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ABSTRACT	  
 

Present-day food systems are characterised by industrial mass-production and are becoming 

exceedingly untenable from a social, ecological and economic perspective. The era of 

favourable growing conditions and stability is no longer guaranteed, and arguments for 

holistic and transformative solutions are raised, that can reconnect humanity to the biosphere 

and create resilient food systems. The overall aim of this study is to describe eco-gastronomy 

within a Swedish context, and to explore its potential to act as an incubator for change within 

the foodservice sector. The findings contribute to the transformation framework with 

contextual understanding on how sub-processes (in the preparation phase) play out in an eco-

gastronomic context. One of the main challenges for the future viability of eco-gastronomy is 

associated with limited supply and access to high quality and sustainable Swedish produce. 

Food professionals envision and innovate new pathways through social-ecological innovation, 

network building, novel organization and close collaboration (e.g. knowledge exchange, 

feedback). Collaborative efforts are made to support diversity, quality and access to eco-

gastronomic produce. However, eco-gastronomic practices are both adaptive and 

transformative, and a potential trade-off is outlined between the goal of achieving an 

extensive change in food preferences and transformative production practices. Low social 

sustainability (e.g. low salaries) and small networks can threaten the longevity and expansion 

of eco-gastronomy. However, networks are growing in size and number, and a new type of 

food awareness is described, that in extension can become a seed to a more sustainable food 

culture. Eco-gastronomy is not a blueprint for resilient food systems but it provides solutions 

that can result in a more sustainable and delicious future.  
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LIST	  OF	  ABBREVIATIONS	  AND	  DEFINITIONS	  
	  

Concept “The reasoning behind an idea, strategy, or proposal with particular 
emphasis placed on the benefits brought on by that idea.” (Business 
Dictionary 2016)  

Eco-gastronomic 
produce 

High-quality produce (from primary production to refined products) with 
a possible generative effect and lower environmental impact compared 
to conventional products.  

ES Ecosystem services 
GHGE Greenhouse gas emissions 
MLP Multi-level perspective 
Network-nature 
interaction 

Collaboration between multiple individuals, dealing with ecological 
constraints and opportunities (Dwiartama & Rosin 2014). 

Resilience Ability to persist and resist external disturbances (Holling et al. 2002). 
SE-innovation Social-ecological innovation 
SES Social-Ecological System 
Strategy “Plan of action designed to achieve a long-term or overall aim.” (Oxford 

University Press 2016b) 
Terroir Cultivation location and natural forces, for example sun/soil 

condition/rain, impact on primary produce and its own distinctive 
characteristics (Hermansen 2012). 
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INTRODUCTORY	  CHAPTER	  
This study addresses systemic food challenges within a Swedish context, and focuses on 

solutions and agency provided by chefs and producers to create novel food trajectories. Eco-

gastronomy is used as a framing concept to explore its viability for systemic transformations, 

and to develop our understanding for transformations in progress. This introductory chapter 

provides a critical evaluation of chosen theories, concepts and methodology. 

 

Epistemological	  background	  	  

This study applies a pragmatic approach (problem oriented) with a purpose to find solutions 

to the problem statement (Patton 1990, Creswell 2009). Perspective and interpretation affects 

the understanding of the world (Kvale & Brinkmann 2014), and pragmatists acknowledge that 

the world is dynamic and conditional, and that the study takes place within e.g. social, 

political and historical contexts (Creswell 2009). Scholars that study complex adaptive 

systems highlight the importance of seeking causality (e.g. feedback loops) but acknowledge 

variability, social constructs (e.g. norms) and view knowledge as contingent (Miller et al. 

2008). Social mechanisms are bound to conditions and outcomes (Gerring 2010) but certain 

mechanisms can be generalised under specific circumstances (Boonsta & Joosse 2013). 

 
Theoretical discussion 

A combination of concepts and theories has been applied in order to develop a comprehensive 

analytical framework (see figure 1). Social-ecological systems (SES) and transformation 

thinking is used to explain how systems can stabilise in an undesirable state or transform into 

a more desirable state. Transformation thinking adds a multiphase focus (i.e. change over 

time), while the multilevel perspective (MLP) adds a cross-scale focus. The relational 

approach captures a collaborative dimension and focuses on network-nature interactions. 

Social innovation is a concept that has been stretched and applied in multiple discourses 

(Grimm et al. 2013), but current definitions centres around new solutions with an end-goal to 

address societal challenges through novel collaboration (EU-Commission 2016). Social-

ecological innovation is used to capture a human-nature perspective to the analysis of 

innovations, as it emphasises dynamic social-ecological feedbacks that generate essential 

ecosystem services (Olsson & Galaz 2012, Galaz 2014).  
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Figure	  1.	  Summary	  of	  theories	  and	  concepts.	  Arrows	  point	  out	  key	  strengths	  of	  each	  theory	  that	  is	  used	  to	  develop	  an	  
analytical	  framework	  for	  the	  eco-‐gastronomic	  case.	  	  

 
The MLP (see figure 2) is commonly used when studying socio-technical transitions, where 

technology niches need support, described as ‘protective spaces’, before entering 

conventional markets (Kemp et al. 1998, Smith & Raven 2012). Eco-gastronomy is not 

providing a technological change specifically and is available on the conventional market, but 

the MLP is used to differentiate between aggregation levels (Rotmans et al. 2001). 

 

 
Figure	  2.	  Multi-‐level	  perspective	  on	  transitions	  (from	  Geels	  2002)	  that	  illustrates	  how	  multiple	  levels	  constitutes	  a	  nested	  
hierarchy,	  and	  how	  niches	  provide	  novelty	  that	  changes	  the	  regime. 
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Regime and niche actors are attributed different skill-sets and diverse obligations (Geels & 

Schot 2007), and there is a risk that the multilevel perspective surpasses a more dynamic 

reality (e.g. niche-actors supporting both regime and niche configurations). The relational 

approach resembles with complexity theory and the study of complex system dynamics, as it 

focuses on relations instead of entities (McCarthy et al. 2014), and complements the niche-

regime framing. 

 

Methodological discussion  

The study was conducted by carrying out two initial focus groups (pilot studies), followed by 

16 semi-structured interviews. Qualitative methodology supports nuanced descriptions, 

flexibility and provides specific information (e.g. stories or examples), and/or helps uncover 

central themes (Kvale & Brinkmann 2014). Focus groups provided an initial understanding of 

the niche (Stewart & Shamdasani 1990), multiple insights of how people perceive the 

situation (Kreuger 1994) and information was used to develop central themes and questions.  

 

Seven chef-interviews were conducted (with two participants in one interview), and a 

snowball sampling technique (Emerson 2015) was used to find niche-producers. The 

sampling criteria is based on the eco-gastronomic concept and allowed for an inclusive 

approach since it considers ‘environmental concern’ in general (see section 3.1). This 

approach increased the number of relevant chefs and restaurants, and the principle of maximal 

variation was applied (Esaiasson et al. 2012) by contacting a diversity of restaurant-types (i.e. 

based on price/meal). This was based on a conclusion by Nilsson (2013) who argues that eco-

gastronomy needs to be adopted in “ordinary restaurants” to have a real impact.  

 

Response-rates varied and a total of thirteen producers were interviewed (two participants in 

four out of nine interviews). Snowball sampling has been criticised for being opportunistic 

(Arksey & Knight 1999) but allows a way to find and approach new informants, in this case 

producers, with the purpose to explore chef-producer collaboration. Multiple food 

professionals participated in focus group discussion but only chefs and producers were 

interviewed (two wholesaling companies were contacted after being mentioned by 

interviewees but without response). Eventually, a balance between relevant perspectives and 

practical concerns (e.g. time) restricted the number of interviews (Arksey & Knight 1999).  
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Interview-data will obtain elements of subjectivity and complexity and can be difficult to 

analyse (Arksey & Knight 1999). Participants describe their activities, but a quantitative 

measure of the impact of niche-activities (e.g. ecological footprint) is not provided in this 

study. Structured interviews can minimize interviewer effects and assists the analysis of 

interview responses (Patton 2002), but the semi-structured approach was prioritised as it 

leaves space for a more dynamic interview and is suitable for exploratory studies (Esaiasson 

et al. 2012, Kvale & Brinkmann 2014). Interview methodology is a co-creation of information 

and will be affected by where it is held (the context) and by the interaction itself. Interviewees 

can be affected by the interviewer’s presence and/or by power asymmetries (Kvale & 

Brinkmann 2014). The framing of the project (i.e. eco-gastronomy) might have had an impact 

on how participants understood the situation and by extension their answers (e.g. only 

describing suitable examples) and recommendations for whom to contact. 

 

A hybrid approach of inductive and deductive coding was applied by integrating data-driven 

and theory-driven codes and to further develop central themes (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 

2006), and to avoid the omission of important aspects not included in frameworks. Inductive 

grounded theory discovers theory in data (Strauss & Corbin 1994) and is useful to escape the 

process of forcing data into codes (Arksey & Knight 1999). However, inductive coding, from 

a small sample (N = 16), to general theory is questioned and criticized for being un-rigorous 

and insufficient to predict the future, as data should verify theory (Bendassolli 2013). Pre-

determined codes have shaped the line of inquiry, but the hybrid approach enables the link to 

theory while allowing for empirical novelty that is not captured in the theoretical framework 

(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 2006). The coding process started with a deductive theoretical 

categorization based on the transformation framework by Moore et al. (2014) and the first 

phase and its sub-process, which was used to develop questions that also frames and 

structures the analytical process (e.g. categorising results). The analytical framework (see 

table 1) was complemented with SE-innovation, the relational approach and inductive codes 

(e.g. ‘investments & financial innovation’), as information concerning these topics was 

repeated throughout interviews.  

 

Categorization is a tool for the condensation process and facilitates the structuring of long and 

complex transcripts, and helps to capture a general understanding (e.g. how niche-actors 

contribute to change) and are sorted by codes (Kvale & Brinkmann 2014). Interview data is 

contextual, pragmatic, relational, constructed and contractual (ibid), but contextual individual 
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narratives and variations within the niche are partly dimmed due to the condensation and 

categorization process. This might have inflicted the results, in terms of a thorough and 

consistent statement but provides an overview that can compensate for selective 

interpretations (i.e. not only using one source of information) and increases the reader’s 

control over coding, which supports the reliability of the study (ibid). 
 

Table	  1.	  Analytical	  framework.	  Section	  1-‐2	  is	  linked	  to	  research	  question	  1-‐2	  respectively	  and	  each	  category	  is	  based	  on	  
work	  by	  Moore	  et	  al.	  (2014),	  Olsson	  &	  Galaz	  (2012),	  Darnhofer	  et	  al.	  (2016)	  and	  on	  emerging	  inductive	  themes.	  

 

	  

CATEGORIES AND SUB-CATEGORIES QUESTIONS ASKED TO THE DATA 

1. Preparatory transformation processes - Business activities for SES transformations 
1a. Sense-making Niche-actors understanding of the SES and challenges: 
I: Problem domain 
 

What type of societal challenges do they identify? What 
regime practices are mentioned and problematized?  

II: Specific challenges What challenges do niche-actors deal with individually or 
collaboratively? 

1b. Envisioning  Envisioning new pathways and understanding that 
other social-ecological system configurations are 
achievable: 

I: New pathways What type of new pathways do they visualize? 
II: Guiding sustainability principles Why do niche actors choose to operate within the niche 

(underlying motivations)? 
How do they prioritize between sustainability principles?  

1c. Strategic development and SE-
innovation 

Strategies, solutions, ideas and (business) concepts: 

I: Strategies and solutions  What type of strategies and solutions do they use to 
achieve more sustainable business practices?  

II: Investments & financial innovation How do niche-actors finance strategies that support 
sustainable practices? 

III: New ideas and concepts What type of (sustainable) ideas and concepts do they use 
in their business model? 

2. Network-nature interaction (relationalities) - Gathering momentum 
2a. Collaborative properties  Niche-actors’ relationalities: 

I: Supportive niche relationalities What type of collaboration support niche development? 

II: Niche-regime relationalities What type of collaboration could be counterproductive 
(i.e. supporting the regime directly or indirectly)?  

2b. Organization Connection through networks & frontrunners 
I: Events & trends 
 

What eco-gastronomic trends and events support network 
development and niche organization? 

II: Network development How do niche-actors organize collaborative efforts and 
develop networks?  

2c. Mobilizing awareness How do niche-actors mobilize awareness? 
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1.	  INTRODUCTION	  
 

“We are the first generation with the knowledge of how our activities 

influence the Earth System, and thus the first generation with the power and 

the responsibility to change our relationship with the planet.”  

(Steffen et al. 2011:749)  

Challenges	  for	  securing	  a	  sustainable	  and	  tasty	  future	  	  

‘You are what you eat’ is a commonly used saying that was expressed in what has been called 

the bible of Gastronomy (Anthelme Brillat-Savarin 1826), and what we eat is a result of 

individual genetics and cultural preferences (Aiking 2011). Food production landscapes are 

today largely characterized by monocultures and spatial homogeneity, where wheat, rice and 

corn constitute 60% - 70% of human food (Tilman et al. 2002, Rabbinge & Bindraban 2012). 

The global food system accounts for 20% of the total energy used, 30% of all ice-free land 

and 70% of available freshwater (Aiking 2011), and the agricultural sector is today seen as a 

major driver to climate change and is responsible for 25-33% of global greenhouse gas 

emissions (McMichael 2009). Energy-dense diets are contributing to a global obesity 

epidemic (World Health Organisation 2000) and agricultural practices are decisive for the 

state of human health and the global environment (Tilman et al. 2002).  

 

Historical events and trends have influenced our food systems (Spaargaren et al. 2014). The 

20th century rationalisation process has contributed to increased yields and food availability 

(Rabbinge & Bindraban 2012), reduced food shortages (mainly in OECD countries), extended 

food choices and has contributed to food safety standards (Spaargaren et al. 2014). The 

industrial food paradigm (Dyball 2015), also called conventional “productivist” paradigm 

(Deutsch et al. 2013) has on the other hand resulted in an energy-intensive and highly 

commoditised food system that expose cities to socio-economic and ecosystem vulnerabilities 

(ibid), and unjustly undercompensated farmers (Dyball 2015). There is a growing concern for 

the effect of agro-industrialisation on human and planetary health (Lang & Heasman 2004), 

which is described as exceedingly untenable from an economic, social and ecological 

perspective (Levkoe 2011). Arguments for holistic and transformative solutions are raised 

(ibid) and capitalist profit-maximizing values need to be questioned in order to create resilient 

food systems (Hodbod & Eakin 2015). Sustainability transformations should include 

strategies that reconnect humanity to the biosphere (Folke et al. 2011), and that encourage 
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values beyond cheap access to industrial commodities (Deutsch et al. 2013). This study 

explores potential seeds for transformations within the foodservice sector. 

 

Transforming	  food	  culture	  through	  gastronomy	  

Gastronomy, defined as “the practice or art of choosing, cooking, and eating good food” 

(Oxford University Press 2015), puts a clear focus on the link between food and the art and 

culture of how it is produced, used, and influences society (Lozano & Aguilar 2011, Gold 

2015). Nordic chefs have started to question production based on efficiency, volume and price 

(Nordic Council of Ministers 2015), and practice a new type of food awareness that can be 

conceptualised as eco-gastronomy, defined as “reflective cooking and eating in which 

environmental concern becomes a major factor in the choice of ingredients, in preparation 

and in marketing” (Nilsson 2013:190). Eco-gastronomy conflates the pleasure of good and 

sustainable food and the overall aim of the study is to identify solutions that contribute to a 

more sustainable food system. This study explores eco-gastronomy within a Swedish context 

and elaborates on its potential to act as an incubator for transformative change. The following 

questions guide the study:  

 

1. What preparatory transformation processes enable emergence of eco-gastronomy? 

2. What patterns of relations strengthens eco-gastronomic practices and help build 

momentum for change? 
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1.1	  STUDY	  CONTEXT	  –	  THE	  EMERGENCE	  OF	  A	  SWEDISH	  PRODUCTIVIST	  PARADIGM	  

An efficient industrial food system was promoted in the wake of the economical and technical 

post-WWII development, and price regulations were adapted to secure a high self-sufficiency 

rate (Furustam 2012). Sweden entered the European Union (EU) in 1995 and is officially 

governed by decisions made at a supranational level, and the agricultural sector is regulated 

by the common agricultural policy (CAP) (Jordbruksverket 2015). Swedish production is 

highly interconnected to European and global market, which has resulted in cheaper food and 

increased food imports (Lööv et al. 2015) by 65,4% (including animal feed and tobacco) 

between 2000 and 2014 (SCB 2015).  

 

Swedish meat consumption has increased from 50 kg meat/person in 1960, to 90 kg in 2013 

(Lööv et al. 2015), which is above the global average of high-income countries (81.8 kg) and 

well above low-income countries (17.3 kg) (Seto & Ramankutty 2016). Cheap imported meat 

and animal-feed contributes to a reduction of grazing animals, which results in a decline of 

open landscapes and biodiversity maintenance (Darnhofer et al. 2016). Economic conditions 

and overall agricultural policies have reinforced agricultural specialization (e.g. land use 

heterogeneity) and concentration (e.g. farm enlargement has doubled since 1980), which has 

resulted in a decrease of mosaic landscapes and changed on-farm practices (Johansson 2005). 

Producers suffer by the structural change and by a depressed market, especially within the pig 

and dairy sector (Rytkönen 2014). The number of farms and employees has declined by 80% 

since 1927 (Johansson 2005).  

 

Political steering processes have also affected restaurants. The state regulated and curtailed 

private purchasing of alcohol between 1920 and 1950, and restaurant visitors had to buy food 

as a “necessary evil” to be served alcohol. The quality of restaurants was mediocre, and 

standards for responsible restaurant management were implemented to avoid a profit-driven 

sector, including state-owned restaurants until the 1980’s (Jönsson 2013). The Swedish 

restaurant scene has changed immensely since then, and the introduction of Nouvelle Cuisine 

(French origin) was an important inspiration for Scandinavian chefs (e.g. Tore Wretman), 

who started to use daily menus and follow its principles of fresh seasonal and local produce 

(ibid). Eating habits are today an important marker of individual lifestyle and identity and 

more people dine out (Nilsson 2013, Lööv et al. 2015). The public food interest has increased 

during past decades, which is reflected in the spread of literature, TV shows and public debate 
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around food issues (Nilsson 2013). Cheaper food and higher salaries resulted in an increase of 

purchasing power, and the social and economic importance of the restaurant business 

transformed rapidly (Jönsson 2013). This development is particularly applicable to urban 

citizens, who dine out more often, and the demand for convenient food is expected to rise 

(Seto & Ramankutty 2016). 

	  1.2	  CASE-‐STUDY	  DESCRIPTION	  	  

Nordic countries and the New Nordic Cuisine have received international recognition during 

the past decade (Nordstrom & Olsen 2011, Moskin 2011), and gastronomic world-class 

restaurants have emerged (e.g. Danish NOMA and Swedish Fäviken are in the top of the 

‘World’s 50 best restaurants’ list) that display seasonal and Nordic terroir-led cooking to the 

global gastronomic scene. Nordic chefs are collaboratively developing the New Nordic 

Cuisine, and are signalling a post-national world through a pan Nordic terroir and cuisine, and 

where the natural and local product is at the heart of cooking (Jönsson 2013). The Nordic 

cuisine is described as playful and serious, and with a larger goal and concern for a planet in 

balance (Moskin 2011). Swedish food traditions resemble with Nordic gastronomic traditions, 

but holds regional variation (Nilsson 2013). This study explores eco-gastronomy in Sweden, 

with a focus on Stockholm and surrounding areas (see figure 3), as eco-gastronomic 

restaurants mainly are located in urban areas (Nilsson 2013).  

 
Figure	  3.	  The	  study	  was	  mainly	  conducted	  in	  and	  around	  Stockholm,	  lake	  Mälaren	  and	  on	  the	  island	  Gotland	  (see	  circle).	  
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2.	  THEORETICAL	  LENS	  AND	  APPLICATION	  

2.1.	  SOCIAL-‐ECOLOGICAL	  SYSTEMS	  AND	  TRANSFORMATIONS	  

Humans have shaped ecosystems extensively during the past century (MEA 2005) and 

societal development relies on the capacity to sustain natural resources that deliver ecosystem 

services (ibid, Daily 1997). Humans and nature are thus interconnected in social-ecological 

systems (SES) (Berkes & Folke 1998) through interlinked and interdependent social and 

ecological dynamics that change over time (Holling 2001). From a foodservice sector 

perspective it means that food professionals have an impact on system functions through their 

practices, but are also affected by how well the system is functioning (Cavagnaro 2015).  

 

The era of favourable growing conditions, due to a relatively stable climate (referred to as the 

Holocene), can be threatened if critical thresholds are transgressed (Lenton et al. 2008, 

Rockström et al. 2009), and IPCC (2014) concludes that this era of stability is no longer 

guaranteed. Deliberate transformations need to be explored as an option when earth system 

resilience (i.e. ability to persist and resist external disturbances (Holling et al. 2002)) is 

jeopardized (Folke et al. 2010). Adaptation processes can build resilience while 

transformations attempt to decrease system resilience, in order to create a fundamentally new 

system (Walker et al. 2004). Intentional systemic transformations of SES require novel 

processes that support substantially different system configurations and a new trajectory of 

development (ibid, Westley et al. 2011, Olsson et al. 2006). Change processes can be 

transformative (enduring a new regime), adaptive (stagnation of change) or simply collapse 

(Chapin et al. 2010, Abernethy et al. 2014). Transformations require multiple changes in 

perceptions, meanings, power relations, and novel patterns of interaction and new 

organisation, institutions and leadership (Folke et al. 2010, Westley et al. 2013, Abernethy et 

al. 2014), and are desirable if the system is trapped on an unsustainable trajectory (Walker et 

al. 2006). 

2.1.1	  PREPARING	  FOR	  CHANGE	  AND	  SOCIAL-‐ECOLOGICAL	  INNOVATION	  

Transformation processes have been divided into three distinct phases (Olsson et al. 2004, 

2006, 2008): (1) preparing for change, (2) navigation and (3) institutionalizing the new 

trajectory (see figure 4). Each phase contains sub-processes governed by different agents 

(with diverse strategies and resources) that try to move the SES into the next phase (Moore et 

al. 2014). Eco-gastronomic practices are expected to be restricted to a smaller group of food 
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professionals that innovate and reconfigure system functions. I base this assumption on a 

previous study of restaurants in the southeast of Sweden that showed that only a limited 

number of 110 restaurants stated eco-gastronomic preferences (Nilsson 2013). 

 

 
Figure	  4.	  The	  "cup	  and	  ball"	  model	  is	  illustrating	  phases	  of	  a	  transformation	  (source;	  Olsson	  et	  al.	  2004,	  Folke	  et	  al.	  2009).	  

 

The first phase of a transformation stresses the importance of agency (i.e. how individuals 

and/or collectives shape processes). Its sub-processes (see table 2) are studied in more detail 

to determine if food professionals identify how and what to change through their experience 

of a situation and construction of meaning to it (Moore et al. 2014).  

 
Table	  2.	  Description	  and	  summary	  of	  sub-‐processes	  in	  the	  first	  phase	  of	  a	  transformation:	  sub-‐process	  a-‐b	  is	  captured	  in	  
research	  question	  1,	  and	  sub-‐process	  c	  in	  research	  question	  2.	  

Preparing for change, identified sub-processes in the first phase of a transformation: 
(Building on the work by Moore et al. 2014) 

 
a. Sense-making  
§ Actor(s) identify critical barriers and structures that make the current SES vulnerable or problematic.  
§ Possibly deliberate process where actor(s) mobilize awareness and encourage self-organization around new 

ideas/practices that motivates (collective) action. 
 
 
b. Envisioning  
§ Actor(s) envision new pathways and understand that other social-ecological system configurations are 

achievable. 
§ They develop innovation(s) for the future, as well as new organizational forms, management practices, and 

cognitive relations to nature.  
 

 
c. Gathering momentum  
§ Actor(s) try to move the system in the new (normatively desired) direction that aligns with the envisioning 

process.  
§ They self-organise in networks around new transformative ideas (creating a coalition with shared identity), 

by using different skill-sets throughout the process. 
§ Niche-actors make informed choices and strategic decisions, building on a testing and learning process 

(e.g. understanding social-ecological links and feedbacks), that support emerging SES dynamics. 
§ They acknowledge successful innovations, as they may be scaled out/up in following phases. 
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Actors need to create an understanding of the problem domain, identify critical barriers, 

envision new pathways and develop strategies that support new SES-configurations. They 

also need to mobilize awareness and gather momentum by acknowledging successful 

innovations in order to prepare the system for change (Loorbach & Wijsman 2013, Moore et 

al. 2014). Actors are expected to create new organizational forms, management practices, and 

cognitive relations to nature, in order to move the system into the next phase of a 

transformation (Moore et al. 2014).  Social innovations encourage activities and services that 

result in compelling and novel social relationships, while addressing societal needs (Mulgan 

2006). Social-ecological innovation (SE-innovation) combines technological and social 

innovation, and is defined as social innovation (e.g. new strategies, concepts, ideas and 

organization) and technological innovation that improve the capacity to generate multiple 

essential ES and respond to, manage and learn from dynamic social-ecological feedback 

(Olsson & Galaz 2012, Galaz 2014). Thus, different from social innovation, SE-innovation 

focuses on processes that result in compelling and novel social-ecological relationships. 

2.2	  MULTILEVEL	  PERSPECTIVE	  	  

The multilevel perspective (MLP) on transitions is used as a theoretical lens to aggregate 

levels (landscape/regime/niche) within the foodservice sector, and is illustrated in figure 5 

that combines a MLP with the multiphase “cup and ball” model (figure 4). Two different 

basins of attractions are conceptualized (i.e. the conventional system to the left and the eco-

gastronomic system to the right) and aggregated levels are described below: 

 

(1) Landscapes (not biophysical landscape) reflect the wider societal background (i.e. 

exogenous environment) that shape regimes and niches (Smith & Stirling 2010). They consist 

of deep cultural and macro patterns (e.g. macro-economics), usually involving slow 

development processes (decades) that niche and regime actors lack direct influence over 

(Geels & Schot 2007).  

 

(2) Regimes are embedded in deep structures (e.g. culture and standards), where regime-

actors follow a set of rules and share fundamental assumptions. Routine action and 

investments in infrastructure are examples that stabilises the trajectory of development and 

provides the regime with a certain degree of robustness (Geels & Schot 2007).  
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(3) Niches promote novelty (Kemp et al. 1998) and visionary seeds that initiate change 

processes (Rotmans et al. 2001), and are here defined as specialized segments of a market that 

provides opportunities for a particular service or product (Oxford University Press 2016a).  

Niche-actors hold different ideas in comparison to regime-actors (Morrissey et al. 2013) and 

empower, nurture and improve the performance of path-breaking innovations (Smith & 

Raven 2012). 

 
Figure	  5.	  Multi-‐level	  perspective	  on	  transitions	  (adapted	  from	  Geels	  &	  Schot	  2007)	  combined	  with	  the	  “cup	  and	  ball”	  
model	  (adapted	  from	  Olsson	  et	  al.	  2004,	  Folke	  et	  al.	  2009),	  and	  cross-‐scale	  dynamics	  of	  social	  (systemic)	  innovations	  
(adapted	  from	  Westley	  et	  al.	  2011).	  It	  is	  illustrating	  how	  the	  regime	  can	  become	  subject	  to	  pressures	  from	  niche-‐
processes	  (green	  arrow),	  and	  SE-‐innovation	  (blue	  circles	  in	  arrow).	  The	  dominating	  system	  (brown	  ball)	  can	  theoretically	  
transform	  into	  a	  potential	  new	  regime	  and	  SES	  with	  unknown	  configurations	  (green	  ball),	  if	  it	  is	  subject	  to	  enough	  
pressure.	  The	  impact	  a	  niche	  can	  have	  on	  a	  regime	  is	  also	  affected	  by	  changes	  at	  the	  landscape	  level,	  for	  example	  an	  
external	  environmental	  or	  economic	  disturbance	  can	  provide	  windows	  of	  opportunity	  for	  the	  niche	  to	  have	  impact	  on	  
the	  regime	  (not	  shown	  in	  this	  figure).	  

 
Niche-actors are expected to integrate social responsibility, economic profitability and 

ecological sustainability in a fundamentally new way (Loorbach & Wijsman 2013), and can 

provide constant behavioural change that reinforces a systemic change process of deep regime 

structures (Grin et al. 2011). Processes towards a new desirable system can take many 

different forms, depending on the problem, strategies available, and with respect to 
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ambivalence, uncertainty and distributed power (Avelino & Rotman 2009). Interacting groups 

within the regime are large and stable (e.g. articulated rules), while groups within the niche 

often are small with unstable coordination (e.g. un-articulated rules) (Geels & Schot 2007). 

Niche-actors are part of, but can also escape, regime structures (Avelino & Rotmans 2009), 

and operate in spaces with opportunities for innovation and learning processes that can build 

up internal momentum for a transformation (Geels 2004, Moore et al. 2014).  

Food professionals that work with eco-gastronomy are thus seen and described as niche-

actors, and are categorised in three actor-groups (see small circles in figure 6). They 

contribute with SE-innovation and support alternative pathways and eco-gastronomic 

production, which means high-quality produce (from primary production to refined products) 

with a possible generative effect and lower environmental impact compared to conventional 

products. The regime is labelled as the conventional national foodservice sector (see figure 6), 

and contributes to business as usual. Table 3 explains how I will refer to actor-groups within 

the niche, where each interviewee is referred to with a number (e.g. C5-7; only C5 and C7 is 

referred to and not C6).  

 
Table	  3.	  Niche	  actor-‐groups	  and	  how	  they	  are	  referred	  to	  in	  the	  text	  (as	  a	  group	  or	  individually).	  	  

Niche actor-groups Referred to as a group: Referred to as individuals (specific 
interviewee): 

All actor-groups Niche-actors C + number & P + number 
Chefs Niche-chefs C + number (e.g. C4-5-8) 
Producers Niche-producers P + number (e.g. P1-2-5-12) 
Intermediaries (e.g. butchery, 
wholesaler, distribution company) 

Intermediaries Not interviewed. 

 
 

 
Figure	  6.	  The	  regime	  represents	  dominating	  structures	  and	  system	  configurations	  in	  the	  national	  foodservice	  sector	  
(square)	  while	  the	  niche	  is	  seen	  as	  a	  specialized	  market-‐segment	  within	  the	  foodservice	  sector,	  and	  is	  conceptualized	  
through	  three	  actor-‐groups	  (circles).	  
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2.3	  THE	  RELATIONAL	  APPROACH	  

Transformation and transition literature have made a conceptual distinction between structure 

and agency (Darnhofer et al. 2016), and a relational perspective (i.e. focusing on relations 

instead of entities) can help overcome the structure-agency distinction and provides a more 

dynamic view of change processes. It extends the scope of agency beyond individuals and 

acknowledges network-nature interactions, defined as collaboration between multiple 

individuals who deal with ecological constraints and opportunities (Dwiartama & Rosin 

2014). 

 

The wider context and the level of flexibility (e.g. constraints and opportunities) affect 

conditions to engage with change and system resilience (Darnhofer et al. 2016). Relations are 

constantly changing and can weaken or strengthen the transformation process, and help in 

shifting the focus from seemingly stable states to the process of change, in line with SES and 

resilience thinking. The relational approach allows us to understand broader patterns that 

support or disregard change, and how actors endorse different relationalities in a specific 

context (ibid). This means that eco-gastronomic collaboration can both stabilise and support 

change. Additionally, relational dynamics can support and develop emerging innovations into 

social constructions, as the collaborative process encourages more actors to use available 

ideas and innovations (McCarthy et al. 2014). This perspective motivates a critical evaluation 

of niche-actor interactions and potential social-ecological outcomes. 
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3.	  METHODOLOGY	  
A qualitative, descriptive and explorative approach is used to generate information about 

niche-actors’ eco-gastronomic strategies and collaborative processes. Stockholm is the largest 

city in Sweden and was strategically chosen as urban areas are seen as hubs of innovation, 

with more people that eat meals away from home (Seto & Ramankutty 2016). However, one 

restaurant was included despite being located in a rural part of Sweden, as it is known for 

serving visitors from Stockholm, and was described as a progressive restaurant by other 

participants. The research process is summarized in figure 7 (see detailed version in appendix 

1, limitations and discussion in the introductory chapter).  

 

 

 
Figure	  7.	  Summary	  of	  the	  research	  process,	  with	  examples	  of	  how	  each	  step	  was	  performed.	  

	  

3.1	  DATA	  COLLECTION	  

The study was carried out using two initial focus groups to get a first understanding of the 

niche, with representatives from the Swedish national culinary team, the Swedish chef 

association, and the national centre for artisan food, as well as food ambassadors, chefs, food 

producers and other companies in the foodservice sector. These were followed by 16 semi-

structured in-depth interviews with niche-chefs and niche-producers. 
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Niche-chefs that possess relevant knowledge and information through their positions were 

initially contacted (Esaiasson et al. 2012), based on if their restaurant promotes practices 

driven by a philosophy in line with eco-gastronomy (focus on if they choose ingredients with 

environmental concern) and/or the New Nordic Cuisine (e.g. look for statements about 

ecological balance). Different types of restaurants and information about their practices were 

identified through White Guide, the Guide Michelin, restaurants’ webpages (e.g. through 

menus and statements) and through other participants’ recommendations. Seven chef-

interviews were conducted, and a snowball sampling technique (Emerson 2015) was used to 

find niche-producers. 

 

3.2	  DATA	  ANALYSIS	  	  

Transcripts of interviews were sorted and coded by using a hybrid approach of inductive and 

deductive coding. Data-driven and theory-driven codes were integrated (Fereday & Muir-

Cochrane 2006) and helped to structure the analysis by attributing keywords to selected 

sections of data (Kvale & Brinkman 2014). Emerging themes were identified through the 

coding process (Strauss & Corbin 1994) and categories were further developed (Fereday & 

Muir-Cochrane 2006) and added more detail to the analytical framework.  

 

Meaning condensation methodology (Kvale & Brinkmann 2014) was used to re-examine and 

condense the coded dataset into shorter formulations or a few keywords, by only keeping the 

central meaning of longer phrases. Extensive interviews can so forth be translated into natural 

entities, with themes that can be further developed (ibid). The coded and condensed dataset 

was then re-evaluated and sorted by using the analytical framework (table 1). Questions were 

asked to condensed material and categories (based on the aim of the study), in order to 

summarize central themes in a descriptive statement (ibid). 
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4.	  RESULTS	  

4.1	  PREPARATORY	  TRANSFORMATION	  PROCESSES	  

The following section describes how niche-actors understand and strategically deal with 

barriers and how they envision new SES-configurations.  

4.1.1	  SENSE-‐MAKING:	  CRITICAL	  BARRIERS	  	  

Actors need to make sense of the situation and understand critical barriers that create system 

vulnerabilities and hinder change processes (Olsson et al. 2004), to outline how and what to 

change (Moore et al. 2012). Niche-actors describe what they see as critical barriers in the 

current food system (e.g. nutrient-poor soils, fluctuating world prices, lack of genetic 

diversity, cheap food, market concentration, unprofitable agricultural sector), and describe 

how a highly competitive sector forces efficient production methods at the expense of other 

values (P6-7-8-10-12-13).“There are 3-4 companies in the world that breed chickens. The 

same companies control the whole egg business...worldwide. And the chicken business is even 

worse.” (P13, 2015-12-17) One niche-producer (P6) describes how conventional grain 

farmers try to reach a “10-tons club” by producing as much and as quick as possible (which 

favours seed companies).  

 

Demand for organic produce precede supply (P7-8) and a majority of all niche-chefs describe 

how they struggle to find organic (certified) high quality produce or larger quantities of either 

fish, poultry, pork, game or Swedish organic vegetables that meet their expectations 

(especially in December-April). This is made evident by niche-producers that quickly sell 

their entire production (P1-2-3-4-6-7-8-9-10-11-12-13). There is also shortage of produce 

with a taste of a place (so called ‘terroir’) (focus groups 2015-11-13). Some chefs (C2-3-7) 

struggle to find affordable products that also fulfil sustainability requirements, especially for 

restaurants with cheaper meals and a lower budget.  

 

Distribution and organization of food has been described as problematic by a majority of all 

niche-producers that need to process and/or transport their produce. Larger corporations (e.g. 

Scan, Arla) can provide producers with contracts (i.e. security), but all niche-producers prefer 

to keep their own brand since they can get paid for premium value and customized services. 

They thus have to master multiple skills and knowledge including how to produce, process, 
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market, negotiate and sell; this partly explains why niche-producers experience that time is 

scarce (focus group 2015-11-12). Producers describe how they are questioned for not using 

conventional practices, and describe how industry consultants encourage producers to do what 

is most profitable and rational (P3-4-7-8). More examples of barriers are provided in table 4. 

 
Table	  4.	  Niche-‐actors	  describe	  challenges	  with	  the	  dominating	  SES,	  which	  are	  divided	  into	  five	  categories	  with	  descriptive	  
examples.	  

BARRIERS 
1. Production barriers and financial difficulties: 
- All niche-producers have limited access to either time/land/fishing grounds/labour/finance/capital, 

which impacts their capacity to increase volumes.  
- Unpredictable production shortages (e.g. accelerating climatic variation, destroyed harvest), can’t 

guarantee a stable supply  (P3-4-7-8-9-10-11, focus group 2015-11-12). 
- Expensive technology with high capital investments (majority of niche-producers). 
2. Logistical & organizational barriers: 
- Reduced number of silos, mills (P6) and butcheries (focus groups 2015-11-12).  
- Small-scale producers struggle to find companies that buy smaller volumes (P6-7-8).  
- Expensive to slaughter/buy small quantities of meat (focus groups 2015-11-12).  
- Lack of affordable or adequate solutions for transportation (described by a majority of niche-actors). 

3. Low transparency & lack of available information: 
- Difficulties to track the origin of some produce (e.g. fish with incorrect/absent labelling) and parts of 

the information flow stops (C4-5, P11). Buying food from “a lottery” (C1-3-4-6-8). 
- Detailed information registered at the farm level (due to strict regulation) is lost in later steps of the 

food value chain (e.g. at butcheries) (C1, focus group 2015-11-13). 
- No systematic information that describe standards or specifies food qualities (C6-8).  
- Low chef-collaboration in the restaurant-sector (e.g. not sharing producer contacts) (C4-5-6, focus 

group 2015-11-12). 
4. Strict regulation: 
- Low political support and lack of food policies (P1-2-7-8-11) 
- Low durability dates (P12-13) and strict health requirements (e.g. for food processing) (P1-2-5, focus 

group 2015-11-12) and contradicting rules (e.g. not allowed to buy/sell chicken without vet-control, but 
can buy/sell wild birds delivered without refrigerated transportation) (C4-5). 

- Some regulations/certification requirements are described as theory disconnected from reality (e.g. 
KRAV), decided by bureaucrats and not informed by producers (P6-7-8-12-13).  

5. Cultural barriers & food illiteracy: 
- Conservative resistance against “unusual” ingredients or dishes, changing menus, higher prices (focus 

group 2015-11-12, C3-6-7-8, P6-7-8-9-11). 
- Family farms transfer skills and knowledge of conventional practices between generations (P7-8). 
- Inadequate ecological knowledge (focus group 2015-11-13), chefs expecting 24 h supply (P1-2-6-11). 
- Changing diets (e.g. low carb diet) (P10). 
 

4.1.2	  ENVISIONING	  	  

Niche-actors envision new pathways and describe social-ecological system configurations 

that are different from the conventional regime system (see table 5 for detailed comparison). 

They describe the necessity of a mind-set change; from measuring and defining food in 

monetary terms, to understanding values in other ways since something can be more 

expensive, but still affordable (focus group 2015-11-13). One producer highlights that “Chefs 

need to adapt a humble and holistic approach, where they consider the entire landscape 
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where the food was grown, (…) which could lead to more honest and authentic food that can 

have an impact on the guest, or the eating experience.” (P9 2015-12-17)  

 

Niche-actors describe their motivations (e.g. why they choose to operate in a certain way), 

and some are more case specific (e.g. focus on food waste or conservation of ancient native 

endangered species), while others are mentioned more frequently (e.g. 

sustainable/organic/local production and consumption). One niche-chef (C3) describes a 

dream about future supermarkets where everything is organic, except a small “conventional 

shelf in the corner”. 

 
Table	  5.	  Regime	  and	  niche	  stereotypes:	  regime	  characteristics	  are	  based	  on	  the	  literature	  review	  of	  the	  emergence	  of	  an	  
industrial	  paradigm	  (chapter	  1)	  and	  niche	  characteristics	  are	  based	  on	  an	  interpretation	  of	  how	  niche-‐actors	  describe	  
their	  activities	  and	  motivations.	  

 REGIME CHARACTERISTICS  NICHE CHARACTERISTICS 
Production • Market concentration and industrial, 

rationalized mass-production. 
• High input of external resources (e.g. 

fossil energy, fertilizers, water and 
pesticides) to protect/increase harvests.  

• Poor soil quality and decreasing nutrient 
content.  

• Prioritising other values (e.g. organic 
farming, animal well-fare). 

• Use ecological knowledge to 
protect/increase harvest, crop/biodiversity, 
low input of external resources 

• Nurture soils that improve nutrient content. 
 

Consumption 
Food culture 

• Mass-consumption and fast food culture 
with “to go” solutions.  

• High consumption of meat, fat and 
sugar. 

• Extensive menu, chefs accustomed to 
full availability. 

• Eco-gastronomic food culture that builds 
trust and follows a seasonal and natural 
variation.  

• Preference for local, organic/biodynamic 
produce. 

• Restricted menu, chefs adapting to natural 
variation.  

Taste 
qualities 

• Flavours are watered down or poorly 
developed due to standardized products.  

• Consumers accustomed to salt and 
sweet flavours, losing taste literacy (i.e. 
understanding of different flavours).  

• Food rich in flavour, encouraging the taste 
of a place (e.g. terroir).  

• Diversity of qualities explored (e.g. new 
textures, products, re-discovering food and 
cooking techniques) and increasing taste 
literacy.  

 

Guiding	  sustainability	  principles	  

A majority of all niche-actors state that they want to support environmental and/or ethical 

values (e.g. animal welfare). All chefs and a majority of niche-producers underline the 

importance of high quality and flavour, as food need to taste good to attract customers. The 

term quality can hold different meanings (focus group 2015-11-13), and niche-actors provide 

extensive and multifaceted quality descriptions (categorized and summarized in figure 8 

below). They prioritize between values (see box 1), which is reflected in their daily decisions 
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where some choose to produce and consume 100% organic, while others focus on unique 

Swedish produce (not necessarily certified). 

 
 

	  

New	  pathway:	  eco-‐gastronomic	  qualities	  

A majority of all niche-actors explain that qualities ultimately depend on how and where we 

produce our food. One producer (P9) exemplifies by comparing a cauliflower produced in a 

greenhouse to one that was grown in an open field, and notes entirely different expressions 

(e.g. taste, size, texture). Another producer (P8) underline that their sandy soil is beneficial for 

vegetable production and provides both flavour and nutrients.  

 

The standard of eco-gastronomic produce can vary a lot (C3-4-6) and one niche-producer 

delivers produce to a fine-dining restaurant and describes how they basically have an informal 

agreement that 90% of what he delivers has to be the supreme quality, but that 10% can “fail” 

(focus group 2015-11-12). One niche-chef describes the natural variability or a production 

mistake as something interesting and a possible source of a new gastronomic expression (C6), 

and seasonal variability is described as a source of creativity (C2, P3-4-9, focus group 2015-

11-13). However, some producers (P1-2-6) have been asked by chefs to provide a more 

standardized product with fewer surprises and consistent qualities throughout the year and 

have responded to the feedback by adjusting their practices.  

 

Box	  1.	  Quotes	  illustrating	  priorities	  for	  organic	  produce. 

“I want it to be organic first and foremost, and preferably organic and local.” (C3 2015-11-18) 
“Our place is very specialized in comparison to others (…), and we work exclusively with cultural 
grains, organic and locally produced ingredients. (…) Organic need to become the norm.”   
(C6 2015-11-24) 
“Nontoxic [without chemical fertilizers] and animal welfare, are the two things that I see as most 
important. Then it obviously needs to taste good too.” (P12 2015-12-17) 
“To grow organically is just like taking care of yourself. With proper diet, exercise and rest you avoid 
many medications! Small-scale production is graspable, diverse and transparent.” (P8 2015-12-11). 
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Figure	  8.	  Niche-‐actors’	  description	  of	  quality	  -‐	  categorised	  as	  plant,	  animal	  and	  organic	  quality.	  

 

Cultural native breeds and crops are popular among niche-producers and provide other 

qualities and flavours (P1-2-5-6-7-8), and are suitable in a northern climate due to unique 

properties; animals with capacity to search for food independently (e.g. fjällko), native grains 

with longer roots that suppress/outgrow weeds (e.g. emmer/enkorn), pigs with a larger cap of 

fat that is suitable for a colder climate (e.g. Linderödssvin). Niche-chefs believe that high-

class gastronomy and sustainability belong together (C1-2-3-4-5-7-8) and one niche-chef (C8) 

describes how organic produce provides a fresher experience. Both chefs and producers 

underline the importance of supporting a diversity of values and qualities, and do so through 

their practices and daily routines.  

4.1.3	  STRATEGIC	  DEVELOPMENT	  &	  SOCIAL-‐ECOLOGICAL	  INNOVATION	  

Niche-actors handle challenges through different types of social-ecological innovation, which 

can allow them to achieve more sustainable business practices. A general understanding of the 

direction and purpose of niche-strategies is illustrated in figure 9 that is summarizing some 

daily activities and strategies, defined as “plan of action designed to achieve a long-term or 

overall aim” (Oxford University Press 2016b). 
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Figure	  9.	  Categorisation	  of	  niche-‐strategies	  that	  support	  consumption	  and	  production	  patterns	  with	  environmental	  
concern.	  

	  

Extending	  the	  season	  

Sweden has a short growing season (Wallén 1968), which in combination with a limited 

supply of eco-gastronomic produce impacts the availability of fresh seasonal produce, and has 

resulted in niche-practices that increase access throughout the year. Traditional preservation 

methods (e.g. drying, curing, pickling) and cultivation techniques are used to extend and 

increase access to Swedish eco-gastronomic produce. Horticulture is for example used to 

optimize yields through planning and cultivation of multiple crops during one season. 

	  

Working	  with	  nature	  

Niche-producers use ecological knowledge in their daily activities (e.g. to deal with 

perturbations and to increase or protect yields). One organic producer (P7-8) describe how 

they use fungal spores and bumblebees (instead of pesticides) to kill larval infestations, and 

grow the crops that they find the tastiest, and with most resistance (not the variety with 

highest yields). Niche-producers adapt production to soil qualities, climatic conditions and 

develop sustainable practices to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to create favourable on-

farm material rotation (P1-2-6-7-8-9-10). All niche-producers use organic production methods 

(a few exceptions regarding specific crops or products) and are certified or in the process of 

getting certified. But one niche-producer (P7) highlights that certified production also 

includes large-scale and rationalized production, however, necessary to provide enough 

volume. All chefs describe how they use flexible menus (e.g. changing ingredients per 

hour/day/week) to follow the natural seasonal variation. Some change proportions and offer 
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plant-based or vegetarian dishes to reduce negative impacts on the environment and human 

health (C1-2-4-5-8).  

	  

Financial	  solutions	  and	  strategies	  

Niche-actors provide different types of added values to their customers and society at large. 

Some choose to provide eco-gastronomic products at affordable prices (C2-3-7-8, P-9-10-12-

13), others accepts higher costs to avoid large-scale production practices (C4-5-6, P1-2-3-4-5-

6-7-8). Niche-producers describe how they financially handle unforeseen outcomes and/or 

low returns (summarized in table 6). 

 
Table	  6.	  Examples	  of	  financial	  strategies,	  applied	  by	  niche-‐producers.	  

FINANCIAL STRATEGIES APPLIED BY NICHE-PRODUCER 
Keep low salaries (subsistence level), or use 
volunteers or family members that work more or less 
for free. 

P1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8 

Diversify business activities (e.g. start a farm 
shop/café/restaurant, cultural projects). 

P5-7-8-9-10-11-12-13 

Increase production and/or innovate new products. P1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-10-12-13 
Refine primary production to increase value. P1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-11 
Grow (pick) profitable and un-conventional produce 
(e.g. dinkel instead of wheat) to avoid competition 
from larger conventional producers, or to finance less 
profitable production. 

P3-4-6-9-10 

Crowd funding campaign. P5 
Apply for financial support (retrospective funding) 
from EU and the County Board  

P5-6 

Exclude as many intermediaries as possible to 
increase revenues (e.g. handle logistics themselves). 

P1-2-5-6-7-8-9-12-13 

Secure financial back up for less successful years.  P10 
Grow diversity of crops to lower risks for large 
production losses. 

P7-8 

 

 

Some niche-producers have increased their production over time (either by themselves or by 

linking other producers to the company), and can deliver to both niche-actors (e.g. restaurants) 

and regime-actors (e.g. supermarkets) (P6-10-12-13). One niche-producer started 

collaboration with a producer that sold to the regime, and could thereby reduce his 

dependence on large corporations with standard pricing, while both of them increased 

production and returns (P12-13). 
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Eco-gastronomic produce can be more expensive than conventionally produced food, and 

niche-chefs describe some of their financial strategies (see table 7). It was also noted that 

some restaurants have external financers (focus group 2015-11-13). 

 
Table	  7.	  Examples	  of	  financial	  strategies,	  applied	  by	  niche-‐chefs.	  

FINANCIAL STRATEGIES APPLIED BY NICHE-CHEF 
Serve many customers and use less expensive 
seasonal ingredients. 

C2-3-7-8 

(Cheap) seasonal ingredients combined with unique 
(more expensive) produce.  

C1-4-5-6-8 

Avoid price mark-ups (from intermediaries) by 
collaborating with other restaurants (e.g. buy from 
same producer or area and split costs). 

C4-5-6 

Keep a standing order from wholesaler to get cheap 
deals. 

C3-7 

 

	  

Niche-‐concepts	  

Concepts are described as “the reasoning behind an idea, strategy, or proposal with particular 

emphasis placed on the benefits brought on by that idea” (Business Dictionary 2016). Figure 

10 summarizes concepts in six different categories that have been developed based on how 

niche-actors describe their activities. The main purpose is to illustrate the diversity of thinking 

and niche-activity (some use several concepts simultaneously). 

 



Tove	  Björklund,	  2016-‐06-‐03	   	   	  
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Figure	  10.	  Niche-‐concepts	  (box	  top-‐left)	  are	  based	  on	  existing	  ideas,	  motivations	  and	  activities	  within	  the	  niche	  and	  each	  concept	  is	  described	  in	  the	  box	  to	  the	  right.	  Niche-‐actors	  that	  use	  
these	  concepts	  are	  presented	  in	  the	  lower	  box	  to	  the	  left.	  



	   	   	  32	  

4.2	  COLLABORATIVELY	  GATHERING	  MOMENTUM	   

Niche-actors develop networks, organizations (4.2.1) and novel cooperation (4.2.2) that 

support different SES-configurations.  

4.2.1	  NOVEL	  NETWORKS	  AND	  EMERGING	  STRUCTURES	  OF	  ORGANIZATION	  	  	  

Niche-chefs have been searching for eco-gastronomic produce during past decades. It has 

been a slowly progressing gastronomic journey that has developed into direct niche-producer 

collaborations. One niche-producer (P12) describes how a chef used a food fair to call for 

collaborations with interested producers. The limited contact can partially be explained by a 

declining “value-based system” with small-scale and artisan food producers since WWII 

(focus group 2015-11-13). However, more artisan and small-scale producers are active on the 

market today, and two parallel production systems are described: (1) a larger and quantity-

based system that invests in high production with low prices, with a well-developed 

distribution system and (2) a smaller value-based system that invests in cutting-edge products, 

craftsmanship and uniqueness, with a fragmented distribution system. These are perceived as 

highly separated with different producers connected to each system and generally with a lack 

of exchange and collaboration (ibid). One niche-producer describes how they collaboratively 

have created a network of producers, packaging companies, restaurants and food business 

(P12). Chefs from pioneer niche-restaurants (C4-5) describe how they kept some producer-

contacts while initiating new collaborations to expand their personal networks when starting 

their own business.  

 

More structured collaborative patterns are emerging with an increasing number of actors 

involved (focus group 2015-11-12). Wholesalers search for and include more small-scale and 

local producers in their networks (focus group 2015-11-12) and “pitch” these to restaurants 

(focus group 2015-11-13). They organise events where niche-actors can connect, get feedback 

(from food panels) and exchange information (P3-4, C5). One wholesaler is today managing a 

regional food initiative called ‘Smakriket’ (see timeline in appendix 2 for more examples of 

niche initiatives), and some have increased their organic assortment (C2-3). One wholesaler 

describes how they create opportunities (3-5 years) for producers that want to develop high 

quality products, by initially investing in the person, the place and the context (focus group, 

2015-11-13). Niche-chefs might have difficulties to commit in the same way, as they change 

job or concepts (P3).  
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A majority of all niche-actors are today in contact with wholesalers, but some still prefer to 

keep a close chef-producer collaboration (P1-2-5-6-7-8-9-11, C1-4-5). Some keep direct 

collaboration but appreciate services that intermediaries supply (e.g. information and 

feedback) (P3-4-12-13, C6-8). The final strategy is to mainly have indirect chef-producers 

contact through intermediaries (P10, C2-3-7).  

 

“X is our sales and marketing department. They have all the right channels 

and know the right people. Why should we spend a lot of time on selling our 

products elsewhere? It's better that we'll use our time to produce and develop 

several new products. So yes, we are very pleased with the cooperation.” (P3 

2015-11-26) 

 

4.2.2	  COLLABORATIVE	  NETWORK-‐NATURE	  INTERACTIONS	  

Network building can strengthen transformative processes (Moore et al. 2014), and niche-

actors describe collaborative activities and interactions in small or more developed networks 

that are summarized below.   

 

Mobilizing	  food	  awareness,	  knowledge	  exchange	  and	  constructive	  feedback	  

All niche-actors are actively mobilizing food awareness through various channels of 

communication (e.g. social media, TV, books/blogs, marketing, PR, packaging). Some niche-

actors transfer knowledge and information about the production process, inform about 

(societal) food challenges or eco-gastronomic benefits, and describe how they actively try to 

educate each other and their customers (C1-2-3-7, P1-2-3-4-6-7-8-9-11-12-13). Some niche-

actors convince each other to certify (C1-4-5, P1-2-11-12-13) and niche-producers highlight 

the importance of giving food an identity (P5-6-12-13). “It is not us or the product itself that 

is unique, it is the uniqueness of our approach and agricultural practices that creates the 

product.” (P1, 2015-11-26)  

 

Close collaboration supports a constant flow of important information and knowledge that 

niche-chefs use to adapt menus. A majority of all niche-actors have developed collaborations 

that they find inspiring and where they transfer knowledge and feedback to improve specific 

qualities, assortments or menus. Producers are either asked by chefs, intermediaries or initiate 

themselves a process where they produce a sample that is sent to chefs for tastings and 
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evaluation (P1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-10-11). They receive constructive feedback and will know if it 

is worth continuing the production process (P3-4-7-8-10). A majority of all niche-actors visit 

each other to show how their businesses work and to discuss what type of products they 

offer/look for. The feedback process can be more or less interactive (e.g. some develop 

flavours and texture together; C1-3-4-5-6-8, P1-2-3-4-7-8), while some get most feedback 

through intermediaries (P3-4-10). Ecological knowledge is shared during field visits and 

some niche-producers (P1-2-10-11) describe how chefs (including regime-chefs) increased 

their understanding: 

 

“We had issues with a restaurateur who always thought the size of the potato 

was too uneven. He wanted them to be 5 cm long and didn't think it would be 

difficult to fix. But he stood and stared when I showed him the potatoes, and 

said; What the hell there's not a single potato that looks the way I want it 

to...[P10 replies] No, that’s the way it is sometimes, because they're different 

and can be both small and large. He said; Okay ... then I understand that you 

have concerns when I have complained.” (P10 2015-12-10) 

	  

Boosting	  Swedish	  eco-‐gastronomic	  production	  

Close niche-collaborations have resulted in attempts to increase the Swedish supply of eco-

gastronomic produce. Some niche chefs describe how they ask niche-producers to expand 

assortments and/or production (C1-4-5-8). “We have now convinced him to start cultivating 

artichokes, since they can be kept in the ground overwinter (...) and then harvest them like a 

spring-primer. Usually, they are grown for autumn harvest.” (C4 2015-11-23) 

 

A majority of all niche-actors describe how producers, chefs and intermediaries re-discover 

and search for new or native crop varieties and species with exciting flavour and other 

qualities (see example in table 8).  One producer (P10) was asked (by a visiting chef) if it is 

possible to grow sweet potatoes in Sweden, and found seeds from Canada that they will 

cultivate this spring. 
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Table	  8.	  Examples	  of	  produce	  that	  is	  difficult	  to	  find	  in	  the	  conventional	  regime	  system,	  but	  available	  through	  niche-‐
interactions.	  

Type of product: Implemented by niche-producers: 
Native cultural species P1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 
Wild foraged products P1-2-3-4-7-8-10 
Exotic products (imported seeds) P7-8-10 
Low status or non-profitable products  P7-8-9-10-12-13 
 

Some producers need to sell everything they produce to survive economically and 

describe how chefs provide important support (e.g. during start-up or product 

development) by continuously buying, regardless of the initial quality of a product (P1-2-

6, focus group 2015-11-12). One niche-chef (C3) describes successful collaboration 

between multiple niche-actors, where she first contacted the producer (to avoid price 

mark-ups from intermediaries) and then involved a wholesaler. This resulted in (1) 

increased access to good organic products for both restaurant and wholesaler, (2) cheaper 

meals, (3) insurance to farmers (sold entire harvest), (4) organized storage and 

distribution. “This spread to others, which resulted in the wholesalers getting a constant 

supply of new products.” (C3, 2015-11-18) One producer (C6) describes how niche-

collaborations have provided business opportunities for small-scale producers that have 

been detached from the conventional market (e.g. too small to sell to retail). 
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5.	  DISCUSSION	  	  
I have organized discussions around three main themes that emerged through the data 

analysis; (5.1) elaborates on opportunities for niche-expansion and links back to the 

innovation that niche-actors provide, (5.2) discusses niche-relationalities and niche-regime 

interactions, and their potential to build momentum, (5.3) interrogates the viability and 

generalizability of eco-gastronomy. 

 

5.1	  GATHERING	  MOMENTUM	  FOR	  THE	  NEXT	  PHASE	  OF	  A	  TRANSFORMATION	  

 

“Each step along a particular path produces consequences, which make that 

path more attractive for the next round. As such effects begin to accumulate, 

they generate a powerful virtuous (or vicious) cycle of self-reinforcing 

activity” (Pierson, 2000:253). 

 

This quote is capturing one critical point for food transformations; pathways need to attract 

many and thereby generate a self-reinforcing and accumulating virtuous cycle (Pierson 2000). 

Change processes are dynamic (Abernethy et al. 2014), and the multiplicity of niche activities 

can create different pathways. Following discussion elaborates on opportunities for niche-

expansion, and evaluates identified niche-activities to consider if they will stabilize, adapt or 

transform dominating SES-structures. 

 

5.1.1	  NICHE-‐EXPANSION	  

The uneven development of demand and supply results in high competition for eco-

gastronomic produce (i.e. provide a market with opportunities for niche expansion). Access to 

Swedish eco-gastronomic produce can be improved by increasing production among already 

existing niche-producers, by making the niche more attractive and profitable so that regime-

producers choose to convert (i.e. achieve eco-gastronomic standards), or by attracting new 

actors to the agricultural sector.  

 

Niche-actors work with impressive determination to find financial solutions, but returns are 

low (especially for primary producers) and economic uncertainties could be an obstacle for 



	  

	   37	  

future niche development. The described workload (e.g. long days) is also a risk for burnouts, 

and low salaries and/or free labour is not socially sustainable in the long-term and can make 

the niche less attractive for new entrants. However, further developed eco-gastronomic food 

networks can make it more attractive and easier by providing a well-organized and creative 

platform. Some networks are at-present built on a limited number of partnerships, and could 

hinder niche longevity if key actors leave the network.  

 

5.1.2	  STABILIZING,	  ADAPTIVE	  OR	  TRANSFORMATIVE	  NICHE-‐ACTIVITIES	  

It is argued that humans need to reconnect dominating belief systems to the biosphere (Folke 

et al. 2011), and fundamentally transform perceptions of what food is (Dyball 2015). Niche-

chefs adapt their practices to ecological conditions (e.g. reduced convenience and more 

planning), based on their system understanding and visions for the future of food. 

Collaborative efforts to increase available supply of organic products can improve conditions 

for achieving 100% certified eco-gastronomic practices, as a stronger demand can make the 

certification process more relevant and reasonable to more producers. Increased product 

availability would be rewarding for KRAV-certified restaurants that strive for a high 

percentage of certified produce, and make it easier for other “regime-restaurants” to find and 

use organic products. However, there is a risk of compromising ecological or social 

sustainability if existing niche-producers try to expand their maximum capacity and adapt to 

the “productivist” paradigm (Deutsch et al. 2013). A rationalization process can convert 

landscapes into more homogeneous production landscape, but can on the other hand 

accommodate production shortages.  

 

The diversity of SE-innovation indicates that the niche is rich in terms of creativity and 

solutions, but niche-concepts (figure 10) can arguably be more or less transformative in the 

sense that they either support a very different food production landscape, or an adjustment of 

the current type of agriculture. For example, niche actors that work with Concept 3 that 

reflected ‘simple and natural, diversity before simplicity’ can hypothetically support a 

transition to more mosaic landscapes (e.g. land-use diversity) and increased biodiversity. 

However, concept 5 (‘organically certified’) potentially reflects more of an adjustment of 

current practices to be more sustainable. It is unlikely that the “diversity approach” would be 

as productive in terms of yields as the “certification approach”. Niche-chefs that target a 

wider customer group (e.g. through cheaper fast food or lunch restaurants) use the 



	  

	   38	  

“certification approach” and have to secure a stable supply and volume of eco-gastronomic 

products with lower prices. This could stabilize regime structures and thinking (producers 

have to rationalize to lower costs) but can increase demand and food awareness as they serve 

more customers than a typical fine-dining restaurant. 

 

Niches that assimilate customer preferences (i.e. target the mass) are seen as key for niche-

expansion (Dyball 2015), and these activities (e.g. the “certification approach”) are important 

for spreading niche ideas. It seems like there is a trade-off between multifunctional production 

(transforming production) and increased food awareness (transforming food preferences), and 

future studies can explore possible leverage points between more transformative and adaptive 

activities. 

 

5.2	  PATTERNS	  OF	  RELATIONS	  

This study confirms Smith’s (2006) findings about innovative ideas, solutions and practices as 

integral parts of green niches. However, niches can become confined by mainstream 

structures if they are too compatible with the regime, which was the case of the organic niche 

in the UK (Smith 2006). Paradoxically, niches can also be too radical and fail a widespread 

approval (ibid), which illustrates the challenge for future niche-activities. Smith (2006) 

suggests that niches need to be both reforming and radical, to attract more actors while 

creating substantially new system configurations. This is supported by Boonstra & Joosse 

(2013) who argue that major social change can be caused by a hybrid system, where new 

social practices originate from old persistent mechanisms (e.g. technology, cognitive, 

institutional).  

 

Some niche and regime actors transect system boundaries (e.g. regime-actors entering the 

niche and niche-actors trying to influence the regime), and some producers sell to both regime 

and niche markets. Studies of alternative food networks describe the risk of industrial regimes 

colonising new initiatives (Wilson 2001, Mather et al., 2006) and actors within the Swedish 

foodservice sector can thus hold diverse intentions depending on their values and positions in 

the food system. Niche-actors that interact with regime-actors want to see changes that lead to 

environmental benefits (e.g. increasing wholesalers’ organic assortment), but it does not mean 

that the same applies to regime-actors. They might partly adapt niche-strategies, which could 

lead to an adaptation of the current food system. Others can use niche-ideas for marketing 
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purposes (i.e. green wash), which could stabilize current SES-configurations. However, no 

regime-actors were interviewed which limits the understanding of how niche-regime 

interactions influence niche development. 

 

5.2.1	  NICHE-‐RELATIONALITIES	  AS	  AN	  INCUBATOR	  FOR	  CHANGE	  

The relational approach is used to explain change patterns that can strengthen or weaken a 

transformation process (Darnhofer et al. 2016) and can create novel social constructions 

(McCarthy 2014). The findings demonstrate how niche-networks have evolved to include 

more food professionals and intermediaries that establish and develop contacts and deliver 

services that support producers, chefs and the niche-market in general. They adapt new 

strategies to meet a growing demand for services that normally fall outside of their core 

business activities (e.g. connecting niche-actors, sharing information, long-term 

commitments). Intermediaries can thus support niche-expansion by freeing time for chefs and 

producers (who can focus on producing and cooking eco-gastronomic food), while enduring a 

flow of vital information (e.g. food transparency, ecological knowledge). Collaborative 

processes are described as positive and inspiring and can encourage more actors to use niche-

ideas and SE-innovations (e.g. start-ups, regime-firms), which can strengthen the 

transformation process. 

 

5.3	  WHAT	  IS	  THE	  VIABILITY	  OF	  ECO-‐GASTRONOMY	  AND	  WHERE?	  

Eco-gastronomy is not ‘the blueprint’ for sustainable food systems and an eco-gastronomic 

regime is not necessarily the most viable or sustainable solution to the multifaceted food 

challenge. Some niche-strategies are specifically applicable in “cold-climate contexts” (e.g. 

extending the season), while other strategies (e.g. working with nature) are applicable on a 

global scale. Supply-shortages occur on a niche-level (also expected on a regime-level), and 

an eco-gastronomic regime would probably increase the price of food (e.g. labour more 

expensive in Sweden), which could impact the foodservice sector (e.g. less people afford to 

eat out). However, niche-chefs show that it is possible to cook cheap eco-gastronomic food, 

even with limited access to affordable produce. Food illiteracy and a lack of ecological 

knowledge might be a more important barrier for the viability of eco-gastronomy.  
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Eco-gastronomy is more common in urban areas (Nilsson 2013), and one weakness of the 

study is the uncertain geographical reach of change processes (although some highly 

progressive restaurants are located outside of Stockholm). A recent study in science (Seto & 

Ramankutty 2016) outline a correlation between the percentage of meals consumed away 

from home and the percentage of urban population, and urban consumers’ preferences (e.g. 

for organic food) can have far-reaching impact. Development processes in Stockholm and 

other Swedish cities can hypothetically have a larger impact than its geographical reach. 

However, there is a possible national variation in terms of popularity, affordability and 

viability, which has not been captured in this study due to a small sample restricted to 

Stockholm and surrounding areas. However, Nordic collaborations indicate that eco-

gastronomic practices can be found in other Nordic countries, and world famous chefs inform 

about the importance of ecology and flavour (e.g. Dan Barber - Blue Hills Farm, USA). A 

comparative study could provide a more nuanced understanding of eco-gastronomy (e.g. 

variation in regional food traditions) and possibly reveal deviating perceptions on what type 

of food system that is desirable.  
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6.	  CONCLUSIONS	  
This study describes potential uncertainties regarding how the niche can develop and how a 

transformation would impact food systems. The findings show how niche-actors provide 

attractive solutions to various food challenges, envision and innovate new pathways through 

SE-innovation, network-building, novel organization and close niche-relationalities (e.g. 

knowledge exchange, feedback). Niche-actors improve and emphasise the importance of 

species diversity, uniqueness, high quality and origin of produce. They support organic and 

certified production and consumption, as well as healthy lifestyles and plant-based meals, and 

increase volume and access to eco-gastronomic produce. Activities improve and strengthen 

environmental values and a new type of food awareness within the foodservice sector, and in 

extension plants a seed to a more sustainable food culture. 

 

Eco-gastronomy has potential to become an attractor and incubator of change for the 

foodservice sector by generating ideas and strategies that can be scaled-out (i.e. replication of 

practices in different locations) and possibly up. Moore et al. (2014) acknowledge that actors 

need to adopt a shared vision and choose between SE-innovations to avoid a wide spread of 

resources (i.e. unorganized efforts), and to move into the next phase of a transformation (i.e. 

the navigation phase). The selection of the most successful innovation should be based on an 

evaluation process that benefits the most resilient option available (ibid). Niche-actors self-

organize around multiple ideas for future pathways, but the diversity of activities and 

strategies can arguably enhance niche-resilience, as there are more available options to deal 

with stresses and perturbations (e.g. multiple financial strategies). I would therefore argue that 

the niche could benefit from a widespread adoption of various niche-innovations. However, 

social-ecological outcomes need to be evaluated throughout the transformation process to 

improve system resilience (Moore et al. 2014), and niche-actors need to consider this in order 

to achieve a transformation to a more desirable system, and all attempts to change SES-

configurations need to be evaluated and compared to other alternatives.  
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Formal institutions, power relations and leadership are not studied, but are still important 

system configurations (Folke et al. 2010, Westley et al. 2013, Abernethy et al. 2014). Niche-

actors provide creative solutions that deliver more sustainable practices, and based on the 

study I suggest four areas of concern that future research can address: 

 

(1) The potential for the eco-gastronomic niche to become a more desirable regime and if 

formal institutions and underlying power dynamics hinder or enable an 

institutionalisation of niche-activities.  

(2) Lock-ins and regime rigidity and how regime-actors impact opportunity contexts for 

transformations towards sustainable food systems. 

(3) Potential trade-offs or conflicting policy goals across scales (e.g. municipality goals, 

national food strategy and the European common agricultural policy), and its possible 

effect on the opportunity context for transformation processes. 

(4) Niche-regime interactions need to be further studied in order to find solutions that 

incentivise and enables eco-gastronomic production at a larger scale. Action research 

could be applied to explore and encourage a learning process between the value-based 

(niche) and volume-based system (regime), and to generate novel solutions that are 

environmentally, economically and socially sustainable, without compromising food 

quality and flavour. 

 

Finally, in appendix 3, I provide recommendations and suggestions for niche-development to 

facilitate and encourage food professionals to push the transformation forward. 
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APPENDIX	  	  

1. RESEARCH	  PROCESS	  (METHODOLOGY)	  
 
Table	  9.	  Data	  collection	  process:	  description	  of	  method	  and	  how	  each	  step	  was	  implemented	  (application).	  

 1. Focus groups 
(pilot study) 

2. Sampling 3. Thematizing the 
interview guide 

4. Conducting 
interviews 

Description Before starting 
interviews one 
should think about 
the ‘why, what and 
how’; the purpose of 
the study (the why) 
and obtaining 
preknowledge of the 
subject (the what) is 
decisive for choosing 
between different 
interview techniques 
(the how) (Kvale 
1996, Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2014). 
Focus groups 
provided a less 
structured approach 
to identify new or 
alternative 
explanations and 
divergences (Arksey 
& Knight 1999, 
Kvale & Brinkmann 
2014). 
 
Discussions can 
generate greater 
opportunities for 
more reflections 
(Esaiasson et al. 
2012, Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2014) 
and interactional 
synergies (e.g. all 
participants 
contribute and create 
momentum) (Parker 
& Tritter 2006). 

Sampling requires 
prior knowledge of 
the phenomenon 
and the choice of 
sampling method 
has an impact on 
representativeness 
and will impact the 
rest of the study 
(Rapley 2014).  
 
Niche-chefs were 
selected through a 
strategic sampling 
(Esaiasson et al. 
2012), based on 
eco-gastronomic 
criteria. Strategic 
and maximal 
variation sampling 
was applied 
(Esaiasson et al. 
2012). 
 
A snowball 
sampling technique 
(Emerson 2015) was 
applied to identify 
niche-producers. 
 
 

The interview guide is 
a template with topics 
that structures the 
interview, providing 
an even line of inquiry 
with each interviewee. 
Thematizing can be 
accomplished by using 
pre-knowledge and 
information about 
important issues 
(Patton 2002).  
 
An interview schedule 
helps to structure the 
interview (Arksey & 
Knight 1999, Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2014), but 
is used as a framework 
(i.e. leaves option to 
add questions and 
probes or thoroughly 
explore specific 
topics) (Patton 2002).  
 
Interview design is the 
start of the analysis 
and continues 
throughout the 
interview process (e.g. 
noting interesting 
themes) (Arksey & 
Knight 1999).  

Qualitative 
methodology (e.g. 
interviews) can generate 
information and 
multiple perspectives 
for how actors act and 
behave, and the 
meaning they proscribe 
to their action and the 
world (Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2014, Patton 
2002). Interviews can 
outline complexity, 
explain novel situations 
and individualistic 
events (Arksey & 
Knight 1999). 
  
Semi-structured 
interviews are beneficial 
for exploratory studies 
(Esaiasson et al. 2012, 
Kvale & Brinkmann 
2014). 
 
Avoiding receptive 
responses (i.e. 
respondents answering 
in accordance with 
expectations) by using 
open-ended questions  
 (Arksey & Knight 
1999). 
 
 

Application  Table talks at 
Electrolux 
(November 2015), in 
collaboration with a 
gatekeeper. Two 
sessions (starting 
with a meal), the first 

The initial sample 
focuses on a diverse 
set of eco-
gastronomic 
restaurants in 
Stockholm. From 
fast-food restaurants 

Direction of study 
based on focus group 
information (i.e. 
central themes). 
 
Interview guide based 
on work by Moore et 

16 semi-structured 
interviews in total; 7 
chefs, 9 producers.  
 
Probing and verifying 
questions were used to 
correct and understand 
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with producers and 
chefs, the second 
with other food 
professionals. The 
sampling process 
focused on 
identifying a diverse 
set of niche-actors, to 
enhance broad 
discussions around 
multiple system 
configurations and to 
capture as many 
niche-processes as 
possible. 
 
Discussing the eco-
gastronomic scene, 
niche challenges and 
SE-innovation. 
Identifying relevant 
interviewees.  

to cutting-edge 
gastronomy in 
Michelin star 
restaurants. 
 
The sampling 
process continued 
during two months, 
by letting 
restaurant-actors 
recommend and 
provide contact 
information to 1-3 
key niche-producers 
that they work with.  

al. (2014), Olsson & 
Galaz (2012), 
Darnhofer et al. 
(2016).  
 
Interview schedule 
adapted to each 
interview (e.g. type of 
business). 
 
 

the underlying meaning 
of a statement (Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2014). 
 
 

 
Table	  10.	  Data	  analysis	  process:	  descriptions	  of	  methods	  and	  how	  each	  step	  was	  implemented	  (application).	  

 5. Transcribing data. 6. Coding and meaning 
condensation. 

7. Historical timeline, 
categories and 
analysing data. 

Description  Transcripts are hybrids of text 
and verbal communication, 
created with more or less 
accuracy as a first step of the 
analysis. They are used as a 
tool to analyse the conversation 
and to find the meaning of the 
spoken word. They are 
constructions where the 
accuracy and 
comprehensiveness of the 
interview is compromised 
(Kvale & Brinkmann 2014).  
 
 

A software program 
(NVivo) was used to 
structure each transcript, 
by using deductive and 
inductive codes (i.e. 
select text segments and 
label them with key 
words) (Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2014). 
 
 

A historical timeline 
outlines historical 
descriptions of events 
and actions, as 
interviewees remember 
them (Arksey & Knight 
1999).  
 
Categories and 
condensed material is 
explored by asking 
questions, before 
summarizing central 
themes in a descriptive 
statement (Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2014). 

Application Using consistent and elaborate 
choices for transcribing 
interviews (e.g. verbal 
expressions were modified to 
make them readable). 

Step 1: Reading through 
material. Writing 
additional memos. 
 
Step 2: Coding, 
developing themes and 
(sub-)categories in the 
analytical framework. 
Adding patterns from 
the first reading and 
coding session to further 
develop analytical 
themes.  
 
Step 3: Meaning 

Step 1: Developing 
timeline and re-
evaluating summaries. 
Add supportive quotes.   
 
Step 2: Re-visit and 
develop memos and 
reflections. 
 
Step 3: Asking questions 
to the text, guided by 
research questions.  
 
Step 4: Key factors, 
categories and central 
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condensation of coded 
data by summarizing, 
merging or dividing 
codes. 

themes combined in a 
descriptive statement 
(combination of text, 
tables and figures).  
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2.	  EVENTS,	  INITIATIVES	  AND	  TRENDS	  THAT	  CONTRIBUTE	  TO	  ECO-‐GASTRONOMIC	  ORGANIZATION	  
 
The historical timeline (figure 11) illustrates some trends and events (e.g. projects, 

campaigns, initiatives) that contribute to niche-organization and activities. Table 11 (below) 

provides an English translation of titles and a short description to each event (no trends). 

  

Figure	  11.	  The	  historical	  timeline	  illustrates	  trends	  and	  events	  (boxes	  and	  names	  in	  green)	  and	  political	  initiatives	  (in	  
blue),	  on	  a	  regional	  to	  global	  scale	  that	  show	  eco-‐gastronomic	  practices	  and	  development	  over	  time.	  It	  is	  based	  on	  data	  
collected	  during	  focus	  groups,	  interviews,	  or	  in	  the	  literature	  review.	  

 
Table	  11.	  Year,	  name	  and	  description	  of	  events	  and	  initiatives	  from	  the	  timeline	  (figure	  11),	  in	  chronological	  order.	  Niche	  
events	  (green)	  and	  political	  initiatives	  (blue).	  

Year Name (English translation) Description 
2004 New Nordic Kitchen 

Manifesto 
Symposium for New Nordic Cuisine, where chefs and food 
professionals from the Nordic region gathered to develop a 10-
point manifesto to guide the direction of the New Nordic Cuisine 
(e.g. promoting simplicity, purity and freshness with a menu that 
reflects the changing seasons) (Välimäki et al. 2004).  

2005 New Nordic Food 
Programme I 

Initiated by the Nordic ministers of fisheries, agriculture, forestry 
and food in the ‘Århus Declaration’, as a response to the New 
Nordic Kitchen Manifesto. Programme aim; promote a Nordic 
food culture and the use of a diversity of Nordic ingredients, 
building on values stated in the manifesto (e.g. ethical and 
sustainable production), calls attention to medial communication 
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and work to develop a Nordic food network. It has supported 
multiple food projects (e.g. The Nordic Food Lab) (Nordic 
Council of Ministers 2010). 

2005 Eldrimner (no translation) Eldrimner is a centre for artisan food craftsmanship that started in 
1995 as a regional artisan food project in the county of Jämtland. 
It became a national centre for artisan food in 2005 and is offering 
artisan producers counselling, educative seminars, field trips, 
development support and a network for exchange of experience 
and knowledge. (eldrimner.com)  

2005 Smakriket (Taste kingdom) Platform that supports production with clear and unique 
geographical characteristics (e.g. geology, climate, production, 
food culture, plant species, animal race or history). Smakriket is 
also a label that guarantees the correct origin of a product and its 
ingredients, and is managed by ‘Grönsakshallen Sorunda’ 
(wholesaler). (smakriket.se) 

2008 New Nordic Kitchen 
Manifesto at Bocuse d’Or 
Europe 

The New Nordic Kitchen Manifesto was presented internationally 
at one of the most prestigious cooking competitions (Bocuse d’Or 
Europe). 

2008-2014 Sverige - det nya Matlandet, 
Smaka Sverige 
(Sweden - the new culinary 
nation, Taste Sweden) 

Food project for growth and living rural areas, initiated by the 
Board of Agriculture. It started as a communication platform 
called ‘Sverige - det nya Matlandet’ (matlandet.se), with focus on 
unique tastes, experiences, products and people, with the aim to; 
enhance food exports and the profitability for Swedish producers, 
create better public meals and quality-restaurants. Information is 
today available on a website called ‘Smaka Sverige’ and is 
described as a knowledge bank with tools for and facts about 
sustainable food. (smakasverige.jordbruksverket.se) 

2009 Äkta Vara (The Real Deal) Non-profit Consumer Association, initiated by Mats-Eric Nilsson 
who is criticising parts of the food industry (e.g. misleading or 
false marketing). Their aim is to reveal fake products but also to 
provide information about products without additives and other 
industrial fabrications by using the food label Ä-märket (795 
labelled products 2016-04-27). (aktavara.org) 

2010-2014 New Nordic Food 
Programme II 

Communication programme directed towards institutions and 
homes. Continuation of the New Nordic Food programme I 
(Nordic Council of Ministers 2013 & 2015). 

2011 Exceptionell Råvara 
(Exceptional produce) 

Platform for long-term development of exceptional Swedish 
products, through the collaboration between chefs and producers. 
Initiated by Björn Frantzén (chef) and Mattias Kroon (journalist) 
who question that Swedish restaurants import products due to lack 
of high quality produce. Financial support from ‘Sverige – det nya 
matlandet’ and the Board of agriculture. Distribution organized by 
Mattias Dernelid who is responsible for ‘Smakriket’. 
(exceptionellravara.se) 

2011-
present 

Restauranggalan & Årets 
Hållbara krog  
(Restaurant Awards & the 
Sustainable Diner of the 
year) 

Restaurant awards - price for the most sustainable tavern that 
actively and strategically works to create sustainable menus, with 
goals that support responsibly produced food, ecology, health and 
resource use. (restauranggalan.se) 

2012 Nordisk Råvara (Nordic 
Resource) 

Firm that links research, practice and agro-business, with the aim 
to support sustainable and long-term production of food (e.g. 
diversify arable land, growing the right crop in the right place). 
They develop innovation teams and clusters of producers and 
intermediaries (nordiskravara.se). 

2012 Feed the Planet Community within the World chefs association. Encouraging 
chefs to become trendsetters in culinary innovation, by cooking 
tasteful, healthy, sustainable and diverse food that contributes to 
global food security (worldchefs.org). 

2012-2014 Stockholm Byfest 
(Stockholm village party) 

Chef-collaboration and food manifestation at Rosendals trädgård 
(urban garden), to explore the unique flavour of Djurgården (an 
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area in Stockholm). (Video: https://vimeo.com/99107342)  
2013 Så ologiskt är  

o-ekologiskt (This is how 
illogical un-organic food is)  

The Swedish Society for nature conservation launches a food 
campaign that encourages 100% organic food production and 
consumption, by highlighting the illogical behind producing and 
consuming conventionally produced food 
(naturskyddsforeningen.se). 

2013-
present 

Gastronomiska Samtal, 
Matverk (Gastronomic 
Conversations, Food 
Handicraft)  

Non-profit association that organizes conversations around 
gastronomy and food. The goal is to contribute to a greater 
understanding of the centrality of food (locally and globally) and 
how eating habits can contribute to sustainable development 
(environment, health, culture and job opportunities). Matverk is an 
extension of their activities and is a yearly artisan food 
competition, where a chef and producer collaboratively develop a 
new product, based on local traditions and produce 
(gastronomiskasamtal.se). 

2014 
(-2024) 

#NORDICFOOD2024 Six vision workshops with leading food professionals, discussing 
the future of Nordic Cuisine and food culture 
(Nordic Council of Ministers 2015). Video (on You Tube): 
 #NNF2024: The Future of New Nordic Food                                                                 

2015 Kålrotsakademien (the 
Swedish Turnip Academy) 

Promotes the Swedish cultural food heritage and regional 
diversity through communication and events (e.g. seminars, 
meetings, tastings). (kålrotsakademien.se) 

2015 Vegetariska kockars 
förening  (Vegetarian chef 
association) 

Association that helps chefs respond to a rising demand for 
vegetarian dishes. Platform for professional vegetarian cooking, 
providing fellowship, inspiration and information. 
(vegetariskakockar.se) 

2015 Föreningen Ekokockar 
(Organic chef association) 

Association for organic chefs, and responsible for three organic 
cooking competitions (initiated by KRAV): (1) young chefs (2) 
national competition (3) Nordic competition (ekokockar.se).  
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3.	  RECOMMENDATIONS	  FOR	  FUTURE	  NICHE-‐DEVELOPMENT	  
	  

Table	  12.	  Recommendations	  on	  how	  to	  keep	  momentum	  and	  how	  to	  strengthen	  eco-‐gastronomic	  niche-‐activities	  
(building	  on	  existing	  niche	  practices	  and	  ideas).	  

RECOMMENDATIONS CASE EXAMPLES (BEST PRACTICE) OR 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE ACTIVITIES 

TYPE OF 
INTERVENTION 

Share attractive concepts and 
strategies. 

Recommend practical solutions and share 
ideas/information (e.g. in networks, in schools) about 
how chefs/producers practically can develop 
sustainable business models, in order to encourage 
food professionals to adapt niche-concepts and change 
their practices (i.e. niche-expansion). 

Information. 
 

Education. Create incentives for young people to work with eco-
gastronomy (e.g. inform about young niche-
entrepreneurs). Elementary knowledge about 
ecological processes should be provided during 
training for both chefs and producers (e.g. how to plan 
a menu that follows seasons and that works for 
producers).  

Information/education. 

Internet and food. Digital solutions and big data can provide business 
opportunities and be used as tools to support food 
professionals in their daily activities (e.g. optimise 
systems, increase transparency by sharing detailed 
information).  

Information.  
Technology. 

New labelling. Existing labels (certifications) could be developed and 
include more specific information (e.g. sub-labelling 
that is more suitable for a specific type of production). 
Labelling can be used to communicate added values 
that some producers generate (e.g. circularity, locality, 
terroir). Producers that are converting or qualifying for 
a certificate can benefit from a temporary “conversion 
label”.  

Information. 
Business activity. 

Support producers and use 
available ecological 
knowledge.  
 

Producers and chefs are exposed to some risks 
associated with (unpredictable) climatic conditions and 
changing demand. Social constructions (e.g. restaurant 
experience) are easier to change than ecological 
systems, and chefs can use flexible menus that follow 
ecological variation and use ingredients that fulfil 
specific ecological purposes (e.g. grains that fixate 
nutrients). Create systems that provide producers with 
multiple sales channels.  

Information. 
Mind-set change. 
Business activities. 

Stewards of the biosphere. Use eco-gastronomy as a tool to create a new producer 
image, where producers are seen as stewards of the 
biosphere. 

Mind-set change.  

“Star-chefs” and spin-off 
effects. 

Producers can use chefs as a reference (e.g. marketing 
their produce). Some niche-chefs can use their position 
to create positive spin-off effects (e.g. affecting 
consumer behaviour) by explicitly highlighting the 
importance of choosing ingredients with 
environmental concern. Niche-actors can share their 
understanding with customers and business partners to 
spread their thinking.  

Mind-set change.  
Information. 
Business activity. 

Developing networks. More collaborative initiatives are encouraged (e.g. split 
transportation costs, share information about 
producers), as networks are seen as a condition for 

Organization. 
Business activities.  
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moving the system into the navigation phase (Moore et 
al. 2014). Niche-actors can use existing networks with 
both niche and regime actors, to connect and spread 
ideas or to facilitate them in their attempts to solve 
challenges. Organize food campaigns/events (e.g. cook 
and discuss what we want to eat in the future and how 
we can do it sustainably). 

Rural development. Eco-gastronomic restaurants are often located in or 
close to larger cities and demand for eco-gastronomy is 
less studied in rural communities (where food often is 
produced). The farm-to-fork concept could more easily 
be applied in a rural region, and possibly boost food 
tourism and create jobs. 

Structural. 
Business activities. 

Added values and business 
competitiveness. 

Safeguard and use added values as sales argument, for 
PR and marketing. 

Information. 
Business activities.  

Policy that encourage eco-
gastronomic production.  

The Danish state (Miljø- og Fødevareministeriet) 
subsidies the conversion to organic production, which 
is an alternative to consider since it would incentivise 
existing producers to convert to organic production. 
However, it does not necessarily attract new producers, 
as underlying conditions for producing food (e.g. 
rules) are the same. 

Policy. 
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