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Introduction 

Today’s consumers are increasingly conscious of consumption’s impact on the environment and they 
now carefully monitor corporations’ decisions regarding environmental matters. These decisions can 
directly affect consumers’ purchasing behaviour. Thus, firms are becoming more interested in 
showcasing their efforts to potential buyers in order to appeal to their greater sense of humanity. 
Sustainable development has the ability to enhance consumers’ confidence in a firm’s allegations while 
presenting the positive efforts of a distribution channel in terms of economic, environmental and social 
growth. As far as we know, no study has been conducted pertaining to the use of sustainable 
development as a positioning strategy within a value chain.  

Issue Definition and Identification 

This research is interested in examining the impact caused by the advent of sustainable development in 
the food industry. More specifically, this exploratory study would like to determine if a strategic 
position featuring sustainable development as its key proposition would be successful in creating value 
added for the customer, as well as helping the value chain to differentiate itself in a crowded market.  

In this case, the Quebec hog industry has been chosen due to its current predicament. The reduction in 
trade barriers between nations has enabled companies to offer their products on the world market, but 
this new opportunity has also created fierce competition that had not yet been seen. Canada now has to 
compete against the United States and South America, who both offer a similar product on Canadian soil 
at a lower price than the domestic good. Coupled with cutthroat competition, the industry has to cope 
with increasing grain and fuel prices, a strong Canadian dollar, the image of a commodity product sold 
at a discount price and consumers that are currently not able to differentiate imported from domestic 
meat at the retail level. Consequently, the industry is in a very fragile state.  

Since the literature has not yet investigated the use of sustainable development as a possible strategic 
position in the food industry, it is therefore relevant to ask the latent question. Is it appropriate for the 
Quebec hog industry to consider using sustainable development as a strategic positioning instrument to 
provide value-added to customers as well as differentiate itself in a competitive market that has reached 
its maturity level? 
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Literature Review 

Value chains and partnerships 

In order to satisfy the needs of customers, several competencies can be useful. Harmsen & Jensen (2004) 
mention that efficient relationship with suppliers, the ability to adapt quickly to market changes as well 
as the capacity to create a trusting environment between partners of a value chain represent elements 
necessary to attain success. Partnerships allow enhancing the image of a product as well as creating 
additional value for the customers (Fearne 1998). Such partnerships also offer better market access, 
more efficient communication between members, higher profit margins and greater barriers to entry 
(Fearne 1998). Reynolds et al. (2009) added that well-managed partnerships are usually better equipped 
to face international competition and consumers’ newfound concern for the environment.  

In the food industry, economic pressures have prioritized the development of partnerships and vertical 
integration between members of the value chain (Fearne 1998; Quinn & Murray 1995; Reynolds et al. 
2009). Currently, the food distribution channel in Canada is focused on distributors who dominate and 
compete vigorously by offering innovative products and packaging at the lowest possible price (Gereffi 
1994; Kumar 1996; Taylor 2006; Reynolds et al. 2009). Distributors therefore act as the industry 
captain, setting standards to uphold and planning the chain’s global strategy (Marques Vieira & Traill 
2008).  

With the current structure of the value chain, food distributors hold a strong position to create a fair 
system, respectful of the environment and health oriented, using its power to influence other chain 
members and purchasing decisions of consumers (Jones et al. 2008). Hence, distributors can influence 
their suppliers to adopt specific environmental standards such as those promoted by sustainable 
development to meet consumer demands. Conversely, if distributors do not believe in the benefits of the 
allegations made by their suppliers, the adoption of new standards in the industry will be much harder to 
promote (Bashkaran et al. 2006). 

If distributors are in a position of influence in the food industry, processors are in a more vulnerable 
place. They cannot create brand loyalty with distributors because the later can easily replace one product 
with another on the shelf (Taylor 2006). On the other hand, distributors have to maintain sustainable 
relationships with their suppliers in order to secure a constant supply of innovative and high quality 
products (Fearne 1998).  These needs of distributors make them slightly more dependent on their 
relationship with their various suppliers. 

For producers, the level of influence in the value chain is often minimal (Taylor 2006). It is still very 
important for producers to contribute to the value-added and differentiation of the chain by offering high 
quality products at competitive prices that are in demand (Fearne 1998). As a result, there is a growing 
trend in the food industry to create partnerships between distributors, processors and producers because 
chain members realize that partnership is the only sustainable form of organization in order to obtain 
long-term success (Fearne 1998; Taylor 2006).  
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When it comes to partnerships, an essential element must be present in order to become successful in the 
marketplace. Trust, or the extent to which one believes that others will not act to exploit its 
vulnerabilities, should prevail between the various chain members to develop lasting strategic alliances 
(Noteboom 2002; Morrow et al. 2004). Trust can also reduce uncertainty among members of the chain 
(Marques Vieira & Traill 2008).  

Sustainable Development 

The main role of a value chain is to offer an assortment that meets market demands (Layton 2009; 
Alderson 1965). As consumers become increasingly aware of the impact of consumption on the 
environment (Laroche et al. 2001; Layton 2007), it is important to plan production with the least waste 
possible in order to respect the planet. This optimization of production and the reduction of losses go 
along with several other ideas to form the concept of sustainable development, which focuses 
simultaneously on environmental, social and economic growth (Boron & Murray 2004; Kates et al. 
2005).      

Although the idea was introduced in the early 1970s and several definitions of sustainable development 
exist, the most commonly used is unquestionably the one issued by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development (WCED) in 1987. It states that sustainable development is growth that 
meets the present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs 
(Payne & Raiborn 2001; Aiking & de Boer 2004; Kates et al. 2005). In 1995, the Earth Council has 
stated that development must be just, viable and appropriate for the economy, society and the 
environment. Subsequently, Kilbourne et al. (1997) adapted that definition to the field of consumption. 
Kilbourne et al (1997 posit that no matter the role of consumption and related quality of life, 
development should be duplicated in future generations for an indefinite period of time.  

In 2002, the World Summit on Sustainable Development was held in South Africa and offered a new 
definition of the concept. Sustainable development thus becomes a collective responsibility to advance 
and strengthen the interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars – economic development, social 
development and environmental protection – at local, regional, national and global levels (see Kates et 
al. 2005).  

More and more consumers analyze the decisions of firms regarding environmental matters and these 
decisions influence the purchase of products (Laroche et al. 2001; Baskharan et al. 2006). Bashkaran et 
al. (2006) point out that in the past, several organizations have published statements in relation to their 
environmental concerns with no follow-through and consumers have become more doubtful about such 
allegations (Aiking & de Boer 2004; Bashkaran et al. 2006).  

The adoption of a sustainable development based strategy can potentially respond to consumer demands 
in terms of good environmental practices adopted by firms and can create a positive image of the 
organization (McEachern & McClean 2002; Carlson et al. 1996; Morris et al. 1995; Reynolds et al. 
2009). However, Bashkaran et al. (2006) argue that product prices issued from a value chain that 
respects the principles of sustainable development will be higher, which will bring an additional 
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pressure on the demand level. Consumers will only accept to pay these higher prices if they believe that 
the benefits of obtaining a product that respects the environment outweigh the disadvantages (Laroche et 
al. 2001).  

Therefore, it is important to understand that the introduction of products respectful of the environment 
might not take off as quickly as one might hope. The higher price level and consumers’ lack of 
confidence in organizations’ allegations will likely create a weaker market penetration rate. In order to 
address these concerns, it is necessary for the value chain to clearly demonstrate its claims to consumers 
during the promotional campaign as well as to partner with a governmental organization to restore 
credible consumer confidence (Bashkaran et al. 2006; Lindgreen 2003; McEachern & McClean 2002). 

Methodology 

During the month of March 2011, 12 semi-structured individual interviews were conducted amongst 
marketing managers working for different organizations within the Quebec hog value chain. The 
organizations chosen vary depending on the size, level of integration and involvement in the industry to 
create a sample that adequately represents the Quebec hog value chain. For the purpose of this research, 
three producers, one veterinarian, three slaughter houses, one processor, one distributor, one 
independent butcher shop and two types of restaurants (chain and high-end) were questioned regarding 
the current state of the industry as well as the impact of sustainable development on their business plans. 

Internal validation was achieved by sending the interview transcripts to the managers in order to verify 
the accuracy of the information gathered during the meetings.  

Results 

The Canadian hog industry is currently facing strong competition from the United States and South 
America, intricate societal demands from the population, a strong Canadian dollar and a significant 
increase in input costs, particularly in respect to oil and corn. To be able to cope with competition, 
members of the value chain believe that they must reduce production costs, increase product awareness 
in the domestic market and promote cooperation and trust among industry members in order to prosper 
in an uncertain market.  

In the same line of thought, managers interviewed agreed that individual members of the value chain 
survey customers on a regular basis to determine their needs and concerns but this information is kept 
confidential. Sharing of customer insights and market trends between members of the hog value chain is 
minimal, thus creating a lack of communication and a reduction in efficiency in the industry. 

Although managers show confidence in the quality of the Canadian product, the image of a commodity 
meat available at low prices appears to interfere with the growth of the sector. Consumers are 
increasingly concerned about their health and the state of the environment. According to the leaders 
interviewed, price and quality are still the main decision criteria to purchase meat, but consumers have 
added new demands to this list in recent years. Indeed, the table of nutrient values, country of origin, 
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environmentally friendly practices, animal welfare and an interesting offer of ready-to-eat meals have all 
become hot topics. Therefore, a dichotomy is present in the market where a generic product is available 
at low prices and a niche market is also available for customers willing to pay an additional amount for a 
product respectful of the environment. Our results suggest that consumers today demand more from 
businesses but are not necessarily willing to pay an additional amount for such requests.  

When it comes to sustainable development and the hog value chain, the economic and environmental 
aspects seem to be well understood by members of the industry. On the other hand, the social aspect of 
the concept is not mentioned frequently and is not part of the leaders’ main concerns. Since the topic of 
sustainable development is a relatively new and constantly evolving subject in the business world, it is 
unlikely to encounter a complete understanding of the topic by all members of a value chain at the 
beginning of the implementation process. As such, members of the Quebec hog value chain have been 
exposed to the sustainable development concept but do not yet fully understand its ramifications. 
Nevertheless, members of the industry agree that sustainable development affects the Quebec hog value 
chain and will remain a topic of interest in the coming years.  

Discussion 

The Quebec hog industry currently has to face strong competition from several countries that are able to 
offer a similar product at a lower cost. The mature market consists of a limited number of producers 
interested in offering a product on the market at the lowest possible price. Since the 2008 economic 
recession is still fresh in consumers’ minds, price awareness has become an important concern. It has 
created an additional pressure on the value chain to increase its efficiency in order to reduce overall 
production costs.  

The current value chain is focused on distributors who dictate the price level and the nature of the 
assortment offered to consumers. To counteract this obsession on obtaining the lowest price possible, the 
Quebec hog value chain should move towards value-added activities and product differentiation. This 
change of direction would relieve pressure from the value chain to constantly reduce production costs. 

Differentiation and value-adding techniques are numerous. Sustainable development might be an avenue 
to consider as it is now becoming an important topic in the agro-food business. This strategy could be 
tailored to the niche market of the industry where consumers are concerned about their health and the 
environment and are willing to pay an additional amount for a product that respects sustainable 
development principles. As consumers become increasingly concerned about global environment issues, 
the hog value chain should promote its efforts in sustainable development as soon as possible if they 
wish to secure a first-mover advantage in the food industry.  

To begin with, it is important for channel members to fully understand the concept’s numerous angles 
before advertising it to the general public. Currently, only a select number of organizations are using 
sustainable development as a core aspect of their strategic positioning. Although those businesses are 
visionaries, a lack of consistency by the rest of the industry does not promote the responsible image 
prized by consumers. To create a strong sustainable development positioning, engagement, 
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communication, cooperation and trust must all be present amongst members of the value chain. Only 
then can the environmental, economic and social aspects be presented to create a consistent image of the 
industry. Considering the current level of knowledge related to sustainable development in the hog 
industry, channel member awareness and education become a short-term goal. Provincial marketing 
boards are well-equipped to play an active role in this process. 

Once chain members fully understand the intricacies of the concept, the industry will be better equipped 
to promote sustainable development and its benefits to the population. As an example, the value chain 
must endorse the advantages of local procurement by focusing on a clear and accurate labelling system 
and explain the benefits of purchasing a regional product. Consumers must understand that it is not 
difficult to buy locally-raised meat products and that each purchase decision generates a positive impact 
on the well-being of the local and national industry. Messages pertaining to the efforts of the industry in 
regards to sustainable development must be kept clear, precise and verifiable. 

By using a strategic positioning that highlights the sustainable development efforts of the Quebec hog 
industry, it is therefore possible to address the environmental concerns of consumers in addition to 
differentiate and enhance the product’s image on the domestic market.  

Limits and future research 

This research is mainly concerned with the Quebec hog industry. External validity has not been achieved 
with the current research. In addition, a lack of distributor availability to answer the interview questions 
limits researchers’ capacity to extrapolate results to all retailers. Meetings with other food distributors 
would be required to verify the accuracy of results. 

Although this study is exploratory in nature, several appealing research avenues emerge. First, the 
research focuses primarily on members of the distribution network, but does not consider the 
consumers’ point of view. It would be interesting to study the impact of sustainable development on the 
perceived product quality by measuring consumers’ intent to purchase. 

Also, it is obvious that this research focuses exclusively on the Quebec market. It would be interesting to 
determine if this research could be applied to another Canadian province or country’s hog industry. 

Finally, it would be motivating to see if the concept could be used in a non-consumable goods industry. 
This new research could examine the effects of sustainable development on a product that the consumer 
does not need to ingest in order to appreciate the benefits.  
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