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Food industry has seen a rise of plant-based food market in the recent years, both globally 
and in Finland. Alternatives for meat and dairy are attracting consumers because of health, ethical 
and environmental reasons. The growing numbers of vegans, vegetarians and flexitarians offer 
food industry firms a growth potential, thus drawing both established and new firms to enter the 
market of plant-based food. 

This thesis explores this topical phenomenon of emerging plant-based food market and the 
food industry firms. The study seeks answers to two research questions. First, which strategic 
resources and competitive actions firms have utilized when approaching the emerging market? 
Second, are there observable differences between incumbents and other firms? By answering 
these questions this study aims to build an understanding of how the plant-based food market 
has gained its legitimacy over the years. In the scope of this study are the food industry companies 
in Finland. This study focuses on years between 1995 and 2016. The theoretical framework in 
this study is based on three theories: signalling theory, competitive dynamics and resource-based 
view. Signalling theory enables this study to identify the signals of firms. Competitive dynamics 
and resource-based view explain how firms seek their competitive advantage and base their ac-
tions on their resources and capabilities. 

This study applies structured content analysis method. To secure a wide enough pool of data, 
the data source are four Finnish publications focusing on business, industry and economical top-
ics: Kauppalehti, Talouselämä, Tekniikka & Talous, Arvopaperi. Firms’ signals are collected using 
the online archives of these publications. Altogether 241 firm-related data entries are collected in 
the study, which contain 451 individual activities. These activities are constructed under ten dif-
ferent categories. Firm size is used as a variable to compare the differences between incumbents 
and other firms. Turnover is used as a measure for firm size: firms with over 50 million euros in 
turnover are considered as incumbents. The collected data indicates that the incumbents are 
overrepresented in the results, as 77 % of the activities are from the incumbents but they repre-
sent only 1 % of the Finnish food industry firms. 

The results of the study follow earlier findings in that the behaviour and pool of resources and 
actions differ between incumbents and other firms. The incumbents are actively signalling their 
strategy changes and ongoing strategy work, contrary to the other firms which, through signals of 
product launches and market entries, signal more about their tangible actions in the market. The 
incumbents bundle strategy-related signals with information about, for instances, upcoming in-
vestments and acquisitions, future market entries, and financial and performance matters as they 
aim to communicate to the market, and the investors in particular, of their future potential, dexterity 
and strength. This study draws a timeline of the firm activities and as a result identifies three 
distinctive intervals, based on the firm activities: “special diet’s market” (1995–2003), “first incum-
bent market entry” (2004–2013), and “legitimate market” (2014–). In the first interval, smaller firms 
operate in the market, where each has located a niche segment to focus on. In the second interval 
one incumbent expands the strategic focus of plant-based food market. This is done by seeing 
the potential in healthiness of the plant-based food instead of focusing on the special diet per-
spective. This study concludes that plant-based food market gains its legitimacy through the stra-
tegic actions of the firms during the third interval. This happens as multiple incumbents begin to 
signal how they are embedding plant-based food in their strategy. Besides this, the incumbents 
complete many activities in a short time span to secure access to and foothold in the market. 

  
Key words: signalling, competitive actions, strategic resources, plant-based food, food 

industry 
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Kasvipohjaisten elintarvikkeiden markkina on kasvanut sekä kansainvälisesti että Suomessa 
viime vuosina. Liha- ja maitotuotteita korvaavat vaihtoehtoiset tuotteet houkuttelevat kuluttajia 
erityisesti terveydellisistä, eettisistä ja ympäristösyistä. Vegaanien, vegetaristien ja joustovegaa-
nien kasvavat määrät tarjoavat elintarviketeollisuuden yrityksille kasvupotentiaalia, ja siksi kasvi-
pohjaisten elintarvikkeiden markkina vetää puoleensa olemassa olevia ja uusia yrityksiä. 

Tämä diplomityö tutkii ajankohtaista ilmiötä eli kasvavaa kasvipohjaisten elintarvikkeiden 
markkinaa ja elintarvikealan yrityksiä. Tutkimus etsii vastauksia kahteen tutkimuskysymykseen. 
Ensiksi, minkälaisten strategisten ja kilpailullisten toimenpiteiden avulla yritykset ovat lähestyneet 
kasvavaa markkinaa? Toiseksi, onko vakiintuneiden yritysten ja muiden yritysten välillä havaitta-
vissa olevia eroavaisuuksia? Vastaamalla näihin kysymyksiin tutkimus pyrkii kasvattamaan ym-
märrystä siitä, miten kasvipohjaisten elintarvikkeiden markkina on saavuttanut laillisuutensa. Tut-
kimuksen kohteena ovat elintarvikealan yritykset Suomessa. Työ tarkastelee vuosia 1995–2016. 
Työn teoreettisena viitekehyksenä ovat signaaliteoria, kilpailudynamiikka ja resurssipohjainen 
teoria. Signaaliteoria edesauttaa tunnistamaan yritysten signaalit. Kilpailudynamiikka ja resurssi-
pohjainen teoria selittävät, miten yritykset etsivät kilpailuetua ja miten ne pohjaavat tekemänsä 
toimenpiteet resursseilleen ja kyvykkyyksilleen. 

Tässä tutkimuksessa käytetään tutkimusmenetelmänä strukturoitua sisältöanalyysiä. Tar-
peeksi kattavan tietokannan kokoamiseksi työn tietolähteenä käytetään neljää suomalaista liike-
elämään, teollisuuteen ja talouteen keskittyvää julkaisua: Kauppalehti, Talouselämä, Tekniikka & 
Talous ja Arvopaperi. Yritysten signaalit kootaan näiden julkaisujen online-arkistoista. Yhteensä 
tiedonkeruu tuottaa 241 yrityksiin liittyvää kirjausta, jotka sisältävät 451 yksittäistä toimenpidettä. 
Nämä toimenpiteet luokitellaan kymmeneen eri kategoriaan. Liikevaihtoa käytetään yritykseen 
koon määrittäjänä: yritykset, joiden liikevaihto on yli 50 miljoonaa, ovat tässä työssä vakiintuneita 
yrityksiä. Kerätyn datan pohjalta voidaan olettaa vakiintuneiden yritysten olevan yliedustettuna 
tuloksissa, sillä 77 % toimenpiteistä on vakiintuneiden yritysten, mutta nämä yritykset edustavat 
vain 1 % Suomen elintarvikealan yrityksistä. 

Työn tulokset seuraavat aiempien tutkimusten tuloksia siinä, miten vakiintuneiden yritysten ja 
muiden yritysten välillä on eroja niin käyttäytymisen kuin resurssien ja toimenpiteiden valikoiman 
osalta. Vakiintuneet yritykset lähettävät aktiivisesti signaaleja strategisista muutoksistaan ja käyn-
nissä olevasta strategiatyöstä, toisin kuin muut yritykset, jotka tuotelanseerausten ja markkinoil-
letulosignaalien avulla viestivät enemmän konkreettisista toimenpiteistään. Vakiintuneet yritykset 
niputtavat strategiasignaaleihinsa viestejä esimerkiksi tulevista investoinneista, yrityskaupoista ja 
markkinoille astumisista, sekä taloudellisesta suorituskyvystään. Näin vakiintuneet yritykset pyr-
kivät viestimään markkinalle, ja erityisesti sijoittajille, tulevaisuuden potentiaalistaan, taitavuudes-
taan ja voimastaan. Tämä tutkimus kokoaa aikajanan yritysten toimenpiteistä ja sen seurauksena 
tunnistettavissa on kolme erillistä aikajaksoa: erityisruokavalioiden markkina 1995–2003, ensim-
mäisen vakiintuneen yrityksen markkinoille tulo 2004–2013 ja laillistettu markkina 2014–. Aika-
jakson alussa pienemmät yritykset toimivat markkinassa, josta jokainen on tunnistanut oman 
markkinarakonsa. Toisella aikajaksolla yksittäinen vakiintunut yritys laajentaa strategista fokus-
taan kasvipohjaisten elintarvikkeiden markkinaan. Tämän perustana on potentiaalin näkeminen 
siirtämällä näkökulmaa erityisruokavalioista kasvipohjaisten elintarvikkeiden terveellisyyteen. 
Työn pohjalta on pääteltävissä, että kasvipohjaisten elintarvikkeiden markkina saavuttaa laillisuu-
tensa yritysten tekemien strategisten toimenpiteiden kautta kolmannen aikajakson aikana. Tämä 
tapahtuu, kun useampi vakiintunut yritys signaloi, miten he ovat omaksumassa kasvipohjaiset 
tuotteet osaksi strategiaansa. Tämän lisäksi vakiintuneet yritykset suorittavat useita toimenpiteitä 
lyhyessä ajassa taatakseen pääsyn ja jalansijan markkinalle. 

 
Avainsanat: signalointi, kilpailulliset toimenpiteet, strategiset resurssit, kasvipohjaiset 

elintarvikkeet, elintarviketeollisuus  
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TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 

Ex ante  Latin, meaning before 

Ex post  Latin, meaning after 

Flexitarian A flexitarian follows a vegetarian diet but not exclusively, a flexitarian 

intentionally reduces their meat and dairy consumption and replace 

those with plant-based alternatives 

Meat alternative A protein alternative designed to replace meat, they can be plant-

based, lab-based, or contain other alternative protein sources such 

as insects 

Milk alternative An alternative to replace bovine milk, they can be made out of soy, 

almond, oat, rice 

RBV   Abbreviation for resource-based view 

Vegan   A vegan does not consume any food of animal origin 

Vegetarian A vegetarian limits animal-based products from their diet but do not 

exclude them completely, as they might consume eggs and dairy 

products 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This study explores the plant-based food market from a strategy management viewpoint. 

This chapter presents reasons why this topic is interesting and topical, and introduces 

research questions, scope and limitations, together with the structure of the thesis. 

1.1 Motivation of the study 

Business models of many food industry firms are nowadays challenged. A firm that has 

based its strategy on livestock-based ingredients of dairy and meat might have observed 

the changes of past years with a raising concern. There are signals that indicate a shift 

in food consumption patterns in Western countries, including Finland, towards plant-

based foods (Gerbens-Leenes et al. 2010, p. 602; Dagevos and Voordouw 2013, p. 65; 

Pohjolainen et al. 2015, p. 1160). On one hand, this change is driven by officials who 

urge consumers to adopt more environmentally sound diets (Nordic Council of Ministries 

2014, p. 19; Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 21-22); on the other, consumers are self-driven due 

to increased awareness of health, animal welfare and sustainability (Santeramo et al. 

2018, p. 41).   

The plant-based protein food market has a history of forty years and in the beginning 

mainly soy-based products were sold in specialized shops such as organic shops or 

pharmacies (European Commission 2018, p. 85, 89). Nowadays, however, plant-based 

protein foods are easily available in retail stores with increasing number of new product 

launches (Statista 2016) and improving sales figures (European Commission 2018, p. 

86; Statista 2020, p. 10). Plant-based foods and drinks are no longer serving a niche 

market of vegans and vegetarians. A vegan does not consume any food of animal origin 

(OED Online 2021a; Vinnari et al. 2009 p. 481). A vegetarian limits animal-based prod-

ucts from their diet but do not exclude them completely, as they might consume eggs 

and dairy products (OED Online 2021b). Even if veganism has evolved from marginal 

towards mainstream in recent years (Jallinoja et al. 2019, p. 2), it is the growing number 

of flexitarians which is behind the increasing market potential of plant-based foods. A 

flexitarian follows a vegetarian diet but not exclusively (OED Online 2021c). A flexitarian 

intentionally reduces their meat and dairy consumption and replace those with plant-
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based alternatives even though they do not seek to drop out neither meat nor dairy com-

pletely out of their diets (Dagevos and Voordouw 2013, p. 66).  

In terms of scientific research, the emergence of plant-based foods is researched from 

multiple different points of view. A few examples can be listed to give an insight on the 

vast pool of research. Nutrition of plant-based foods is addressed in Curtain & Graf-

enauer’s 2019 paper, political consumerism of veganism is discussed by Jallinoja et al. 

in their 2019 paper and environmental impacts of plant-based foods are analysed by 

Tukker et al. in 2011 and Westhoek et al. in 2014. But this phenomena takes place also 

in the world of business, as it is the food system and the food industry companies within 

it, which develop, produce, market and offer plant-based products to the consumers. 

There are a few recently published papers which consider the business side of the plant-

based food market, and the food industry firms. For instances, Aschemann-Witzel et al. 

observe plant-based food market from business opportunity perspective in their 2020 

paper, whereas Saari et al. consider various strategies used by food industry firms when 

entering this new market in their 2021 paper. However, little is known about this phe-

nomena from the strategic management perspective. Therefore, the key motivation for 

this study is to bring understanding on how and when firms have approached the emerg-

ing market of plant-based food. 

1.2 Research questions 

An interesting viewpoint to this transformation in the food industry is how the market of 

plant-based food has become a viable, legitimate new market for the food industry firms. 

In particular, how the firms have approached this new market with their competitive ac-

tions and strategic resources? This is the first research question for this study. Whereas 

signals of competitive actions and strategic resources have been studied in great detail 

over the past thirty years, especially using airline industry of the United States as a data 

source (e.g. Chen & MacMillan 1992 paper and Chen et al. 2007 paper), there appears 

to be no longitudinal research done focusing on the plant-based food market. Therefore, 

the aim of this research is to draw an overview of competitive actions and strategic re-

sources of food industry firms through identifying and analysing the signals these firms 

have emitted, specifically regarding the plant-based food market.  

The theoretical foundation for this research lies with three theories: resource-based view, 

competitive dynamics and signalling theory. Resource-based view provides a foundation 

to analyse firms’ strategic resources and capabilities. It is a dominant theory of strategic 

management (Lockett & Wild 2014, p. 373), and it approaches the concept of competitive 

advantage through resources (Barney 1991, p. 103; Peteraf 1993, p. 179; Teece et al. 
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1997, p. 507; Eisenhardt and Martin 2000, p. 1105). Each firm has their own unique set 

of resources (Peteraf 1993, p. 180), and with managing its resource portfolio through 

processes of structuring, bundling and leveraging, a firm is able to construct its resources 

into competitive advantage (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 277). With a set of valuable, rare, 

inimitable and non-substituting resources a firm can create sustained competitive ad-

vantage in a market (Barney 1991, p. 105-106). 

Competitive dynamics gives this research a viewpoint from which to observe implemen-

tation of strategy (Chen & Miller 2012, p. 9). If the firm’s strategy is based on its re-

sources, as resource-based view acknowledges, it is the actions in the competitive mar-

ket that are the way for the firm to implement that strategy. Competitive actions are based 

on action/response dyads (Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 541). When forming its strategy, 

a firm should take into consideration the competitive tension in the market it operates in 

(Ndofor et al. 2011, p. 642). The theory of competitive dynamics underlines that in order 

to succeed a firm has to understand its competitive landscape, the competitors it has 

and its own competitive position (Chen and Miller 2012, p. 4). The key question for a firm 

is which competitive actions it should take (Chen and Miller 2015, p. 761). 

The messages a firm intentionally emits to the outsiders of the firm are known as signals 

(Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 404; Robertson et al. 1995, p. 1). For this research signalling 

theory provides answers to why firms signal their actions and how those signals are 

processed by the receivers, and what actions they may ignite. The reason for signalling 

lies in the existing conditions of information asymmetry (Akerlof 1970, p. 490). The sig-

naller wishes to bridge the information gap by sending out a signal, to be interpreted by 

the receiver (Connelly et al. 2011, p. 44).  

Previous research recommends to monitor the actions using firm size as a variable, as 

behaviours of incumbents and small firms are known to differ in regards to strategies, 

resources, capabilities and competitive actions (Chen & Hambrick 1995, p. 457; Baum 

& Korn 1999, p. 258; Hoopes et al. 2003 p. 895). This research will therefore answer the 

question of how the pool of strategic activities vary between incumbents and other com-

panies. This is the second research question for this study.  

Summarising, this thesis seeks answers to two questions. First, how firms have utilized 

various strategic resources and competitive actions when approaching the emerging 

market of plant-based food? Second, how incumbents and other firms differ in their ap-

proaches and with their strategic activities? By answering these questions, this study 

draws a timeline of the emergence of the plant-based food market in Finland. 
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1.3 Scope and limitations 

The ambition with this study is to observe the development of an emerging market 

through analysing firms approaching, entering and operating in it. This requires a data 

source that could provide a wide pool of data from different types of firms. Such a data 

source can be found from published newspapers and magazines dedicated to business 

topics. Using structured content analysis will provide a systematic way to analyse text-

based data (Jauch et al. 1980, p. 517, 519). This method will be applied to collect, re-

duce, categorise and analyse the database this study gathers. This study will use a set 

of newspapers as its data source. Four Finnish business, industry and economics related 

publications, Kauppalehti, Talouselämä, Tekniikka & Talous, and Arvopaperi, are chosen 

as data sources. Their archives are available online.  

The theoretical foundation suggests tracing down the individual signals in order to draw 

an understanding of the temporal development of competitive actions and strategic re-

sources in the market. To narrow the research scope this thesis focuses on the early 

years of the emerging plant-based food market to create an overview on how firms’ stra-

tegic resources and competitive actions have developed over the years. But as there are 

no prior studies which would define these early years or pinpoint any single year as a 

starting point, this study has a wide timeframe. Based on the availability of newspapers’ 

archives, year 1995 is defined as a starting point to ensure longitudinality. The end point 

is set to 2016, as it is known that this particular year some notable product launches of 

products, which are based on new protein sources, were launched in Finland. The firm 

size will be used as a variable, as past research underlines firm size as a key factor to 

reflect differences of competitive strength between competing firms (Baum & Korn 1999, 

p. 252). This will provide insights on how the signals, actions and resources of incum-

bents and other firms have evolved over the years. It will also give an opportunity to 

analyse the process on how an emerging market gains its legitimacy.  

Food, food consumption and dietary changes are vast scientific areas of their own, with 

active research going on around the world. Therefore, this research will not address all 

factors, diets, trends or issues related to plant-based foods, but focuses on the strategic 

management aspect. There are limitations to this research which derive from the data 

and the method of the analysis. The data of this research centers on Finland and there-

fore the geographical scope of this research is limited to one particular country. There is 

a limitation on timespan also, as the data is gathered from 1995 to 2016. Using newspa-

pers as a data source brings two limitations. First is the representation of various firms 

in the articles which may create a data bias. The data is gathered as such, without any 

limitation to firm size or firm type, but as listed firms need to be open about their actions 
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to ensure general trust (Thompson et al. 1987, p. 259) they may be overrepresented in 

the data. Second limitation which arises from the data source is the use of single type of 

data source. A more extended understanding of the firms’ actions and resources would 

require analysis of annual reports or executive-level interviews for example. There are 

examples of studies done with such a detailed amount of data, including Danneels (2002, 

p. 1098; 2010, p. 3) and Zacharias et al. (2015, p. 2341). But to ensure data neutrality 

and wide enough representation of all types of firms, sources as annual reviews, press 

releases or industry’s own publications are not considered in this research. 

1.4 Structure 

The theoretical framework is address in chapter 2 which explores the resource-based 

view, the competitive dynamics and the signalling theory and presents a synthesis of the 

three. Chapter 3 serves an array of industry and food consumption information relevant 

for this study, including a look on the key dynamics effecting on the food industry in 

regards to plant-based food market.  

Chapter 4 presents the research methodology and the actions taken in the different 

stages of the analysis. Chapter 5 is dedicated to the results of this study. This chapter 

first summarises the key results before illustrating each identified time interval, and pre-

sents an analysis of the identified signals, the competitive actions and the underlying 

strategic resources. Chapter 5 contains also the reliability and the validity assessment, 

and discussion on how the results support the earlier research. Chapter 6 draws a sum-

mary of the conclusions, including key results, reliability and validity of the study, the 

scope and the limitations of the study, and a few principal future research recommenda-

tions. 
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2. THEORETICAL FOUNDATION  

As this research traces down the signals of Finnish food industry firms and aims to iden-

tify different firm-level competitive actions and strategic resources in the emerging plant-

based food market, it is essential to build an understanding of the related theories. An-

swering this research question requires a theoretical foundation where three theories are 

considered essential. This chapter first explains why resource-based view, competitive 

dynamics and signalling theory each support one another and why they are the founda-

tion through which the research question can be answered. After this each of the theo-

ries, their key components and how hey link to competitive advantage are explored in 

sections 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4. The last section 2.5 is dedicated formulating a synthesis of 

these theories. 

2.1 Observing strategies of firms through signals 

Some firms thrive while others struggle, and to understand when and why a firm suc-

ceeds is a key question in the field of strategic management (Danneels 2010, p. 1). Mul-

tiple strategic management theories exist but for this specific research three theories are 

relevant. By complementing each other they offer a theoretical foundation against which 

this research’s data can be categorised and analysed.  

Resource-based view serves as a starting point for this research. In the past 30 years, 

resource-based view (RBV) has risen to a dominant position as a strategic management 

theory (Lockett & Wild 2014, p. 373). Resource-based view explains why competitive 

advantage is achieved and sustained through the resources and capabilities of a firm 

(Barney 1991, p. 103; Peteraf 1993, p. 179; Teece et al. 1997, p. 507; Eisenhardt and 

Martin 2000, p. 1105). As Wernerfelt states, strategy is a balance between exploiting 

existing resources and developing new ones (Wernerfelt 1984, p. 180). But as firms op-

erate in markets along with other firms, they do not achieve competitive advantage with-

out competing against their competitors (Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 539). Therefore, it 

is necessary to understand the dynamics of competition as part of strategic management 

(Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 539). To give more depth to the analysis of this research 

both resource-based view and competitive dynamics are needed, as Ndofor et al. (2011, 

p. 640) suggest. This is because resources alone do not deliver performance (Sirmon et 

al. 2007, p.274). Resources, actions and performance are all causally linked (Ndofor et 

al. 2011, p. 641). 
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Chen and Miller (2012, p. 9) reason that implementation of strategies takes place through 

competitive actions, and thereby actions and the decisions behind them should reflect 

strategy. Competitive dynamics is an integrative framework as it links the content and 

process of implementation of a strategy (Chen & Miller 2012, p.7). With this theory the 

competitive actions of firms can be identified from the data. 

If resource-based view is needed to understand the competitive advantage a firm seeks, 

and competitive dynamics is needed to understand firm’s actions in the market, the third 

theory, signalling theory, is needed to understand why and how firms share such infor-

mation. More precisely, what are their intentions when signalling about their different 

actions and resources in the plant-based food market (Heil and Robertson 1991, p. 404; 

Robertson et al. 1995, p. 1)? Signalling theory enables observation of each signal, in the 

context of this study each newspaper or magazine quotations, as an indicator for strategy 

(Chen & Miller 2012, p. 9). Signalling theory is the first theoretical layer that is to be 

applied in this research. Once the signals are identified from the data, they can be ana-

lysed using both theories of competitive dynamics and resource-based view. The simpli-

fied process of applying these three theories in this research is presented below in figure 

1. 

 

Figure 1. Illustration of the theoretical foundation of signalling theory, competitive dy-

namics and resource-based view. 

What this theoretical foundation will provide should be a detailed enough picture to iden-

tify both Schumpeter’ radical and disruptive actions (Schumpeter 1950) and Kirzner’s 

incremental and innovative actions (Kirzner 1973), both of which are, according to Ndofor 

et al. (2011, p. 647), important factors to gain competitive advantage. And as Chen and 

Miller (2012, p. 3) point out, Schumpeter’s concept of creative destruction is a dynamic 

process where firms act and react continuously. Schumpeter states that industries renew 

themselves from within (Schumpeter 1942, p. 83). Hoopes et al., however, see that it is 

Resource-based view - strategic resources 
which competitive advantage is build upon

Competitive dynamics - competitive actions 
which implement the strategy

Signalling theory - signals of competitive 
actions and strategic resources
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specifically the new firms entering the industry with their new innovations which cause 

the renewal (Hoopes et al. 2003 p. 894). With these three theories serving a strong foun-

dation it will not be too bold to declare a possible “Schumpeterian shock” taking place in 

the industry, if the analysis of the data would indicate of such. 

2.2 Resource-based view  

In the academic field of strategic management, resource-based view has been a leading 

theory since 1990s (Lockett & Wild 2014, p. 373). According to resource-based view a 

firm needs to possess competitive advantage in order to succeed, and such competitive 

advantage is built on the resources and capabilities a firm holds (Barney 1991, p. 103; 

Peteraf 1993, p. 179; Teece et al. 1997, p. 507; Eisenhardt and Martin 2000, p. 1105). 

The resources and capabilities a firm owns explain why firms do not perform equally, 

even when industry conditions do not differ for them (Peteraf 1993, p. 186).  

There are two tenets serving as a foundation of resource-based view: one is heteroge-

neity and the other one path dependency (Lockett & Wild 2014, p. 372). This chapter first 

explains heterogeneity, then path dependency. Peteraf concludes in a 1993 article in 

Strategic Management Journal (p. 179), that in the strategic management field there ex-

ists “[…] the notion that firms are fundamentally heterogeneous, in terms of their re-

sources and internal capabilities”. This heterogeneity is a basic assumption of resource-

based view (Peteraf 1993, p. 180; Barney 1991, p. 105). Barney argues that a firm cannot 

find sustained competitive advantage if resources are homogeneous and perfectly mo-

bile. Sustained competitive advantage can be found by utilising the heterogeneity of re-

sources (Barney 1991, p. 103).  

There is no single conceptual model that would give a thorough explanation how heter-

ogeneity arises (Helfat & Peteraf 2003, p 997), although there are various identified pos-

sible reasons for existing heterogeneity. For example, the differences between firms in 

a same industry may result from different ownership structures (Barney et al. 2011, p. 

1306), firm size (Hoopes et al. 2003 p. 895)  or simply because different managers make 

different choices (Helfat & Peteraf 2003, p. 1004). Even if conditions would be similar for 

a set of firms, the variations in their outcomes are a result of management’s choices 

made concerning structuring, bundling and leveraging of resources (Sirmon et al. 2007, 

p. 275). This all will, over time, amplify the heterogeneity (Barney et al 2011, p. 1306), 

and thus firms end up on their individual paths.   

According to Teece et al. (1997, p. 522-523), a firm’s future depends on its history. This 

path dependency limits a firm’s opportunities as it shapes its options (Lockett & Wild 
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2014, p. 372). What has taken place before in form of, for instances, routines and busi-

ness practices, has developed the resources a firm currently has, thus affecting the fu-

ture routines and business practices – which will in their turn affect future resources (Ray 

et al. 2004, p. 36). In other words, all the choices that have been made will affect the 

choices that will be made (Helfat & Peteraf 2003, p. 1003). 

Because of heterogeneity and path dependency, no two firms are alike. But which firm 

succeeds and gains sustained competitive advantage? The resource-based view sees 

that the competitive advantage depends on resources (Barney 1991, p. 107), and is a 

result of how firms and their managers are able to gain, use and even divest those (Sir-

mon et al. 2007, p. 277). First, the concept of resources is explored. Barney defines 

resources to include both tangible and intangible assets, processes, knowledge, capa-

bilities, information etc. (Barney 1991, p. 101). Resource is something which an organi-

sation owns, controls, or has access to (Helfat & Peteraf 2003, p. 999). Identifying re-

sources may be difficult (Wernerfelt 1984, p. p 180). Noteworthy, not all resources are 

strategically relevant (Barney 1991, p. 102). But for those that are, the key question is 

which are a source of sustained competitive advantage for a firm (Barney 1991, p. 102). 

The point-of-view for resource-based view is that where rare and valuable resources 

would deliver competitive advantage for a firm (Barney 1991, p. 107; Newbert 2007, p. 

123), a set of resources that are not only rare and valuable but also inimitable and non-

substitutable would deliver sustained competitive advantage (Barney 1991, p. 105-106; 

Barney et al. 2001, p. 625). These are called the VRIN attributes (Eisenhardt and Martin 

2000, p. 1105). Newbert’s visualisation of Barney’s concept is presented in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Barney’s (1991) conceptual model of competitive advantage and sustained 

competitive advantage (Newbert 2007, p. 123). 

Valuable refers to a resource that enables a firm to improve its efficiency and effective-

ness (Barney 1991, p. 106). Valuable resources could help a firm to have lower costs 

than its competitors (Peteraf 1993, p. 180). Rare resources are such that are short of 

supply compared to the demand (Hoopes et al 2003, p. 890). For a resource to be a rare 

one, it does not have to be a unique resource (Barney 1991, p. 107).  
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For a resource to be inimitable, it requires one of the three reasons to hold: either there 

are unique historical conditions which prevent imitation (Barney 1991, p. 107); there ex-

ists causal ambiguity, and therefore competing firms cannot see clearly, what exactly 

they should imitate (Peteraf 1993, p. 182); or the resource in question is socially complex, 

and therefore cannot be perfectly imitated (Barney 1991, p. 110). Non-substitutable re-

source is one that cannot be replaced by another resource, whether similar or different 

(Barney 1991, p. 111). 

There has, over time, become a need to distinguish resources and capabilities. One 

could categorise assets, capabilities, knowledge etc. under the umbrella of resources as 

Barney originally has (1991, p. 101), but resources and capabilities could be addressed 

separately as well (Helfat & Peteraf 2003, p. 999). For understanding the sources of 

sustained competitive advantage, both resources and capabilities are needed (Barney 

et al. 2011, p. 1300). Helfat and Peteraf have described resources as asset or input to 

production and capabilities as an organisation’s ability to perform and coordinate tasks 

and utilise resources. Both of these can change over time, they are not static (Helfat & 

Peteraf 2003, p. 999). A capability can improve for instance through learning-by-doing, 

process improvement and problem-solving (Helfat & Peteraf 2003, p. 1002).  

Dynamic capabilities were introduced by Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997). Their frame-

work seeks to explain how a firm can develop, deploy and protect resources and capa-

bilities (p. 510). They use the word dynamic to describe a firm’s capacity to renew com-

petencies, and the word capabilities is used to underline the importance of managing the 

skills, resources and competences on a strategic level to meet the changing environment 

(Teece et al. 1997, p. 515). Dynamic capabilities refer to “ability to integrate, build and 

reconfigure internal and external competences to address rapidly changing environ-

ments” (Teece et al. 1997, p. 516). According to Eisenhardt and Martin (2000, p. 1117) 

competitive advantage requires dynamic capabilities, which are the means to change 

firm’s resources over time as a response to changing environment (Teece et al. 1997, p. 

516). 

Resource-based view underlines the importance of sustained competitive advantage 

(Teece et al. 1997, p. 507; Eisenhardt & Martin 2000, p. 1105). Sustained as a term does 

not refer to a specific length of time but refers to an advantage point that a firm holds 

(Barney 1991, p. 102). Sustained competitive advantage is achieved by implementing a 

value-creating strategy that cannot be duplicated by other firms (Barney 1991, p. 103; 

Peteraf 1993, p. 182; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000, p. 1105). According to Barney, sus-

tained competitive advantage is often such that it will last long time but it will not last 

forever. Economic structure can change, even dramatically, and in a short time, and 
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these changes can be seen as structural revolutions of an industry. After such a “Schum-

peterian shock”, a strategy which used to give sustained competitive advantage for a 

firm, can become obsolete. (Barney 1991, p. 103). 

Where Barney emphasises that the resources should meet the above-mentioned VRIN 

conditions of valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable (Barney 1991, p. 105-106), 

Peteraf places resource heterogeneity, imperfect resource mobility and limits of compe-

tition to spotlight. This model is illustrated in figure 3 below. 

 

Figure 3. The four cornerstones of competitive advantage (Peteraf 1993, p. 186). 

In Peteraf’s model heterogeneity is seen as the most basic condition which underlies the 

other three conditions. Imperfect mobility is a condition where resources can be traded 

but they have more value with the current firm which owns them. Limits of competition 

could be either ex ante or ex post. Ex post limits of competition is needed to secure rents, 

ex ante limits of competition are needed to prevent costs from exceeding rents. (Peteraf 

1993, p. 185) Rents refer to a Ricardian theory of rents and the surplus after breakeven 

(Peteraf 1993, p. 180). 

Superior resources themselves do not produce a sustained competitive advantage (Pe-

teraf 1993, p.186).  Owning or possessing of valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substi-

tutable resources is not enough, the critical task is to use those resources to their maxi-

mum (Peteraf 1993, p. 189; Newbert 2007, p. 124). How do firms do this then? The 

answer appears to lay within processes. According to Porter (1991, p. 108), the compet-

itive advantage of a firm is based on its business processes, that is, by in using the 

resources of the firm. Teece et al. specify that managerial and organisational processes 

are the basis for a firm’s competitive advantage, as these processes are the way things 

are done in a firm (Teece et al. 1997, p. 518). Ray et al. claim that firms, which are not 
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able to efficiently and effectively turn resources and capabilities into business processes, 

are not able to realise their potential competitive advantage (Ray et al. 2004, p. 26).  

For a firm to gain and maintain sustained competitive advantage, emphasis should be 

placed on how its resources and capabilities are organised (Newbert 2007, p. 142). Orig-

inally, resource-based view has not given answers on how such an organising should be 

done, it has been “a black box”, one that has been taken as self-evident (Priem & Butler 

2001, p. 33; Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 273). Sirmon et al. have developed a model for re-

source management in which there are three main processes: structuring, bundling and 

leveraging (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 277). Structuring forms the basis for a firm’s resource 

portfolio, and bundling of the resources is needed to create capabilities of those re-

sources (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 281). After this, through process of leveraging, can value-

creation take place (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 283). An illustration of these three processes 

and their subprocesses is presented in figure 4 below. 

 

 

Figure 4. Visualization of Sirmon et al. (2007, p. 277) resource portfolio processes: 

structuring, bundling and leveraging. 

A firm has three possible ways for structuring resources, according to Sirmon et al. 

(2007, p. 277). Based on their model, the first option is to acquire the needed resources 

from strategic factor markets. According to Wernerfelt, acquiring resources, which are 

seen critical to the competitive advantage, is a must for a firm to earn better profit than 

other firms (Wernerfelt 1984, p. 178). Simplest way of acquiring a resource is to buy a 

commodity like an equipment, but a firm could attempt to acquire sustained competitive 

advantage through mergers and acquisitions (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 278) Mergers and 

acquisitions could serve not only as a way to gain resources but to gain a foothold, for 

instance, on a specific market (Barney et al. 2011, p. 1304). According to Sirmon et al. 

second option a firm has is accumulation: to develop its existing resources. This is a 

must for firms since strategic factor markets would have short supply on the needed 

resources. Accumulation requires learning to take place in the organisation (Sirmon et 

al. 2007, p. 279). Third option is that of divesting, meaning for example layoffs of staff, 

sell-offs of assets or outsourcing of functions that are not core business (Sirmon et al. 

Structuring

• Acquiring
• Accumulating
• Divesting

Bundling

• Stabilizing
• Enriching
• Pioneering

Leveraging

• Mobilizing
• Coordinating
• Deploying
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2007, p. 280). Structuring of resources requires exhaustive understanding of the re-

sources in question and what their current value is (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 280). More 

challenging is that it also requires managers to have a superior information about the 

future value of resources (Kraaijenbrink et al. 2010, p. 356).  

Bundling is the process where resources are combined to create value-creating capabil-

ities (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 281). Successful bundling of resources also requires skills 

from management (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 288). Bundling takes place through stabilising, 

enriching and pioneering. Stabilising is a process that a firm uses to maintain their com-

petitive advantage through incremental, continuous development (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 

281). Enriching is a step further from stabilising’s effort of keeping capabilities up to date, 

it is the action through which a firm seeks to learn new skills that complement the existing 

capabilities or adding a complementary resource to the resource pool (Sirmon et al. 

2007, p. 281). But according to Sirmon et al., firms need to exploit opportunities, and for 

this they need completely new capabilities. The process for this is called pioneering, and 

it aims to either re-combine the existing resources in a new, creative way or integrate 

new and existing resources to create a new capability (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 282). Once 

resources are in possession (through process of structuring) and integrated into capabil-

ities (through process of bundling), value-creation can take place. This is done with lev-

eraging: mobilising, co-ordinating and deploying, respectively. (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 

283).  

A lot depends on the management and their own capabilities, according to Danneels. 

Managers hold a resource schema, an internalised profile of their firm’s resources and 

their potentials. Based on this resource schema they decide with decisions they make 

concerning resources. (Danneels 2010, p. 21) 

As a summary, resource-based view is a theory that helps to understand why firms seek 

their sustained competitive advantage and how it is founded in their set of resources. In 

this research’s context resource-based view offers a lens through which the strategic 

actions of the Finnish food industry firms can be identified and analysed. Resource-

based view however is not an all-encompassing theory, as it focuses on the firm and not 

on the market (Chen 1996, p. 103). For the purpose of this study, it is also important to 

understand competition as it effects on the strategic actions firms take and is an essential 

part of strategic management (Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 539). Next chapter explores 

the theory of competitive dynamics.  
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2.3 Competitive dynamics  

Competitive dynamics studies what firms do when they are competing with their rivals. 

This is done by measuring and analysing the competitive actions and their responses 

(Chen & Miller 2012, p. 2). As an example, as the market in which firms operate in is 

changing, firms need to continuously renew themselves in order to succeed (Danneels 

2002, p. 1095). New entrants with their new innovations often drive the industry renewal, 

causing incumbents to adapt either through innovating or imitating (Hoopes et al 2003 p. 

894). Also growing market demand increases innovation (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 277). 

New competitors entering the market and new innovations launched to the market create 

a pressure to response (MacMillan et al. 1985, p. 83). Similar competitive actions and 

cthe responses they generate are the focus of competitive dynamics. 

Competitive dynamics can be linked to the resource-based view as it bases, according 

to Chen, its theoretical foundation to awareness-motivation-capability model (AMC) 

(Chen 1996, p. 105), where capability refers to resources of a firm (Ndofor et al. 2011, 

p. 643). Awareness-motivation-capability model explains firm’s competitive activity 

(Chen & Miller 2012, p. 16). Miller and Chen’s 1994 paper marks the beginning of this 

model (Chen and Miller 2012, p. 19). Miller and Chen connect awareness, motivation 

and capability as indicators of interfirm competition (Miller & Chen 1994, p. 3). In this 

model capability refers to resources of a firm and awareness refers to managers’ ability 

to see their action alternatives before any competitive move can take place (Miller & 

Chen 1994, p. 4; Chen 1996, p. 110). Motivation is a necessity, without it a firm cannot 

act or react (Chen 1996, p. 115). Chen and Miller summarise the multiple competitive 

dynamic researches in their 2012 paper and present a thorough overview of their linkage 

to the AMC model (Chen & Miller 2012, p. 55–76). The AMC model is illustrated in figure 

5 below. 

 

Figure 5. Illustration of Chen and Miller (2012, p. 19) awareness-motivation-capability 

model of competitive activity. 

Competitive dynamics builds on three key features (Chen and Miller 2012, p. 4). First of 

these three is the dynamic nature of competition, the process of competition which is 

based on action/response dyads (Chen & Miller 2012, p. 4; Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 
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541). The second feature are the actions a firm takes (Chen and Miller 2012, p. 4). An 

action is defined as a “specific and detectable” move in the market (Chen & Miller 2012, 

p. 8). The third feature is the competitor analysis (Chen and Miller 2012, p. 4). Illustration 

of the competitive dynamics is presented in figure 6.  

 

Figure 6. Illustration of Chen and Miller’s (2012, p. 4) competitive dynamics’ features. 

Competitive dynamics is based on actions and responses (Ndofor et al. 2011 p. 624). 

Chains of actions and responses form a dynamic process of competition (Chen & Ham-

brick 1995, p. 456). When analysing strategy from the perspective of competition, the 

focus is on the competitive actions and the competitive advantage, and their relationship 

(Young et al. 1996, p. 243; Chen & Miller 2015, p. 759). The theory of competitive dy-

namics can add to the understanding of firms’ strategies, as the actions they take are a 

way to implement their strategies (Chen & Miller 2012, p. 9). 

According to Chen and Miller (2015, p. 761), key question for a firm is which actions to 

take in a competition. Chen and MacMillan (1992, p. 540) point out that such competitive 

decision making takes place with incomplete information, leaving firms to estimate the 

potential payoff of their actions. In the end, the actions and responses alike depend on 

managers and stakeholders and their perception of the competitive tension (Chen et al. 

2007, p. 103).  

There are multiple different competitive actions identified in the literature. Price cuts, pro-

motions and service improvements are tactical, whereas mergers and acquisitions, 

launches of new products and service models are more long-term and strategic, and 

their irreversibility is higher (Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 553). Market entries and exits 

are strategic moves (Baum & Korn 1999, p. 253) and clear signals to the competitors as 

they are resource-consuming and can be irreversible (Miller & Chen 1994, p. 11). Com-

petitive actions of launching new products or processes are often harder to respond to 

as a response would require a complex set of resources (Chen & Miller 1994, p. 88). A 

response is, like an action, a specific and detectable move (Chen & Hambrick 1995, p. 

456). When a firm plans its strategy and competitive actions, it must acknowledge that 

competitors will likely response (Chen & Miller 2012, p. 6). There are known variables 
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that predict a defender’s likelihood of response, such as defender’s strong dependence 

on the market in question (Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 561; Chen & Miller 1994, p. 89).  

In competitive market competition is inevitable and that is why the competitor analysis is 

required in order to succeed in the market (Chen and Miller 2012, p. 4). According to 

Chen and Miller (2012, p. 4), the firm’s strategy has to acknowledge its competitors and 

how the firm in question is positioned against each of its competitors. Chen (1996, p. 

104) defines competitors as firms who operate in the same market with similar products 

and customer base. Competitor analysis should be based on assessing competitive ten-

sions between individual firms instead of analysing the group of competitors or a com-

petitor in isolation (Chen 1996, p. 105). This recommendation is justified as competition 

is based on the action/response dyad, an interaction, of rivals. Chen (1996, p. 112) also 

highlights the importance of understanding market commonality and resource similarity 

as part of the competitor analysis.  

Resource similarity refers to firms possessing similar resource bundles and have similar 

strategic capabilities (Chen 1996, p. 107; Baum & Korn 1996, p. 260). Market common-

ality refers to the overlap in market presence (Chen 1996, p. 106). Both resource simi-

larity and market commonality can be used to anticipate the likelihoods of an attack and 

a response. High market commonality predicts low likelihood of an attack between two 

rivals as firms tend not to shake existing status quo (Chen 1996, p. 112). But if such of 

an attack would take place, the likelihood of response would be high (Chen 1996, p. 

113). Likewise, high resource similarity would predict a low likelihood for an attack, yet if 

an attack takes place, the likelihood of response would be high (Chen 1996, p. 114–

115). When market commonality is high along with resource similarity, firms are direct 

competitors. On the other hand, if resource similarity is high but market commonality low, 

firms have a little competition.  

Firms cannot avoid competing against their competitors if they wish to achieve competi-

tive advantage and superior performance (Ndofor et al. 2011, p. 642). There is a positive 

correlation between competitive activity and firm’s financial performance (Young et al. 

1996, p. 251). Even if a firm would not be the attacker, the one to make the first move, it 

has not lost the game. For a defender, speed of response matters (Chen & Hambrick 

1995, p. 461). The timing of response is a factor as well (Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 

565).  

Rules of competition and strategy formation are different for small and large firms (Chen 

& Hambrick 1995, p. 455). Size of the firm effects which competitive strategies firms will 

use (Baum & Korn 1999, p. 258). The differences between large and small firms causes 
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competitive heterogeneity as large incumbents’ strategies resemble each other and 

small firms have each located niche segments for themselves (Hoopes et al. 2003, p. 

895). As the size of the organisation is an important classification variable (Chen & Ham-

brick 1995, p. 457), it factors also in the action/response process (Baum & Korn 1999, p. 

252). For large firms deviant behaviour in competition could do more harm than following 

the group norm (Chen & Hambrick 1995, p. 475). It is also the large firms whose com-

petitive actions are public (Chen & Hambrick 1995, p. 460). Small firms are able to op-

erate without much of notice as their attacks can be less visible (Chen & Hambrick 1995, 

p. 474). This is why there is less information available of small competitors than of larger 

ones for those working as firm strategists (Baum & Korn 1999, p. 258). Size of both the 

focal firm and its competitor matters in market entry decisions as well. Firms are more 

likely to enter a small firm’s market than that of a competitor which they have more mul-

timarket contact with (Haveman 1994, p. 165; Baum & Korn 1996, p. 281). 

The resource-based view recognises a concept of first mover advantage (Barney 1991, 

p. 104) which competitive dynamics research validates to hold true. According to 

Ketchen et al., to make a first move is a risky decision but can yield positive returns, 

since first mover advantages can be sustained (Ketchen et al. 2004, p. 784). Hoopes et 

al. (2003, p. 894) see that both competitive advantage and dynamic capability are re-

quired to sustain first mover advantage. Yet the first mover advantage does not last for-

ever as imitation will take place (Ketchen et al. 2004, p. 784).  

In the context of this research, Haveman presents interestingly that where market density 

is low, an entering incumbent signals legitimacy of this market to competitors, and such 

a signal will cause other firms to enter the same market (Haveman 1994, p. 165). Com-

petitive behaviour of firms can be influenced through signalling (Heil & Robertson 1991, 

p. 403). Therefore the next section investigates the signalling theory and describes how 

understanding of it benefits strategic management. 

2.4 Signalling theory 

Decision making is based on information, but not all information is known by everybody 

(Connelly et al. 2011, p. 42). There are the insiders, for example managers, who have 

the information and on the other side are the outsiders, for example competitors or 

investors, who would benefit of having that information (Connelly et al. 2011, p. 44). This 

unbalance is called the information asymmetry (Akerlof 1970, p. 490). Signalling theory 

can explain how the key stakeholders of a firm strategically approach these information 

asymmetries (Bergh et al. 2014, p 1347). 
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Firms send out signals through which they aim to affect the receivers’ actions (Connelly 

et al. 2011, p. 44). The signals may be inteded to either increase, reduce or maintain 

information asymmetry (Bergh et al. 2019, p. 140). Signalling theory focuses on the 

deliberate signals which can be sent out to reach, for example competitors or customers 

(Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 404; Robertson et al. 1995, p. 1). Where competitive 

dynamics urges the firm, which is planning its competitive actions, to prepare for a 

response, signalling theory similarily reminds that the firm (the signaller) should consider 

how its signal will be interpreted and what the response will be (Heil & Robertson 1991, 

p. 416).  

The signalling process starts from the signaller who sends out a signal (Heil & Robertson 

1991, p. 407; Connelly et al. 2011, p. 44). The signaller has some specific intention to 

their signalling action but one that receiver cannot know in full certainty (Heil & Robertson 

1991, p. 404). Once the signal is emitted, it has to be observed by the receiver. This 

Connelly et al. (2011, p. 54) refer to as receiver attention. After picking up the signal, 

receiver has to interpret the signal – a process referred to as receiver interpretation (Con-

nelly et al. 2011, p. 54). The final step in the signalling timeline is feedback, from the 

receiver to the signaller. Figure 7 visualizes the key concepts of signalling summarised 

by Connelly et al. (2011, p. 44): signaller, signal, receiver and feedback.  

 

 

Figure 7. Signalling timeline and signalling environment (Connelly et al. 2011, p. 44). 

Scholars draw a distinction between the signal and the actual competitive action. Heil 

and Robertson (1991, p. 404) differentiate the signal and the action, and see the signal 

as a preview or an announcement of the actual competitive action. Therefore, the signal 

can leave room for interpretation. Interpretation starts with a question of why this signal 

has been send out? What has been the intention (Heil & Roberts 1991, p. 407)? When 

interpreting the signal there are factors which the receiver considers. This consideration 

starts with weighting the creditability of the signaller and their signal (Heil & Robertson 
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1991, p. 411; Robertson et al. 1995, p. 3). Not all signals are true (Heil & Robertson 

1991, p. 404) and not all signals will be executed, such as price increases or stock re-

purchases (Connelly et al. 2011, p. 46). The receiver has to consider factors of signal’s 

clarity, consistency and aggressiveness (Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 409–410). In the end, 

how the signal is interpreted depends on the receiver’s capabilities and their aggressive-

ness (Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 411). When the signaller and receiver are similar with 

their size, strategy or market domain, their ability to interpret each other’s signals is 

higher (Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 411).  

In the explanative timeline of Connelly et al. (2011, p. 44), the last concept is the feed-

back. They state that if information asymmetry is assumed to be reciprocal, the signaller 

would want to receive information from the receiver. The feedback could provide the 

signaller information of which signals receive the sought-after attention and how those 

signals are interpreted (Connelly et al. 2011, p. 55). Heil and Robertson (1991, p. 412) 

see that the interpretation of the signal causes either a competitive action or a counter-

signal which is sent back to the signaller. The 1995 study by Robertson et al. 1995 points 

out that most (75.3 %) of the firms which had encountered competitors’ new product 

announcements responded directly with competitive actions, and fewer (24.6 %) with 

signalling.  

Signalling is not risk-free, and signaller should be mindful about their signal, its timing 

and the effects it will have. There are possible negative results such as competitive cuing 

or losing reputation (Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 406). If the time between the signal and 

the action is too long, it could offer competitors time to response, diminishing the com-

petitive advantage of the signaller (Robertson et al. 1995, p. 12). Therefore, Heil & Rob-

ertson (1991, p. 404) and Robertson et al. (1995, p. 12) suggest firms to hold from sig-

nalling preemptively and maintain secrecy as long as possible.  

Size of the firm factors on signalling decisions, as it does with competitive actions. As 

Chen and Hambrick state, small firms have more freedom and are able to operate in 

secrecy, whereas incumbents are operating more in public (Chen & Hambrick 1995, p. 

474). Thompson et al. (1987, p. 259) point out that the firms in stock exchange are limited 

in their way of signalling. Heil and Robertson (1991, p. 415) present that most of the 

signalling takes place in public, for instance through press releases or in media via re-

ports and interviews. Larger firm size appears to be a predictor for media coverage 

(Deephouse 2000, p. 1103).  

Different signals hold different value for the signaller and the receiver. Here this is dis-

cussed using product preannouncements as an example. Product preannouncements 
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are identified as valuable signalling tools but which contain a significant uncertainty of 

the net present value (Sorescu et al. 2007, p. 469–470). A preannouncement is a market 

signal aimed to affect stakeholder behaviour (Robertson et al. 1995, p. 7). Even if schol-

ars suggest to maintain secrecy and not to make such preannouncements (Robertson 

et al. 1995, p. 12), firms have different reasons for making their product preannounce-

ments. One possible reason is to attract and convince investors. According to Lee and 

Chen (2009, p. 109) investors value innovation, and preannouncements of upcoming 

products can be rewarded with increased shareholder value. Robertson et al. (1995, p. 

12) see that preannouncements of new products are most often aimed to discourage 

competitors. Firms report they observe and respond to such signals regularly in their 

industries (Robertson et al. 1995, p. 7). Sorescu et al. state that preannouncements are 

weighted by the stakeholders on two factors: specificity and reliability. The more specific 

detail the preannouncement contains, the more it adds to the creditability of the signal. 

Specificity is needed to reduce the information asymmetry between the firm and the in-

vestors. Release date or price of product are often used as specific details (Sorescu et 

al. 2007, p 471). The second factor, preannouncement reliability, is a component of a 

firm’s existing reputation. Is the firm known by its ability to keep the promises made in 

the past preannouncements? Firms with high reliability are more likely to receive abnor-

mal short-term returns from investors and stakeholders (Sorescu et al. 2007, p. 473).  

To sum up, signalling is an intentional activity, one which firms use in order to reduce or 

increase information asymmetry. The credibility of the signaller effects on the receiver’s 

interpretation of the signal, thus effecting the response. Firm size matters on the signal-

ling behaviour. There is a logic to combine the theoretical framework of resource-based 

view, competitive dynamics and signalling theory, as done in this research. Signals take 

place before competitive actions, which are based on firm strategy and which in turn is 

based on the strategic resources of the competitive advantage. With the signalling the-

ory, the competitive dynamics and the resource-based view this research is able to iden-

tify, categorise and analyse the various signals and their underlying competitive actions 

and strategic resources which Finnish food industry firms have used in respect to the 

plant-based food market. The synthesis of these theories is considered in the next sec-

tion. 

2.5 Synthesis of the theories 

The theories of resource-based view and competitive dynamics, in principle, differ greatly 

from each other. Where the resource-based view has an internal focus, concentrating on 
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the firm itself, the theory of competitive dynamics looks outwards and explores the ac-

tions of firms in a competitive market (Chen 1996, p. 103). But the common nominator 

for both of the theories is the behaviour of the firm – both theories study the behaviour 

of firms, despite the different frame of reference (Chen et al. 2021, p. 2). Both theories 

have received criticism as they cannot by themselves offer a full explanation of a firm 

(Chen et al. 2021, p. 3). Resource-based view has been challenged to find ways to take 

environmental changes into account (Priem & Butler 2001, p. 29), and the framework of 

dynamic capabilities is a step to this direction, as it integrates changes of the environ-

ment and how the firm responds to these by developing their capabilities accordingly 

(Teece et al. 1997, p. 510).  

The two theories are not completely distant, however. As presented earlier in this study, 

the AMC model of Chen includes capabilities, or resources, because without the right 

capabilities no action can take place, as no amount of motivation can replace the lack of 

capability (Chen 1996, p. 105; Ndofor et al. 2011, p. 643). Another approach to link re-

source-based view into competitive dynamics is the competitor analysis (Chen 1996, p. 

104). This framework of competitor analysis is built on the concepts of market common-

ality and resource similarity, the latter which directly links to the resource-based view.  

This thesis uses both of the theories as it studies the firms and their signals in the plant-

based food market. To reveal how firms approach an emerging market, this study has to 

be able to not only identify those activities at their face value but try to see beyond the 

activity. For example, an acquisition of a start-up is a strategic action for an incumbent, 

and it has both competitive importance and resource value. In a world where information 

asymmetry exists, firms are actively trying to interpret each other’s signals, and they 

need to be ready to respond – not only to mere signals but to the competitive actions 

that are taking place in the market (Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 416; Chen & Miller 2012, 

p. 6). In such a setting, a product launch, for instances, is not only a product launch. It 

tells to the rivalling firm, for example, how the focal firm has succeeded in their R&D 

process, and to which product category the firm is placing its marketing resources in, 

both pieces of information potential to cause effects in the rivalling firm’s end. 

According to resource-based view, firms build their strategies on the set of resources 

and capabilities they possess, or have access to (Ray et al. 2004, p. 24). With competi-

tive dynamics, the linkage to strategy is that the strategy of the company is the foundation 

on which the competitive actions are built upon (Chen & Miller 2012, p. 9). Competitive 

actions should be rooted in strategy, and the strategy should be grounded on resources 

and capabilities. This chain of logic is applied in this study. 
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Next chapter builds an understanding of the Finnish food industry. It also explains the 

role of livestock-based food holds in the Finnish food system. The chapter discloses the 

change towards plant-based food, both from consumer and business perspectives. 
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3. OVERVIEW OF FINNISH FOOD INDUSTRY AND 
FOOD CONSUMPTION  

The scope of this study is the Finnish food industry, its firms and the emerging market of 

plant-based food. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a background on the environ-

ment which this study focuses on. This chapter compiles an overview of the food industry 

in Finland, followed by consumption overview which addresses the significant role live-

stock-based food holds in the Finnish food system. The last two sections describes the 

underlying industry dynamics which effect on the plant-based food market, both from 

consumer and business perspectives. 

3.1 Industry overview 

Food industry is the fourth largest industry in Finland (Hyrylä 2019, p. 11). Total turnover 

of food industry in 2018 was approximately 11.2 billion euros (Hyrylä 2019, p. 13). Meat 

and dairy are the two biggest sectors of Finnish food industry, as they represented 42 % 

of food industry’s total turnover in 2017 (Saarinen et al 2019, p. 63). The Finnish food 

industry’s share of gross domestic product was 1.3 % in 2018. (Hyrylä 2019, p. 11). 

In 2019 the Finnish food industry employed 34 000 people in 1790 firms (Official Statis-

tics Finland 2021). Food industry’s value chain is larger than only food industry itself, and 

in total the food system is estimated to employ 340 000 people in Finland. Food system 

is considered to include not only the food industry but agriculture, retail stores and cater-

ing services such as restaurants and school kitchens (Hyrylä 2019, p. 18). 

70 % of Finnish agricultural land is spent on livestock farming (Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 

78), and dairy and meat are responsible for the largest share of Finnish food industry 

(Saarinen et al 2019, p. 63). Because of the sheer economical size of the food system 

in Finland and industry’s focus on livestock-based production, any changes to Finnish 

diets and dietary recommendations towards more plant-based diet would have a direct 

impact not only on Finnish food industry but also on agriculture (Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 

11). Making a transition from livestock farming to plant protein farming is seen challeng-

ing in Finland (Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 79–80). 

Food and beverage industry on average are less profitable than other industries gener-

ally are (Hyrylä 2019, p. 50). This industry faces a strong pressure on product pricing 

from both consumers and retail chains, therefore pushing the profit margin on a low, if 

steady, level (Hyrylä 2019, p. 50).  
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On average, food industry invested in 2017 0.55% of its turnover to research and devel-

opment (later R&D) activities, but larger firms such as Valio and HKScan invest a greater 

share into R&D. Valio invested 1.7 % and HKScan 1.0 % of their annual turnover in 2017 

(Hyrylä 2019, p. 56). Finnish food industry invests on average more to R&D activities 

than in other European countries (Finnish Food and Drink Industries Federation 2019). 

Food industry spent nearly 67 million euros on research and development in 2018 

(Hyrylä 2019, p. 55). R&D spending between 2010 and 2018 are on a similar level. But 

the R&D spending grew steadily until 2014, when it reached a level over 78 million euros. 

After this the R&D spending has reduced between 2014 and 2018 by more than 15 %. 

The R&D investments between 2010 and 2018 in the Finnish food industry are presented 

in the graph 1 below. 

 

Graph 1. R&D investments in Finnish food industry in 2010–2018 (Hyrylä 2019, p. 56). 

Domesticity is highly valued by Finnish consumers. 80 % of Finns considers domesticity 

an important factor when shopping for groceries (Finnish Food and Drink Industries Fed-

eration 2020). Finnish consumers say good taste, domesticity and healthiness are most 

important criteria when doing grocery shopping (Taloustutkimus 2021). But how much of 

the products which consumers actually buy are Finnish? Half of the cheese sold in Fin-

land is made abroad, a quarter of consumed beef is exported, and so is 19 % of pork 

and 14 % of poultry (Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 66-67). Largest retail store firm, SOK, de-

clares that 80 % of foods sold in their stores are domestic (SOK 2021). 

The high portion of domestic foods sold in grocery stores is directly linked to high level 

of food security in Finland. Food security is high especially with bread grains, eggs, milk 

and pork (Ruokatieto 2020, p. 46). Food security is seen as a crucial issue in the EU and 

66,8
63,8

73,8 74,3
78,7

68,5

53,1

65,6 66,5

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

M
il
li

o
n

 e
u

ro
s



25 
 
 

Finland, and one of the key reasons for EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is to en-

sure a stable food supply agriculture by providing funding and subsidies for farming. In 

2020 Finnish agriculture received over 1.8 billion euros of subsidies which accounts for 

one third of total agricultural income. (Natural Resources Institute Finland 2020). 

Despite the high food security level and consumers’ preference of domestic food, there’s 

continuous import of food to Finland. Food and beverage import is three times that of the 

value of their export. Main imports are fruits, fresh fish and alcoholic beverages. Coun-

tries of origin are most often other EU member countries such as Sweden, Germany and 

Netherlands. (Hyrylä 2019, p. 47). 15 % of production goes to export, main countries in 

the EU area are Sweden, Estonia and France and outside EU Russia and China. Main 

three export groups are fresh fish, alcoholic beverages and butter and other milk based 

greases. Export is seen as the biggest growth area for Finnish food industry. (Hyrylä 

2019, p. 45-46)  

3.2 Consumption of meat and dairy 

Gerbens-Leenes et al. (2010, p. 605) declare that “Food system is far more complex and 

there are many factors, such as culture, that influence food consumption patterns.” The 

purpose of this study is not to address and identify all affecting factors of diets and dietary 

patterns, as the focus of this study is on firms and the market, but to better understand 

the environment which Finnish food industry firms operate in, it is relevant to 

acknowledge the strong role livestock-based food holds in the Finnish food culture and 

food system. 

70 % of Finnish agricultural land is spent on livestock farming (Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 

78), and dairy and meat are responsible for the largest share of Finnish food industry 

(Saarinen et al 2019, p. 63). Therefore it can be argued that livestock-based foods have 

a significant foothold in the Finnish food culture. Meat is seen as a main component of a 

meal (Jallinoja et al. 2016, p. 5). Besides its central role on a plate, meat is perceived 

nutritionally a necessity for a meal (Pohjolainen et al. 2015, p. 1158). 

When looking at an average Finn’s diet, meat equals to 13 % and dairy 19 % of the total 

energy intake. More than half (58 %) of protein intake comes from dairy and meat. (Saa-

rinen et al. 2019, p. 30). 94 % of Finns consume meat in some form (Piipponen et al. 

2018, p. 8). Studies claim that meat consumption is rising as many have added more 

meat to their plates, especially that of poultry (Piipponen et al. 2018, p. 11).  
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Best way to understand the importance of livestock based foods in Finnish diets is to 

look at the consumption data and its trends. Measured in millions of kilos, the biggest 

consumption in total is with milk, with 819 million kilos consumed in 2019 whereas pork, 

poultry and beef were but half of this with 421 million kilos combined. Graph 2 below 

shows the consumption levels of milk, cheese, eggs, poultry, pork and beef in Finland in 

1995, 2005 and 2019 (Ruokatieto 2020, p. 40–41). 

 

Graph 2. Livestock based food consumption in Finland in 1995, 2005 and 2019 (data 

from Ruokatieto 2020, p. 40–41). 

As can be seen in the graph 2, the consumption of milk is declining. This is a result of a 

longer phenomenon as consumption of milk started to decline in the early 1960s in Fin-

land (Piipponen et al. 2018, p. 16). Even with declining consumption levels, on average 

a Finnish person consumers more milk than European average (Ekholm 2020). Per per-

son a Finn consumes 115.6 kg of milk (including non-fat, low-fat, full and farm milk). 

Meantime the consumption of cheese has doubled between 1995 and 2019. This trend 

is neither a new one, cheese consumption started to increase already in the 1960s (Piip-

ponen et al. 2018, p. 20).  

In Finland the overall consumption of meat has risen steadily since 1950s (Piipponen et 

al. 2018, p. 8). Beef consumption has been steadily rising, as can be seen in the graph 

2 above. Consumption of pork has not increased since 2005, it has actually slightly de-

creased. Biggest change is with consumption of poultry which has more than tripled be-

tween 1995 and 2019. Poultry is replacing pork in Finnish plates (Piipponen et al. 2018, 

p. 11). Eggs’ consumption has varied in Finland, from 61 million kilos in 1995 to 49 million 
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kilos in 2005, but in 2019 it is higher than before at 66 million kilos (Ruokatieto 2020, p. 

40– 41). 

On average a Finnish person consumes meat more than the EU average. Based on 

OECD data, EU average consumption of poultry, beef and pork in 2017 was 67.2 kg 

annually. Based on data from Natural Resources Institute Finland, in 2017 on average a 

Finn consumed all meats in total 81 kg, out of which 77.7 kg was poultry, pork and beef 

(Natural Resources Institute Finland 2021). Graph 3 below shows the comparison be-

tween Finland and EU average consumption of pork, poultry and beef in 2017.  

 

Graph 3. Average consumption per person of meat in Finland and in EU in 2017 

(based on data from Our World In Data 2021 and Natural Resources Institute Finland 

2021). 

The current consumption levels are significantly higher than what is officially recom-

mended. Recommendations state that red meat should not exceed 300 grams per week 

for an adult (Tukker et al 2011, p.  1779). Translated into a yearly quota this would be 

15.6 kilograms per adult. In Finland the average consumption of beef alone exceeds the 

recommended consumption level of red meat, leaving room for improvement and 

changes to dietary habits. 

3.3 Consumers’ trend towards a plant-based diet  

The role of meat and dairy in the Finnish diets is significant. But that role is challenged, 

at least by dietary choices of some of the consumers. Globally there is a correlation 

between gross-domestic product and livestock-based food consumption. The higher the 
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Leenes et al. 2010, p. 605; FAO et a. 2020, p. 50). But a contrary trend is observed: in a 

country with a high gross domestic product, such as Finland, the consumption of meat 

reduces in the higher income groups (Gerbens-Leenes et al. 2010, p. 602). There is an 

ongoing rise of plant-based foods consumption, mostly due to increase in overall 

knowledge and awareness of climate change but also due to ethical and health-based 

reasons (European Commission 2018, p. 80; Dagevos and Voordouw 2013, p. 65). This 

phenomena has been identified also in Finland as some consumer segments have be-

come more critical towards meat consumption (Pohjolainen et al. 2015, p. 1160). 

Europe is the continent with the lowest share of vegetarian diet followers. In 2016 only 5 

% of Europeans have categorised themselves as vegetarians compared to 19 % in Asia 

Pacific (European Commission 2018, p. 85). Jallinoja et al. (2019, p. 31–32) summarise 

that measuring the amount of vegans or vegetarians in a population is not easy. There 

are challenges such as self-reporting, terminology differences and non-representative 

samples in surveys. But even if an exact number cannot be measured, it appears that 

approximately 6 to 7 % of Finns are vegans or vegetarians. Based on a 2013 survey 6.8 

% of 15 to 64 year old Finns were vegetarians or vegans (Jallinoja et al. 2016, p. 6). It 

matches with that of another survey, according to which 94 % of Finland’s population 

consume meat in some form (Piipponen et al. 2018, p. 8).  

A newer term to the diet vocabulary is flexitarian. As with vegans and vegetarians, flexi-

tarian diet has no one specific definition (Derbyshire 2017, p. 3). A 2018 report predicts 

that in the EU area flexitarian, vegetarian and vegan diets will increase, thus increasing 

the demand for pulses (such as peas, beans or lentils) and other plant-based protein 

products (European Commission 2018, p. 153). A study by Latvala et al. conducted in 

Finland has revealed that where 31 % of the respondents have already reduced their 

beef consumption, additional 17 % plan on reducing it in the future. With vegetables 44 

% have increased their consumption in the past and 42 % have plans on increasing it in 

the upcoming 2 to 3 years (Latvala et al. 2012, p. 76). This type of behaviour is supported 

by Finnish consumer data: when in 2012 5.13 % of Finns did not buy meat products, in 

2016 the figure had risen to 8 % (Lehto 2018). While there is a number of Finns increas-

ing their meat consumption as the average amount of meat consumed is still rising, an 

increasing share of Finns are actually reducing or cutting off meat from their diets.  

There is globally a growing demand of plant-based foods due to sustainability factors 

(Aschemann-Witzel et al 2020, p. 7). Similar demand has been noted in Finland. More 

than half of Finns say climate effects are the reason why they have made changes to 

their diets, and a popular way of changing the diet is to increase the use of plant-based 
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foods (Finnish Food and Drink Industries Federation 2020). Both health and environmen-

tal concerns have been identified as important motives for Finns for adopting a more 

sustainable, plant-based diet (Vainio et al. 2016, p. 97).  

Studies conducted in Finland reveal some common nominators which draw out a picture 

of plant-based food adopters. They are more often women, single, highly educated and 

live in a dense urban area (Vinnari et al. 2009, p. 483-484; Pohjolainen et al. 2015, p. 

1160). These nominators, excluding gender, hold true also when studying bean con-

sumption among consumers (Jallinoja et al. 2016, p. 10). Identified drivers behind the 

dietary change are ethical, health-based and climate change (Vinnari & Tapio 2009, p. 

276; Latvala et al. 2012, p. 76).  

A recent study concludes that 51 % of Finns claim they have made changes to their diet 

and eating habits because of climate effects. Of out those, two thirds have increased 

plant-based foods in their diets (Finnish Food and Drink Industries Federation 2020). 

Increasing the use of plant-based foods is a proven solution to reduce diet’s climate 

effects. 37 % of an average Finn’s nutrition carbon footprint is caused by meat, and 36 

% by dairy products (Institute for Global Environmental Strategies, Aalto University and 

D-mat ltd 2019, p. 14). Any reduction of either meat or dairy consumption would be an 

environmentally friendly action (Gerbens-Leenes et al. 2010, p. 605; Westhoek et al. 

2014, p. 204; Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 53). Nutritionally reducing the amount of meat from 

one’s diet would still not risk the adequate level of daily protein intake. In the EU the 

average protein intake is significantly higher than World Health Organization (WHO) rec-

ommends, according to Westhoek at al. (2014, p. 202).  

A study by Westhoek et al. highlights that in Europe cutting meat consumption by 50 % 

the protein intake per person would still be around 50 % higher than the recommended 

daily portion. Also by reducing meat consumption by 50 % and substituting that with 

cereals, the impact on environment would be significant: 40 % reduction in nitrogen emis-

sions, 25–40 % reduction in greenhouse gas emissions and 23 % per capita less use of 

cropland for food production. (Westhoek et al. 2014, p. 201-202). Similar findings are 

presented by Saarinen et al. with results from FoodMin project which examines ways to 

reduce climate effects of Finnish dietary recommendations. With a vegan diet the reduc-

tions are 37 %. With a diet where meat consumption would be reduced by 50 % from 

current levels, the climate effects reduce by 13 %. (Saarinen et al. 2019, p. 21-22) 

Along with agriculture, the food industry in Finland is currently dependent of livestock-

based food. The overall consumption of meat has been rising, however, there are reports 

which state that consumers are changing their food consumption patterns, especially 
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because of ethical, health and environmental reasons. The growing numbers of vegans, 

vegetarians and flexitarians offer food industry a growth potential.  

3.4 Dynamics of food industry towards plant-based food 

Firms tend to invest towards a market where demand is growing or already high as they 

see a market opportunity (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 277). This is the case with plant-based 

food. Customer demand has already turned meat and dairy firms to produce plant-based 

food (Huan-Niemi et al. 2020, p. 372; Saari et al. 2021, p. 162). Natural Resources Insti-

tute Finland (Ekholm 2020) estimates the current plant-based protein market to be 

around 2 percent compared to the total meat sales in Finland. Over the past decade the 

growth rate of both sales figures and number of products available have been significant, 

but this is mainly because the starting point, both with number of available products and 

their sales, has been near zero (Ekholm 2020). In European level there has been already 

a great growth numbers in the market, with over 450 % growth in sales of meat alterna-

tives between 2013 and 2017 (Vou 2019). Globally, the market value is estimated to 

increase by 50 % from 2020 to 2026, growing from 10.3 billion USD to 15.6 USD (Statista 

2020, p. 4). Therefore, it can be firmly stated that favourable business opportunities exist 

in this market (Aschemann-Witzel et al. 2020, p. 8).  

Sirmon et al. (2007, p. 282) request firms to be ready to react by adapting to changes 

but also exploiting unforeseen opportunities. In that light, what opportunities for compet-

itive advantage would the plant-based food offer for a food industry firm and what chal-

lenges would it need to overcome? In their critical literature research Aschemann-Witzel 

et al. (2020, p. 7) draw a SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) 

of plant-based food from business perspective. The key findings of their SWOT analysis 

are presented in Figure 7. 

 

Figure 8. SWOT analysis of plant-based food business perspective (Aschemann-Wit-

zel et al 2020, p. 7). 
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As presented in the figure 7 there are two key strengths for plant-based foods. Consum-

ers identify plant-based food as healthier and environmentally friendlier option compared 

to meat or dairy based foods (Aschemann-Witzel et al. 2020, p. 7). These perceived 

health and environmental benefits of plant-based food are supported by scientific re-

search and official nutritional recommendations. Reducing meat and dairy consumption 

have been linked with both health and environmental benefits (Westhoek et al. 2014, p. 

204; FAO et al. 2020, p. 103). A diet based on plants and containing unsaturated fats 

mainly from vegetable and fish reduces risks of type 2 diabetes, cardio-vascular dis-

eases, high blood pressure and certain cancers (Valtion ravitsemusneuvottelukunta 

2014, p. 9). Therefore, for example, Nordic nutrition recommendations promote the use 

of vegetables, pulses, seeds, fruits and other plant-based foods as a foundation of a 

healthy diet, over those of processed meat, red meat, sifted flour, sugar or saturated fats 

(Nordic Council of Ministers 2014 p. 19).  

There is scientific support for also for the environmental friendliness of plant-based 

foods. Livestock farming is seen as a cause for global warming due to greenhouse gas 

emissions (Westhoek et al. 2014, p. 198; Foley et al. 2011, p. 338). New croplands are 

causing deforestation in the tropics and agricultural irrigation takes 70 % of global fresh-

water (Foley et al. 2011, p. 338). Overall meat requires more freshwater, land and energy 

than equally energy-intense plant-based food (Gerbens-Leenes et al. 2010, p. 599). Ac-

cording to Foley et al. agriculture has been identified as a driver for many environmental 

challenges facing the planet, such as climate change and land and freshwater degrada-

tion. Agriculture causes 30 to 35 % of greenhouse gas emissions. (Foley et al. 2011, p. 

337) 

The weaknesses plant-based foods have to overcome are those of consumers’ habits 

and prejudice against nutrition or taste (Aschemann-Witzel et al. 2020, p. 7). Consumers’ 

food choices may be effected by price, ethics, quality, nutrition and dietary preferences 

but also how the food actually tastes, smells and feels (Scheibehenne et al. 2007, p. 

579). According to Gravely and Fraser’s study, appropriateness for traditional household 

meals matters. Similarly, Saari et al. (2021, p. 164) see that it is a question of compati-

bility – a novel food unfamiliar to consumers will have challenges winning over a larger 

part of consumers. Consumers view alternative protein sources as a risk as other family 

members would reject to eat the dish. This is the case especially with families with small 

children (Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 152). Similarly, Pohjolainen et al. (2015, p. 1158) 

observed in their study that having a family strengthens the barrier to following a plant-

based diet. Besides that, consumers are not certain how to prepare the alternative pro-

tein (Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 152). Overall vegetarian foods are perceived as more 
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difficult to prepare than meat-based foods (Pohjolainen et al. 2015, p. 1157). To over-

come this obstacle plant-based protein products should replace meat conveniently, with-

out many changes to the recipe, taste or texture of the meal (Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 

151; Pohjolainen et al. 2015, p. 1161; Saari et al. 2021, p. 164).  

Food industry is tackling the prejudice against the nutritional aspects of plant-based 

foods. For example, plant-based milk alternatives are added with certain vitamins to meet 

the nutritional expectations consumers have. Vitamin D and calcium are added to many 

plant-based milk alternatives (Nordic Council of Ministers 2014, p. 108). Despite this 

there are valid concerns related to nutrition with plant-based protein. A study by Curtain 

and Grafenauer highlighted the need for adjusted nutritional guidelines as more and 

more plant-based meat substitutes are consumed, due to wide nutrient ranges and, for 

instance, up to six times higher sodium levels than with animal based protein (Curtain & 

Grafenauer 2019, p. 6).  

The threat which plant-based food industry firms have to acknowledge, is the avoidance 

of processed foods (Aschemann-Witzel et al. 2020, p. 7). Similar findings concerning the 

tendency to avoid processed foods are presented by Gravely and Fraser. Consumers 

prefer to opt for unprocessed sources of protein (such as a beef steak or a chicken fillet) 

over processed ones (such as tofu) (Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 150). But contrary to 

these findings between 1966 and 2006 the consumption of preserved and prepared 

foods grew from 6 kilograms to 29 kilograms in Finland (Viinisalo et al. 2008, p. 9). Aalto 

and Peltoniemi state that consumption of food has become more versatile and more 

processed (Aalto & Peltoniemi 2014, p. 6).  

Besides these abovementioned factors, consumers’ decisions are effected by the action 

of retailers. It is argued that larger retail firms and supermarkets have an effect on con-

sumers’ food choices (Hawkes 2008, p. 658; Westhoek et al. 2014, p. 204; FAO et al. 

2020, p. 137). Gravely and Fraser examine grocery stores’ role in plant-based protein 

consumption in Canada. Three largest retailers in Canada hold a 62 % market share, 

and therefore they have a significant power in the market (Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 

148). Based on that it is a logical statement to say Finland’s position of power in the 

Finnish food system is in the hands of the retailers. This is because in Finland the two 

retailers, SOK and Kesko, hold a market share of 82.5% (Hyrylä 2019, p. 39). The two 

retail chains have a significant negotiation power over the food industry firms (Hyrylä 

2019, p. 62).  

Hawkes’ literature review summarises that certain key decisions made by supermarket 

management have an important effect on consumers’ diets. One factor is the location 
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and the format of the store. Secondly, the food selection of the store directly effects on 

what consumers’ can purchase. Next factor is that of pricing, fourth are the promotional 

strategies of a store. Fifth core decision are the nutrition-related activities such as refor-

mulating the nutritional content of private label products or creating health-targeted prod-

uct lines. (Hawkes 2008, p. 662) But on top of these there are decisions made concerning 

the physical layout of the store as well the location of the products along the aisles which 

Gravely and Fraser highlight as factors effecting consumers’ purchase decisions 

(Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 154).  

Supermarkets possess important and up-to-date data on consumers shopping behav-

iour. The insights they have are needed to develop new products and to adjust marketing 

of the plant-based protein alternatives. (Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 152) This type of in-

formation could then be used to nudge consumers towards plant-based foods (Huan-

Niemi et al. 2020, p. 378).  

Even if some individuals are reducing meat intake, from environment’s point of view 

moderate diet changes are not enough (Tukker et al. 2011, p. 1785). Therefore firms in 

food industry face a growing pressure to improve their products’ sustainability, a demand 

driven by regulations (European Commission 2020, p. 12; European Union 2019). Food 

consumption’s effect on the environment require actions, such as public procurement 

policies or taxation of meat and dairy, as contemplated by Westhoek et al. (2014, 205). 

European Commission formed a “Farm to Fork” strategy for the EU to drive food system 

transition in the EU area (European Commission 2020, p. 1). And individual countries 

such as the Netherlands are nowadays actively promoting plant-based diet in order to 

minimize the impacts of food production on environment (Government of the Netherland 

2021).  But actions from firms of the food system are required (European Commission 

2020, p. 12). Santeramo et al. (2018, p. 44) ask the food industry to orient consumption 

towards sustainably produced food. Gravely and Fraser propose tactics for retail stores 

(Gravely & Fraser 2018, p. 155). Finnish food system actors have acknowledged that 

both the food industry and the retailers hold a significant role in changing consumers’ 

diets more sustainable (Huan-Niemi et al. 2020, p. 378).  
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4. RESEARCH METHOD  

This chapter describes the chosen research method of structured content analysis and 

the set criteria for the data sample. This chapter also presents the process for collecting 

the database and the overall content of it, before explaining the process of categorising 

the data. 

4.1 Structured content analysis 

Structured content analysis offers a longitudinal perspective on how the researched mat-

ter develops over time (Miller & Friesen 1984, p. 1161). A structured content analysis of 

cases uses a content analysis schedule to draw relevant information from published ma-

terials, such as cases or newspapers (Jauch et al. 1980, p. 517; Lakshman 2012, p. 

479). This method of analysis is selected for this particular research as the content anal-

ysis schedule is founded on theory-based variables and research uses existing published 

texts as longitudinal data sources (Jauch et al. 1980, p. 519, 520; Lakshman 2012, p. 

482). Lakshman (2012, p. 481) recommends a detailed identification of criteria when 

selecting the text sources for a research. They also ask for data comparability, meaning 

that the selected text sources should be similar (Lakshman 2012, p. 483). In the case of 

this research the firm size is used as a variable, as earlier research underline firm size 

to be a key factor for firm strategy, resources, competitive activities and signalling ac-

tions. 

There are some identified challenges with this research method. As with any method of 

content analysis, problems arise as the data is words and words’ meanings are ambigu-

ous (Weber 1990, p. 16). The issue with subjectivity requires a set of coding rules for the 

coders to follow systematically during the data gathering and coding (Weber 1990, p. 16; 

Potter & Levine-Donnerstein 1999, p. 261).  

To ensure replicability and guarantee transparency, the process by which the database 

is formed for this research is documented in detail. The process starts with defining the 

data source. This is addressed in the following section 4.2. After the data sources are 

defined, the search words are defined. The stage of collecting the database source by 

source, search word by search word is done systematically. These steps are described 

and documented in section 4.3. At this stage the raw database is ready but before anal-

ysis can take place, the categories used in the analysing stage of this research have to 

be constructed. After these steps are completed, the database is reduced, and lastly the 
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database is categorised. These steps are presented in detail in section 4.4. The figure 9 

illustrates this process step by step. 

 

 

Figure 9. The process for gathering and sorting the database. 

4.2 Criteria for data  

As this research seeks to capture and analyse development over time, a comparable 

data over multiple years of the food industry is needed. The data source should meet the 

requirements of data availability and comparability, enough length of time and represen-

tation of food industry in Finland. Deephouse draws a conclusion based on previous 

research, that as media records important events and issues (Deephouse 2000, p. 

1095), media reduces information asymmetry and holds a role in the process of signalling 

(Deephouse 2000, p. 1098). In this research four Finnish publications, Kauppalehti, Ta-

louselämä, Tekniikka & Talous, and Arvopaperi serve as the data source for signals.   

Structured content analysis accepts existing published material, for instances, newspa-

per articles, as its data source (Jauch et al. 1980, p. 517). The source of data should be 

available for other researches to ensure replicability (Jauch et al. 1980, p. 520). To en-

sure comparability of data, sources of text data should be similar (Lakshman 2012, p. 

1. Defining the data source

2. Defining the search words

(test-retest)

3. Collecting the database

4. Defining the categories 

(test-retest)

5. Reducing the database 

6. Categorizing the database

(size and signals)

7. Analysis
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483). In this research the sources are limited to four selected publications, and a vast 

array of published text sources is left outside of this research. The database does not 

include annual reports, press releases, industry’s own publications, and similar sources. 

Limiting the data sources only to one type of source increases comparability. Noteworthy, 

since the data is based on published articles, these texts have gone through an editorial 

process before publishing. Without knowing in detail the editorial processes of these se-

lected four publications, this research can only assume their editorial processes are 

based on integrity, also ensuring there are no conflicts of interest.  

A data source which covers enough of years is required to capture any development 

over time (Jauch et al. 1980, p. 520; Miller & Friesen 1984, p. 1161). First for this re-

search the starting point is determined. As this study focuses on the years leading to the 

emerging plant-based food market, the timeline need to start early enough to ensure no 

early events are left out. Also, any previous research does not offer answers to when the 

plant-based food market in Finland emerges, therefore this study has a long timeframe 

in its scope. 1995 is the selected starting point, as the key source, Kauppalehti, has its 

archive available online already from 1995 onwards. Secondly the end point is deter-

mined. 2016 is selected as an ending point for the timeline, as the research conductor 

knows from previous experience 2016 to be a year when three firms made product 

launches and brought new products to the meat alternatives’ market. These products are 

Gold&Green’s oat-based Pulled Oats, fava beans based Härkis by Verso Food and milk 

protein based MiFu by Valio. Therefore this research makes a claim that the early years 

of the plant-based food market in Finland are the years leading to 2016.  

As the purpose is to analyse the food industry firms of all kinds, this research does not 

exclude any firm size, structure, nor limit firm’s country of origin, age or market share. 

Yet it has to be acknowledged that newspaper coverage might not be equally represent-

able of the whole industry, as small firms can take their actions in secrecy contrary to 

incumbents (Chen and Hambrick 1995, p. 474). And as most of signalling takes place in 

public forums as press releases and newspaper interviews (Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 

415), it is likely that larger firms are more represented in the papers (Thompson et al. 

1987, p. 259; Deephouse 2000, p. 1103). 

4.3 Data collection 

This study approaches the data collection with test-retest procedure (Potter & Levine-

Donnerstein 1999, p. 271). The archives of Kauppalehti, Talouselämä, Tekniikka & Ta-

lous and Arvopaperi are available online. Each of them has their own archive, and the 
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archive search functions differ between Kauppalehti and others. The ambition is to cap-

ture relevant articles covering the topic of plant-based foods. In order to find such articles 

for this research a set of search words are required. To ensure a good set of search 

words, a test-retest method is applied for defining the search words.  

The first test of search words is done with search algorithms of vega*, vege* and 

elintarvik* for years of 1995, 2005 and 2015. The asterisk (*) is used to break the search 

algorithm. Based on this test it is evident to increase the amount of search words for 

Kauppalehti. More words are added and also one algorithm with Boolean operator is 

included on the Kauppalehti search plan. At the same time it is acknowledged that the 

archives of Talouselämä, Tekniikka & Talous and Arvopaperi require a different set of 

search words because the digital archives are not equal with their search engines. The 

archive of Kauppalehti offers a possibility to search articles with timeframe, search word 

and with different category. In this research all types of articles are considered of interest, 

therefore no limitations to the category is made. With Arvopaperi, Talouselämä and 

Tekniikka & Talous the digital archive offers only an option to search with a search word, 

without any time limitation. As a result Kauppalehti has a wider search word set than the 

three other sources. Documentation of the used search words is presented in table 1.  

Table 1. Search words used in the research. 

 

After the search words are defined, the database can be collected. From 1995 onwards 

until 2016 the material is collected year by year, search word by search word, one source 

at a time. Relevance of the articles cannot be deducted only by the article’s headline. 

During the initial data collection all articles which search results provide are read through 

briefly to identify if the article has any actual relevance to a broader concept of plant-

based foods and food industry. A large portion of articles that contain the search word in 

question are not relevant. For example with Kauppalehti the search with vega* brings up 

all articles with a mention of Las Vegas in them. Search with kasvi* gives a large amount 

of articles relating to the greenhouse effect (kasvihuoneilmiö in Finnish).  

To ensure traceability each identified quotation is saved with the article’s publishing date 

and the name of the paper. As the search is done one search word at a time, an article 

Kauppalehti Talouselämä Tekniikka ja Talous Arvopaperi 

elintarvik* elintarvike elintarvike Elintarvike 
kasvi* kasvi  kasvi  kasvi  

kaura* kaura kaura Kaura 

terveysvaik* vegaani vegaani Vegaani 

vega*       

vege*       
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can appear in the search multiple times which is why the database need to be later re-

duced. The table 2 contains the gross amount of finds and gross amount of relevant 

articles, before the data base is reduced. 

Table 2. Count of articles (total finds and relevant finds) by year and source. 

 
Kauppalehti Talouselämä Tekniikka & 

Talous 
Arvopaperi 

 
Total 
finds 

Relevant 
finds 

Total 
finds 

Rele-
vant 
finds 

Total 
finds 

Rele-
vant 
finds 

Total 
finds 

Rele-
vant 
finds 

1995 603 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1996 634 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1997 562 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1998 688 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1999 755 9 18 0 9 0 0 0 

2000 699 3 21 0 37 0 0 0 

2001 836 0 14 1 28 0 0 0 

2002 855 2 18 0 21 0 3 0 

2003 868 2 22 0 31 0 3 0 

2004 886 10 15 0 22 2 2 0 

2005 1173 16 12 1 21 0 0 0 

2006 1225 0 32 0 22 0 2 0 

2007 1166 10 22 1 67 1 4 0 

2008 1089 2 22 0 71 1 3 0 

2009 1359 16 34 0 65 0 5 0 

2010 1373 13 51 4 74 1 7 0 

2011 251 4 88 4 52 0 6 0 

2012 327 4 113 5 54 0 5 0 

2013 402 3 117 5 47 0 6 1 

2014 703 9 138 0 68 0 4 0 

2015 1252 48 176 4 82 1 9 0 

2016 1226 131 176 26 70 3 9 3 

 

Once all of the searches are conducted and all article quotations are documented, the 

database is sorted and reduced to contain each quotation only once. The result is a 

database of 318 unique quotations or data entries, which each containing one or multiple 

sentences from an article.  
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At this point it is evident that year 2016 appears to be the significant year, a turning point 

at least in the media coverage for plant-based foods and food industry firms. This can be 

observed in graph 4 and 5 below which illustrate the results from Kauppalehti’s archive. 

The portion of relevant articles grow between 2014 and 2016. Figure 9 presents results 

of all used search words, and figure 9 presents the results for algorithm elintar* AND 

kasvi*, which combines the two most frequent search words. 

 

Graph 4. Kauppalehti search results by year, including total finds and relevant finds. 

 

Graph 5. Kauppalehti search results by year, including total finds and relevant finds, for 

algorithm elintar* AND kasvi*. 

An observed anomaly in the data sample is that the total yearly amount of articles found 

in Kauppalehti searches drops between 2010 and 2011 significantly and returns to the 
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level of 2010 only until 2015. No other paper has a similar drop in the yearly total search 

results. No evident explanations are known by the research conductor, but this research 

does not attempt to find an explanations for this. The following section documents the 

contruct of categories through test-retest procedure. 

4.4 Data categories 

The purpose of this study is to trace down the events over a predetermined timeline to 

create an understanding of Finnish food industry firm’s strategies concerning plant-

based foods. The analysis of the database starts by constructing relevant categories, 

followed by reducing the database by excluding those data entries that do not include 

firm-specific activities, and lastly categorising the remaining database, after which anal-

ysis can take place. 

Before the analysis the collected database of 318 data entries needs to be categorised 

by looking for any signals about firms’ strategies, strategic resources or competitive ac-

tions in past, present or future related to plant-based foods. In this research no limitations 

to the type of signals are made as the aim is to collect a wide enough pool of data which 

can help on understanding the competitive actions and strategic resources of the firms. 

As Chen and Miller (1994, p. 89) reason, following individual actions and the responses 

they generate is a systematic approach to study firm strategies and competition, as it is 

this level where managers execute the strategies. Examples of strategic actions are dis-

cussed in chapter 2.2 in context of resource-based view and its approach to resource 

management. Such actions could be mergers and acquisitions, investments made to 

new production facilities, and divestments of existing resources (Sirmon et al. 2007, p. 

278, 280). Examples of competitive actions are mentioned in the section 2.3 and include 

actions such as price cuts, promotional campaigns, mergers and acquisitions, launches 

of new products, and market entries (Chen & MacMillan 1992, p. 553; Miller & Chen 

1994, p. 11). 

The categories are constructed deductively based on the theoretical foundation of this 

research. To create a relevant categorisation previous researches are studied. Following 

the recommendations of earlier research, it is important to trace down the actions of 

small and large firms separately. Size is the most important classifier in strategy re-

search, according to Chen & Hambrick (1995, p. 457) and therefore firm size will be used 

as a variable for the data. 

There are multitude of ways to categorise strategic actions. According to Zacharias et al. 

(2015, p. 2339) such options could be resource allocation decisions, financial choices, 
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competitive initiatives, strategic alliances, acquisitions. Their conclusion is three different 

categories: competitive initiatives, financial choices and resource allocation (Zacharias 

et al. 2015, p. 2339). Although what seems to be a comprehensive way to categorise 

strategic actions, it does not fit with this research’s data and such categorisation is inva-

lid. Using these three categories would offer results which would emphasise the acqui-

sitions and divestures, since financial choices’ information, for example equity ratio, or 

resource allocation information, such as R&D ratio, cannot be expected to find from 

newspaper articles. 

Morrow, Jr. et al. have researched and analysed failing firms. The strategic actions 

they’ve taken into consideration are new product introductions, mergers and acquisi-

tions, and strategic alliances (Morrow, Jr. et al. 2007, p. 276). Their analysis is based on 

newspaper announcements made in Wall Street Journal (Morrow, Jr. et al. 2007, p. 276), 

a source similar with this research’s data source. Contrary to this research in which no 

firm sample is used, their starting point is a sample of firms who have been identified 

with a failing financial performance, after which the Wall Street Journal database is re-

searched specifically looking for announcements regarding these firms (Morrow, Jr. et 

al. 2007, p. 275).  

The content analysis schedule of categories is created first as a draft, based on the Mor-

row’s et al. strategic actions of new product introductions, mergers and acquisitions, and 

strategic alliances. This is tested with the collected database with data entries from years 

1995, 2005 and 2015. Based on that test the categories are adjusted to be more detailed, 

following partially the example of Zacharias et al. (2015, p. 2339). The categories are 

again tested with data entries from 195, 2005 and 2015. As the categories seem to hold 

validity, and as the “other actions” category is not overrepresented, the construct of cat-

egories is set. The final version includes ten categories: (1) product launches, (2) market 

entries, (3) mergers and acquisitions, (4) strategy (5) partnerships, alliances, licensing 

(6) R&D capabilities (7) investments, fixed assets, (8) divestments, (9) performance, fi-

nancial, (10) other actions.  

Any data entry that does not indicate a firm action but presents other plant-based food 

related data, for instances consumer research reports, global mergers, or expert inter-

views about food consumption changes, are excluded and added to a database of “sup-

porting information”. They are stored, and are used as a background data to help to 

reflect the signals and firm activities with the market environment’s changes. Altogether 

77 data are moved to this “supporting information” database. The database is reduced 

to 241 data entries.  
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While categorising the data entries, each firm-specific signal is categorised first in rela-

tion to the action or resource it indicates and second in relation to the firm size. Turnover 

is used as a measure to define the firm size. A listing of largest Finnish food industry 

firms by turnover is available in the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of 

Finland’s industry report (Hyrylä 2019, p. 74). This listing uses turnover as the measure. 

Firms in the listing all have higher than 50 million euro turnover. The list contains in total 

24 firms, a small fraction of the 1790 food industry firms of Finland. These incumbents 

are listed in table 3.  

Table 3. Firms identified as incumbents, in order of turnover from largest to smallest 

(based on Hyrylä 2019, p. 74). 

Firm name Added information 

Valio Oy  
 

Atria Suomi Oy  part of Atria Oyj 

HKScan Finland Oy  former HK Ruokatalo Oyj, LSO Food Oy 

Arla Oy  former Arla Ingman Oy, Ingman Foods Oy 

Fazer Makeiset Oy   part of Karl Fazer Oy 

Oy Gustav Paulig Ab   
 

Saarioinen Oy 
 

Fazer Leipomot Oy  part of Karl Fazer Oy 

Snellmans Köttförädling Ab part of Snellman Group 

Suomen Nestlé Oy  part of Nestlé Group 

Suomen Sokeri Oy  former Porkkalan Sokeripuhdistamo Oy 

A-Rehu Oy   part of Atria Oyj 

Vaasan Oy  part of Lantmännen group  

Ravintoraisio Oy part of Raisio Oyj 

Apetit Ruoka Oy  former Caternet Finland Oy,  part of Apetit Oyj (former Lännen 
Tehtaat Oyj) 

Heimon Kala Oy part of AS PRFoods 

Kivikylän kotipalvaamo Oy  
 

Fazer Finland Oy part of Karl Fazer Oy 

Kaslink Oy  part of Karl Fazer Oy 

Hämeenlinnan Osuusmeijeri 
 

Eckes-Granini Finland Oy Ab  former Oy Marli Ab, part of Eckes-Granini Group 

Juustoportti Food Oy 
 

Atria-Chick Oy  part of Atria Oyj 

Osuuskunta Maitomaa 
 

 

In the table there are details about past names or group structures, added to the listing 

by the research conductor. Some of the firms on this list are part of larger group struc-

tures, like Fazer Makeiset Oy, Fazer Leipomot Oy, Fazer Finland Oy and Kaslink Oy all 

belong under Oy Karl Fazer Ab. Similarly Atria Oyj owns the firms Atria Suomi Oy, A-
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Rehu Oy and Atria-Chick Oy which are all on the incumbent list. Besides these men-

tioned Finnish food industry group firms the list contains dairy firms Valio Oy, Arla Oy, 

Hämeenlinnan Osuusmeijeri Oy, Juustoportti Food Oy and Osuuskunta maitomaa. Oth-

ers on the list are HKScan Finland Oy, Oy Gustav Paulig Ab, Saarioinen Oy, Snellmans 

Köttförädling Ab, Suomen Nestlé Oy, Suomen Sokeri Oy, Vaasan Oy, Ravintoraisio Oy, 

Apetit Ruoka Oy, Heimon Kala Oy, Kivikylän kotipalvaamo Oy, Eckes-Granini Finland 

Oy Ab. In total there are 24 firms. 

Noteworthy is, that one data entry can be included in more than one category as the text 

may contain information about multiple competitive actions or strategic resources and 

multiple firms. For instances a product launch on a new market due to a revised strategy 

would be categorised under three categories of product launch, market entry and strat-

egy. A merger between an incumbent and a start-up would be categorised under incum-

bent and other firm categories. The following table 4 presents the amount of signals 

identified by category, between incumbents and other firms. The identified signals in or-

der of total amount are (1) strategy, (2) product launch, (3) market entry, (4) mergers & 

acquisitions, (5) R&D capabilities, (6) performance and financial, (7) divestments, (8) 

investments, fixed assets, (9) partnerships, alliances, licensing, (10) other actions. 

Table 4. Identified signals by category, between incumbents and other firms. 
 

Incumbents Other firms 

Strategy 67 6 

Product launch 44 25 

Market entry 42 19 

Mergers & acquisitions 45 5 

R&D capabilities 31 17 

Performance, financial 39 8 

Divestments 31 3 

Investments, fixed assets 21 11 

Partnerships, alliances, licensing 14 7 

Other actions 14 2 

Total 348 103 

 

77 % of the actions are by incumbents. There is a rationale for this, as larger firms have 

better capabilities to communicate through media and also because listed firms are 

obliged to more open communication (Thompson et al. 1987, p. 259). They also operate 

more publicly (Chen & Hambrick 1995, p. 460). However, the incumbents represent only 

1 % of the Finnish food industry firms, so it can be stated the incumbents are overrepre-

sented in the data. 
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With the categories identified for each data entry, each of the 451 identified activities are 

placed on a timeline. This step helps to identify possible intervals with shared themes. 

The observed time intervals are defined deductively from the timeline. The results of the 

analysis, including the identified time intervals, are presented in the chapter 5. 



45 
 
 

5. SIGNALS OF COMPETITIVE ACTIONS AND 
STRATEGIC RESOURCES  

This chapter presents the results of this study’s analysis. The aim of this research is to 

answer to the research questions: How firms have used various strategic resources and 

competitive actions when approaching the emerging market of plant-based food? Are 

there differences between strategic activities of incumbents and other firms? As this 

study answers these two questions, it pursues to understand when and how the plant-

based food market has emerged in Finland and how the activities of the firms have con-

tributed to this. 

This chapter begins by summarising the key results of the analysis of the collected da-

tabase, and then presents a more detailed chain of events in form of a timeline, sepa-

rated into three time intervals.  After this reliability and validity of the study are assessed. 

The discussions on the results and how they support earlier research are addressed in 

the last section.   

5.1 Strategic activities of the Finnish food industry firms 

This study analyses the Finnish food industry firms over the span of 21 years. It is a long 

period of time and offers a chance to observe the development of the firms and their 

strategies. The results build an understanding of how firms have approached this market, 

and how there are differences between incumbents and other firms, and in their pool of 

strategic resources and competitive actions. The results show how activity increases as 

a market grows with business potential and rapidly starts to build momentum, and finally 

earns its legitimacy. The results of this study imply that 2016 has been a pivotal year for 

plant-based food market in Finland, and that the legitimacy of the market is reached 

between 2014 and 2016. 

At the end of the data gathering the database consists of 241 data entries, which contain 

451 individual firm activities. Out of the 241 data entries, 34 % are from years 2015 and 

2016. Similarly, the last two years of the analysis contain 37 % of the identified activities. 

Such numbers give two conclusions. First, these numbers confirm the assumption that 

by the end of 2016 plant-based food market has fully earned legitimacy and penetrated 

the public interest by gaining a lot of media coverage, as 22 % of the data entries and 

26 % of the activities take place in 2016. Second, as the database stretches over 21 
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years, the yearly amount of quotations and signals is small from 1995 until 2014. Espe-

cially with other firms there are multiple years with zero or one signal a year. This does 

indicate that in the 1990s and 2000s firms, and especially the incumbents, did not view 

plant-based food or vegan/vegetarian market segments strategically important. This is 

confirmed when looking at the specific search words and when are they first used to-

gether with a firm emitted signal. With search word vega* the first signal is from Kaup-

palehti in 2000. With search word vege* the first and only signals are from Kauppalehti 

in 2016.  

When reading the individual data entries and interpreting their signals one can read them 

as a story. In the beginning a few smaller firms served the niche market of vegans and 

vagetarian, and believed in the potential of this narrow market, with strategies reaching 

cross-border and global scale. After many years incumbents started to pay attention to 

this market, first done so by Raisio. But for the incumbents the niche segment of vegans 

is not potential enough. Raisio brings plant-based food in to the center of its strategy 

once they identify that the scope could be expanded beyond vegans by focusing on the 

healthiness of the plant-based food. It does take two decades before the food industry 

in a larger scale see the plant-based food market attractive and viable and finally give it 

legitimacy. 

The database is coded into ten categories, based on the signal topics. These categories 

are formed through test-retest model and with the intention to distinguish the competitive 

actions and strategic resources of the signalling firms. The ten categories in order of total 

amount from largest so smallest are (1) strategy (73 signals), (2) product launch (69 

signals), (3) market entry (61 signals), (4) mergers & acquisitions (50 signals), (5) R&D 

capabilities (48 signals), (6) performance and financial (47 signals), (7) divestments (34 

signals), (8) investments, fixed assets (32 signals), (9) partnerships, alliances, licensing 

(21 signals), (10) other actions (16 signals). The latter category contains activities such 

as incorporations and executive-level changes.  

The distribution of activities between categories is balanced. No single category strikes 

out from others. 16 % of activities are under the category of strategy, 15 % are product 

launch, and 14 % are market entries. Mergers and acquisitions are signalled in 11 % of 

the cases, as are the R&D capabilities. 10 % of activities are about performance and 

financial matters, 8 % about divestments, and 7 % about investments, fixed assets. In 

the smallest categories are partnerships, alliances, licensing with 5 % of identified signals 

and other actions with 4 % of signals.  
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Distribution of signals over time is not equally split, as can be expected. The data shows 

that firms are more active in their signalling in the end of the timeframe. This is illustrated 

in the graph 5 below, which presents both the amount of quotations and the amount of 

identified signals by year. 

 

Graph 5. Yearly totals of quotations and signals in the database. 

In the analysis of the database one variable is used: the firm size. This variable is based 

on the firm turnover and differentiates firms into two different groups: the incumbents and 

the other firms. Those firms whose turnover is above 50 million euros are considered as 

incumbents. With this threshold only 24 firms fall into the category of incumbents, leaving 

most of the Finnish food industry firms (99 %) in the category of other firms. The graph 

6 presents the distribution between categories by firm size.  

 

Graph 6. Identified signals by category and firm size. 
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The incumbents are overrepresented in the results. More than three quarters of the sig-

nals concern incumbents. The representation is not equal as nearly all of the 1790 Finn-

ish food industry firms fall outside of the incumbent category. Only 1 % (24 firms) of the 

Finnish food industry firms are identified as incumbents in this research’s analysis. Based 

on the database it cannot be stated whether incumbents are more active signallers or if 

their signalling is more likely picked up by media. According to theory, both are possible 

scenarios (Thompson et al. 1987, p. 259; Heil & Robertson 1991, p. 415; Chen and 

Hambrick 1995, p. 474; Deephouse 2000, p. 1103).   

This is why distribution of activities over time by categories offers limited amount of data 

to analyse other firms, because of the very limited amount of signals in most of the years. 

With other firms only three years contain ten or more signals: 2010, 2015 and 2016. 12 

years have two or less signals. With incumbents only three years have two or less signals 

and no year with zero signals. And 12 years have 10 or more signals. Graphs 8 and 9 

visualize the occurrence of signals between firm sizes. Each dot represents a date along 

the x-axis and y-axis presents the amount of identified signals on that particular date. 

Both the incumbents and other firms are more active with their signalling in the end of 

this research period, from 2014 to 2016.  

Graph 8. Occurrence of incumbents’ signals, 1995 to 2016. 

 

Graph 9. Occurrence of other firms’ signals, 1995 to 2016. 
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emit signals concerning performance and financial issues (11 %), R&D capabilities (9 %) 

and divestments (9 %) somewhat evenly. The least used signals among incumbents are 

those about investments, fixed assets (6 %), partnerships, alliances and licensing (4 %) 

and other actions (4 %).  

The other firms signal most often about their product launches (24 %), market entries 

(18 %), R&D capabilities (17 %) and investments, fixed assets (11 %). The remaining 

categories of signals are performance and financial issues (8 %) and partnerships, alli-

ances and licensing (7 %), strategy (6 %), mergers and acquisitions (5 %), divestments 

(3 %) and other actions (2 %).  

The greatest differences between incumbents and other firms are in the categories of 

strategy and product launch. Two other categories which differ between incumbents and 

other firms are market entry and divestments. The categories by firm size, in order of 

their share, is presented in figure 10. 

 

Figure 10. Categories of competitive actions and strategic resources, by firm size. 

Regarding the signalling of the incumbents some conclusions can be made. The high 

amount of mergers and acquisitions signalled by incumbents include also activity taking 

place outside Finland, indicating that incumbents actively seek opportunities outside their 
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Finnish home market. Incumbents are active when signalling about their strategy, even 

when the strategy work is ongoing. Investments, divestments, as well as partnerships, 

alliances and licensing signals of the incumbents are often pre-announcements. This is 

contrary to the other firms, whose signals could also be lagging, meaning the signal 

emitted indicates about an action or a resource in the past.  

With the other firms the amount of strategy signals is more limited and therefore limits 

the possibility of drawing valid conclusions. But the small amount of strategy signals itself 

could indicate that smaller firms do not openly signal about their strategy but keep it more 

to themselves, or that for the other firms it is more valuable to signal about their strategy 

in other channels than public newspaper interviews. Naturally, one option is that the 

strategies of smaller firms (excluding disruptive start-ups), do not get media coverage 

and therefore their strategy signals are not represented in the data. 

With the incumbents there are more strategy signals to analyse. When signalling about 

their strategy, 21 % of the times the signal contains market entry signals. Also, perfor-

mance and financial matters are signalled in the same time with 21 % of the strategy 

signals. Nearly as often the strategy signals contain signals of mergers and acquisitions 

(19 %) and divestments (19 %). Strategy signals are strengthened with including other 

signals of competitive actions and strategic resources – only 24 % of the strategy signals 

contain the strategy signal alone. 

For both firm sizes, new product launch signals often contain signals of new market en-

tries or R&D capabilities. 39 % of the incumbents’ product launch signals are at the same 

time market entry signals and 34 % are signals of R&D capabilities. For other firms, in 

44 % of the product launch cases there are signals about market entry and 60 % of the 

product launch cases include R&D capability signals. The tones used in product launch 

and market entry signals vary. Some product launches and market entries are signalled 

as hostile competitive actions, as is for example the case with Fazer entering the hot 

cereals market traditionally dominated by Raisio. Some product launches and market 

entries signal viability of the low-density market, as is the case with 2016 product 

launches of MiFu, Pulled Oats and Härkis.  

When answering the research questions this study produces a timeline of the signals of 

competitive actions and strategic resources of Finnish food industry firms between 1995 

and 2016. During the analysis, certain common themes and tones are identified, and 

based on this, the timeline can be separated into distinct intervals. The intervals are 

constructed as each individual activity is placed on a timeline. Based on the analysis 
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there are three intervals, each of which can be distinguished from the other two time 

intervals based on the competitive actions and strategic resources.  

Each of the three time intervals is given a descriptive name. The intervals are: (1) the 

special diet’s market, 1995–2003; (2) the first incumbent market entry, 2004–2013; and 

(3) the legitimate market, 2014–. These intervals are presented in the following sections. 

For each of the interval, a timeline is presented, highlighted with a set of key firm activi-

ties. Some key insights from those data entries which did not indicate any firm-specific 

activities are also discussed to give context to the market environment.  

5.2 Special diet’s market 

This time interval starts from beginning of 1995 and ends at the end of 2003. Through 

this interval plant-based foods are considered mostly to be a niche segment of special 

diets: for vegans, those who cannot consume milk, ones with celiac. Firms, especially 

incumbents, do not signal that their strategy is built on plant-based foods. Bioferme, a 

founder-led company with their brand Yosa are a rarity, as based on the data they are 

the only firm whose competitive advantage is based on the production of plant-based 

foods already in 1996. Their strategic resource is the production process, protected with 

patents.  

As time moves on, other firms come to serve this niche market with their new products 

and make market entries. In 1999 an article mentions that Ingman has launched a tofu-

based ice cream year and a half earlier and that this product line is expanded in 1999 

with an announcement of a new soy-based yogurt. Firm called Kyrönmaa introduces a 

cheese-like sliced product in 2000. Pouttu, a family owned producer of meat products, 

launches a plant-based sausage for summer’s barbeque season in 2002. Based on such 

announcements, the product offering in this niche market of special diets is slowly grow-

ing. But competitive action does not exist in the signals, as firms seemingly are each 

entering the market with their own niche product segment and no competition therefore 

takes place. 

One incumbent already possessing a plant-based product portfolio in this first interval is 

Raisio. In 1997 they signal how they are entering Belgian markets with a plant-based 

cheese-like spread products and pasta made of oats. The main strategic focus for Raisio 

is however in patented product of Benecol and their product announcements in the late 

1990s focus on introducing similar type of cholesterol-lowering products. Although they 

are plant-based, this characteristic is not highlighted or used as a competitive advantage. 
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Another incumbent Lännen Tehtaat seek a strategic focus during this interval. A firm with 

various business streams, one of which is food industry, acquires in 1995 Apetit brand 

from Ingman, and emphasis over the years that the growth potential is in the market of 

frozen foods. In 2000 their CEO signals openly that Raisio’s potato food business would 

be a strategic fit to Lännen Tehtaat and they’d be interested in such an acquisition. This 

signal never receives a feedback, positive or negative, in the newspapers from Raisio 

but later in 2007 Raisio sells this business elsewhere. 

Overall the years from 1995 to 2003 tell a story of a niche market. Especially for incum-

bents there are only a few signals, excluding Raisio. Raisio is responsible for one out of 

six incumbent signals in this time interval. Of all incumbent’s signals 17 % take place 

between 1995 and 2003, which is the smallest share of incumbent signals in the three 

time intervals. With other firms 29 % of their signals take place during this time interval. 

The timeline of signals between 1995 and 2003 is illustrated in figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. Timeline of signals of Finnish food firms between 1995 and 2003. 

When analysing the database of supporting information, i.e. those data entries that did 

not contain any firm-specific activities but more general-level information concerning 

plant-based foods, some signals can be identified. In 1995 an article states that “No 
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dramatic changes in consumption patterns are expected. But it may be possible that 

meat loses its market share to fish: behind this trend may be the increase in health and 

environmental awareness.” (Kauppalehti 1995). This is the first, yet a weak, signal of 

plant-based food market’s potential. Another signal is from 1997 when a consumer sur-

vey indicates that the share of Finns who do not consume meat is on the rise, growing 

from 3 % in 1996 to 5 % in 1997. The first mention of vegans is from 1998, where a 

representative of meat industry states in an interview that even if amount of vegans and 

vegetarians is rising steadily, it is “only a fashionable trend of young people” (Kauppalehti 

1998), underlining that this trend is not causing any reason for the livestock-based in-

dustry to be worried about. 

Global signals strengthen in the early 2000s. In 2001 there is a report stating 97 % in-

crease in sales of soy-based drinks, signalling strong business potential in the market. 

Soy starts to show potential as a product category also for Finnish food industry firms. 

Two such firms, PolarSun Products and Finnsoy, signal in their own words that the mar-

ket for soy-based products could be endless, and both firms enter markets abroad with 

their products in 2003.  

5.3 First incumbent market entry  

The turning point between “the special diet’s market” and the second interval “the first 

incumbent market entry” is defined to take place in early 2004, as Raisio begins to exe-

cute its new strategy and soy and oat based products are one of its key competitive 

advantage points. This interval, based on the signals and the actions and the resources 

they represent, is gaining momentum slowly over the years, and the data between 2004 

and 2013 offers strengthening signals of the upcoming market change which will take 

place between 2014 and 2016. 

Raisio is the first incumbent signalling plant-based food market as a key strategic market. 

Between 2004 and 2013 26 % of incumbent signals are by Raisio. In previous years 

Raisio has signalled that they are a firm with many different business areas, and that 

they place a heavy strategic focus on Benecol, a functional food substance that lowers 

cholesterol levels. These signals change in 2004 as Raisio adjusts its strategy and fo-

cuses on food industry but does not highlight Benecol as the key source of sustained 

competitive advantage. With new key executives Raisio underlines to the market its R&D 

capabilities and announces its R&D investments to double to build a product portfolio 

around soy and oat based products. The new strategy requires divestments, but at the 

same time new investments on production facilities for soy and oat based products. An 
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alliance firm GoGreen is formed, and Raisio admits they seek this alliance to open path-

ways for their products in the Northern European markets. In 2005 Raisio announces 

these new products will enter the market in 2006. 

2006 is a year of turmoil for Raisio with sudden and public managerial changes and 2007 

is again a year of adjusting the strategy and the business portfolio. The firm signals 

clearly that it has financial strength and capital at use, and that mergers and acquisitions 

will be part of its future growth strategy. In the next years Raisio completes a series of 

such actions abroad. Sustainability becomes a key signal for Raisio when in 2009 firm 

announces it will implement a carbon footprint colour coding to its product packaging. In 

the database of this research Raisio is the first firm to signal sustainability as a compet-

itive advantage. 

Between 2004 and 2013 the database is heavy with Raisio specific data entries. But 

other incumbents signal activity in relation to plant-based food market. In 2007 Lännen 

Tehtaat signals it aims to be one of the leading food industry firms in Finland, and will 

actively seek growth opportunities. The firm starts to divest those parts of it that are not 

related to food industry. This point in time the competitive advantage is signalled to rely 

on fish, frozen food products and vegetable oils. Fazer announces it will invest signifi-

cantly to a new oat mill, this communication takes place in 2013. There is one announce-

ment of acquisition as the incumbent Juustoportti, a dairy firm, acquires Kasvis Galleria’s 

majority of shares. Kasvis Galleria is a plant-based food focused firm with a vegetarian 

and vegan product portfolio. 
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46 % of incumbent signals take place between 2004 and 2013. 22 % of other firms’ 

signals take place in this time interval. This timeline of key signals taking place between 

2004 and 2013 is illustrated in the figure 12.  

Figure 12. Timeline of signals of Finnish food firms between 2004 and 2013. 

The database of supporting information paints a picture of a market that is slowly getting 

attention. There are some supporting information signals indicating that sustainability is 

gaining more importance as a driver in consumers’ food consumption patterns. Flexitar-

ians are mentioned first time in 2007 when an article claims that one fourth of Americans 

identify themselves with this dietary definition. Term lohas appears in 2010 in an article 

which explains how this “lifestyle of health and sustainability” is becoming more popular.  

This interval of “first incumbent market entry” ends in the end of 2013. The next year 

begins with Ikea announcing it will add vegan meatball alternatives to its infamous meat-

ball-based buffet. This announcement takes place in April of 2014. What begins from 

there is an interval of time named “the legitimate market”, addressed in the next section. 
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5.4 Legitimate market  

The final identified interval begins in the spring of 2014, when in Finland plant-based 

food move from niche towards mainstream. This interval in Finland is dense with com-

petitive actions, significant product launches and market entries, acquisitions taking 

place, along with incumbents signalling their strategy changes. Many of the signals are 

emitted in 2016, which, based on the frequency of the signals and the nature of the 

competitive actions, can be determined to be a pivotal year for the Finnish food industry 

and its market of plant-based food. The high number of market entry signals give the 

market of plant-based foods a needed legitimacy, following the earlier research findings 

of Haveman (1994, p. 165), and Baum and Korn (1996, p.261).  

The years 2014, 2015 and 2016 offer a wide pool of data to analyse firms’ competitive 

actions and strategic resources. 37 % of the incumbents’ activities take place in these 

three years, 48 % of the other firms’ activities. First this chapter takes a look at the in-

cumbents. Some of the incumbents signal clearly that their way forward is a strategy 

which includes plant-based food as a potential growth market. Such incumbents are 

Paulig, Fazer, Apetit and Saarioinen.  

Paulig’s strategy is to expand distinctively through acquisitions. In early 2015 Paulig ac-

quires Swedish food firm Risenta to strengthen their portfolio of healthy foods. The firm 

signals that Risenta is a key brand in their strategy, and that overall they have a strong 

belief in the growth of the market.  In the bustling year of 2016 Paulig quickly acquires 

51 % of shares of the disruptive start-up Gold&Green. Paulig signals that they have not 

only evolved with their business over the years but have redefined their identity. The 

signals emitted during 2016 reveal that the strategic resources of global production facil-

ities, distribution channels and product portfolio of healthy foods are the foundation for 

Paulig’s competitive advantage. 

Fazer’s strategy focuses on the potential of oat, as the firm signals “Oat is a future-

proofed grain. Our investments have quickly yielded return […].” (Kauppalehti 2016f). 

Fazer sees oat as a strategic resource. Oat is signalled to be a strategically important 

ingredient with multitude of possibilities for new product categories and market entries. 

The firm enters to a market dominated by Raisio in 2014 with the launch of their new 

porridge cereals product line, signalling that they have identified gaps in the product of-

fering of this market segment. Fazer signals strongly that it is entering the market in order 

to win a significant market share, positioning themselves against the dominant firm 
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Raisio. Between 2014 and 2016 the family-owned group signals intensively their capa-

bility of making financially significant investments, R&D capabilities, as well as their abil-

ity and willingness to take market share and expand to new markets. 

Apetit re-defines its strategic goals in the beginning of 2016. The firm communicates it 

wants be the leading brand in plant-based food solutions. This takes place a year after 

the firm has replaced its CEO. The CEO replacement itself is a signal of future strategic 

changes. The new CEO Juha Vanhainen presents a long list of actions, in which Apetit 

will focus on “[…] investing in a completely new food solutions, R&D of the current prod-

uct portfolio and increase in value adding and also in development of services especially 

through digitalization.”  (Kauppalehti 2016a). In fall of 2016 Apetit makes its biggest prod-

uct launch as it introduces a product category called “Tuorekset” and enters into a new 

market segment of fresh vegetable products.  

When looking at the incumbents who are mainly operating in meat-based food markets, 

reactions differ from incumbent to another. The two largest firms, Atria and HKScan, do 

not signal any strategic shifts towards this new market. Based on the database it appears 

they hold back and review the changes in quiet. It may well be that in order to maintain 

their market positions and not to shook the market or alarm the shareholders and inves-

tors, they have strategically decided to not to respond, not to comment and only observe 

how big of a change actually comes to the sales figures because of these new competing 

products (Chen & Hambrick 1995, p. 475). 

On the other hand, a family-owned Saarioinen signals that with a new CEO in place, their 

strategy has been adjusted and plant-based food will be a product category they will put 

more effort to. As CEO Matti Karppinen says in end of 2016 “We will create more vegan 

and vegetarian products and add use of vegetables in other products as well.” (Kaup-

palehti 2016e). With this they repeat the signal that the firm has already in 2014 sent out, 

through an interview of their communications and marketing executive. In that article 

Katriina Virtanen declares “Vegetarianism will become more popular and on top of that 

the share of vegetables in diet will increase” (Kauppalehti 2014).  

Valio’s signals indicate a shift in strategy as they take their main ingredient, milk, and 

refine it into a new product, in a new product category of meat alternatives. Yet their 

ingredient and end products are dairy-based and therefore their actions do not fall under 

the category of plant-based. But with the 2016 product launch of MiFu, Valio specifically 

positions their new product against meat.  

The previous frontrunner of plant-based foods Raisio has sought growth through mer-

gers and acquisitions, divestments and licensing in the previous years. This continues in 
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the third interval also, as for example Honey Monster brand is licensed outside and Halo 

Foods in the UK is sold. In 2016 re-adjusted strategy positions snacks as a key product 

category. But during this third interval, both intensity and frequency of Raisio’s activities 

is reduced.  Raisio is either not signalling as much as before, or the publications are not 

picking up Raisio’s signals into their articles as intensively as before. 

Between 2014 and 2016 incumbents are active and so are the other firms. Two Finnish 

disruptive start-ups take a strong foothold of the market and also secure a wide media 

coverage starting in end of 2015. In the beginning of November 2015 a start-up called 

Gold&Green signals it will bring a new product to the market in 2016. The firm announces 

that its upcoming pulled oats is the first but not the last new type of a product they will 

launch. Firm’s founder signals that their competitive advantage is not based on the new 

product but it actually lays in a technological innovation. End of the same month another 

Finnish start-up Verso Food announces they have secured funding which will help the 

firm in their marketing efforts of their upcoming fava beans based products.  

Gold&Green signals in March 2016 that their Pulled Oats is ready for a market entry, 

after which signals of these two firms quiet down for a while. In August 2016 Verso Food 

execute their product launch of fava beans based Härkis product, promising reliable 

availability, contrary to Gold&Green’s product which has encountered excess demand 

and shortages in retail store shelves due to limited production capacity. Verso Food sig-

nals it uses an alliance with Domretor, a food processing firm, to secure that supply will 

meet with the demand. Following day the retail firm SOK’s representative states that “[…] 

is the most important product launch of fall 2016” (Kauppalehti 2016b), a strong support-

ing signal from a retail firm. 

The dairy incumbent Valio makes their new product announcement day after Verso Food 

announces its Härkis. The product called MiFu will enter the market of meat alternatives, 

and similarly with Gold&Green and Verso Food, Valio positions their product as a meat 

alternative, as an option to replace minced meat in home cooking. In the articles covering 

the product launch Valio emphasises it possesses strong R&D capabilities. MiFu is a 

result of 6 years of product development, and the firm indicates they will be adding more 

products to this category to meet the consumers’ wishes. Same signal is sent by 

Gold&Green and Verso Food: what is brought to the market in 2016 is only the first of 

many products. 

Valio’s entry to this market and the very timing of the product launch of MiFu to the same 

week as Verso Food’s Härkis could be identified as an incumbent’s way of signalling 
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their dexterity and strength. Signals of strong R&D capabilities and resources, and ca-

pability of entering a new market outside their current main markets, are visible in the 

data entries. A former R&D executive interprets Valio’s perceptible strategy change and 

the recent product announcement: “Valio apparently focuses on product development 

based on technology, out of which protein novelties are an example.” (Kauppalehti 

2016d). 

A week after Valio’s announcement, Paulig and Gold&Green share news of the acquisi-

tion. Paulig purchases 51 % of Gold&Green’s shares. Both firms signal that this is stra-

tegically a sound solution, one that will ensure improvements in the supply challenges 

and open new markets to Pulled Oats through Paulig’s existing resources of production, 

distribution and marketing. Paulig’s CEO Jaana Tuominen underlines that “Pulled Oats 

fits well with our strategy” (Kauppalehti 2016c). 

The increased attention to plant-based food increases also the demand of those prod-

ucts that already exist in the market and thus benefits these smaller firms. A firm named 

Soya, which has produced tofu products for years, signals of positive market trend when 

it reports of 30 % increase in their turnover between 2015 and 2016. The lone pioneering 

firm mentioned in 1996 articles, Bioferme, gets their share of demand increase also, 

reporting a 35 % rise in sales. “I have been waiting for this shift for nearly 40 years” 

(Kauppalehti 2016f) as firm’s founder Merja Scharlin declares in December 2016.  And 

based on the data this appears to be a valid statement. The market of plant-based foods 

has become a legitimate market, with vital competitive attention. 

The supporting information from the database adds to the narrative of a significant mar-

ket change taking place in 2016. If the Finnish retail companies are seen as gatekeepers 

of the market, their actions during 2016 indicate that a shift is taking place regarding 

plant-based food. The two largest retail firms signal they will take an active role in the 

new market. First Kesko announces their plant-based food shelf concept “Vegehylly” in 

June 2016. They declare also that sales figures of non-dairy drinks are 29 % above from 

previous year and tofu and Quorn products’ sales has increased by 30 % in the same 

interval. Such figures can be seen as strong indicators of market vitality and growth po-

tential. Another incumbent of the retail business, SOK, signals in August 2016 that they 

will take a foothold of the market by delivering Härkis to the consumers. The third retail 

company Lidl signals that they too have capabilities to serve consumers in these product 

categories, with their own soy-based products. 
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The timeline of the key signals taking place between 2014 and 2016 is illustrated in figure 

13.  

Figure 13. Timeline of signals of Finnish food firms between 2014 and 2016. 

Some key conclusions can be drawn from the activities of 2016. Gold&Green, Verso 

Foods and Valio each have patents that offer sustained competitive advantage in the 

growing global market. Focus is on creating new products with a unique main ingredient 

and production process to ensure sustained competitive advantage. Interestingly none 

of the three is entering the market with a soy-based product, even if using soy, a well-

established and familiar meat alternative, would have been the fastest way of entering 

the plant-based meat alternatives market. 

Can the launch of these three products be considered as a Schumpeterian shock? Each 

of the products do offer a relevant alternative for the dominant meat-based products. 

However, the time span of this research is too short to be able to comprehensively verify 

the launches of Pulled Oats, Härkis and MiFu as a moment of Schumpeterian shock in 

the Finnish food industry. Only time and sales figures will confirm if these products are 

able to shift the market and change the consumers’ behaviour in a larger scale. 

One key conclusion from the activities of the third interval highlights the importance of 

R&D. R&D holds a key role in the food industry which explores ways to replace meat 
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and dairy conveniently. Valio offers a good example on the significance of R&D as a 

strategic resource. This can be approached from two different viewpoints. First, Valio is 

originally a dairy firm, build to source milk and process it in to different food items. R&D 

has hold a key role in the firm since mid-1910s (Valio 2021). This R&D experience could 

be seen as their strategic resource and the underlying reason for why they are able to 

ideate that their main ingredient, milk, could offer a possibility for an innovation to replace 

meat protein with that of milk’s. It is possible that Valio has repositioned itself in its strat-

egy, no longer identifying as a dairy firm but as a firm which produces milk protein based 

products. Such a change in strategy is feasible for the firm as they demonstrate strong 

R&D capabilities. 

Second view takes the approach that as Valio’s basic product, milk, has been on a de-

cline in consumption for decades, they have been forced to innovate and ideate new 

ways to utilise their main ingredient in a way that could offer them new business oppor-

tunities in a new market. This point-of-view could be extended to other livestock-based 

food industry firms. Would a similar long-term consumption decline eventually force 

meat-based businesses such as Atria or HKScan to adjust their product portfolios and 

expand into new product areas? Or in the near future, are they able to develop their 

processes and meat products so that the consumers’ demands on animal welfare, 

healthiness and climate perspectives are met (Santeramo et al. 2018, p. 41)? 

Product development process in food industry is a long road, as development took six 

years for MiFu and three years for Härkis. Against this information mergers and acquisi-

tions are a fast way for incumbents to react to fast-paced market changes, compared to 

starting a R&D process with their existing resources and capabilities. Paulig demon-

strates this with their acquisition of Gold&Green only a few months after the start-up 

launches its first product to the market. The competitive advantage Paulig holds is that it 

has previous experience from acquisitions, the product in question fits into its strategy 

and it acts fast enough that it seems no other incumbent had time to react. As Eisenhardt 

and Martin (2000, p. 1117) state, a firm’s long term competitive advantage requires it to 

use its resources “sooner, more astutely, or more fortuitously than the competition […]”. 

In 2016 Paulig certainly did so. 

5.5 Reliability and validity assessment 

As any scientific research, this study aims to meet the requirements of reliability and 

validity and provide results that could be generalised beyond its original scope. Carmines 

and Woods (2005, p. 934) define reliability as an extent to which a measuring can be 

repeated with same results. With validity the question is if the measures used actually 
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measure what is intended (Carmines & Woods 2005, p. 934; McDonalds 2005, p. 939). 

There are different types of validity, such as face validity, content validity and construct 

validity (Carmines & Woods 2005, p. 934; McDonald 2005, p. 945). McDonald (2005, p. 

942) sees reliability as a mandatory condition for validity. Therefore this chapter first 

evaluates the reliability, then validity of the research.  

In this research the empirical focus is on the signals of firms, using structured content 

analysis as the research method. The signals of competitive actions and strategic re-

sources are observed and categorised in order to measure the various approaches used 

by firms of two size: incumbents and other firms. The data is collected from four different 

publications (Kauppalehti, Talouselämä, Tekniikka & Talous, and Arvopaperi) between 

1995 and 2016. When applying structured content analysis method, Lakshman (2012, p. 

480) present two elements to assess the reliability of a structured content analysis: inter-

rater reliability and scale reliability. When multiple coders, or inter-raters, collect and code 

the data, there is a need to measure the inter-rater agreement percentages to ensure 

consistency of results (Lakshman 2012, p. 485). However, this study is a master’s thesis, 

and therefore only one person has contributed in the data collection and content analysis. 

Therefore, no percentages cannot be calculated between coders. This is the biggest 

source of bias with this research, and one that can be used to challenge the reliability of 

the results. The ensure scale reliability, a strict consistency is applied by using a selected 

set of search words. These search words are defined by applying test-retest method. 

When categorising the database, similar test-retest method is used. The test-retest is 

done with data from three years (1995, 2005, and 2015) and the second round of cate-

gorising is done ten days after the first to see if internal consistency holds over time. To 

ensure replicability, the process used in building the database is documented in detail. 

As a final step during the analysis stage, to increase the reliability, the database is read 

through with detail, and if any similar signals exist in two or more quotations, they are 

compared and similar categories are applied. 

For validity of a structured content analysis, Lakshman (2012, p. 480) states a request 

for source validity and construct validity. Source validity requires a criteria for data source 

selection (Lakshman 2012, p. 479). The purpose of such criteria is to ensure represent-

ativeness, comparability and standardisation of sources. By applying a set of search 

words, this study aims to collect a representative set of data for the analysis. Represent-

ativeness is a reason for also selecting the data source to include four Finnish publica-

tion, to gather data which would represent the whole Finnish food industry. Therefore, 

no limited sample of firms is used. Although as a method structured content analysis is 

suitable for the type of data used in this study, Weber points out that structured content 
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analysis as a method contains built-in sources for bias, which are based on data or the 

source of the data. The data used in this research is text, and words contain always 

some ambiguity (Weber 1990, p. 16). The length of the article quotations can be a source 

of errors, as according to Weber (1990, p. 17) large text portions are difficult to code 

compared to single words or sentences. The basic unit of text in this research is one 

sentence in minimum but often the quotations in the collected database consisted of 

multiple sentences. But with this research the possible errors due to ambiguity of words 

or length of analysed text is considered low in their effect, because this study uses single 

coder. Source-specific bias is possible for two reasons. First, all four papers that the 

database is based upon are published by one publisher. This may affect the represent-

ativeness of the data, although Finnish media is generally considered independent and 

having a high integrity. Second, the search engines and the use of the archives of these 

four papers can entail a technical error. This research assumes that the search engines 

work as intended and bring up all the articles related to the search algorithm in question.  

According to Lakshman (2012, p. 479) source validity increases reliability and construct 

validity. Construct validity relies on theory. Carmines and Woods (2005, p. 936) state 

that if research results are in line with the predictions drawn from theories, the measure 

is construct valid. This study seeks construct validity by using theory-based variables 

(Lakshman 2012, p. 480). The categories used in the measurement stage are based on 

previous researches and are formulated for this study using test-retest method. The ten 

categories are formed to be clear, distinguishable. The use of firm size as a variable is 

based on theory, and the measurement of an incumbent (turnover above 50 million eu-

ros) used in this research is used by the Finnish officials (Hyrylä 2019, p. 74). Nothworthy 

is, the categories used in the analysis are formed through test-retest method and are 

constructed to include all observed types of signals. The small amount of category “other 

actions” results (4 % for incumbents, 2 % for other firms) indicate that the other nine 

categories represent and cover the measured construct. However, the data indicates 

that incumbents are overrepresented in the data, as 77 % of the signals are from incum-

bents, even when the group of incumbents consist only 1 % of the Finnish food industry 

firms. 

5.6 Discussions 

This study offers some contributions to the field of strategic management, as it explores 

a topical phenomenon, and applies the findings of earlier research in an emerging market 

of plant-based food. First, this study and its results support the earlier findings as it iden-

tifies differences in how incumbents and other firms approach, enter or operate in an 
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emerging market. Second, this study forms a timeline of 21 years of signals and strategic 

activities, and explores how they have developed, changed or emerged over such a long 

time. Third, the study is able to determine when the emerging market of plant-based food 

gains its legitimacy, and how the activities of the firms in the market contribute to this 

process of legitimisation, and vice versa, how the legitimisation of the market effects on 

the firms and their strategies. 

This study focuses on the signals emitted by the Finnish food industry firms during a 

timeframe of 21 years. By analysing these signals and the activities they contain, this 

research aims to form an understanding of how firms use competitive actions and stra-

tegic resources, when they are approaching an emerging market. The previous research 

recommend to use firm size as a differencing factor. As a key result, the findings of this 

study underline the differences between incumbents and other firms in how they ap-

proach a market and which resources and actions they base their activities upon. Be-

sides this, the results of this study serve many good examples supporting earlier findings 

of resource-based view, competitive dynamics and signalling theory.  

Firms have their unique sets of resources, which they base their competitive advantage 

on. Larger companies tend to have larger pools of resources, more capabilities and often 

better access to strategic factor market. Smaller firms however are seen as more dy-

namic and less bureaucratic. In the scope of this study, the results show how firm size 

factors in on firms’ resource pools, and on their competitive activity in an emerging mar-

ket. The data also shows how, especially the incumbents’ overall attitude, and thereby 

their actions, towards the plant-based food market changes over time. The analysis 

brought up three distinctive interval of years: (1) “the special diet’s market” (1995–2003), 

(2) “the first incumbent market entry” (2004–2013), (3) “the legitimate market” (2014–). 

As earlier studies show, small firms identify niche segments for themselves to operate in 

(Hoopes et al 2003, p. 895). In this study the data of the first interval presents this in a 

clear manner. The small firms act as frontrunners, and have identified a niche segments 

to operate in. One focuses on oat-based non-dairy products, another brings a cheese-

like product to the market, and third one develops a plant-based sausage for summer’s 

barbeque season. For the small firms, the niche segment of vegans and those who are 

not able to consume dairy products, is attractive. They focus on delivering new products 

to this narrow consumer segment, but are open to seek growth outside Finnish boarders, 

as the growth potential for this narrow segment in the local market is very limited. Incum-

bents do not focus on this market on a strategic level, as the pool of potential customers 

seems too small to make a profitable business case. This changes on the second interval 

when one incumbent starts to build strategy around plant-based food. But significantly, 
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the focus in not on the niche segment of vegans – the scope is extended with changing 

the focus on healthiness of the products. Such a scope widens the pool of potential cus-

tomers beyond vegans and vegetarians, and shows to the market that larger potential 

may exist. 

The data shows clearly that the activity in the market grows between 2014 and 2015 and 

even more during 2016. Competitive dynamics presents that when a market with a low 

density gains an increase in density, even if only of a one firm, it will attract more firms 

to enter the market, as the sole frontrunner’s presence on the market signals legitimacy 

and viability of this market (Haveman 1994, p. 165; Baum & Korn 1996, p.261). The 

results of this study support these observations of Haveman, and Baum and Korn. There 

have been visible signals of a growing potential for plant-based food in the second time 

interval, and one incumbent has chosen plant-based food as their strategic focus. 

Thereby other firms, including other incumbents, become tempted to enter the market 

where little competition has existed. Firms of different size and different product offering 

start to see plant-based food as a potential market for growth. During this final interval 

new product innovations enter the market, and many incumbents adjust their strategies 

and signal of shifts towards plant-based food. Thus this market gains its legitimacy.  

The actions of the incumbents during the final interval follow the framework of dynamic 

capabilities. As Teece et al (1997, p. 516) have stated, firms change their resources as 

a response to changes in their environment. Incumbents acquire critical resources, fol-

lowing the notions of Wernerfelt (1984, p. 178), and for instances, in this interval there 

are investments made on new production facilities and R&D capabilities, acquisition of a 

firm to access their distribution channels, and acquisition of a disruptive start-up to 

quickly gain a foothold in the emerging market. 

The results support multiple notions of earlier research of signalling, competitive dynam-

ics and resource-based view. Particularly the events of 2016 offer multiple such exam-

ples, especially the rivalry of the two disruptive start-ups offers a unique point for obser-

vation. In 2016 disruptive start-ups Gold&Green and Verso Food are entering the same 

market of plant-based meat alternatives, together with incumbent Valio, who is entering 

the market with a dairy-based meat alternative product. Firstly, Gold&Green’s signal of 

an upcoming product launch gets a response from Verso Food. This follows the argu-

ment of Chen & MacMillan’s (1992 p. 561) that a strong dependence on the market will 

increase the likelihood of a strong response. Secondly, the product launches of Verso 

Food and Valio, which are made in two consecutive days in August 2016, serve an ex-

ample of how.speed of response has importance in signalling firm’s appetite for compe-

tition and its foothold in the market according to competitive dynamics (Chen & Hambrick 
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1995, p. 461). After the excess demand which Gold&Green experienced, neither of the 

rivals, Valio and Verso Food, do not want to be left outside of the first mover advantages. 

Thirdly, gaining a foothold in a new market is one of the key opportunities according to 

resource-based view (Barney et al. 2011, p. 1304), and one that some incumbents 

choose to use. The data provides two examples of different ways of gaining a foothold. 

Paulig gains their foothold by making an acquisition, Valio introduces a new product 

which gives the dairy firm a foothold in the meat alternative market. 

The data presents also how companies in a same market, with similar characteristics, 

can still differ in their strategies and resources (Chen 1996, p. 107). Gold&Green and 

Verso Food have divergent resource bundles. They make different strategic actions yet 

are entering the market at the same time, with rivalling products. Where Verso Food has 

outsourced both R&D and production, Gold&Green holds R&D as their key resource and 

has built the first production line themselves. Not only is their main ingredient different, 

their ownership structures and management teams at the point of market entry have 

different capabilities. The things they share are the ambition to be the first movers, they 

both target the product category of plant-based meat alternatives, and the timing of the 

market entry is similar. They have a high market commonality but low resource similarity 

(Chen 1996, p. 108). Supporting the market commonality-resource similarity model by 

Chen, neither firm appears to be too dismissive with their signals about their competitor, 

to maintain some status quo – their rivals are the meat products and incumbents produc-

ing meat, not other disruptive, new food manufacturers serving the market segment of 

flexitarians, vegetarians and vegans. This follows the findings of Baum and Korn: “Thus, 

firms that are close competitors may not be intense rivals.” (Baum & Korn 1996, p. 257). 

The results support the two tenets of resource-based view, heterogeneity and path de-

pendency. Heterogeneity exists, as can be seen with the firms, their competitive actions 

and strategic resources. None of the firms is trying to copy other’s strategy or competitive 

actions but they all signal their own unique strategy and their own set of capabilities. 

Each firm aims to create their own competitive advantage (Peteraf 1993, p. 180; Barney 

1991, p. 105) and through signalling and competitive actions they try to sustain it. Barney 

et al. has identified that, for instances, ownership structure can be a source for hetero-

geneity (Barney et al. 2011, p. 1306). In the scope of this study, there are multiple differ-

ent ownership structures such as family-owned, listed firm, and founder-owned. But the 

effect of the ownership structure cannot be validated in this study.  

Path dependency can be observed and confirmed as well. According to Teece et al., 

firm’s future depends on its history (Teece et al. 1997, p. 522-523). The behaviour, both 

in terms of competitive actions and strategic resources, of the Finnish food industry firms 
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underline this. Each of the firms travel their own individual paths, building on their past 

strategies, gained resources and tried and tested ways of competing. For example the 

two start-ups, Verso Food and Gold&Green, have significant differences in their strate-

gies and strategic resources despite their similar characteristics of founder-based, dis-

ruption-seeking, and entering the market with a patent protected product. Their compet-

itive advantages lay in different resources and capabilities.  

To better understand the path dependency of the firms and how it affects their options 

when making decisions about strategy, strategic resources and competitive actions, a 

deeper knowledge of those resources and capabilities and how they are developed and 

evolved over the years is needed. This would require data of annual reports, quarterly 

earnings announcements, executive and key stakeholder interviews, and business pro-

cess and competitor mappings, to name a few. Such an exhaustive amount of data could 

not be collected concerning a whole industry, nor could it cover such a long timeframe 

as this research does. But based on this, some recommendations for future research 

can be made.  

First, to deepen the analysis of signals, future research could follow the signalling activity 

and how it effects the value of the firms in question. How do the share prices evolve in 

the wake of each signal and their feedback? Which firms gain leverage based on stock 

market development? How do their signalling behaviour differ from the others?  

Another interesting research approach could be that of lifecycle and ownership effects. 

How much does the lifecycle stage effect on the competitive actions and strategic re-

sources? And similarly how much does the ownership effect on the actions and re-

sources of a firm? As a starting point in this research there are such firms as Paulig, a 

family-owned, mature firm with a renewed strategy. There’s Verso Food, a new start-up 

with strong expertise on the management team, delivering a new product to the market. 

Valio, a well-established firm, owned by the dairy farmers, whose very livelihood plant-

based diet would challenge, is another example. Or Raisio, a pioneer of plant-based 

strategy who positions itself in a market of plant-based snacks. Not only do these firms 

have different product offerings and resources, they all are on a different stage in lifecycle 

and have different ownership structures.  

Lastly, the logical next steps for future research would be to continue a similar type of 

analysis as in this study but replicate it in another country. This would add to the gener-

alisability of the results. And to study the maturing of an emerging market, there is the 

possibility to extend this research from 2016 onwards, to see how the market evolves 

and how the signals, firm strategies and their actions and resources evolve with it. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

This study focuses on answering two research questions. First, how firms have ap-

proached the emerging market of plant-based food and which strategic resources and 

competitive actions they have utilised in these efforts. Second, what differences can be 

observed between incumbents and other firms. Answers to these questions are sought 

by analysing the database of 241 data entries, consisting of 451 individual firm activities. 

The signals firms have emitted between 1995 and 2016 are collected from four Finnish 

business publications. This chapter outlines the key results, and summarises the relia-

bility and the validity of the research. It address also the scope and the limitations and 

primary future research recommendations of this study. 

6.1 Key findings 

The study contributes to the field of strategic management. It explores the differences of 

the incumbents and the other firms, and forms a timeline of strategic activities in order to 

analyse and identify the activities which result as the legitimacy of the emerging plant-

based food market in Finland.  

The results follow the earlier findings in that there is a difference on how the incumbents 

and the other firms act on an emerging market and what actions and resources they rely 

upon. The incumbents signal actively on their strategy change, contrary to the other firms 

which prioritise signals of product launches and market entries. The incumbents use sig-

nalling as a way to mark their future ambitions. Signals of strategy change can be used 

as a communicative tool towards investors and other key stakeholders in the market, to 

indicate trustworthiness, dexterity and future potential. The strategy signals of incum-

bents are strengthened most often with signals of market entries, and performance and 

financial matter signals. Other firms use signalling more as a device for marketing. 

Whereas the incumbents, especially those which are listed firms in the stock exchange, 

signal openly of their upcoming actions, whether product launches, market entries, di-

vestments or investments, other firms can operate more in secrecy and signal of their 

actions even afterwards. These firms often bundle their product launch signals with sig-

nals of market entries and R&D capabilities. Noteworthy, the incumbents gain more pres-

ence for their signals as 77 % of the signals are from incumbents. The incumbents how-

ever are but 1 % of the whole Finnish food industry. A conclusion can be made based 

on these numbers, that there is activity in the industry that does not surface in the media, 

as some firms do not wish, or do not have the access to, signal in public. 
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The results follow the market commonality-resource similarity model by Chen. They also 

support Haveman’s observation of how a single incumbent can, by entering a low density 

market, signal the legitimacy of the market, resulting other firms to enter the market. 

Chen and MacMillan’s argument of how a strong market dependence will increase the 

likelihood of a strong response is observed in the results as well. Chen and Hambrick’s 

insight on how speed of response is a signal of competitive appetite is supported by this 

study’s results too. The results follow also the two tenets of resource-based view, namely 

heterogeneity and path dependency. 

The results of the study highlight 2016 as a pivotal year for plant-based food market in 

Finland, and this year’s data offers an excellent viewpoint to signalling, competitive ac-

tions and strategic resources in an emerging market. Besides this, the analysis provides 

a 21-year-long timeline of the signals emitted by the Finnish food industry firms. This 

timeline gives an overview on firms’ strategic activities and how it increases as the mar-

ket’s viability and legitimacy grow. Based on the data, three time intervals can be distin-

guished from each other. The identified intervals of time are (1) “the special diet’s mar-

ket”, 1995–2003; (2) “the first incumbent market entry”, 2004–2013; (3) “the legitimate 

market”, 2014–. 

During the first interval of “special diet’s market” there is little if any focus on plant-based 

food, except for small firms which are serving a niche market of vegans or those who 

cannot consume milk. Some frontrunners exist, such as the pioneering small firm called 

Bioferme. A few other similar smaller firms seek growth for their products, also from 

abroad. Incumbents do not signal any particular plant-based strategies at this stage.  

The second interval “first incumbent market entry” sees a first pioneering incumbent 

Raisio viewing this market as a strategically important and it is for a long time the only 

incumbent signalling plant-based foods as the focus of its strategy. Its approach to plant-

based foods derives from health perspective and in the beginning is driven by an ambi-

tion to make functional, plant-based foods its sustained competitive advantage. But after 

strategy adjustments functional foods approach is reduced and sustainability becomes 

a driving signal.   

The last interval “legitimate market” takes place in the final three years of this study’s 

scope of time. A few incumbents signal that they are to take their strategies in the direc-

tion on plant-based foods. Raisio continues on their plant-based strategy focusing on 

snack products. Paulig acquires Risenta to gain foothold in this market and focus their 

strategy to healthy foods. Fazer continues to invest to their new oat mill and signals that 

oat-based products would be their future growth market, releasing new products and 
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entering new markets with oat. And in 2016 Saarioinen, with a newly appointed CEO 

onboard, signals that food industry has to find ways to reduce the role of meat in, for 

instance, ready meals, and that they will be growing their product offering of plant-based 

food.  

6.2 Reliability and validity of the study 

The results and the process of this study are assessed from reliability and validity view-

points. As this study is a master’s thesis, the author has conducted the research, and 

gathering and analysing of database alone. Therefore, the biggest factor affecting the 

reliability is the use of a single coder, or inter-rate, as structured content analysis as a 

method recommends use of multiple coders to read and sort the database. When using 

multiple coders, reliability can be measured by measuring the inter-rater agreement per-

centages. The scale reliability of the study is ensured with verifying internal consistency 

using test-retest method. To ensure replicability, the process through which the database 

is collected, reduced and sorted into categories is documented step by step. 

Validity is assessed on two parts: source validity and construct validity. Source validity 

is based on systematic selection criteria of data sources. By using four different publica-

tions the effect of source bias is minimised. To guarantee validity of the measure, the 

categories used in sorting the competitive actions and strategic resources are founded 

in theory and existing research, and formed through test-retest method. As the results 

show only little of category “other actions” signals, the other nine categories cover the 

scope of competitive actions and strategic resources well, this study achieves construct 

validity. However, it can be stated that the incumbents are overrepresented in the data. 

77 % of signals analysed are from incumbents, which represent only 1 % of the Finnish 

food industry firms. This is the main source for data based bias with this study, and can 

effect on the generalisability of the results, as the data for other firms, especially on some 

years, and concerning certain categories such as strategy, offer too small of a sample. 

6.3 Limitations of the study 

Some limitations exist and therefore the results cannot be generalised to hold valid in all 

markets in all times. This study has a geographical limitation of one country as the data 

is pulled from Finnish newspapers focusing on Finnish business, industry and economi-

cal events. Another limitation is that of timespan which is limited from 1995 to 2016 and 

leaves out the recent development in the industry and the plant-based food market. 
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There are two identified limitations that are a result of the type of data source. First, as 

the data source is published newspaper and magazine articles, it is more likely for the 

larger firms to be represented in such articles. This is a potential source of data bias. 

Second, this research uses only a single type of data source. A wider, deeper under-

standing of the firms’ actions would require, for example, analysis of annual reports, 

quarterly earnings announcements and external analyst reports, similar to Danneels ap-

proach (2002, p. 1098; 2010, p. 3) or that of Zacharias et al. (2015, p. 2341). Also inter-

views, following the example of Danneels, would shed light on the decision-making pro-

cesses, competitive decisions made and resources they were based upon. This limitation 

links to the resource-based view’s tenet of path dependency. To be able to understand 

each firm’s path, one should have a wider knowledge of their context. Therefore, a wider 

pool of sources would add to the analysis and put more flesh to the bone in terms of 

understanding each firm’s map of the world at that precise moment when strategic deci-

sions were made. The data available does not tell anything about the internal processes 

or routines of each firm, nor does it reveal hiring capabilities of, for instance, R&D per-

sonnel recruitments, appointing and releasing middle management, or internal capability 

building such as training programs. 

6.4 Future research avenues 

Future research could expand this analysis with a broader set of data, such as financial 

statements, share price development and interviews of the key stakeholders. More data 

could provide a more thorough understanding of firms’ motives, resources and strate-

gies. This could offer managerial implications as well, giving managers an exhaustive 

analysis on the effects of various competitive actions and how different strategic re-

sources can provide a competitive advantage in a newly legitimate market. Similar type 

of research focusing on different geographical areas would provide comparison and 

therefore could offer options to analyse development of different markets, firm strategies 

and strategic resources, competitive actions and signals in a more exhaustive setting.  

There remains more to explore, as the market appears to be continuously growing. A 

natural step further from this research would be to trace down the events in a similar 

method from 2016 onwards. As more consumers adjust their diets towards plant-based 

foods, the market continues to grow and evolve. Inductively, one could expect that sig-

nals emitted by the firms change, along with their repertoire of competitive actions and 

strategic resources. 
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