketing climate changes in the food industry, with the emergence of new channels, which is digital. 

If the FMCG actors are forced to move their sales operations into digital channels, the marketing 

must also reflect this. Therefore, exploring how marketing changes and what has to change in order 

for the marketing to match the rest of the operations are interesting. Additionally, as some interviewees 

mentioned, digital marketing channels mean that it is possible for them to be more accurate and 
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personal in their communications. How this is exploited and what challenges and opportunities this 

means is also interesting and suitable for future research.  

  

Lastly, as the empirical data suggest that it is the consumers that drive the digitalization in the food 

industry, it would be interesting to conduct this research from a consumer perspective. Exploring 

digitalization from a consumer perspective would provide valuable knowledge both for where the 

development of digitalization in the food industry is going, but also what the consumers request. 

Insights about this would be very beneficial for all industry actors, and thus, it is interesting for future 

research.  
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9 Appendices  
9.1 Codes and Themes 

 
 

9.2 Interview guide Suppliers 

• Tell us about yourself, what are you working with, and your background. 

 

• What is digitalization for you? 

o Do you differ it from e-commerce or are these integrated? 

 

• Do you have a clear strategy and structure when implementing changes? 
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o Do you have a dedicated department for digitalization? 

§ Where are changes initiated? 

 

• What changes have you done? 

o Which digital? 

 

• What changes have you been involved in? 

 

• How have you been affected? 

 

• Can you explain and develop the process? 

 

• Did you face any resistance towards the changes? 

 

• How do you think it has affected you that you were established before the digital era? 

 

• How have you been affected by new players that are specialized on e-commerce? 

o When e-commerce increase for the grocery stores, how are you effected? 

o How are you affected by digitalization made of your customers by the higher level? 

o How can you affect the customers, ICA, Coop, Axfood, Bergendahls? 

 

• What do see for challenges and opportunities with digitaization in the food industry? 

  

• Many other industries in retail have come further in the digitalization than the food industry, how 

come? 

 

• Do you think you have come further than the others in some aspects? 

 

• Should you be more developed than you are today?  

 

• How is the food industry affected by the digitalization in the other industries? 
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• Where do you think the digitalization in the food industry are heading and what is your next step in 

the digital journey? 

 

9.3 Interview guide FMCG-Actors 

• Tell us about yourself, what are you working with, and your background. 

 

• What is digitalization for you? 

o Do you differ it from e-commerce or are these integrated? 

 

• Do you have a clear strategy and structure when implementing changes? 

o Do you have a dedicated department for digitalization? 

§ Where are changes initiated? 

 

• What changes have you done? 

o Which digital? 

 

• What changes have you been involved in? 

 

• How have you been affected? 

 

• Can you explain and develop the process? 

 

• Did you face any resistance towards the changes? 

 

• How do you think it has affected you that you were established before the digital era? 

 

• How have you been affected by new players that are specialized on e-commerce? 

o How is the stores involved in the changes? 

o How do you collaborate with the suppliers regarding digitalization? 

• What do see for challenges and opportunities with digitalization in the food industry? 
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• Many other industries in retail have come further in the digitalization than the food industry, how 

come? 

 

• Do you think you have come further than the others in some aspects? 

 

• Should you be more developed than you are today?  

 

• How is the food industry affected by the digitalization in the other industries? 

 

• Where do you think the digitalization in the food industry are heading and what is your next step in 

the digital journey? 

 

9.4 Interview guide Grocery stores 

• Tell us about yourself, what are you working with, and your background. 

 

• What is digitalization for you? 

o Do you differ it from e-commerce or are these integrated? 

 

• Do you have a clear strategy and structure when implementing changes? 

 

• What changes have you been involved in? 

 

• How have you been affected by changes done by the HQ? 

 

o How was it communicated? 

 

• Was it any resistance? 

o How was it initiated? 

 

• How have you been affected by new players that are specialized on e-commerce? 

 

• Do you experience that your customers request digital changes? 
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• Do you think the changes you have made are appreciated by the consumes? 

 

• How does e-commerce affect the sales in the store? 

 

• How does it work with e-commerce? Do you special employees working with it?  

o Do you have a digital group? 

• How is the inventory management working with the e-commerce? 

o How is the pricing strategy? 

 

• What do see for challenges and opportunities with digitalization in the food industry? 

  

• Many other industries in retail have come further in the digitalization than the food industry, how 

come? 

 

• Do you think you have come further than the others in some aspects? 

 

• Should you be more developed than you are today?  

 

• How is the food industry affected by the digitalization in the other industries? 

 

• Where do you think the digitalization in the food industry are heading and what is your next step in 

the digital journey? 

 

9.5 Interview guide Pure Player 

• Tell us about yourself, what are you working with, and your background. 

 

• What is digitalization for you? 

 

• How is the organizational structure at mat.se? 
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o How does it work with your picking warehouse? 

 

o How has the organization been affected by the acquisition from Axfood? 

 

• How do you work with changes in the company? 

o Who are initiating them? 

 

• What changes has the company done? 

o Have you been included?  

o How has it affected you? 

 

• Can you explain and develop the process? 

 

• Did you face any resistance towards the changes? 

 

• How do you think it has affected you that you are established in the digital era? 

 

• How are you affected by the large players offline investing heavily in e-commerce? 

o Could you help each other driving the digitalization? 

o Since you are owned by Axfood, do you face competition against Willys/Hemköp e-

commerce? Or how does it work? 

o Who is your main competitor? 

o How is your pricing strategy? 

 

• How does e-commerce differ from traditional commerce? 

o What are the advantages of just being online? 

o What are the disadvantages of just being online? 

 

• What do see for challenges and opportunities with digitalization in the food industry? 

  

• Many other industries in retail have come further in the digitalization than the food industry, how 

come? 

 



   
 

 87 

• Do you think you have come further than the others in some aspects? 

 

• Should you be more developed than you are today?  

 

• How is the food industry affected by the digitalization in the other industries? 

 

• Where do you think the digitalization in the food industry are heading and what is your next step in 

the digital journey? 

 


