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Abstract

The dairy industry currently faces increasing institutional pressure from individuals due to

the decreased legitimacy of the industry. It is, however, not true that the dairy industry lost

its legitimacy entirely. Instead, individuals are divided in their legitimacy judgments. This

thesis explores and understands the drivers behind the acceptance and rejection of the dairy

industry’s legitimacy. Moreover, it aims to search for potential acceptance factors, thus

offering the industry the chance to maintain and repair its legitimacy. In this context, re-

pairing legitimacy is defined as the shift from legitimacy rejection to legitimacy acceptance

by an individual.

To explore the two research questions, i.e., drivers behind the acceptance and rejection

of the dairy industry’s legitimacy, twelve semi-structured interviews with young consumers

(18 to 35 years old) were conducted. The qualitative data were analyzed doing a thematic

analysis (TA). The findings demonstrated that individual legitimacy judgments vary heavily

between individuals and are not set in stone. On the contrary, companies can amend legit-

imacy judgments through changes in practices in the industry or through communications

by their activist opponents.

Based on these findings, it is concluded that legitimacy is an essential and flexible con-

cept that can be gained, maintained, lost, and repaired. Moreover, there is a significant

difference between the various kinds of legitimacy; granting the industry one specific kind

of legitimacy does not necessarily imply that the whole industry is perceived as legitimate

by an individual. These insights have various implications for academics and managers in

the industry. First, the academic field should focus on legitimacy judgments from an indi-

vidual perspective instead of the industry or organizational perspective. Second, managers

should decide between gaining complete legitimacy and maintaining the current price lead-

ership position compared to plant-based alternative dairy products.

Keywords: legitimacy, individual legitimacy judgments, institutional pressure, corporate

social responsibility, dairy industry
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1. Introduction
Will we abandon conventional products such as palm oil, dairy products, and diesel from our

consumer markets by 2050? This question has become relevant for many different industries

worldwide as they struggle to maintain their legitimacy for consumers, investors, and govern-

ments (Randrianasolo & Arnold, 2020; Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995). Because consumers’

values are increasingly shifting from cognitive taken-for-grantedness to normative considera-

tions, industries such as palm oil, fossil fuels, or animal agriculture face severe image problems

(Ayling, 2017; Corciolani et al., 2019; Koch & Ulver, 2022), which can damage or even destroy

an industry’s legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). Since industries are affected by this development in

different ways and at different times, legitimacy needs to be viewed on various levels and from

the perspectives of multiple stakeholders (Ayling, 2017).

The fossil-fuel industry, for example, has faced legitimacy concerns for multiple decades,

with rising debates about climate change, political struggles, and pollution of natural habitats.

BP’s Deepwater Horizon disaster when a major oil platform exploded in the Gulf of Mexico

in 2010 (The Economist, 2015) and the debate about the gas pipeline Nord Stream 2, which

sparked a global debate about Europe’s dependency on Russian gas and its political implica-

tions during Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 (The Economist, 2022) are recent examples.

Similarly, palm oil, a key ingredient in many food products and cosmetics, has only become

controversial in recent years. For this industry, the controversy is mainly concerned with con-

sumers’ health issues such as obesity and cancer, the destruction of biodiversity due to defor-

estation, and human rights (Corciolani et al., 2019). Another example of a struggling industry

is agriculture, which includes all products made from animals. The meat industry, in particular,

has been facing increasing pressure from governments and consumers over the last decades.

The practices in slaughterhouses and the consequences of raising animals have become visible

through activists, documentaries, and scientific research on climate change (e.g., Andersen and

Kuhn (2014), Delforce (2018), and Psihoyos (2018). This has caused many consumers to reduce

or abandon their meat intake altogether, which increased the percentage of consumers following

a meat-free diet. This percentage currently lies at 15% in Germany and 14% in the US (Statista,

2021) compared to 10% in Germany in 2015 (O’Riordan & Stoll-Kleemann, 2015) and 3.4%

in the US in 2009 (Euromonitor International, 2011). Additional factors that have been part

of social discourse have been human rights issues such as working conditions and low wages

(Deutschlandfunk Kultur, 2021). The dairy industry, which has been a part of animal agriculture

for thousands of years (Time, 2018), faces similar pressures as dairy-free alternatives disrupt

the industry on a large scale (Koch & Ulver, 2022; The Economist, 2018). At the same time,

the recent development of dairy alternatives made from oats, peas, almonds, and other sources

has caused a drastic shift in consumption in Western societies (Koch & Ulver, 2022; Statista,

2022). The production of traditional animal-based products has continued to increase in many

other parts of the world (The Economist, 2021). Consequently, the dairy industry struggles to
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simultaneously maintain or repair the legitimacy of their industry in some parts of the world,

such as the West (Koch & Ulver, 2022; Ritter et al., 2021) and gain legitimacy in new markets

such as China (The Economist, 2021). Due to this ongoing legitimization process, the students

chose the dairy industry as the case industry for this thesis.

Legitimacy as an academic topic has been researched and developed for more than seven

decades since Weber’s introduction into organizational studies in 1946 (Randrianasolo & Arnold,

2020). For most of this time, scholars focused on legitimacy from two different perspectives.

The first is a strategic organizational perspective, seeing it as a company’s operational resource

and treating it accordingly. The second is an institutional perspective, seeing legitimacy as “a

set of constitutive beliefs” (Suchman, 1995, p. 576) in which institutions outside the organiza-

tion influence the company and its actions. However, with the rate of change in public opinions

and individualization in societies significantly increasing, the need to research the micro per-

spective increases. Researchers have started to consider the micro-level perspective in recent

decades, adding consumer perceptions and individual legitimacy judgments to the existing liter-

ature (e.g., Bitektine and Haack (2015), Humphreys and Latour (2013), Li et al. (2015), Lillqvist

et al. (2017), and Randrianasolo and Arnold (2020)). Many early publications only focused on

specific perspectives such as ethics or legal aspects and laid the foundation for Suchman’s 1995

framework of legitimacy. This framework has been highly influential for subsequent literature

and is still commonly used for current research, so it will also be the underlying framework

for this thesis. Researchers have developed more detailed analyses based on the different types

of legitimacy, focusing on several perspectives. They include, for example, rhetoric analysis

(Castelló & Lozano, 2011) and individual legitimacy judgments made by constituents (Tost,

2011) such as consumers (Randrianasolo & Arnold, 2020). Tost (2011) argued that while le-

gitimacy is not sufficient for institutionalization, it is nevertheless a key building brick in the

institutionalization process. Hence, the institutional pressure is also crucial for industries.

Institutional pressure emerged from institutional theory, whereby institutional pressure fo-

cuses on the drivers behind pressure towards an organization. An organization in this context

could be, for example, a governmental institution, a company, a foundation, or a corporation.

For the scope of this thesis, the authors will focus on institutional pressure on industries. The

dairy industry now faces challenges with the rise of new plant-based dairy products by com-

panies such as Oatly. The rapid expansion of this and other companies results in the question:

‘Should we also enter the plant-based dairy industry to keep our market share?’. Institutional

pressure, in general, describes the drivers behind pressure that influences an organization. How-

ever, that does not imply that this pressure also changes a company’s corporate strategy. Ac-

cording to Oliver (1991), companies that change based on institutional pressure always act after

the emergence of a trend. Therefore, they are relatively late detecting a trend or shift in society

instead of anticipating it. Consequently, it is not always beneficial to act on institutional pres-

sure (Oliver, 1991). The upcoming sections discuss the relationship between the different kinds

of pressure, the intersections with legitimacy, and the implications for the dairy industry.

2



1.1. Topic background
As the dairy industry currently faces rapidly growing competition and policymakers, researchers,

as well as consumers heavily debate it, legitimacy has become a crucial factor for the industry’s

survival. Companies such as Oatly and other companies that produce lab-grown dairy (Koch

& Ulver, 2022), as well as activists and independent documentaries (e.g., Andersen and Kuhn

(2014), Pichler (2017), and Taylor (2021)), fiercely conduct activities to de-legitimize the dairy

industry and its products. Therefore, the dairy industry currently faces the necessity to main-

tain and repair its legitimacy in Western societies to comply with the values of consumers and

business partners, as described by Suchman (1995), while simultaneously gaining and main-

taining legitimacy in other parts of the world (The Economist, 2021). The industry relies on the

cognitive legitimacy gained through decades of pro-dairy marketing and scientific publications.

Pro-dairy marketing and research go back to the 20th century and even the Second World War.

Propaganda posters with a US soldier in front and the text ‘Produce more milk for him’ were

made by the US department of agriculture to stimulate milk production in the US by posing it

as a virtue to produce and consume milk products (US Department of Agriculture, 1943). The

International Osteoporosis Foundation argued in 2015 that dairy products are essential for hav-

ing healthy bones by illustrating these products with the catchphrase ‘Serve up bone strength’.

On the second page of the factsheet, the foundation points out ‘The truth about dairy products’

by rejecting anti-dairy myths and arguing for the consumption of milk and other dairy prod-

ucts (International Osteoporosis Foundation, 2015). Although pro-dairy communication is still

omnipresent in Western societies in 2022, there are also more critical opinions in the public

debate. Several researchers point to the health risks of consuming dairy products (Chen et al.,

2007; Ding et al., 2017; Guo et al., 2017; Schooling, 2014), such as the increased likelihood of

getting Parkinson’s disease.

Similarly, activist documentaries and books point to the ecological destruction and animal

cruelties caused by the dairy industry (Andersen & Kuhn, 2014; Pichler, 2017; Taylor, 2021).

Following the heated debate about the normative and cognitive legitimacy of the dairy industry,

a shift in the corporate strategy of the dairy industry can be observed. Additionally, plant-based

dairy products have entered the market, and many consumers are starting to rethink their dairy

consumption, primarily due to decreasing normative legitimacy of the dairy industry. However,

will these new products and shifting values have a significant global impact, or should they

not be overestimated? The combination of the fact that dairy products are deeply rooted in our

society, and the recent academic and political attention to the industry results in an interesting

angle for this thesis. The upcoming sections specify the problematization of this thesis and the

road map through it.
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1.2. Problem statement
While the literature on legitimacy is extensive, most previous research employed a solely theo-

retical approach, creating or building on existing frameworks (e.g., Bitektine and Haack (2015),

Palazzo and Scherer (2006), Suchman (1995), and Tost (2011)). Empirical evidence was mainly

collected using quantitative research strategies with large samples. Little qualitative data has

been collected from individual consumers to understand how contextual variables influence

their legitimacy judgments (Alexiou & Wiggins, 2019). Consequently, most of the knowl-

edge generated is still concerned with organizational or institutional perspectives, increasing

the depth of existing frameworks such as Suchman’s from 1995. According to this framework,

the main two academic strings were institutional and strategic. However, as both of these per-

spectives were viewed from the perspective of a large audience, there is still an insufficient

foundation to measure individual legitimacy judgments. Instead, legitimacy is commonly seen

from a sector-wide or managerial perspective (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995).

Additionally, many scholars focused mainly on the two first problems described by (Such-

man, 1995), namely gaining and maintaining legitimacy, which as existing literature shows, are

essential for new ventures (Alexiou & Wiggins, 2019). The third problem, repairing legitimacy,

has often not been considered in sufficient depth. However, in an ever faster-changing world

where public opinions are increasingly individual (Tost, 2011), repairing legitimacy has become

crucial for the survival of entire sectors (Ayling, 2017). This is especially true for industries that

have relied on their strong cognitive legitimacy for decades and are now facing rapid institu-

tional change (Koch & Ulver, 2022) and heavy institutional pressure. Due to the complexity of

legitimacy as an academic field, only a few scholars have tried to develop measurement scales

for the individual perception and judgment of legitimacy, which makes measurement and com-

parability across sectors difficult (Alexiou & Wiggins, 2019). Recent scholars have argued that

to maintain or repair legitimacy, understanding legitimacy judgments on an individual level is

essential and needs to occur both in single situations and on a recursive basis (Alexiou & Wig-

gins, 2019; Humphreys & Latour, 2013; Randrianasolo & Arnold, 2020; Suddaby et al., 2017;

Tost, 2011).

1.3. Research purpose
This thesis explores the factors driving the perceived acceptability or rejection of industries’

legitimacy undergoing institutional change. It sheds light on how young consumers (18 to 35

years old) with diverse backgrounds and attitudes perceive the legitimization of the dairy indus-

try at the point of the data collection. It contributes to the literature on individual legitimacy

judgments and draws connections to institutional pressure, corporate strategies, and corporate

social responsibility (CSR). If a company in a pressured industry reacts based upon institutional

pressure to legitimize itself, it is already too late since the company is only following an ex-

isting trend. Instead, a company should anticipate and detect societal changes early to create a
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competitive advantage (Oliver, 1991). Hence, it is relevant academically to research legitimacy

from an individual perspective.

For this purpose, the thesis relates empirical data from semi-structured interviews to ex-

isting literature. To provide the necessary context, it elaborates on ‘legitimacy’, ‘institutional

pressure’, and ‘CSR’. Cognitive, pragmatic, and normative legitimacy, stress the importance

for corporate strategy. The latter functions as a bridge to several kinds of institutional pres-

sure, namely mimetic pressure, normative pressure, and coercive pressure. Due to the nature

of qualitative research, this thesis provides new insights into legitimacy theory and the context-

dependent consumer perspective, rather than searching for objective truths. Hence, this study

aims to answer the following two research questions:

“What are the drivers for young consumers’ acceptance of the dairy industry’s legitimacy?”

&

“What are the drivers for young consumers’ rejection of the dairy industry’s legitimacy?”

This thesis contributes to the multiple research areas within business administration. First,

there is a strong focus on marketing research as the research questions are strongly related to

the perceived image of dairy. Second, legitimization activities are part of organizational studies,

strategic management research, and corporate governance. Legitimization is driven by institu-

tional pressure, such as normative pressure, which illustrates the bridge to corporate governance.

Lastly, the strategic element of legitimization connects to mimetic pressure and corporate de-

cision making, thus connecting to strategic management and organizational studies. CSR is

interconnected with both legitimacy and institutional pressure and therefore thoroughly dis-

cussed in this thesis. To sum up, this thesis aims to provide a multidisciplinary approach to the

perceived legitimacy of the dairy industry, thereby contributing to several research areas and

discussing the identified gap in legitimacy judgments from individuals’ perspectives.

1.4. Road map
The following sections discuss the fundamental theories used in the theoretical framework of

this thesis. Legitimacy, institutional theory, and CSR are explained in further detail, building the

foundation for the conceptual model, which describes and visualizes our theoretical framework.

Subsequently, the methodology chapter describes the research philosophy of this thesis and

thoroughly explains why we chose which ontology, epistemology, and research strategy. The

methodology chapter also entails a detailed description of the research design and the logically

following sampling and analyzing processes. Additionally, it sheds light on the trustworthi-

ness of the data and the analysis process, since this determines the findings’ quality, which

are presented in the analysis and findings section, called ‘Understanding individual legitimacy

judgments’. The analysis is split into the seven themes that emerged from the coding process of
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the qualitative data. The discussion that follows after the analysis will take the empirical find-

ings one level higher, discussing and interpreting them in the light of existing literature. The

insights will be discussed in the same order as the literature review, thus starting with legiti-

macy, followed by institutional pressure and finally CSR. Interesting insights that are not easily

connected to the theoretical framework are discussed in a separate section and build the bridge

to the conclusion, where the implications and limitations of this thesis as well as a further out-

look in this area of research are presented. Furthermore, the conclusion starts with a summary

of the thesis to provide the reader with the key takeaways in a short and concise subsection.

Additional information that is not included in the text, such as the interview guide, can be found

in the appendix.
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2. Literature Review
This section outlines the historical developments and current issues of legitimacy, institutional

pressure, and CSR. The authors draw on literature from organizational studies, social psychol-

ogy, and institutional studies. Based on this literature, a conceptual framework is developed and

used in the discussion.

2.1. Legitimacy through the ages
Ever since legitimacy was first introduced to academic studies by Weber in 1922 (Panwar et

al., 2013), the concept has been researched and further developed by researchers around the

world. It is considered one of the most crucial concepts for any given organization or entity

to successfully exist long-term (e.g., Castelló and Lozano (2011), Palazzo and Scherer (2006),

and Tost (2011)) and has majorly shaped other research fields such as CSR (Palazzo & Scherer,

2006). Researchers argue that legitimacy can influence essentially every stakeholder of an or-

ganization, including consumers, employees, or regulating bodies (Suchman, 1995), making it

highly important as an academic concept and has motivated companies to pursue it for many

decades. For example, research showed that higher legitimacy in an organization positively in-

fluenced investor behavior (Panwar et al., 2013; Tost, 2011), resulting in increased protection

from stock price fluctuations (Tost, 2011) and improved attractiveness to employees (Panwar

et al., 2013). Similarly, many researchers agree that higher levels of legitimacy can lead to

more support through resources and services provided by other stakeholders (e.g., Berrone et

al. (2015), Palazzo and Scherer (2006), and Panwar et al. (2013) as well as fewer sanctions

(Humphreys, 2014).

Early researchers focused on single types of legitimacy, such as normative or cognitive

(Humphreys, 2010), and saw legitimacy mainly as an operational resource (Suchman, 1995;

Suddaby et al., 2017). In the 1990s, however, researchers started to employ frameworks con-

sisting of multiple different types (e.g., Humphreys (2010), Scott (1995), and Suchman (1995),

most commonly three. Based on these frameworks, researchers further developed the concept

of legitimacy and conducted numerous studies. However, many studies only used theory and

narrative or rhetorical analysis (Bell et al., 2019) from sources such as newspaper articles, com-

pany reports, or other media outlets. A large empirical gap on the subject remained, with many

theories untested (Berrone et al., 2015). Consequently, in the past decade, researchers started

to move away from a purely theoretical and organizational perspective to instead a perspective

that focuses more on the process of legitimacy (Suddaby et al., 2017) and individual legitimacy

judgments that legitimacy on a societal level is constructed from (Alexiou & Wiggins, 2019;

Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Chen et al., 2020; Humphreys, 2010; Humphreys & Latour, 2013;

Lillqvist et al., 2017; Randrianasolo & Arnold, 2020). Nevertheless, many of these scholars

continue to base their research on the frameworks from the 1990s, which makes the compara-

bility of different contexts easier and supports the theoretical propositions from previous analy-
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ses. The following sections elaborate on the definitions, different forms, and different academic

fields of legitimacy. Based on the previous work, an own conceptual model was created for this

thesis, which is explained and illustrated at the end of the literature review.

2.1.1. Legitimacy who?
Legitimacy had not been defined using a multi-perspective approach before the influential schol-

ars in the 1990s, which made previous definitions redundant when they introduced their frame-

works to literature. This thesis uses a mix of different views and definitions to capture the

complexity of the concept and fit its context.

As Suddaby et al. (2017) point out, there are three main different views on legitimacy,

namely “legitimacy-as-property”, “legitimacy-as-process”, and “legitimacy-as-perception” (p.

451). Due to this thesis’s chosen research strategy and design, the focus will lie on legitimacy-

as-perception. Probably the most influential researcher that has shaped the organizational lit-

erature on legitimacy is Mark Suchman, whose definition and the majority of researchers uses

framework from 1995. He defined legitimacy in the following way:

”Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity

are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of

norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574).

It is one of the first definitions that included multiple different aspects of legitimacy and is also

used as the underlying definition in this thesis. This definition, however, only describes the con-

cept of legitimacy as a perception or assumption once it is established, which makes drawing

on other definitions of legitimacy as a process interesting. Humphreys (2010), who conducted

a study on the public discourse about gambling over 27 years, defined legitimacy as “the so-

cial process of making a practice or an organization congruent with the configuration of other

values, institutions, and social norms.” (p. 491). This definition takes into account legitimacy-

as-process, also termed legitimation (Suddaby et al., 2017). According to Humphreys (2010),

this process can take several different shapes and can often be blatant. Similarly, Palazzo and

Scherer (2006) applied an institutional perspective when they defined organizational legitimacy

as “a continuous and often unconscious adaptation process in which the organization reacts to

external expectations” (p. 73).

From these different definitions, important elements can be noted for this study. First, le-

gitimacy exists within a socially constructed system (Suchman, 1995) and depends on many

individual judgments that only together make up a shared group belief. This is an important

note for this thesis’s ontological and epistemological positions. Second, legitimacy is a contin-

uous (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006) and social (Humphreys, 2010) process that can change intensity

and be gained, lost, and regained through individuals’ changing perceptions, societies’ belief

systems, and communication over time. While this study uses a cross-sectional approach and

will therefore not focus on larger time periods, it is nevertheless important to note that the find-
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ings can have implications for both academic and managerial concerns and future research on

legitimacy-as-process. As Suddaby et al. (2017) point out, legitimacy-as-process is connected

to an agent of change. An evaluator, as in this case, an individual consumer, on the hand, is con-

nected to the view of legitimacy-as-perception, which is crucial to understand when exploring

individual consumer judgments (Tost, 2011). Hence, this thesis’ focus lies on exploring indi-

viduals’ legitimacy perception at one single point in time (Bell et al., 2019; Suchman, 1995)

while keeping in mind that legitimacy is also an ongoing (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006) and socially

constructed process (Humphreys, 2010; Suddaby et al., 2017).

2.1.2. Different types of legitimacy
While there are many different frameworks and perspectives on legitimacy, some have influ-

enced the field more significantly than others. In 1995, Suchman conceptualized a framework

consisting of three main types of legitimacy, namely pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy.

In this thesis, only pragmatic and cognitive legitimacy will be adapted, yet moral legitimacy

still plays a crucial role, which will be elaborated on later in this section. These three types

have nine unequally distributed subtypes. Some of those types are easily measurable such as

consequential legitimacy, which is connected to moral legitimacy and concerned with an orga-

nization’s output. Others are hard to measure as they largely depend on people’s perceptions

or assumptions, which can be volatile and change rapidly (Castelló & Lozano, 2011; Suchman,

1995). Pragmatic and moral legitimacy are the active types, i.e. companies actively influence it

through their strategically conducted actions. Cognitive legitimacy, on the other hand, is seen

as passive and follows the institutional perspective, meaning the construction of constitutional

beliefs. Consequently, the legitimacy perception of an organization is not influenced by the

organization but by external stakeholders and their socially constructed institutions (Bell et al.,

2019; Suchman, 1995).

The first type, pragmatic legitimacy, is concerned with an audience’s self-interest, which

can be either in direct interaction with an organization or economic, political, and social on a

macro-scale. Common strategic activities to gain pragmatic legitimacy include lobbying, PR,

and branding, which according to Palazzo and Scherer (2006), are met with increasing skep-

ticism. Even though it is described as the weakest type of legitimacy as it is group-specific

(Suchman, 1995) and not resilient (Hwang, 2019), it is nevertheless necessary for companies

to gain legitimacy (e.g., Lock and Schulz-Knappe (2019)). However, due to the weakness and

simplicity, most researchers focus their attention on moral and cognitive legitimacy (Hwang,

2019). In the case of this thesis, however, pragmatic legitimacy will be a main focus, as prag-

matic considerations play a significant role in individual legitimacy judgments.

The second type, moral legitimacy, is sociotropic, which means an entity is evaluated on

whether its activities are the right thing to do based on social norms and values. Therefore, it

is dependent on normative approval and further divided into four subtypes, namely consequen-

tial, procedural, structural or categorical, and personal legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). While it
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is traditionally the second most important type of legitimacy in organizational studies, it has

been gaining more importance in recent years (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006). As a consequence,

companies have started to focus a lot of their attention on activities such as CSR reporting (Pan-

war et al., 2013), public discourse management (Humphreys, 2010), and branding (Palazzo &

Scherer, 2006). As a study by Corciolani et al. (2019) on legitimacy in the palm oil industry

showed, moral legitimacy tends to be less important in the countries where a product or service

is produced than in countries where they are consumed. This is due to jobs and taxes connected

to the respective industry. This is important for this thesis as all interviewed individuals lived

in dairy-producing countries. Supporting this point, Randrianasolo and Arnold found in a 2020

study that only moral legitimacy influences consumers’ attitudes towards a company, while cog-

nitive and moral legitimacy influence purchasing decisions. Hence, companies commonly try

to gain moral legitimacy quickly, leading to false promises and skeptical consumers (Panwar

et al., 2013). As Barnett (2012) showed, this can lead to a backlash and an even worse outcome

than if the company or industry had not acted at all. Moral legitimacy also relies on normative

approval (Suchman, 1995), but for individual consumers’ judgments, it is more important for

individual actions of companies or actors and less for larger systems or processes. For this rea-

son and because of the connection to normative institutional pressure, moral legitimacy is not

used in this thesis. This decision will be further clarified later in this section.

The third type, cognitive legitimacy, has been identified as the most profound and stable but

also hardest to achieve for an organization or industry. This is because it takes time and consis-

tency, while also depending on large audiences to deem an organization acceptable (Suchman,

1995). As Barnett (2012) points out, a cognitive view realizes that individuals cannot take in all

stimuli (i.e., all information captured by the senses) at once. Consequently, the subconscious

groups and categorizes them to make them easier for the mind to process (Palazzo & Scherer,

2006). To damage cognitive legitimacy often takes a specific event or reason to re-evaluate an

industry. An example of this is the case of Chinese milk in 2008, where a series of miscon-

ducts were made public, leading to an erosion of consumers’ trust in the entire industry (Chen

et al., 2020). Here, consumers subconsciously grouped the Chinese milk industry into a new

and less favorable category, which is difficult for an industry to repair. Accordingly, this third

type is split into comprehensibility, i.e. whether an audience has a reasonable explanation for

why the company exists, and taken-for-grantedness (Suchman, 1995). Taken-for-grantedness

is by far the most valuable subtype of legitimacy. It essentially decreases or removes doubts

about whether an organization and its activities are proper, and a broad consensus is achieved

instead. As Humphreys (2010) states, cognitive legitimacy can be gained by, for example, plac-

ing brands in an everyday context to achieve taken-for-granted status. An example of this is the

spinach that Pop-Eye consumes to gain superhuman strength. However, on an industry-wide

scale, cognitive legitimacy can be of crucial importance as its loss can affect entire sectors,

as Chen et al. (2020) showed in the case of Chinese milk in 2008. According to their study,

when misconduct is exposed on a large scale throughout the industry, consumers tend to be-
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lieve that such practices are accepted by established and new industry players alike, making it

highly difficult for individual companies to repair their perceived cognitive legitimacy (Chen

et al., 2020). In this thesis, taken-for-grantedness plays a crucial role as some dairy industry

consumers consider alternatives with arguably similar qualities and use, thereby questioning

the taken-for-granted status of its very existence (Suchman, 1995).

While Suchman’s (1995) framework is most commonly used in existing literature (e.g.,

Castelló and Lozano (2011), Hwang (2019), and Randrianasolo and Arnold (2020), other frame-

works have substantially impacted the literature as the frameworks suit different contexts. In

particular, Scott’s 1995 framework is used by many scholars as an alternative (e.g., Humphreys

(2010) and Koch and Ulver (2022). It conceptualized three similar yet slightly different types:

regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive legitimacy (Scott, 1995). Normative legitimacy

is comparable to Suchman’s moral legitimacy, and cultural-cognitive legitimacy connects to

cognitive legitimacy. Regulative legitimacy, however, significantly differs from pragmatic le-

gitimacy as it is concerned with the level to which an organization follows specific regulations

and laws (Scott, 1995) and not an audience’s pragmatic self-interest (Suchman, 1995). Norma-

tive legitimacy is strongly connected to coercive institutional pressure (Pishdad et al., 2012),

which the upcoming section about institutional pressure discusses. This relationship is addi-

tionally explained in greater depth in the discussion section. Scott’s 1995 framework is vital

for this study as some of the most influential articles that developed individual legitimacy judg-

ments have used it (Humphreys, 2010, 2014; Humphreys & Latour, 2013). Based on this thesis’

unit of analysis, the individual normative legitimacy will be used in the conceptual framework.

As this thesis explores individual legitimacy judgments at one point and draws a connection

to institutional pressure, Scott’s (1995) normative legitimacy is more suitable than Suchman’s

(1995) moral legitimacy.

Another framework that has gained more importance in recent years originates from so-

cial psychology, according to which there are instrumental, relational, and moral legitimacy

(Tost, 2011). This framework can be concerned with both organizations and individuals, mak-

ing it relevant for individual legitimacy judgments. Instrumental legitimacy is achieved when

an entity is perceived as supporting the material interests of an individual (Tost, 2011), which

can be connected to Suchman’s (1995) pragmatic legitimacy subtype of exchange legitimacy.

Relational legitimacy is achieved through appropriate conduct between an entity and an indi-

vidual. This type is concerned with showing individuals that they are respected, belong to a

group, or have dignity. The last type, moral legitimacy, is the most influential of the three types

(Tost, 2011) and is linked to Scott’s (1995) normative legitimacy. Interestingly, in organiza-

tional studies, cognitive legitimacy is seen as the strongest (Hwang, 2019; Suchman, 1995),

while in social psychology, moral or normative legitimacy is the strongest (Tost, 2011). This is

due to the different perspectives that they employ. While traditional organizational studies see

legitimacy from either strategic, i.e. managerial, or institutional perspectives (Suchman, 1995),

social psychology also focuses on people and their interactions. Hence, according to this view,
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the focus is not necessarily on a shared belief system but can also focus on communication

between individuals’ perceptions, which is an essential differentiation for this thesis.

Some studies have extended the traditionally influential frameworks and types of legiti-

macy discussed by newly emerging subtypes, often to suit the particular context of the studies

and based on more significant trends. One of these newer subtypes is environmental legitimacy

(Berrone et al., 2015), which is defined as “the perception that a firm’s environmental perfor-

mance is satisfying and proper or the degree to which its corporate environmental performance

is recognized as socially acceptable” (Li et al., 2015, p. 590). According to Li et al. (2015),

this type of legitimacy is normative, meaning it is connected to Scott’s (1995) framework. This

is supported by Berrone et al. (2015), who state that firms gain environmental legitimacy when

they match their stakeholders’ norms and beliefs on environmental practices. This type of legit-

imacy is important to consider, as the dairy industry currently faces environmental concerns.

Suchman (1995) described three main problems of legitimacy, namely gaining, maintain-

ing, and repairing legitimacy. The dairy industry is currently engaged in all of these processes,

however, differently in different geographical locations. It is concerned with maintaining and

repairing legitimacy in Western societies as it is a traditional industry under attack from activists

and plant-based competitors (Koch & Ulver, 2022). In new markets such as China, on the other

hand, it is currently facing the problems of gaining and maintaining legitimacy, as it is building

consumer demand and educating consumers on dairy. This is because dairy has not traditionally

been widely affordable in these societies but has been steadily increasing since the 1970s (Food

and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Unknown) following a rise of the middle

class. As this thesis focuses on Western societies, it focuses on the problems of maintaining and

repairing legitimacy.

2.1.3. Evaluators and judges of legitimacy
As discussed by scholars in the past decade, the lack of empirical evidence in the research of

legitimacy is a significant gap (e.g., Finch et al. (2015), Humphreys (2010), and Tost (2011)).

Many institutional researchers argue that legitimacy is based on a set of constitutional beliefs

(e.g., Palazzo and Scherer (2006), Suchman (1995), and Tost (2011)), which are based on con-

tinuous and individual micro-level evaluations (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). Focusing on indi-

vidual legitimacy judgments is therefore essential to fill the research gap presented.

One of the first researchers to explore and investigate individual legitimacy judgments was

Kimberly Elsbach in 1994, who conducted three consecutive studies on the subject using mixed

methods. The first two of these studies were qualitative, followed by a quantitative study to test

the findings. Most of the scholars focusing on individual legitimacy judgments that followed

this study either focused on developing quantitative measurement scales (e.g., Bitektine and

Haack (2015) and Tost (2011)), applied existing quantitative models (e.g., Finch et al. (2015)),

or used secondary data analysis (e.g., Humphreys (2010)). Initial qualitative exploration was

usually not used to conduct these studies. Additionally, the focus of the research was inconsis-
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tent on multiple levels. For example, Elsbach (1994) focused on organizations and normative

legitimacy, while Humphreys and Latour (2013) focused on industries and normative as well as

cognitive legitimacy (Alexiou & Wiggins, 2019). Others, such as Bitektine and Haack (2015),

employed a multi-level legitimacy judgment analysis, focusing on macro- and micro-level legit-

imacy. This inconsistency shows that scholars have only just started to collect empirical data on

legitimacy and have not yet reached consensus on what proper measurement scales or units of

analysis are. This is mainly due to the complexity of the topic and the numerous angles it can be

researched from. This thesis focuses on the micro-level and individual legitimacy judgments.

Nevertheless, one of the frameworks often used for quantitative research was developed

by Tost in 2011 (e.g., Alexiou and Wiggins (2019) and Lillqvist et al. (2017)), who proposed a

three-step legitimacy judgment cycle. It consists of judgment formation, judgment use, as well

as judgment reassessment and is a cycle in the way that after the reassessment stage, it goes

back to the judgment use stage (Tost, 2011). This connects to legitimacy-as-process, which is

important when considering consumers as change agents (Suddaby et al., 2017). It is essen-

tial to distinguish between agents of change following the legitimacy-as-process proposition

and evaluators, who are connected to the legitimacy-as-perception perspective (Suddaby et al.,

2017). As argued earlier, the focus of this thesis lies on legitimacy-as-perception. The first

step, judgment formation, enables individuals to form opinions by building a base to act upon.

The second step, judgment use, commonly takes place over a more extended period and can

even last for many decades. However, the judgment reassessment stage is usually caused by a

specific event or communication by agents of change such as environmental NGOs that leads

an evaluator to reassess their initial judgment (Tost, 2011). According to Tost (2011), this is

most likely the stage where factors to reject legitimacy emerge or are discovered.

Despite the differences between existing studies on individual legitimacy judgments, there

are interesting considerations that can be drawn from the findings of these studies. These can

be what has worked and what has not worked in these studies, as well as factors influencing the

perceived legitimacy of organizations or industries. A study by Panwar et al. (2013) showed

that an organization belonging to a traditionally criticized industry such as tobacco or alcohol

reduced the effectiveness of their CSR communication. Lock and Schulz-Knappe (2019) sup-

port this claim adding that CSR is a predictor of legitimacy if it is credible, which is in line with

Yuan et al. (2019), who found that consumers’ confidence in their own legitimacy judgments

increased when they could see a company fulfill their promises in public commitment. How-

ever, Hwang (2019) proved this to be a challenge for businesses acting across countries and

cultures. Panwar et al. (2013) additionally showed that the size of an organization or industry

played an important role, as more resourceful industries were expected to act more short-term

profit-oriented, which reduced perceived legitimacy. Finch et al. (2015), who saw legitimacy

as an attitude, found that three factors influencing individual legitimacy judgments might be

industry credibility, mass media, and environmental non-government organizations. The latter

of those factors could, for example, be seen as such an influencing agent of change (Suddaby
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et al., 2017), while mass media can be both a positive and a negative factor. A court case be-

tween the Swedish Dairy Association and Oatly showed this, after which Oatly, as the loser,

gained even more legitimacy (Koch, 2020). It has also been shown that a change in institutions,

such as a change in traditions, public communications, or a social group’s values, can result

in the loss of legitimacy for entire industries (e.g., Finch et al. (2015), Humphreys (2010), and

Stenholm and Hytti (2014)). As Jahn et al. (2017) showed, evaluators expect communication

from entities, especially in situations where social norms change, and form beliefs based on the

communicated reasons why organizations act in a certain way, which can be positive. However

once consumers have formed a negative legitimacy judgment of an industry, they are less likely

to trust that this industry’s products would be desirable Chen et al. (2020).

For this study, it can be noted that the dairy industry has recently been under pressure

due to normative concerns about, e.g., animal welfare and environmental impacts (Koch et al.,

2021; Koch & Ulver, 2022). Based on other studies, this results in a weaker situation for legit-

imization. For example, CSR communication and activities are likely to be seen as less credible

and therefore have a weaker effect on improving the dairy industry’s perceived legitimacy (e.g.,

Finch et al. (2015), Panwar et al. (2013), and Stenholm and Hytti (2014)).

2.2. Institutional pressure & theory
Institutional theory became influential after Paul Selznick introduced it in the 1950s (Scott,

1987). In the following decades, institutional theory developed into multiple new theories,

directions, and angles. Therefore, institutional theory should not be considered a context-

independent theory such as the three laws of motion as presented in ’Principia Mathematica

Philosophiae Naturalis’ by Isaac Newton in 1686. Instead, institutional theory should be con-

sidered an overarching concept that covers the explanation and drivers behind an organization’s

actions (Dacin et al., 2002), by complementing and contextualizing the situation of an organiza-

tion (Scott, 1987). In the nature of the latter, it is not possible to draw generalizable conclusions

that apply to all organizations.

To overcome this problem, Pfeffer (1993) argued that institutional theory needed one

paradigm in which it should be observed, thus increasing credibility and enhancing the pos-

sibility of applying institutional theory in different contexts. However, Pfeffer (1993) was well

aware of organizations’ complexity and stated that

“Those who bemoan the present condition of presumed positivist hegemony (e.g.

Marsden (1993)) need only to consider economics or political science, adjacent

social sciences whose members are interested in many of the same things, to see

how truly open and unstructured organizational theory really is” (p. 616)

The suggested single-paradigm approach by Pfeffer became increasingly dominant in organi-

zational research but was also frequently criticized and debated by scholars. Suddaby (2010)
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argued that organizations could only be understood correctly if researched from within. From

his point of view, the single-paradigm approach lacked internal research. It focused too heav-

ily on external observations, pre assumptions, and the illusion that organizations in different

contexts are comparable as if they were the same ’product’. Besides the arguments between

opponents of the single-paradigm approach and the contingency approach, there is also the de-

bate about whether institutional theory critically analyzes organizations themselves. Due to

increased academic attention and acceptance of the theory, it became dominant and hegemonic,

which troubles the ability to rethink itself and critically question its underlying assumptions

Suddaby (2015).

One of the assumptions behind both the single-paradigm and contingency approaches is

that organizations are all different and unique and therefore complex to study. Consequently,

two solutions to deal with this complexity emerged. However, some researchers oppose both

opinions since they critically reflect on the assumption that organizations strongly differ. The

institutional isomorphism theory assumes that organizations share more similarities than we

might think and demonstrate converting behavior (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Krajnović et

al., 2018). Converting behavior implies that organizations tend to copy and learn from each

other, especially in the context of increasing globalization. Hence, institutional isomorphism

describes the process, and consequently the state, in which organizations are similarly struc-

tured. This could be due to copying behavior fueled by institutional pressure (Pishdad et al.,

2012) or independent developments with the same contextual variables. Those variables are, for

example, climate change, China’s more robust economic position in the world, and the shortage

in semiconductors (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Two independent smartphone factories could

illustrate the latter, one in Argentina and the other in Norway (both countries signed the Paris

Agreement). Without knowing about each other’s existence, both faced the same challenge. As

semiconductors were in short supply, China became increasingly important as an export part-

ner, and the production needed to respect environmental constraints due to the almost globally

accepted Paris Agreement. As a result, both companies developed, despite being independent

of each other, in a similar direction to comply with the contextual variables applying to the

industry and time. Institutional isomorphism describes precisely this process and is the starting

point for the concept of institutional pressure, which the next section discusses in further detail.

Institutional theory is also subdivided into smaller research areas, such as institutional iso-

morphism. As a niche of institutional isomorphism, institutional pressure describes the powers

that influence organizational decision-making. Therefore, it is best studied on the organiza-

tional level (Suddaby, 2010). Institutional pressure is, by definition, dependent on the kind of

organization and the societal context it is operating in. However, there is general consensus

about three main institutionalization isomorphic pressures as illustrated in figure 1: coercive,

normative, and mimetic institutional pressure (Pishdad et al., 2012).

Coercive pressure implies regulative pressure by laws, rules, and regulations, that can be

enforced by legal sanctions. For example, the Paris Agreement, despite being an internationally
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Figure 1: Institutional pressure (Pishdad et al., 2012)

acknowledged agreement on environmental measures to stop global warming, is not entirely

legally binding (United Nations, 2016). There is no possibility of enforcing the law in case of

non-compliance due to many modal verbs in the agreement such as ‘should’, ‘may’, and ‘shall’

(Climate News, 2017). Therefore, the Paris Agreement should be seen as normative pressure

which is morally governed, thus being a ‘gentleman’s agreement’. Non-compliance does not

result in sanctions or other legal consequences, yet it is ethically undesirable. An example of

coercive pressure can be the minimum wage that a company has to pay its employees. Non-

compliance to that regulative pressure would imply sanctions and could result in the end of its

existence. A legal body, namely the respective court of a country, and a law enforcement body,

namely the police and tax officials, can execute these sanctions. Lastly, there is mimetic pressure

that shapes organizations and results in isomorphism. Mimetic pressure could be translated as

copying behavior and is rooted in cognitive legitimacy. Suppose there is societal consensus,

resulting in cognitive legitimacy and increased revenues, that Tesla saves the environment by

manufacturing electric cars. In that case, this could lead to copying behavior by competitors

to construct electric vehicles as well. Since these considerations are not necessarily ethically

or legally but rationally driven, it is important to state that mimetic pressure is not necessarily

connected to coercive and normative pressure.

Coercive and normative pressures are often correlated (Martinez-Ferrero & Garcia-Sánchez,

2017) because they emerge from the same societal consensus. As Pishdad et al. (2012) put it,

”Institutional isomorphism is a process in which organizations try to excel in their practice of

social rules, ideals, and practices by aligning themselves with the environmental conditions.”
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(p. 5). Since the environmental conditions that drive legislators to write laws also apply to

companies when deciding about strategies, it is unsurprising that there is a positive correlation

between the two. Take the coercive pressure that the European Green Deal puts on the dairy

industry to go green and produce more sustainable as an example (European Commission, n.d.).

The normative pressure that we should act more responsible towards the environment moved

politicians towards stronger regulations for environmental preservation. The normative pressure

is, in democracies, therefore often translated into legal pressure since the majority of the voters

choose these lawmakers and therefore represent the dominant societal opinion of the moment.

On a smaller organizational level, the experiences and beliefs of individuals within the or-

ganization can legitimize an organization or not (Krajnović et al., 2018). If the values within

the organization correspond with the beliefs and values of these individuals, the organization

will obtain legitimacy (Dacin et al., 2002; Krajnović et al., 2018). Consumers grant a com-

pany normative legitimacy if it behaves in an ethically correct and desired way (Pishdad et al.,

2012). If it does not, they execute normative pressure to change its behavior (Martinez-Ferrero

& Garcia-Sánchez, 2017). The execution of normative pressure by consumers can be done in

several ways, of which one is pushing lawmakers to enact new regulations that move compa-

nies toward different behavior. Alternatively, consumers can push companies to act responsibly

without boycotting their products without any new regulations. For instance, Martinez-Ferrero

and Garcia-Sánchez (2017) found that large stock-listed companies voluntarily write sustain-

ability reports due to increased normative pressure in recent years. This insight is in line with

the article by Daddi et al. (2016), who proclaimed that sole coercive pressure is not enough.

However, they argue that legislation following normative pressure has become highly effec-

tive in recent years in the European Union (EU), for example, by using benchmarks (Daddi

et al., 2016). Another way, which is relevant to this thesis, is by boycotting the products of

a company or industry, for example, by changing their diet from conventional to plant-based

dairy products. If larger groups of consumers stops buying products out of pragmatic or nor-

mative considerations, sales and revenues will drop, and the industry will be forced to adjust

the strategy. One option is copying the behavior of successful competitors, which is mimetic

institutional pressure.

When organizations mimic each other, for example, by copying the strengths that make an

organization successful and grant the organization legitimacy, we speak of mimetic institutional

isomorphism (Krajnović et al., 2018). The survival-of-the-fittest argument best describes the

tendency for organizations to develop similarities over time. Those who are more successful

than their competitors survive, and consequently, their behavior will be partly copied (Daddi

et al., 2016). As a result, the concept of benchmark analysis closely relates to mimetic pressure.

In a benchmark analysis, the given organization is compared against its peers, which are merged

into one competitor, which is the benchmark (Daddi et al., 2016). The benchmark is also called

’the market’ and is heavily used to make cross-country comparisons, sector comparisons, and

time series analyses (i.e., comparing organization A against the market over a certain period).
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Another benchmarking application is the ‘perceived brand image’ and the ‘gap analysis’. In

gap analysis, a marketeer asks ‘How do you as a consumer perceive industry X?’, followed by

the question ‘How do you as a consumer perceive company Y, active in industry X?’ (Brown &

Swartz, 1989). This application enables researchers to test whether people are positive about

an industry but not about an organization. This could, for example, be the result of scandals

or negative word-of-mouth. However, this application of benchmarking and mimetic pressure

is highly relevant for the analysis of this thesis about the dairy industry’s perceived legitimacy

perception.

The three kinds of pressure that are discussed frequently overlap and influence each other.

Recall the minimum wage example from the previous section. The coercive pressure to pay

employees at least the minimum wage is evident as non-compliance with that law would result

in lawsuits and significant troubles. Additionally, it is ethically undesirable to pay workers be-

low the minimum wage since society collectively decided that the minimum wage is necessary

as the premium for labor to obtain a basic standard of living. The trend between normative

and coercive pressure is that both are strongly correlated, yet mimetic pressure also affects the

decision to pay the minimum wage. If a company decides to pay below the minimum wage,

potential workers could decide to work for another company or deliberately stay unemployed.

Subsequently, the lack of workforce would lead to competitive disadvantages, lower revenues,

and decreased profits. Thus, mimetic pressure also shapes institutions such as companies to

comply and pay the minimum wage. This example illustrates the interconnection between the

three kinds of pressure and why it is necessary to see the whole picture instead of focusing on

one aspect of institutional isomorphism.

Another example is presented by Chen et al. (2018), who conducted a study where they

investigated the influence of institutional pressure on corporate green innovation. It turned out

that normative and coercive pressure significantly fostered green innovation in 100 Chinese

stock-listed companies. Once again, it can be concluded that there are multiple intersections

between normative and coercive pressure, especially in democracies. A society’s moral val-

ues indirectly influence the legal decision-making process through elections, which results in

a strong correlation between normative and coercive pressure. Ethically undesired phenomena

are often prohibited, and monetary incentives often fuel ethically correct behavior. In the study

by Chen et al. (2018), the moral value ‘environmental protection is important’ was also em-

bedded in the law, which resulted in increased green innovation for the 100 biggest stock listed

companies in China.

2.3. CSR
The concept of CSR was first introduced by academics in the 1960s and has gained more aca-

demic and corporate attention ever since (Olateju et al., 2021). Although CSR is a widespread

abbreviation in both academic literature and annual reports, there is little to no consensus about
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its exact meaning (Brammer et al., 2012). Therefore, the meaning of the concept is arbitrary, as

well as the area of research it belongs to. Some scholars study CSR in the context of corporate

finance (Martin et al., 2009), others in finance and asset management (Nguyen et al., 2020),

accounting (Ali et al., 2017; Fernando & Lawrence, 2014; Wang et al., 2018), communication

and language studies (Golob et al., 2013), business ethics (Bondy et al., 2012), or marketing

(Liu et al., 2014; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). Despite the attention of researchers from vari-

ous areas, CSR is frequently integrated and seen as part of corporate governance and strategic

management. However, the fact that the concept of CSR remains unclear and lacks a universally

accepted definition could be seen as an indicator that CSR is not considered to be a ‘mature’

area of research yet (Brammer et al., 2012).

Fernando and Lawrence (2014) found that CSR gained increased interest by corporations

worldwide, but also found an academic gap in the form of a lacking theoretical framework to

study CSR. Therefore, they suggested explaining CSR in the context of legitimacy, stakeholder

theory, and institutional theory, which explains the relevance of CSR for this thesis. CSR and

the three previously mentioned theories go hand-in-hand, as discussed in the upcoming subsec-

tions. Furthermore, CSR is connected to marketing and brand image since the CSR activities of

companies influence the perceived brand image of a company by the consumers (Skarmeas &

Leonidou, 2013). CSR efforts and investments can improve the perceived brand image of a com-

pany, although this does not necessarily result in competitive advantage (Liu et al., 2014). In the

context of this thesis, it is important that solely conducting CSR activities is not enough to in-

fluence the perceived brand image that consumers have positively. As Skarmeas and Leonidou

(2013) pointed out, bad news travels fast: CSR skepticism can be fueled by lousy word of

mouth and have significant damaging effects. Therefore, they suggest that companies should

focus more on mitigating the adverse external effects of their businesses instead of focusing on

the more positive aspects of a company’s CSR strategy. As Liu et al. (2014) stated, a good CSR

policy cannot make up for negative associations with the company, e.g., perceived quality. This

also applies to a whole industry that is heavily criticized, which makes CSR a highly relevant

topic for the dairy industry.

As previously mentioned, CSR was first introduced in the 1960s. CSR is more frequently

mentioned in annual reports and special sustainability reports from companies in recent years.

In some cases, it is even a mandatory part of annual reports (Ali et al., 2017). Through the

increased pressure by legislative bodies (i.e., coercive pressure) and by the consumers (i.e.,

normative pressure), a new art of reporting emerged: CSR reports. CSR reports contain all

available information a company has on its CSR strategy, how that strategy should be achieved,

and the actual results of the implementation of that strategy (Wang et al., 2018). However,

since there is no clear definition for CSR, there are no strict guidelines about what a CSR report

should entail and what format it should have (Golob et al., 2013). This leaves space for creativ-

ity by the author and for interpretation by the reader. Furthermore, social reporting differs from

financial reporting because multiple social variables are not quantifiable. For instance, how will
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one measure the extent to which women feel empowered within the organization? A gender

gap in payment or the distribution between males and females within an organization is mea-

surable, but how is empowerment quantified? There are multiple standards by the International

Organization for Standardization (ISO) and Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) to overcome this

problem. Nevertheless, they do not cover all social variables, which troubles to create unity in

CSR reports (Global Reporting Initiative, n.d. ISO, n.d. Wang et al., 2018). Furthermore, Wang

et al. (2018) found that companies with a strong CSR performance tend to use easier words and

sentence structures to write their CSR reports than their weaker performing counterparts. Weak-

performing companies partly use complex sentences to decrease the readability of the reports

and thus distract from the content (Wang et al., 2018). In summary, CSR is important for com-

panies to demonstrate social responsibility and positively influence their perceived brand image

by the consumers. Moreover, a strong CSR performance benefits various other stakeholders and

increases shareholder value (Martin et al., 2009; Nguyen et al., 2020) which is discussed in the

upcoming sections through the theoretical concepts of institutional theory and legitimacy.

2.3.1. CSR and institutional theory
As concluded in the previous section, the concept of CSR has become more present and visible

in recent years through companies’ detailed reporting on it and increased academic attention.

Therefore, it can be stated that CSR became institutionalized both within society and within

companies (Bondy et al., 2012). Bondy et al. (2012) also concluded that, by the process of

becoming institutionalized, companies started to integrate CSR more and more into their tradi-

tional corporate strategy (e.g., marketing, sales, production), and drifted away from CSR as the

dialogue between stakeholders and the company to critically evaluate the impacts of their oper-

ations. In colloquial language, one could say that CSR has become a trend that companies want

to be involved in to maintain their market share and good reputation. Bondy et al. (2012) found

that the main driver for companies in the United Kingdom (UK) to engage in CSR practices

was stakeholder pressure, specifically coercive pressure by the government. Furthermore, the

strong mimetic pressure by competitors led to copying behavior in CSR reporting and strate-

gies (Bondy et al., 2012). The question arises, to what extent companies are acting socially

responsible because of a good conscience, and to what extent because of monetary incentives.

Subsequently, non-engagement in CSR practices, or lousy engagement, could lead to significant

reputation problems and consequently the loss of consumers and thus revenues (Skarmeas &

Leonidou, 2013). A study conducted by Nguyen et al. (2020) demonstrated that having a good

CSR strategy also translates into a higher valuation. Companies with a CSR strategy considered

good were, on average, valued five percent higher than their less-performing counterparts. Value

in the form of market capitalization is an important benchmark for a company. Thus, the higher

valuation of CSR ‘friendly’ companies puts mimetic pressure on other companies to adapt. Al-

ready in 2000, Lazonick and O’Sullivan noticed that the sole focus on shareholder value affects

the company’s performance negatively and proposed a stakeholder-oriented approach with a
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strong focus on good CSR policies (Lazonick & O’Sullivan, 2000). As a consequence of the

findings, Lazonick and O’Sullivan (2000) and later also Nguyen et al. (2020) and Martin et al.

(2009) suggested seeing CSR policies as an investment with an expected return rather than a

cost. This insight aligns with the view that mimetic, normative, and coercive institutional pres-

sure shapes CSR strategies to the extent that they are a prerequisite for maintaining competitive

advantage. Therefore, CSR is now often embedded in the traditional corporate governance of

companies (Bondy et al., 2012), and is therefore of interest for this thesis. For instance, how

do the CSR activities of companies in the dairy industry affect consumer behavior? Moreover,

are consumers aware of the activities of the industry? Hence, CSR is relevant for this thesis and

functions as a bridge between institutional isomorphism and legitimacy, which is explained in

further detail in the section about the conceptual model.

2.3.2. CSR and legitimacy
According to Fernando and Lawrence (2014), there are three main drivers for companies to

engage in CSR activities, which are summarized below:

1. “Need to legitimize the business or organization” (p. 169)

2. “Need to perform accountability to the organization’s stakeholders, sometimes

based on the extent of the stakeholders’ power” (p. 169)

3. “Need to conform to legitimate norms and beliefs those are largely imposed

on an organisation, which ultimately leads to homogeneity in organizations in the

same field.” (p. 170)

The three drivers are all connected to legitimacy but also institutional theory. The first driver is

straightforward and self-explanatory: businesses need to legitimize their operations to keep their

market position and stay profitable. The second driver is a combination of legitimacy as well

as normative and coercive institutional pressure. Companies need to report for accountability

to obtain legitimacy. However, these reports are driven by the need to cope with the normative

pressure from consumers and business partners and the coercive pressure by governments (Ali

et al., 2017). The last driver is closely related to institutional isomorphism, i.e., the tendency of

institutions to mimic their behavior and develop in a similar direction.

The urge for a company to legitimize itself (e.g., through CSR activities) is an essential

part of the interview guide, which can be found in the appendix and will be discussed in the

section about data analysis. The reason to stress the importance of the interconnection between

legitimacy, institutional theory, and CSR is that the topic is too complex to gain deep insights

by applying only one theory (Fernando & Lawrence, 2014). Therefore, this thesis uses a self-

designed conceptual framework as a guideline through the analysis and discussion illustrated

and described in the next section.
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2.4. Conceptual model
The concepts of legitimacy and institutional pressure have been explained in detail in the previ-

ous section. The vague concept of CSR and its linkages to legitimacy and institutional pressure

has also been described previously, but what connection should they be understood exactly?

Figure 2 visualizes the theoretical framework that is used for this thesis.

Figure 2: Illustration of the theoretical framework

Note that there are two types of lines in this figure, straight lines and lines with an arrow at

the end. The straight lines demonstrate the distribution of one overarching concept (e.g., legit-

imacy) into sub-themes (e.g., normative, pragmatic, and cognitive legitimacy). The lines with

an arrow at the end do not indicate a causal relationship but nonetheless show a relationship.

For instance, the arrow between normative legitimacy and coercive institutional pressure clar-

ifies the relationship between the two. The arrow pointing at coercive institutional pressure

further clarifies that normative legitimacy influences coercive institutional pressure but not the

other way around. After all, the lack of any sub type of legitimacy fuels institutional pressure.

Pressure only emerges after a lack of legitimacy in a particular field. The arrow between nor-

mative pressure and coercive pressure is drawn based on the finding by Martinez-Ferrero and

Garcia-Sánchez (2017), that normative pressure often creates coercive pressure. A more de-

tailed elaboration of this phenomenon can be found in section 2.2. about institutional pressure

and theory. Lastly, the arrow from institutional pressure to CSR demonstrates the relationship
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that institutional pressure forces companies to formulate and implement a proper CSR strategy

to neutralize the pressure and maintain or repair legitimacy. In this model, CSR stands for for-

mulating and implementing a CSR strategy. Theoretically, one could add an arrow from CSR to

legitimacy since one of the main drivers of a company to engage in CSR activities is the ”Need

to legitimize the business or organization” (Fernando & Lawrence, 2014, p. 169). However, it

would go beyond the scope of this thesis to focus on the effectiveness of CSR in maintaining

or repairing legitimacy. This thesis aims to explore and understand the drivers behind the ac-

ceptance or rejection of the dairy industry’s legitimacy, which explains why the focus lies on

legitimacy, not CSR.

The careful reader noticed that the word ‘normative’ appears twice in this model. The

normative in the circle refers to normative legitimacy, whereas the normative in the rectangle

refers to normative institutional pressure. The two are connected in that a lack of normative

legitimacy leads to normative institutional pressure to act on. However, they are not the same.

Normative legitimacy can be seen as a ‘state’, since an industry can have or lack legitimacy.

In contrast, institutional pressure can be seen as a ‘continuous motion’ that affects the industry

and forces the industry to act on. The fact that normative pressure is moving the industry to act

makes it positioned closer to CSR than normative legitimacy. In an oversimplification of this

framework, one could say that the lack of legitimacy is the driver behind institutional pressure,

which is the driver for CSR activities. Hence, the direction of the arrows in Figure 2 and the

positioning of CSR which is close to institutional pressure.

23



3. Methodology
This section elaborates on the research philosophy, strategy, and chosen research methods that

follow logically from the first two. This part was developed based on the purpose of the study,

theoretical framework, and research questions. It outlines why the thesis employs the chosen

research design and methods, explaining why other methods were not suitable for the chosen

research questions and the scope of the thesis. It will conclude with a summary of the connected

data collection and data analysis methods that followed from it.

3.1. Research philosophy
Using a consistent research philosophy throughout all chosen methods is essential to all re-

search, including researching phenomena in social sciences. Research philosophy in business

research explains or solves practical problems but can also help understand consumers on a psy-

chological level (Bell et al., 2019). This is especially important for this study, which explores

individual legitimacy judgments. To explain the research philosophy used for this thesis, the

three parts that it consists of will be elaborated on. First, the ontology will be explained, which

functions as the base for epistemological considerations. From those, the research strategy

emerges as the best way to obtain relevant and meaningful conclusions from the gathered data

given the chosen case. This structure is mainly based on Bell et al. (2019), who explain differ-

ent research methods in a business context but also takes into account different authors’ views

and theoretical aspects that this thesis will employ to ensure both useful theoretical contribu-

tions and simultaneously take into account the complexity of the chosen topic. Understanding

the research philosophy of this thesis is crucial to understanding the students’ choices about

the explored case, sampling of the interviewees, and subsequent analysis. Therefore, it is also

important to understand which research philosophy will not be applied in this thesis. Conse-

quently, other ontologies and epistemologies will be discussed in relation to the chosen ones.

This will help develop and illustrate an understanding of the employed research philosophy and

draw clear distinctions between the different approaches.

An ontology is a theory that is concerned with what reality is. In studies of social phe-

nomena, it is common practice to use one of two ontologies, namely objectivism and social

constructionism (Bell et al., 2019). While commonly used in research, objectivism believes

that the social world is external to actors in a social system and can be researched as such.

Like natural sciences, the objectivist view implies the idea that a ’truth’ can be objectively re-

searched, making it possible to investigate and test hypotheses through statistics. While there

are observer-independent phenomena in natural sciences such as gravitation and photosynthe-

sis, in social sciences, facts are observer-relative (Searle, 2006). In line with this and contrary

to the objectivist ontology, social constructionism argues that there is no such thing as objec-

tive truth when researching human behavior. Social constructivists employ different research

strategies because there are no universal truths, such as in natural sciences. Social construc-
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tionists believe that reality is in a continuous process of being constructed by social actors (Bell

et al., 2019). John Searle argued that there are two levels of ontology. While the first can be

assigned to objectivism, the second and higher level acknowledges the existence of institutional

facts. According to his argumentation, this level strongly depends on social actors and results

in ‘collective intentionality’ (Smith & Searle, 2003). This is an interesting consideration as in-

stitutional theory plays a significant role in this thesis. The ontology of social constructionism

was described by Adams (2006) in the following way: “As the creation of knowledge cannot be

separated from the social environment in which it is formed, learning is viewed as a process of

active knowledge construction within and from social forms and processes” (p. 245-246). This

implies that, contrary to the objectivist view, social phenomena are constructed by social actors

and are not external to them. As this thesis aims to contribute to the theoretical concepts of legit-

imacy and institutional theory from a consumer perspective, a social constructionist ontology

is adapted. This ontology was chosen as consumers’ perceptions of legitimacy are explored,

which connects to the argument that in comparison to objective truths in natural sciences, in

social sciences, truths are perceived. As discussed in the literature review, in this thesis, the

main focus lies on legitimacy-as-perception, making this the logical choice.

According to Bell et al. (2019), there are three main ways of reasoning, namely deductive,

inductive, and abductive. Deductive reasoning is usually applied when hypotheses are formu-

lated and tested. Hence, it is beneficial when assumptions about a theory need to be tested

through observations, for example, surveys. On the other hand, inductive reasoning is a process

that is common when exploring a social phenomenon. It aims to find generalizable assumptions

about such a phenomenon and build or extend an existing model based on the observations and

findings (Bell et al., 2019). Hence, one of the most important differences to deductive reasoning

is that the theory or models do not necessarily exist before the research is conducted for induc-

tive reasoning. Another significant difference is that a reached conclusion cannot be treated as

an objective fact but merely as true until proven false in inductive reasoning. This is largely be-

cause an inductive approach acknowledges the difference between objects and people, making it

necessary for researchers to correctly interpret the data and understand the effect that contextual

factors have on the data (Bell et al., 2019). Additionally, as Ryan (2018) argues, it is impossible

for researchers to free themselves from their subjective views, making an objective truth trou-

blesome. The third type is abductive reasoning. This type aims to solve a puzzle in research that

cannot yet be explained by existing theories (Bell et al., 2019). Abductive reasoning aims to

retain the researcher’s openness to surprises posed by the data, which it criticizes in deductive

and inductive approaches. To achieve this, it turns to the researcher’s own understanding and

an iterative interpretation process of going back and forth between theory and data (Bell et al.,

2019). For this thesis, an inductive approach has been chosen. This was due to the nature of the

research questions as well as the chosen case. This study aims to explore which factors lead to

consumers’ acceptance or rejection of an industry’s legitimacy activities based on existing the-

ories of legitimacy and institutional pressure, which makes this approach most suitable. While
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the data can still result in surprises for this thesis, logical explanations and generalizations of

the explored social phenomenon can be drawn and connected to existing literature.

Based on the chosen ontology, epistemological considerations must be made when decid-

ing on a research philosophy. According to Bell et al. (2019), epistemology is the theory of

knowledge and concerned with the ‘how’ of knowledge creation. It logically follows the cho-

sen ontology as it is also concerned with how the subjects of a study perceive reality. The most

common epistemologies for an objectivist ontology are positivism and empirical realism, the

latter of which first and foremost aims to create knowledge using the same principles as in nat-

ural science. Both empirical realism and positivism use methods of observing and measuring to

find objective social truths, most often using surveys and statistical analysis (Bell et al., 2019).

Most common for social constructionism, on the other hand, is an interpretivist epistemology.

As social constructivism fundamentally distinguishes between natural sciences and people, in-

cluding the institutions that they form, a positivist epistemology is not suitable to research social

phenomena. Instead of finding explanations for human behavior, interpretivism aims to under-

stand human meaning-making and actions (Bell et al., 2019). Since this thesis employs a social

constructionist ontology, it employs an interpretivist epistemology. Thicke (2017) argues that

for group beliefs to be formed, individual actors need to believe in something but often only do

so as long as the whole group they feel connected to believes the same thing and are commit-

ted to act on that belief. As he points out, there are also instances in which individuals accept

rather than believe something, which can nevertheless form a group belief. This is an important

consideration for this thesis, as individuals’ legitimacy judgments and perceptions tend to be

biased based on social norms. Thicke (2017) further argues that “acceptance can be intention-

ally performed action while belief cannot” (p. 5574), implying that social actors can accept

certain practices without believing in them. For example, an individual who used to be vegan

can accept the dairy industry to a certain degree and consume dairy products without believing

that the industry has a right to exist. As Curry (2018) points out, individuals can be influenced

to believe that there is objective truth when communicating with other belief attributors in a

community. Therefore, it is important for researchers applying this epistemology to interpret

correctly and be aware of existing biases. Additionally, Curry (2020) argues that interpreters

need to be mindful of potential deception which might arise from individuals’ desire to be part

of a certain community. For example, an individual could be mostly vegan and consume meat

or dairy on rare occasions but still claim to be fully vegan due to social shaming and firm beliefs

of a group they feel connected to.

The research strategy arises from the ontological and epistemological considerations, which

practically sets out how the research will be conducted (Bell et al., 2019). As this thesis em-

ploys a social constructivist ontology with inductive reasoning and an interpretative episte-

mology, the chosen research method is qualitative. Qualitative research was chosen to ensure

open-mindedness based on the research questions that aim to explore which factors lead to con-

sumers’ acceptance or rejection of the dairy industry’s legitimacy. Compared to quantitative
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research, its focus lies on words rather than numbers and is a process rather than static theory

testing. Here, an important note is that in qualitative studies, meaning is derived from words

and the interpretation of those, which functions as the foundation for theoretical contributions.

Especially since the factors are not commonly known, focusing on consumers on a micro-level

is more suitable. Additionally, this thesis aims to gain a contextual understanding and extend

existing theories instead of testing theories using numbers. As Bell et al. (2019) point out, in

qualitative research, the researchers are usually close, while in quantitative research, they are

often distant, sometimes with no direct interaction at all. Because individual legitimacy judg-

ments have rarely been researched using qualitative methods, this thesis aims to make a step in

closing this gap. Details on how this strategy was used will be explained in the data collection

and data analysis sections.

This thesis employs a social constructionist ontology using an inductive approach, which

acknowledges the difference between people and objects. It also acknowledges the existence of

perceived truths that individual social actors create, but that can also be biased by group beliefs

based on the nature of the chosen case and the public discourse connected to it. It follows an

interpretative epistemology, which allows for an open exploration and answering the research

questions. Based on these considerations, it uses qualitative methods as a research strategy,

which will be elaborated on in the subsequent sections.

3.2. Research design
The research design that logically follows and is influenced by the research philosophy is sim-

ilarly important when deciding how to research social phenomena. Research designs provide

the framework necessary to collect and analyze data (Bell et al., 2019). In other words, it deals

with how research questions are put into practice as research projects (Robson & McCartan,

2015). It is important to note that according to Bell et al. (2019), research design and research

methods should not be confused. As Robson and McCartan (2015) illustrate, one or multiple

research questions are developed from the purpose and conceptual framework of a study. Based

on these, decisions are made on which methods and sampling strategies will be used. Robson

and McCartan (2015) further argue that there are two main categories of research designs: fixed

designs and flexible designs. While fixed designs are usually assigned to quantitative research,

where the methods and theories to be tested do not rely on initial findings during the process,

qualitative research often uses flexible research designs (Robson & McCartan, 2015). Due to

the nature of qualitative research, where the outcomes and conclusions are often unclear when

starting the project, a certain degree of flexibility is beneficial to ensure open-mindedness. As

the previous section on research philosophy has already established that qualitative methods

will be used, a flexible research design was chosen for this thesis. As will be discussed in the

subsequent sections, this has been especially helpful in sampling informants.

The chosen research design for this thesis is cross-sectional and analytical (Bell et al.,
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2019). This research design was chosen based on the available time and resources to collect

data, as well as the nature of the research question. While there are some criticisms of cross-

sectional studies, such as difficulties in establishing trends or using different types of data like

in a case study, it allowed the students to decide on their own variables and sample. Another

consideration in research design is the level of analysis, which can, for example, be one in-

dividual, an organization, or a group (Bell et al., 2019). Based on this thesis’s purpose and

conceptual framework, the primary unit of analysis is the individual, more specifically, single

consumers. As is common in cross-sectional studies, all of the data was collected quickly using

semi-structured, in-depth interviews (Bell et al., 2019; Robson & McCartan, 2015).

To summarize, based on the qualitative research strategy and research question, the re-

search design was selected to be flexible, cross-sectional, and analytical. The primary unit of

analysis is the individual consumer. The subsequent sections on data collection and analysis

discuss the exact research methods.

3.2.1. Case industry context: Dairy in Western societies
Based on the identified research gap in individual legitimacy judgments, the students used a

case industry to research this social phenomenon. This industry needed to qualify on multiple

levels. First, it needed to be a product or service that affects or has affected consumers on a large

scale to ensure that conclusions could be drawn that would be relevant and broadly applicable.

Second, it needed to be relevant because its legitimacy had to be under pressure in some way

through institutional change to ensure the availability of differing perceptions and judgments of

its current legitimacy. While some industries fulfilled these criteria, such as fossil fuels (Ayling,

2017), palm oil (Corciolani et al., 2019), or meat (The Economist, 2021), the relevance for

individual legitimacy judgments from a consumer perspective was deemed insufficient given

the scope of this thesis.

Consequently, the dairy industry was chosen as a case. It fulfilled all of the mentioned cri-

teria and is currently controversial, especially in Western societies such as the US and Europe

(Koch & Ulver, 2022). Documentaries such as Cowspiracy (2014) and MILKED (2022) have

influenced public opinions about the industry’s right to exist as it is now, raising awareness of

questionable practices in animal agriculture, sustainability issues such as land use and green-

house gas emissions, as well as greed and corruption which can lead to greenwashing (Andersen

& Kuhn, 2014; Pichler, 2017; Taylor, 2021). Dairy, in particular, has been a part of societies’

nutrition for thousands of years (Time, 2018) and is still consumed by most Western consumers

regularly but is also increasingly being rejected (Statista, 2021). Hence, the students could ob-

serve different perspectives from interviewing consumers. Events such as recent legal cases

in which the dairy industry tried to differentiate itself from the growing number of companies

producing plant-based dairy alternatives have shown the urgency with which the industry sees

its legitimacy damaged in public discourse. For example, in 2021, the debated amendment 171,

which would have restricted plant-based dairy companies in their communication and banned
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words such as ‘creamy’ or ‘buttery’ from their marketing, was withdrawn by the European

Commission after intense pressure from consumers and companies (Euronews., 2021).

Consequently, the students chose the dairy industry based on its current relevance as an

industry undergoing institutional change and its influence on consumers on a large scale. Addi-

tionally, the attention this industry currently receives and the resulting widely spread knowledge

about it allowed for the possibility to explore all three types of legitimacy simultaneously and

to draw insightful conclusions about which factors lead consumers to accept or reject its legiti-

macy. The case further allowed the students to find appropriate informants in the available time

and relate the findings to existing studies on other industries that have researched individual

legitimacy judgments.

3.3. Data collection
As discussed in the previous section, this thesis follows a qualitative approach. This section goes

further in detail about the chosen data collection method, which is conducting semi-structured

interviews (SSI). The advantage of SSIs is that researchers are flexible in asking follow-up

questions if they see potential added value in them (Kallio et al., 2016). This enables the

researcher to obtain long answers that entail all the information needed to formulate codes

in the analysis part. On the contrary, SSIs also have a few disadvantages. First, the preparation

of SSIs requires a lot of time and effort compared to surveys (Adams, 2015). Second, SSIs

demand a high level of sophistication since one has to be knowledgeable about the topic and

prepared to ask relevant follow-up questions that are not required in a structured interview

(Adams, 2015). SSIs enable follow-up questions, which led to the decision to conduct SSIs

to gain the qualitative data. The interviews were held one-to-one, which means one student

and one informant (INFT), instead of in larger focus groups. The decision to use one-to-one

interviews was driven by the fact that the dairy industry is a highly debated topic, with multiple

people that are to some extent involved in the debate. For example, vegan activists or employees

of a dairy company. The students decided to conduct individual SSIs to prevent the focus group

interviews from becoming a discussion or debate.

This thesis followed Kvale’s seven-step approach, namely identifying themes, planning,

conducting interviews, transcribing, analyzing, verifying, and reporting, which is also illus-

trated in figure 3 on the next page (Kvale, 1996; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). The first step is

part of the brainstorming process at the beginning of the project: what do we want to research,

how do we want to capture that topic, and how are we going to fill the identified gap? By

formulating a research question, setting up a theoretical framework, and deciding on a research

design, the prerequisites for identifying themes are given. Themes that are relevant to this

thesis are ’legitimizing activities by the dairy industry’ and ’the perceptions of young (18-35)

consumers judging the dairy industry’s legitimacy’.

The next step is planning the interviews, which was done after selecting appropriate INFTs.
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Figure 3: Kvale’s seven-step approach (Kvale, 1996)

The subsequent section goes into further detail about the sample selection process. However,

the sample selection is only one part of the planning phase. Other factors have to be consid-

ered, such as the way of interviewing (e.g., digitally or physically) and in which format (e.g.,

two students and one INFT or one student and one INFT). The interviews for this thesis were

conducted one-to-one, both in-person and through online video communication software. Due

to the geographical distance between the students and some of the INFTs, it was desirable to

use Zoom or Microsoft Teams instead of scheduling physical interviews. The interviews lasted

between 27 and 63 minutes and followed the same interview guide, which can be found in the

appendix. The INFTs were informed about the purpose of the interview and the study and most

importantly, assured that their data would be treated confidentially. For that reason, the INFTs

got numbers from one to twelve and pseudonyms to conceal their names. Lastly, it is important

to mention that the interviews were conducted in the first two weeks of May 2022 to put them

in the right time context. All the interviews were recorded to enable the transcription afterward.

The students used Otter, a software for the transcription of the interviews, and corrected the

automatically generated version of Otter manually to ensure the correctness of the content and

remove superfluous words that distract from the content. The fully transcribed versions were

gathered in one folder for further analysis but are not included in the appendix. However, the

most important quotes are used in the analysis and discussion with reference to the respective

INFT’s pseudonym.

The last two steps of Kvale’s seven-step approach are verifying and reporting. Verifying

deals with the question: is something really true, can we assume that the information we have

is correct, and is it possible that either the interviewers or the interviewees are biased (Schaefer

& Alvesson, 2020)? As Schaefer and Alvesson (2020) point out, there is a tendency among

qualitative researchers to underestimate biases and forget to verify their data for trustworthi-

ness. Hence, the outcome of qualitative research with a flawed verification process does not

possess as much explanatory power as it could potentially have. Therefore, it is vital to con-

stantly critically evaluate the answers given by the INFTs and the students’ interpretation of

these answers (Schaefer & Alvesson, 2020). In the case of the dairy industry, it is also im-

portant to take conflicting interests into account. For example, people who work in the dairy

30



industry, such as Marie, or have family members working in the dairy industry, are likely to

present another perspective than advocates of a vegan diet (e.g., Misaki, Denny, and Katerina).

Although this might sound obvious and superfluous, it is still a risk embedded in the qualitative

research approach (Schaefer & Alvesson, 2020). Therefore, among others, researchers should

not overestimate the outcome of qualitative studies and take their findings for granted. Instead,

the findings intent to “Narrate an informative story that is driving toward some new concept

development and theoretical discovery with the careful presentation of evidence” (Gioia et al.,

2013, p. 23). In other words, qualitative research is telling a story based on other stories and

thereby trying to add theoretical knowledge that other researchers can use in their narratives.

Finally, the last step of the seven-step approach is reporting. The reporting step consists of writ-

ing the analysis and discussion of this thesis. The following sections elaborate on the process

of sample selection and data analysis through thematic analysis and explain the coding process

in detail.

3.3.1. Sample selection
The selection of the INFTs was made with one clear prerequisite: the age limit of 18 to 35

years old. The students decided to diversify the variables of age, gender, status, diet, current

residence, and nationality to obtain a representative sample. However, the main variable was

the INFTs’ diet, which was grouped into omnivore, mostly vegetarian, vegan, and ex-vegan. A

consumer’s diet, especially when it comes to products that rely on animals for their production,

such as dairy, can strongly influence one’s opinion on the dairy industry. There are vegan and

party vegan INFTs included in the sample, with the particular note that two of the interviewees

used to be vegan but are not anymore. There is even one informant, Erik (INFT 7), that changed

his diet from completely vegan to omnivore. Does this have anything to do with the legitimizing

activities of the dairy industry or the sustainability movement in animal farming? Hence, the

perspective of this informant provides an interesting angle to this thesis.

The sample consists of twelve INFTs between 18 and 34, thus covering almost the en-

tire set range of 18 to 35. When it comes to gender, the distribution is seven women and five

men, which is acceptable for a sample size of twelve as it is nearly equally distributed. Among

the INFTs were four bachelor’s students, two master’s students, one high school student, and

finally, five employed INFTs. However, there is some overlap between the categories. For

instance, two INFTs study but are simultaneously employed full-time. Therefore, their main

occupation is summarized in the prior distribution. For this topic, the students considered it

relevant to diversify the sample according to their professional status. For instance, employed

people have, in general, more purchasing power than students. This is relevant for choosing

generally cheaper dairy products and often more expensive plant-based alternatives. Addition-

ally, the theoretical knowledge that a university degree enriches students with might influence

their general opinion about the dairy industry.

Lastly, the students diversified in nationality and current residence. Although this thesis
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focuses on the Western World (i.e., North America and Western Europe), the students also in-

cluded non-Western INFTs to obtain a better understanding of how cultural backgrounds might

influence the point of view of young consumers regarding the dairy industry. However, to not

go beyond this thesis’ scope, the selected non-Western INFTs (Bangladesh, Japan, and Iran)

had all been living in Europe for at least six months. Figure 4 below shows a detailed overview

of the INFTs.

Figure 4: Table with INFTs’ personal information
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3.3.2. Trustworthiness and reliability
As Schaefer and Alvesson (2020) stated, multiple qualitative studies lack reflective positioning,

do not take into account credibility requirements, and ignore trustworthiness implications. To

overcome this trustworthiness and reliability issue, it is important to have a clear understanding

of the concepts and a strategy to tackle these problems. Moreover, it is important to realize

that every stage in the analysis process (data collection, data analysis, and result reporting) is

equally important to ensure the trustworthiness and reliability of the outcome (Elo et al., 2014).

One of the core concepts relevant to trustworthiness is credibility, which describes the ex-

tent of truth in the INFTs’ answers and correct interpretation by the researcher (Cope, 2014).

Other researchers with similar experiences should recognize themselves in the answers given by

the INFT and, more importantly, in the interpretation by the researcher. An example in the case

of the dairy industry could be the answer to a question about health. If an INFT answered that

the switch from conventional dairy to plant-based alternatives improved their digestion, another

INFT with a similar experience might recognize themself in the answer and agree with the inter-

pretation presented by the researcher. To ensure credibility, the same interview guide was used

for every INFT interviewed. This enabled and simplified the comparison between answers, and

it enabled the students to ask similar follow-up questions. For example, if an INFT answered

that plant-based dairy alternatives positively influenced their health. The logical, however not

included, follow-up question could be ‘Did it improve your digestion?’ based on previous in-

terviews. By asking similar follow-up questions, the students increased the credibility of the

answers since a comparison could easily be made.

Another concept that is closely related to credibility is transferability. Transferability

means that the study results have meaningful implications for non-participants and can thus be

‘transferred’ to other groups (Cope, 2014). For example, this thesis explores the drivers behind

the acceptance and rejection of the dairy industry’s perceived legitimacy by young consumers.

Therefore, this thesis aimed to generalize the drivers into codes, sub-themes, and themes that

apply to the target group, 18 to 35-year-old consumers. The data should be rich and thorough

enough to enable a transfer of the results to other young consumers in the Western World that

were not participating in our study. To ensure that the data is rich enough and representative,

this thesis uses long and extensive quotes without adjustments by the students to demonstrate

confirmability (Cope, 2014). Confirmability describes the researcher’s ability to demonstrate

the opinion of the INFTs, without distortions by the researcher’s biases. To increase confirma-

bility, the students repeated multiple times during the interviews that there is no right or wrong

answer, and the focus should be on the perception and view of the INFT. This approach ensured

that biases by the students did not affect the answers given by the INFTs.

Lastly, the trustworthiness of the data collection is ensured by presenting as much rele-

vant information about the INFTs as possible (Elo et al., 2014). For this reason, the table with

background information about the INFTs contains six content-relevant columns (Gender, Age,

Nationality, Current Residence, Diet, and Status). This provides a solid profile of the INFTs
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and simultaneously guarantees anonymity. By giving a detailed description of the sampling

process and data collection method in this previous section, the reliability of the data used in

the upcoming analysis is increased.

3.4. Data analysis
As discussed in the previous section, the data for this thesis was gathered by conducting semi-

structured interviews. This section goes further in detail about the chosen analysis method,

namely thematic analysis (TA), and its steps of coding and finding overarching themes and

sub-themes. TA is “a method for identifying, analyzing, and interpreting patterns of meaning

(‘themes’) within qualitative data.” (Clarke & Braun, 2017, p. 297). Identifying themes is done

by reading the interviews’ transcripts and writing down repeating patterns and topics from the

data. These themes are then subdivided into sub-themes, each containing a set of codes, i.e.,

particular words and short sentences that could be a statement or repeating comment in the

interviews. The following subsection will go into further detail about the coding process. The

following two steps, analyzing and interpreting the patterns, were done in this thesis’s findings

and analysis sections.

Qualitative researchers have widely used TA, and in various variations due to its way of

conducting and high applicability in different research philosophies (Braun & Clarke, 2012). In

addition, Nowell et al. (2017) state that TA can be used for many research questions and epis-

temologies. Besides the flexibility, TA also stands out in terms of accessibility, which means

the theoretical knowledge that the researcher needs to have in order to work with this method

(Braun & Clarke, 2012; Nowell et al., 2017). This implies that TA is an appropriate method

for rookie researchers, which is one of the reasons to use TA as the method of analysis for this

thesis. Lastly, TA is perfectly suited for teamwork, as long as the themes are straightforwardly

formulated and self-explanatory (Guest et al., 2012). On the downside, there can also be too

much flexibility in research methods. The level of freedom that TA provides sometimes leads to

inconsistencies and incoherences in the defined themes, which inevitably decreases the quality

of the output (Nowell et al., 2017). Furthermore, TA is heavily underrepresented in existing

literature compared to other qualitative research methods such as grounded theory and ethnog-

raphy (Nowell et al., 2017). For that reason, this thesis follows the TA approach presented by

Braun and Clarke (2006), which is frequently used and most cited in the field of TA (Clarke &

Braun, 2017).

Another method of analysis that is frequently used and shares similarities with TA is con-

tent analysis (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). However, some differences make TA more suitable for

this thesis than content analysis. First, content analysis is more connected to quantitative than

qualitative research compared to TA (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). Content analysis could be a

splendid starting point if the researcher intends to continue the research quantitatively. How-

ever, this is not the case for this thesis, which neutralizes this argument for content analysis.
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Second, TA is more accessible than content analysis and delivers a higher degree of freedom

to the researcher, making this method more convenient for the scope of this thesis (Vaismoradi

et al., 2013).

As described in the previous section, TA consists of identifying themes and sub-themes,

and is based on codes. Charmaz (2006) describes the coding process (i.e., finding codes and

adding them to sub-themes) in this way: “Coding defines what is happening in the data and

grapples with what it means” (p. 46). Additionally, Charmaz (2006) distinguishes between

initial and focused coding. Initial coding or open coding means attaching meaning to every

sentence of the transcript, which can be helpful in decomposing utterly complex or incoherent

stories. On the other hand, focused coding identifies the most important quotes that are likely

to be used in the analysis (Rennstam & Wästerfors, 2018). The latter is more important for

this thesis since the interviews followed the same interview guide, which simplified the analysis

and increased the comparability of the qualitative data. The intention of formulating codes

is summarized by Guest et al. (2012): “Codes are then typically developed to represent the

identified themes and applied or linked to raw data as summary markers for later analysis” (p.

9). To identify the themes and attach the codes to them, the six-step approach by Braun and

Clarke (2006) was used, as illustrated in figure 5 below. The only adjustment to the six-step

approach by Braun and Clarke (2006) that the students made is replacing step 2 ’generating

initial codes’, by ‘generating focused codes’.

Figure 5: Six-step approach to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)

After the first step, namely transcribing the data and carefully (re)reading the transcripts mul-

tiple times, phase two started: generating initial codes. Important to mention here is that the

students did not code the transcript sentence by sentence but instead started with focused coding

right away, as previously explained. After writing down multiple codes, the potential themes

were identified, and subsequently, the potential themes were divided into potential sub-themes.
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After the initial identification, the themes and sub-themes were compared with the codes and

rewritten, erased, or added if necessary. After this process, the codes were attached to the final

themes and sub-themes. The final themes that were identified in the process were ‘Health and

Nutrition’, ‘Habit and Culture’, ‘Taste and Quality’, ‘Sustainability’, ‘Economic Perspective’,

‘Trust and Understanding’, as well as ‘Animal Welfare’. These themes were further divided

into sub-themes, as can be seen in figure 6 and 7 below. With these two tables, the analysis of

the data was conducted. After ethical considerations are explained, a thorough presentation and

analytical interpretation of the findings will follow in the upcoming chapter.

Figure 6: Table with sub-themes and themes for acceptance
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Figure 7: Table with sub-themes and themes for rejection

3.5. Ethical considerations
Since this thesis included interviewing human INFTs, ethical concerns needed to be considered

(Bell et al., 2019; Robson & McCartan, 2015). As the chosen research topic revolves around

food, the conducted semi-structured interviews included some personal questions related to diet

and personal habits. The students were aware that these areas could be difficult for INFTs,

which is why every INFT was made aware of the confidentiality of the data and informed that

their personal information would be treated accordingly. Furthermore, the participants were

told that the interviews would be recorded and that no third party would get access to the audio

files. Every INFT gave their consent to use and publish the findings, knowing that their name

or personal information would not appear in the published version in any form. Every INFT

was given a pseudonym, which removed the traceability of their identity and ensured a higher

reliability of this thesis’ findings (Bell et al., 2019; Robson & McCartan, 2015). Based on this

anonymity, every INFT was asked to answer as freely and truthfully as possible to ensure open

conversations and the best exploration of acceptance or rejection factors that influence the dairy

industry’s perceived legitimacy.
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4. Understanding individual legitimacy judgments
The interviews aimed to obtain a better understanding of the drivers behind the acceptance

and/or rejection of the legitimacy of the dairy industry by young consumers. As discussed

previously in the data collection section, the sample selection was essential to collect a rich data

set. To prevent writing a biased analysis based on the qualitative data, the students ensured that

no group was overrepresented in the sample. The interview guide contained questions that were

both in favor of the dairy industry and critical. As discussed in the data analysis section, the

results of the interviews were, after the transcription, written down in codes. The codes were

assigned to sub-themes and themes, and for every code, it was written down to which informant

the content applied. By following this approach, patterns in the answers became visible and

functioned as a guideline throughout the upcoming chapter.

The qualitative data findings and its interpretation and analysis are presented in the follow-

ing subsections. After careful consideration, seven themes were concluded, of which six have

codes and sub-themes that are in favor of both acceptance and rejection of the legitimacy of the

dairy industry, and one has codes and sub-themes that are solely in favor of acceptance of the

legitimacy of the dairy industry, namely ‘Habit and Culture’. To present the findings as logi-

cal and concise, yet comprehensive as possible, this chapter is divided into seven subsections,

each discussing one theme. Within each section, the acceptance and rejection arguments are

discussed and confronted with each other. This chapter aims to present our interpretation of the

qualitative data without judgment or tendency towards one of the categories (i.e., acceptance

and rejection). After the analysis, the findings will be summarized and connected to the exist-

ing literature in the discussion. The theoretical contributions and interrelationships between the

themes will also be elaborated on in more detail in the discussion and conclusion sections. This

section will now present the findings and analyze their meaning.
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Figure 8: Summary of the key findings - part 1
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Figure 9: Summary of the key findings - part 2
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4.1. Pragmatic considerations of dairy: The role of health and nutrition
The first theme and one of the key drivers why consumers accept or reject the legitimization

of the dairy industry is ‘Health and Nutrition’. During the interviews, it could be observed

that this theme is highly debated as both the dairy industry and its opponents wrestle to gain

the upper hand in this important factor. After coding the responses given by the INFTs, two

sub-themes emerged, which were the same for both acceptance and rejection drivers. The first

one is ‘Health and wellbeing’, which is mainly concerned with, for example, a healthier diet

or feeling better when consuming or abstaining from dairy products. The second one is ‘Nutri-

tional value’, which is even more debated than ‘Health and wellbeing’ as it is concerned with

nutritional benefits and consumer perceptions of them. Those perceptions are strongly influ-

enced through the communication by either the dairy industry or opponents and competitors

of it, making it difficult for consumers to form an opinion. Therefore, the theme ‘Health and

Nutrition’ is also connected to the theme ‘Trust’. Additionally, mainly being about individual

actors’ practical considerations and physical wellbeing means that ‘Health and Nutrition’ is

connected to pragmatic legitimacy, in particular the subtype exchange legitimacy (Suchman,

1995). A second type of legitimacy connected to it is cognitive legitimacy (Scott, 1995; Such-

man, 1995), as some perceptions and beliefs about the nutritional value and health benefits or

disadvantages of dairy were stated without the INFTs explaining or being able to explain why

they thought so. This clearly shows that some perceptions are subconscious but still strongly

influence consumers’ legitimacy judgments. The main factor for the analysis of this theme is

the INFTs’ individual perception of what effect their consumption behavior has on their health

and wellbeing and which nutritional benefits they believe in gaining by consuming or abstaining

from dairy.

4.1.1. Feeling good with a dairy-containing diet?
The most commonly named factor when accepting dairy for health and wellbeing was the belief

that milk is good for bone strength. This belief was shared by five of the twelve INFTs, all of the

four omnivores but also Emil who used to be vegan. Interestingly, this belief was also previously

shared by other INFTs who now reject it, especially during their upbringing. Katerina, for

example, who used to believe in stronger bones through the consumption of milk, stated:

“I felt so before because that’s what they told us. But recently I found out that’s

not the case. Because dairy products create an acid environment in your body that

damages the bones.”

This example clearly shows how the different sides’ interests and communications influence

individuals’ perception of the same argument and those subconscious beliefs can change over

time, which is strongly connected to the cognitive legitimacy subtype taken-for-grantedness.

Another reason to accept dairy’s legitimacy was the perception that the diet was healthier when

dairy was consumed. This view was shared by four INFTs, including three omnivores and
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Marie, who works for a major dairy company. While the other three INFTs did not specify

which products would be included in this perception, Marie specified that not all dairy was to

be treated as equally healthy. She emphasized that

“I also don’t see so much the necessity because I believe in the good of cheese

and fermented products. Also for the body. So, I don’t think that meat is a neces-

sary thing for the body and I also don’t think it’s good. But yogurt and curd and

cheese for example, I consider as good part of a healthy nutrition so I don’t see the

necessity to reduce that”.

This shows a trend that could be observed during several interviews, where INFTs made a

difference between milk and other dairy products, even though most of the other INFTs did

not specify the fermentation process as a reason. Marie also highlighted that she believed that

organic products were better for individuals’ health than conventionally farmed products among

dairy products. Again, the same argument is used as a factor to reject the dairy industry’s

legitimacy, as four of the INFTs stated that the diet is generally healthier without dairy. As with

the pro-consumption argument, however, the INFTs could often not provide any specific reason

as to why they perceived it this way, as a statement by Misaki shows, who follows a vegan diet:

“the human body is not for the cow’s milk. So I cannot explain exactly, but I believe

that they have negative impact. Especially, there are so many people who have

lactose intolerant. So for them also.”

For others, the reasons for consuming or not consuming were based on personal health or well-

being. For Emil, his digestion improved after he stopped being a vegan, which he mainly

attributed to his increased consumption of dairy and his meat intake. For Sophia and Miskaki, it

was the other way around in that their digestion became better after they stopped consuming any

animal products. For Faiza, who still regularly consumes animal products, this is only true for

her milk consumption. Faiza emphasized that her stomach had recently gotten more sensitive

and that switching from cow milk to plant-based milk had eradicated but had nothing to do with

the rest of her dairy consumption. Misaki further elaborated that

“Firstly, I became vegetarian for the environment, so I didn’t go directly vegan and

so I starting being vegetarian and I was drinking milk a little bit then, and after

that, I became vegan. My pimples have gone so it works I think.”

As this quote shows, the reason to reject the dairy industry’s legitimacy was different in the

beginning. However, personal health and wellbeing, such as decreased pimples, might become

a reason to continue rejecting the dairy industry’s legitimacy even if the initial reasons were to

disappear. For Linnea, the main reason to start consuming animal products again after being a

vegan was even more severe as she states:
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“I was very sick and eating disorders. So to be able to go to treatment, I wasn’t

able to be vegan anymore. But now that I’m free, and I’m not in treatment anymore,

I’m still I’m still just vegetarian. So that was like the main reason, that now I prefer

to be able to eat whatever I want whenever I want in terms of the vegetarian like

period. So, it’s mostly because I want to be able to not restrict myself from things”.

However, during the interview, Linnea also emphasized that she still mostly follows a vegan diet

and consumes alternative products regularly. This shows that she still does not support the dairy

industry, which in her case was mainly for environmental reasons. Hence, it can be induced that

even though she went back to consuming dairy products, her legitimacy judgment of the dairy

industry has not changed and she still rejects consuming dairy most of the time. Misaki, Axel,

and Sophia further mentioned that lactose intolerance had affected someone they knew in the

past and was a reason not to consume any dairy for personal health reasons. However, as we

can see in Axel’s case, this is not necessarily a direct legitimacy judgment, as he still perceives

milk and dairy products as natural ingredients of a healthy human diet.

4.1.2. Perceiving nutritional value of dairy and alternatives
Another major factor for debate and the second sub-theme of ‘Health and Nutrition’ is ‘Nutri-

tional value’. For this sub-theme, it was interesting to see that more INFTs used the argument

of nutritional value to legitimize dairy consumption than to delegitimize it. All four omnivores,

Floortje, and Marie agreed that dairy has high nutritional value and provides proper meals that

give energy. Faiza stated that

“[dairy]’s good because it contains a lot of vitamins we want. Some of them are

essential to be in our diet and for our body and some of them contribute. So it’s

good to have them in our body. So it’s, it’s good to consume it and have it in our

diet but in limited amount, so if you over-consume it, it’s bad for your health.”

This shows that even though six INFTs agreed that dairy has a high nutritional value, at least

some of them also saw limits to it. Interestingly, two of the omnivores, Raheem and Denny, also

agreed that the ingredients used in producing dairy were often harmful and unhealthy, which

was supported by the vegan Sophia. Additionally, four INFTs, including Raheem and Denny,

stated that inadequate procedures during dairy production decreased the quality and nutritional

value of the products as, for example, levels of stress hormones increased. At the same time, all

four omnivores and Floortje agreed that dairy products and milk in particular are essential for

kids. Raheem emphasized that cow milk could even be used as a substitute for human mother’s

milk:

“After a mom gives birth to a baby, the only alternative that we have for milk is

cow’s milk after a certain period of time, and a lot of kids are orphans. They lose

their moms how are they gonna survive? If someone is unable to produce milk in

their breasts, how are they going to feed their kids?”
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This statement shows a strong cognitive legitimacy judgment towards milk and dairy (Scott,

1995; Suchman, 1995). It can be assigned to both subtypes comprehensibility and taken-for-

grantedness as there is a logical explanation of why consuming milk and dairy is nutritious,

which Raheem does not question. Others such as Misaki and Sophia argued against this claim

stating that the human body is not made to consume cow milk and the belief that it strength-

ens bones was made up by the dairy industry. The example shows how different views and

communication influence consumers’ perception of the dairy industry’s legitimacy.

Similar to ‘Health and wellbeing’, some INFTs also choose to accept or reject dairy for

personal reasons concerning its nutritional values. Marie, Floortje, and Emil agree that tradi-

tional dairy is more natural and is less processed than the alternatives, which they have tried to

substitute dairy. Emil tried several dairy alternatives when he followed a vegan diet but stated

that:

“Yeah, feta I mean, like vegan feta but like that one was quite similar. Like in taste

and in like consistency. Yeah consistency. But if you if you read like the like, back

package of [vegan cheese], it had like zero like nutritional values. It was mostly

like E like, like E124.”

This caused him not to consume alternative products. Similarly, Marie, who works in the dairy

industry and tried dairy alternatives mainly for environmental reasons, stated that when she tried

to replace cheese with alternatives, she did not perceive the nutritional value of the alternatives

as good enough, judging dairy’s pragmatic legitimacy as higher:

“Especially if you look at plant based cheese. You don’t know the things that are in

there. It’s just starch, water and stuff and you don’t really know what is good. There

is no value for the body in that, but you just consume it and you eat it and well, in

dairy, I do think there are still things in there that make sense for the nutrition of

the body.”

A personal reason to reject dairy and judge its pragmatic legitimacy as lower was dairy’s high fat

contents (Suchman, 1995). Three INFTs, including two omnivores, indicated that the high fat

contents of milk and cheese led them to consume less, especially when they worked out or tried

to lose weight. For Jordan, a Canadian living in Germany, the higher fat contents in European

dairy products played a significant role in his diet and taste. For Faiza and Axel, on the other

hand, the same fact led them to rate dairy’s pragmatic legitimacy as higher and consume dairy

products to increase regeneration after working out. As Axel noted:

“Well everything that the milk contains I mean it’s pretty much the nutrients and as

recovery beverage I think it’s good.”

From the answers given during the interviews, it could be observed that the INFTs’ judgment of

pragmatic legitimacy concerning milk and other dairy products is strongly influenced by opin-

ions and beliefs about personal wellbeing, nutrition, and health factors. On the other hand, some
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reasons included more practical reasons and feelings such as reduced pimples and better diges-

tion with or without dairy, which shows that beliefs are not always the most important factor in

legitimizing a controversial product or industry. It shows that personal reasons influencing an

individual’s wellbeing and direct disadvantages of consuming a product weigh heavier but do

not necessarily influence the legitimacy judgments of normative or cognitive legitimacy.

4.2. Can dairy alternatives compete with the taste of the ‘real thing’?
Statements about taste, perceived quality, and texture of dairy products compared to alternatives

recurred during the interviews, so the second theme is ‘Taste and Quality’. The two identified

sub-themes of ‘Tase and Quality’ for acceptance are ‘Taste of animal-based dairy’ and ‘Per-

ceived quality’. In contrast, the two identified sub-themes for rejection are ‘Availability and

taste of dairy alternatives’ and ‘Distate for animal-based dairy’. As could be seen, quality still

played a role in this, but in comparison to the previous sub-themes ‘Nutritional value’, quality

here is related to perceived quality rather than actual ingredients or nutritional benefits. Further,

it could be noted that there is a distinct difference between products and their usability when it

comes to taste. For example, most INFTs agreed that some dairy alternatives are comparable

in taste and consistency. In contrast, others do not have the same characteristics, taste pat-

terns, and consistency when used for cooking or other occasions. Some aspects of this theme

are also connected to the pragmatic and cognitive theme ‘Health and Nutrition’, as well as the

normative themes ‘Animal Welfare’ and ‘Sustainability’, yet ‘Taste and Quality’ is subjective

and connected to the pragmatic legitimacy subtype exchange legitimacy. In other words, taste

is about a direct benefit and subjective perception of what value the product can provide for

customers. As with ‘Health and Nutrition’, however, it could also be observed that in some

cases, normative values outweigh the pragmatic considerations of customers and leads to lower

perceived overall legitimacy despite high legitimacy for individual factors.

4.2.1. It all comes down to taste
Sophia, who follows a vegan diet and stated that she predominantly consumes dairy alternatives:

“I consume vegan butter, vegan cheeses of any kind like cream cheese, sliced cheese

slices or feta cheese. Sometimes vegan sausage as well, but less of that. And then

soy yogurt instead of dairy based yogurt as well, oat milk. Yeah, these are kind of

my regular products I substitute with.”

While she emphasized that her usual diet includes mostly vegan options or completely different

products, such as hummus, she also stated that in some cases, the taste is not replaceable and

leads her to make exceptions. When asked about exceptions to her vegan diet, she answered:

“No, I don’t only, only for exceptions. So at some time, sometimes a bit of parmesan

on my pasta. But I think the most exceptions are eggs. So no dairy products as

such.”
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This is an example where the pragmatic legitimacy of some dairy alternatives does not yet

outweigh the pragmatic legitimacy of a traditional dairy product and will therefore not be sub-

stituted. As Sophia stated, her vegan diet is mostly due to environmental and animal welfare

reasons, and in some cases, her pragmatic considerations are stronger than the normative and

cognitive considerations. She further stated that the taste of most dairy alternatives is good

enough to stick to her values and abstain from consuming regular dairy, which was supported

by five other INFTs. Misaki, for example, who completely renounces animal products without

any exceptions, stated:

“Yes, sometimes I use. Cheese, and also cream cheese, butter. Especially milk.

Everyday I drink oat milk or soy milk.”

In her case, the cognitive and normative considerations outweigh the pragmatic considerations

leading to a stricter diet than in Sophia’s case. Misaki still consumes products that fulfill the

same functions. However, her values are so strong that she does not consider the taste as much.

Other INFTs, such as Emil, have different opinions and still consider the taste of certain prod-

ucts as more important, even when they follow or used to follow a vegan diet. Emil explained

that

“I mean I drink like oat milk but cheese if I would never go for vegan cheese because

I think it’s like not good enough yet.”

This could be observed in several other interviews as well. Several other INFTs also stated that

milk alternatives are good enough and easy to substitute, while cheeses of different kinds do

not have the same characteristics. As Emil’s quote shows, however, the emphasis lies on ”yet”,

which means he would consider switching to vegan alternatives if the perceived quality and

taste were good enough.

4.2.2. Banished by oat and soy: Sharing the shelf with dairy alternatives
Another factor that is connected to the first sub-themes of ‘Taste and Quality’ is ‘Availability

and taste of alternatives’. As could be observed during the interviews, the availability of al-

ternatives plays a major role in consumer legitimacy judgments for several reasons. For some

INFTs, the availability of dairy alternatives was already taken-for-granted. Sophia, for example,

who used to live in the center of Copenhagen and now lives in Hamburg, dairy alternatives had

been easily accessible for several years, reducing the dairy industry’s pragmatic and cognitive

legitimacy. For Emil, on the other hand, who used to be vegan when he lived in Sweden and

stopped being a vegan due to decreased availability when he moved to the suburbs of Copen-

hagen, availability became a reason to judge the dairy industry’s pragmatic legitimacy as higher

but not the normative legitimacy. As he explained:

“When I was living in Lund and being like vegan, I think like the vegan section of

the dairy the dairy aisle of vegan products, it’s, like tripled in size. During one year
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I was there. And I feel like like if you buy like vegan stuff, you kind of vote with your

money like what you want to do with like, oh, yeah, just like in general, like, which

company you want to support.”

Sophia supports this reason, stating that:

“I mean, it’s easy to say if you know, you know, the situation where you have these

options, right? I think if they wouldn’t have oat milk or soy milk, I would probably

drink cow milk milk as well. Because I don’t like black coffee, and maybe it will

get us to that. So I think it depends on priorities as well. Like how strongly do you

need a product? I don’t need eggs so I could easily live without but that would be

different for someone else.”

Both of these perspectives show that availability plays a key role when consumers that become

vegan consider the options of dairy alternatives, which decreases the cognitive legitimacy of

dairy products, especially for consumers who used to consume many dairy products before

going vegan. For other consumer groups, such as vegetarians who still consume dairy but would

switch to alternatives if the taste was better, the pragmatic legitimacy of dairy still outweighs

their normative and cognitive perceptions. For example, Marie who works in the dairy industry

tried to substitute dairy products and now only consumes milk alternatives but found neither the

taste nor the ingredients or quality of cheese alternatives as good enough. She stated:

“And then I really do believe that taste is a key factor. For example, I tried to

replace Gouda. And when you for example, look at the ingredient list of plant

based Goudas. There was a lot of shit in it. So it’s not healthy at all. This is really

just for if you want to avoid dairy, and it makes sense but for your body it doesn’t

make sense at all.”

Hence, it can be inferred that taste plays a major role in substituting dairy products. However,

consumers only grant legitimacy for this factor if the pragmatic considerations outweigh nor-

mative and cognitive considerations. So, it can be said that as long as the taste and consistency

of dairy alternatives do not reach the same level as traditional dairy, many consumers will not

switch. Jordan, who is vegetarian, stated that

“If I’m going to eat cheese, I will look for the quality taste.”

For him, however, a consideration of taste not to consume dairy and milk, in particular, lies in

his upbringing in Canada, as he explained:

“Since I’ve moved to Germany, I don’t I don’t really like the kind of milk. it turned

me off before I started having a mostly vegan diet. But here people drink much

more fatty milk and back in Canada was 2%. That was the standard. So yeah, so

it’s been years since I’ve really thought about animal milk.”
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Floortje, who follows a similar diet, supported the pragmatic claim of taste to accept dairy:

“That’s because I like yogurt. And it tastes good. No, but sometimes because I

also tried alternative options for yogurt but it just doesn’t filled me. And I will just

become hungry after one hour and it’s also very costly. So with oat milk I like to

taste and I like the alternative option because I don’t see it necessary to drink milk

and as I only pour it in my coffee.”

All of these examples show that the pragmatic legitimacy of dairy products is damaged but still

strong enough for many consumers to accept it. This showed to be often because the normative

and cognitive legitimacy did not contribute to consumers’ acceptance. As could be seen from

the interviews, many consumers who still consume dairy regularly have at least tried alterna-

tive products, usually for environmental reasons. Because the alternatives often do not fulfill

the demands in terms of ‘Taste and Quality’ or are not easily available, consumers who do not

have very strong negative perceptions of the dairy industry’s environmental impact or animal

welfare. Consequently, they still assign a higher pragmatic legitimacy to traditional dairy. As

will be shown in the following sections, other factors also play a significant role when assigning

legitimacy. The loss of one type of legitimacy can lead to a lower perception and even rejection

of others.

4.3. Trust without understanding and granting cognitive legitimacy
The third theme that was identified during the thematic analysis is ‘Trust and Understanding’.

For rejection factors of the dairy industry’s legitimacy it is divided into two sub-themes, namely

‘Mistrust the dairy industry’ and ‘Trust opponents of the dairy industry’. For legitimacy ac-

ceptance factors, on the other hand, it is divided into the sub-themes ‘Trust the dairy industry’

and ‘Regionality’. Since this theme strongly depends on social interaction and communication

by either side of the argument, as well as feelings of trustworthiness, it has been assigned to

cognitive legitimacy. Notably, INFTs that tended towards rejecting the dairy industry’s legiti-

macy felt more strongly about the theme ‘Trust’ than INFTs that accepted the dairy industry’s

legitimacy. Consequently, for accepting factors of trust only four codes were identified, while

nine codes were identified for factors of rejection.

4.3.1. To trust or not to trust
As mentioned above, many INFTs did not trust the dairy industry. Eight of the twelve INFTs

stated not to trust the industry’s communication and reporting, including two of the four omni-

vores. Floortje, who follows a mostly vegetarian diet, stated:

“Because I think it’s such a big business and like, it’s, there’s going to be so much

profit around it. I do not have the feeling that people are being honest, like truly

transparent around it. To them think for their own benefit. They will do that.”
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Similarly, the vegan Misaki explained that

“Sometimes they [dairy companies] have, like, very beautiful pictures, like smiling,

the smiling cow and everything. I don’t think it’s the reality.”

This shows that as a consumer, she especially does not trust the marketing communication by

dairy companies and suspects a different reality. This was also supported by Faiza, who still

consumes dairy products except milk for personal health reasons. She emphasized that she did

not even trust the nutritional contents stated on dairy products’ packaging, which shows a sig-

nificant cognitive distrust of the industry’s integrity. In comparison, only three INFTs stated that

they trust the industry’s communication, including two omnivores and Marie, who works in the

industry. While the two omnivores simply stated to trust the industry’s communication without

a detailed explanation, Marie explained that if the industry published any false information, it

would get in legal trouble and would therefore not risk doing it. Nevertheless, she added that

the dairy industry communicated unrealistic views of the production:

“[the dairy industry] is focusing on the things that are cool and nice to hear. And

it’s not communicating on things that people don’t want to hear about. So, yes,

there is a lot of marketing about how cows can live freely on the wild fresh green

meadows that consumers have has, which is probably for example if you if you hear

about Irish meadow milk, it’s probably not as romantic as you want it to be as a

consumer. So I think that’s the deception that’s taking place. But more than the

publications that are based on research, etc. These I would trust but I don’t think

that consumers do have access or want to have access to that.”

However, she also shared a different perspective on dairy alternative companies when stating

that:

“Every party tries to drive the messages that they want to and they only use the

information that they require to get the message across but there is always more to

that. I mean, that is in plant-based etc. It starts with how you cultivate soy, etc. So

there’s always more than one side of the story, right? Yeah, so I would say I need

I don’t fully trust both sides, but I also don’t have I also don’t have the interest in

digging deeper, let’s say.”

Another major factor in rejecting the dairy industry’s legitimacy is that many INFTs, such as

Emil, Linnea, and Sophia, trusted opponents of the industry more than they trusted the industry

itself. Most influential in this were documentaries such as Cowspiracy, Seaspiracy, and Game

Changers. Despite not all documentaries being specifically about dairy, the production and

consumption of animal products, in general, were questioned, leading to a decreased cognitive

legitimacy perception by INFTs. For example, Misaki stated that all of the information that

led her to become vegan came from documentaries. While other INFTs such as Floortje still
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consume dairy, they were also strongly influenced, which often led to them becoming vegetarian

or reducing their consumption of animal products. Floortje, for example, stated that:

“I think also because you see the very bad stories and the examples and will also

influence my opinion on its opponents on the streets that say they show you a lot of

videos and always when I see them, I go in conversation with them just because of

curiosity and also because I want to know their point of view and to inform myself

as well. So yes, it definitely changed my point of view. And also, when I was in this

phase of watching a lot of documentaries, I was very skeptical, but now it faded

away a little bit”

4.3.2. Understanding as the foundation for trust
Additionally, seven INFTs believed that the dairy industry has a strong lobby, which they saw

as critical and not trustworthy. According to their shared view, a strong lobby would result in

unethical behavior concerning communication and influencing legislation. Interestingly, how-

ever, six INFTs also stated that they lacked an understanding of what processes lie behind the

production of dairy products, which can be seen as a reason to be influenced more easily by

documentaries or other peoples’ opinions in social interaction. Three INFTs, namely Floortje,

Sophia, and Marie, stated that certifications and labels on dairy products were not trustwor-

thy. At the same time, Floortje, Marie, and Faiza agreed that certifications are commonly not

understood or misunderstood by consumers. Marie supported this lack of understanding with

industry knowledge from working with customers:

“There is no doubt that for example, in Demeter [Biodynamic certification], there

are certain things that are interesting to look at, and then they go a little bit further

than the standard organic certification. Do I believe that consumers understand

anything of that? I don’t think so. And I don’t think that they have the right access

to the information of what does that mean etc.”

Marie further emphasized that despite some consumers being influenced by labels and certi-

fications, it is often more a pragmatic than a normative choice to satisfy their conscience. In

some cases, the difference in information published by the dairy industry and its opponents led

to confusion and mistrusting both sides. Emil believes that:

“The marketing from like, the dairy industry is biased. And I don’t trust that and

in marketing from like, NGO documentary, blah, blah. Is bias, but I’m more biased

toward that [documentaries].”

This statement shows that even when consumers start to consume dairy products again, their

perception of the dairy industry’s legitimacy can still be significantly damaged. Later in the

interview, he emphasized that despite his consumption out of convenience and for pragmatic
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reasons, his normative and cognitive legitimacy perception of the dairy industry was still dam-

aged and would likely never return to its normal state before he went vegan.

Due to this confusion and the feeling that larger companies are more likely to engage in

greenwashing, four INFTs stated that smaller and local farmers were more trustworthy than

larger farms. During the interviews it became clear that the INFTs did not need to see exactly

how the process looked and which ingredients the farmers used as long as the possibility to do

so were given. It also clearly shows, however, that consumers often do not fully understand

the processes and have no strong desire to know either, which supports Marie’s claim. Sophia,

who is vegan and lives in Hamburg, said that there is a local farm outside of Hamburg that

can be visited and employs environmentally and animal-friendly practices. According to her,

consuming products from farms like these is justifiable, judging their normative and pragmatic

legitimacy as high enough to switch from dairy alternatives to traditional dairy. Others, such as

Axel, who has many friends who are farmers, stated that he wants to know what he consumes

and prefers products produced in Sweden. According to him, this increases the chances that the

ingredients are healthy, processes better for the environment, and due to stricter laws on raising

animals also better for animal welfare.

As can be seen from this theme, cognitive legitimacy is one of the most sought after by

both the dairy industry and its opponents as it can majorly influence how consumers judge their

legitimacy. It additionally influences legitimacy judgments of other themes such as ‘Animal

Welfare’ and ‘Sustainability’ as trust is the basis for consumers’ normative beliefs.

4.4. All about the money? Legitimacy from an economic perspective
A very significant, yet sometimes hard to grasp factor in the acceptance or rejection of the

legitimation by the dairy industry is the economic perspective. There are both pro and con

arguments for the legitimization of the dairy industry, viewed through the economic lens. On

the one hand, the dairy industry provides jobs, prosperity, and products to eat. On the other

hand, the industry might take advantage of small farmers in its continuous scale-up process to

optimize scale effects. Furthermore, from an economic perspective, the dairy industry offers a

wide range of affordable products that are available at almost every supermarket in the Western

World. However, the low price of dairy products compared to their plant-based counterparts

might be the result of mass production, ignoring environmental damage, and disrespecting an-

imal welfare. Hence, the economic perspective is related to almost all other themes, especially

‘Sustainability’ and ‘Animal Welfare’.

4.4.1. Added value by the industry
As stated before, the dairy industry provides jobs and prosperity for society. Three INFTs

agreed that the jobs that the industry provides legitimize its existence, whereas two informants

add to that, that they see the job creation by the industry also as an acceptance factor. Denny

51



explains it simple and straightforward:

“I think it benefits stakeholders. I think it benefits everyone who is in a financial

way involved.”

The statement that the dairy industry financially benefits its stakeholders, is confirmed by two

other INFTs as well. However, everyone who is financially involved implies every stakeholder

in the supply chain (i.e., the farmer, the dairy company, the transporter or the retailer). The

question arises, does every stakeholder in the supply chain benefit equally from the profits of

the industry? In the same interview, Denny stated:

“And on the other side, I really don’t think it advantages people like farmers. I

think you know, people that enable the transport from the farms to the factory, if

they can save ten cents on the farmers they will do so. I think it’s a bit sensitive.”

There are, in total, four INFTs that agree that the consumption of dairy products only benefits

investors and corporations, thus not the farmers. Three of these four INFTs also state that

the industry’s greed results in a profit orientation that neglects animal welfare. Marie, who is

employed in the dairy industry, confirms this profit orientation by stating that:

“If you’re a co-operative, like the one that I’m working for, everything that we do

is maximizing the value of the liter milk that we pay to our farmers. If you are

not, if you are aiming at increasing shareholder value, then you have a completely

different set of targets.”

The different set of targets that Marie mentions here is not about increasing animal welfare or

environmental preservation. It is hardly possible for farmers to focus on sustainability measures

since the prices that are paid by the retailers are simply too low to change the business model.

Or as Marie formulates it:

“Since the last decade, farmers have not been generating the value for liter milk

that they need to act as morally as we as consumers want them to act.”

Marie was the only informant to acknowledge the weak position of farmers in the negotiations

with the retail industry and large dairy corporations. However, it has to be noticed that Marie

is the only ‘insider’ in the sample, which leads to insights, for instance about the bargaining

power of the retail industry, that non-insiders could virtually not have.

Besides the fact that most consumers are not aware of the bargaining power structures be-

hind the scenes of the dairy industry, five INFTs prefer to buy locally, to support local farmers.

Even one INFT adds to that, that he does so for the sake of his conscience. There is also overlap

between the INFTs that are in favor of buying locally, and the INFTs that prefer smaller farms

to enhance animal welfare. This insight could have a significant influence on the way how the

dairy industry communicates with its consumers. The fact that almost half of the informants
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prefer to buy locally, and one out of three thinks that the industry only benefits investors and big

corporations, has serious implications for the marketing strategies of dairy companies, to ob-

tain normative legitimacy. In the discussion section, the managerial implications of this insight

will be discussed in further detail. Altogether, one can see the overlap and interconnectedness

between this theme, and the themes ‘Trust and Understanding’, ‘Animal Welfare’, and ‘Sustain-

ability’.

4.4.2. Price-quality relationship
The availability of products, the affordability, and the convenience of buying them plays an

important role in the decision to buy conventional dairy products or plant-based alternatives.

As can be concluded from the chapter about ‘Taste’, there is a rising trend in the availability

of plant-based dairy products in supermarkets in recent years. However, the traditional dairy

products are still dominant, and the price difference between the two categories is also still

significant. The lack of availability of plant-based alternatives to products from animal farming

is confirmed by Emil, a former vegan, who changed his diet after moving to Denmark:

“I guess I didn’t see a point in my life where I would consume like, meat again or

even chicken and fish. Then like yeah, like when I came to Denmark and I didn’t

have options, and I started cheating a little bit.”

There seems to be a hurdle to maintaining an animal-free diet if vegan alternatives are not easily

accessible. As a result, the more convenient way is to start consuming dairy products (and meat

and fish) again. However, there are also two INFTs, Miskaki and Katerina, that would never start

buying dairy again, even if the price of vegan alternatives would be five times as high. Katerina

mentioned, in addition to that, that she would rather produce oat milk herself if oat milk is not

accessible at the supermarket than consume cow milk. The driver behind this argument is to

cut plastic as well, which links this theme to ‘Sustainability’ again. From this insight, it can

be concluded that there are differences between vegans and former vegans in the willingness to

stick to an animal-free diet. Accessibility and convenience do play a role, but their role should

not be overestimated, as convinced vegans find alternatives (even to the plant-based alternatives)

if the plant-based alternatives are not easily accessible.

A factor that applies to more people, in this case for five of the INFTs, is the price of

the products. Five INFTs confirmed that the price difference is still significant, by saying that

plant-based alternatives are more expensive than regular dairy products. Three of them added

that the price-quality relationship is an important factor in the purchasing decision. As Denny

explains it:

“Yes, I wouldn’t say like if it’s 10 euro cents more expensive. That’s okay. But if it’s

like, you know, 50% extra or 40% extra like an increase you can definitely feel that

in your wallet. [...] I would just choose a cheaper alternative and I would not look

at whether it’s plant-based or very little from the dairy industry.”
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In line with Denny, Floortje confirms that the price does play an important role, but adds to that,

that she would rather pay a higher price for a higher quality product. She also rejects the mass

consumption that is driving prices down to a level, where the price gap between dairy products

and alternatives is readily too big. She stated:

“So make it also harder for farmers to have a lot of cows and to have this mass

consumption because I would rather pay a higher price for good milk. Like if just

the prices would be higher in general, and we do not have these big gaps between

the like, low-budget milk, and high-priced vegan milk.”

Katerina adds to Floortje’s argument, that the affordability of dairy products is an important

acceptance factor for the dairy industry. Despite her being vegan and explicitly against animal

farming, she says that in the bigger picture, abandoning dairy products would cause severe prob-

lems for large groups of people that cannot afford dairy products anymore, since the alternatives

are too expensive. Paradoxically, it seems that the plant-based dairy industry needs to scale up,

to have the same scale advantages as the regular dairy industry which enables lower prices. So,

the same economic arguments against the dairy industry (profit-orientation, mass consumption,

unequally treatment of farmers, size of the farms) are also used as arguments in favor of the

industry. Despite the profit orientation and unequal distribution of these profits, a large group of

INFTs agrees that the low price that results from these practices is one of the main reasons why

they are still purchasing dairy products instead of alternatives. The ethical question arises, what

extent of environmental damage is allowed by young consumers, in the trade-off with cheaper

dairy products? From this sample, it seems that there is a willingness to pay a higher price for

better quality, but that the current price gap between dairy and alternatives is too wide to make a

difference in the purchasing behavior of young consumers. Only convinced vegans, that reject

the dairy industry because of the lack of normative legitimacy of the industry, and INFTs that

act out of health reasons (i.e., pragmatic legitimacy) seem to fully reject the industry. However,

the large majority of the INFTs accept the existence of the dairy industry for economic reasons,

although there are some ethical concerns regarding the practices and procedures of the industry.

4.5. Sustainability: Opportunities and threats for the dairy industry
As mentioned in the previous section, sustainability is closely related to other themes such as

’Animal Welfare’, ‘Trust’, and ‘Economic Perspective’. Sustainability, at first sight, seems to be

a theme that is mainly on the side of rejection of the legitimacy of the dairy industry. However,

there are also some arguments in favor of the dairy industry regarding sustainability, and some

INFTs agreed that they would consume (more) dairy if the dairy industry would become more

sustainable. Straightforward and shared by nine of the INFTs is the belief that the dairy industry

is bad for the environment. Hence, it would be convenient to bash the dairy industry here, but

that would not respect the arguments in favor of the dairy industry, such as their contribution to

biodiversity, or regional and small farms that are better for the environment.
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4.5.1. Environmental damage
The industrialized form of the dairy industry, with a strong focus on efficiency and economy

of scale, served consumers with a broad range of affordable dairy products but is increasingly

treating the environment. Among the reasons for environmental damage caused by the industry

are methane output by the animals, deforestation for animal feed, use of fossil fuels for trans-

portation, packaging, etc. Seven INFTs used the argument of methane output by cows as a

rejection driver towards the legitimacy of the dairy industry. Among those seven, there is Mis-

aki who explained that her drive to become vegetarian was the preservation of the environment,

only after visiting a slaughterhouse, she decided to become vegan and not support animal farm-

ing at all anymore. Katerina also became vegetarian at first, to cut down her carbon footprint by

using less plastic and stopping eating meat and became vegan after the realization that she could

lower her footprint by that even more. Sophia’s reason to become vegan was straightforward

and in line with the arguments by Misaki and Katerina:

“I chose to live a vegan diet to basically cut down my emissions wherever I can.”

The same applies to Linnea who became vegan, although she is only partly vegan right now, to

save the environment. In her opinion, we should stop the dairy industry immediately to save the

environment, even though she realizes that it would be challenging:

“I believe it wouldn’t be that much of a difference except for the taste of the cheese,

of course. But otherwise, I think it’s like pretty much the same. But if we like, the

farmers and all of that the economy would go down a bit. Just stop producing dairy

like tomorrow, of course. So that wouldn’t be great I guess but maybe that’s what

we need to save the planet and otherwise, we won’t have a planet to produce dairy

on, so. . . ”

With this quote, she answers the question of how a world without dairy would look like. As

can be derived from the drivers of these three vegans, it is the environmental damage caused

by animal farming that is the first argument to stop consuming animal products such as dairy.

Katerina even admitted, that she only started to realize that animal welfare is at stake in the

dairy industry, after she became vegan:

“So it’s first started because I wanted to cut down the usage of plastics and pack-

ages. And then I saw that it will be easier if I become vegan. And from them, I

became more when I talked with other vegans and also I became more aware also

of the way that they are looked after the cows and animals. So now I am also

against the animal part, not only the environmental.”

Frankly, every vegan has his/her own reasons for becoming vegan, however, from this sample it

seems that the protection of the environment is the main driving force. However, there are not
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only vegans that reduce or stop their dairy consumption to save the environment. Also, flexitar-

ian Floortje decided to switch to mainly plant-based alternatives for dairy products because she

sees the inefficiency of the dairy industry and the environmental damage that results from that.

The inefficiency Floortje is mentioning in the following quote, has to do with the fact that we

first need to feed the animals products (e.g., soya beans for cows), before we get a new product

out (e.g., milk):

“Like it’s really not good for society at all. Like, you have to cut a lot of threes

for the cows to graze. So it’s a lot of agriculture is being built only for the cows.

And it’s a lot better to just get rid of all these cows and build the agriculture for

food and vegan options for vegetarians for us to consume. And I think if we just

find the balance they’re not always going to this mass consumption. I think just

mass consumption is very bad. I do not go up against cow production or the dairy

industry in general, but I’m really against mass consumption.”

Her argument, that it is inefficient to have agriculture that is solely designed to feed animals

food that we could also consume ourselves, is shared by two other INFTs. One of them is

Misaki, who clarified Floortje’s argument by saying:

“They (i.e., cows) need to eat a lot of soya and plants so it’s better to eat ourselves

like, by ourselves instead of feeding it to the cows. Not getting it from milk.”

Additionally, four INFTs share her opinion that the scale of the industry and the mass con-

sumption are threatening the environment, and are, therefore, a rejection factor of the normative

legitimacy of the dairy industry. Katerina sees other potential environmental damaging prac-

tices:

“The co2 emissions from the production. Also, the amount of plastic that is pro-

duced because this is processed food that should be delivered in packages that are

usually for one use. Also, it requires people looking after animals need all the re-

sources like water, shelter, and food. Also diseases I think might be spread easily

from animal products to humans”

Especially the last argument, about diseases, is highly relevant in the aftermath of the Covid-19

pandemic and related to the theme ‘Health and Nutrition’. Furthermore, the inefficiency argu-

ment is valid for animal feed, but also water use, workforce, and properties as Katerina points

out. The environmental damage caused by the industry is recognized by the large majority of

the INFTs, however, the response to the insight that the industry is causing damage, is different

among the participants. Whereas some (Linnea) argue that the industry should stop entirely

to save the planet, others argue that at least the mass consumption should stop (e.g., Floortje).

Three INFTs do not agree that the dairy industry is causing environmental damage, which is

also necessary to mention. Through a biased, educated lens, one could argue that the dairy
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industry is harming the planet. However, one should not forget that there are large groups of

people, also young consumers, that do not agree with that statement (three INFTs), and even

more people believe that the opponents are exaggerating the negative impacts of the dairy in-

dustry (five INFTs).

4.5.2. Legitimacy increasing activities by the dairy industry
On a more positive note, the dairy industry also gains support from young consumers through

their efforts to become more sustainable. For example, Faiza recognized that the packaging of

the dairy industry changed in recent years:

“Oh, yes. They really try to make their packages just recyclable. Which I can

clearly see and like, and also like trying to stick to organic and something like that.

environmental friendly. So I really see that more regularly.”

The industry is trying to send the message that they are focussing more on regional, organic and

sustainable food. As can be derived from the quote by Faiza and the interviews with multiple

other INFTs, that message became visible in recent years. Two INFTs (Sophia and Linnea),

who are both following an (almost entirely) vegan diet, also argue that they would consider

starting consuming dairy again if the industry could demonstrate that the animal feed they use is

sustainable. Marie, who is working in the industry, doubts whether these legitimizing activities

are truly sustainable, or simply greenwashing:

“The majority I would say, it’s just legitimizing their food for themselves so that

they can pretend that they have done their part.”

Greenwashing or not, three INFTs believe that smaller farms are better than larger farms, five

INFTs prefer to buy regional products to support local farmers, and multiple INFTs stated that

they would consume (more) dairy products if sustainability and animal welfare standards would

increase. Add to that, that three INFTs fully believe in the communication by the dairy industry,

and there emerges the marketing potential of legitimizing activities. Altogether, it can be con-

cluded that the dairy industry did not lose its legitimacy because of the environmental damage

caused by it. However, their legitimacy is heavily damaged. On the other hand, young con-

sumers seem to be willing to legitimize the dairy industry, if certain improvements are made

and communicated properly. This insight has multiple managerial implications that will be dis-

cussed in the conclusion section of this thesis.

4.6. The dark side of dairy: Legitimizing animal agriculture
‘Animal Welfare’ is a theme that is often debated by consumers and media, because it has a

direct influence on how the legitimacy of the dairy industry is judged. It is connected to all

other themes, which is shown in the way that INFTs connect ‘Animal Welfare’ to themes such

as ‘Health and Nutrition’, ‘Taste’, ‘Sustainability’, or ‘Trust and Understanding’. During the
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interviews, it became clear that for many INFTs who do not consume any dairy or consume

little amounts, but also INFTs who consume dairy on a regular basis, this is an important factor

for their individual legitimacy judgments. It is a theme that has been a focal point of many

documentaries criticizing the dairy industry and animal agriculture as a whole, which makes

it highly important for this thesis. While there are some legal aspects to consider that allow

for larger farms to operate on larger scales, the theme in itself has been identified as being

connected to normative legitimacy. The legitimacy judgment of ‘Animal Welfare’ in the dairy

industry is therefore dependent on social discussion, public and private communication, as well

as individual opinions. From the interviews, it could be observed that once the trust in the dairy

industry’s legitimacy of animal wellbeing has been lost, it is very difficult for the industry to

regain that trust, especially on a large scale. Here, the perspectives of INFTs who used to be

vegan, live mostly vegetarian, or are currently vegan has been most insightful for the TA. Within

the theme ‘Animal Welfare’, two sub-themes have been identified for both the acceptance and

rejection of the dairy industry’s legitimacy. For acceptance the sub-themes are ‘Better animal

welfare on small farms’ as well as ‘Potential acceptance factors’, the latter focusing on theoreti-

cal considerations that would lead consumers to change their behavior. For rejection, ‘Animals’,

‘Physical welfare’ as well as ‘Empathy and disgust’ were identified.

4.6.1. Legitimizing farming practices: The role of animal treatment
Axel, who consumes dairy products on a dairily basis and has childhood friends who work in

animal agriculture, perceives animal welfare as good, especially in Sweden. From his experi-

ences of how his farmer friends communicate about their work, he knows that they care about

their animals and believes that opponents of the dairy industry focus on exceptions rather than

the rule. Concerning animal welfare and the treatment of animals, he stated:

“from a Swedish perspective and knowing we have quite strict laws etc. So, I mean

I would say whatever and I have no issue with that really.”

This illustrates his cognitive trust in the industry. The perception that farmers care about their

animals and would change their practices for the better if they had the financial means was

shared by three other INFTs as well. Similar to trust, the size of farms also plays a role in

this point, as smaller farms are commonly assumed to provide a higher life quality for the

animals. Another factor in rejecting the industry’s legitimacy was the use of medication such as

antibiotics, which some omnivores also mentioned. Raheem, for example, stated:

“As far as I’ve seen in [Bangladesh], how it works is they have a big firm, but they

abuse it a lot. So they’re giving the cows different kinds of medicines, and stuff like

that.”

In this case, however, Raheem was more concerned with his own health and what he consumes,

making it a pragmatic legitimacy issue. Nevertheless, three other INFTs shared his view that
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antibiotics and other medicines are bad for both the animals and consumer health. Since an-

tibiotics are commonly used to prevent diseases on larger farms, the argument has been coded

for animals’ physical welfare as well. On the other hand, six of the twelve INFTs perceived

animal welfare in the dairy industry as bad or insufficient, which for most of them was a factor

to reject the industry’s normative legitimacy and consuming little to no dairy. Interestingly, in

comparison to other debated arguments, no omnivore shared this view. As Misaki, who is a

vegan, highlighted:

“After I went to the slaughterhouse I decided to be vegan, like, supporting and like

being against animal farming in general. And also not just killing, also exploit-

ing, like using their body to make something and yeah, and I also know that we

don’t have to consume animal products, because we can get any nutrition from the

plants.”

This example shows that while the reason to reject the dairy industry’s legitimacy might be

different in the beginning, in Misaki’s case the environment, over time more factors can add

to a consumer’s belief system, which makes it harder for an industry to legitimize itself. This

could be observed in several interviews, especially of INFTs who are mostly vegetarian, vegan,

or used to be vegan. Often, an INFT started to consume less dairy for environmental reasons

first and affirmed this choice by adding more reasons such as personal health, availability of

alternatives, and sustainability.

4.6.2. What would need to change for consumers to consume dairy again?
Further reasons to reject the dairy industry’s legitimacy are empathy and disgust, which were

mentioned by several INFTs. Empathy is directly connected to animals’ physical welfare, yet

the focus was often on the practices leading to poor emotional welfare of animals. One of

the main reasons that were mentioned was the practice of continuously impregnating cows and

taking calves away from their mothers shortly after birth to maximize the milk output. Floortje

who still consumes dairy products, for example, stated:

“It feels like they’re not being treated as animals and also that for example, the

calves are being separated from their moms like only after an hour of giving birth.

I really do not agree with that. And I think that’s really going against animal

ethicality.”

For others, disgust played a larger role as a factor to reject the dairy industry’s legitimacy,

especially based on images and videos captured in larger production sites. Sophia stated:

“With the availability of substitutes, and the knowledge about food, it becomes

more and more unethical to produce food, especially animal products the way we

do. So looking at the dairy industry I would even say it’s disgusting, how food is

produced some very, very unethical in my opinion.”
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However, the INFTs who shared this perception were not only disgusted by images and videos,

but also by the practices and the perceived greed in the industry, which they again related to the

size of the farms and the practices that came with them decreasing animal’s emotional welfare.

On the other hand, Sophia also stated that if these practices were to change, she would change

her consumption behavior, which was supported by other INFTs as well. She claimed:

“I would eat meat and animal products of any kind of I knew that they would be

produced, yeah, in line with these values.”

Hence, the sub-themes ‘Potential acceptance factors’ from the acceptance side of Animal Wel-

fare, included three considerations, which would potentially lead INFTs to consume more dairy

or consume dairy at all. The first potential factor was if the industry would leave calves with

their mothers after birth, which was the strongest code and shared by four INFTs. The second

and third factors were if the animals got more space in the stables, as well as if their quality of

life improved overall and the industry proved that to the INFTs. Jordan emphasized:

“If they could communicate to me that based on the treatment of the animals that

the product would be much better or more beneficial, healthwise and I think maybe

I would every so often purchase an animal based product, even if the price were

higher.”

As can be induced from the INFTs’ answers, the issue of animal welfare is a perception that is

highly influential on consumers’ legitimacy judgments. It can further be seen that this percep-

tion is not fixed like the perception of other factors and that some aspects of it such as the space

that animals get and practices during production would lead to improved normative legitimacy

judgments. On the other hand, it could also be observed that INFTs sometimes did not care as

much about the animals as about their own health and nutritional benefits that improved animal

welfare would result in. Hence, as is more common with normative legitimacy, the dairy in-

dustry would likely be able to re-legitimize itself quicker in factors like animal welfare than for

example in sustainability or health, where communication can lead to long-term mistrust and

decreased cognitive legitimacy.

4.7. How habits and culture grant cognitive legitimacy
Habit and Culture are significant legitimizing factors for the dairy industry. The dairy indus-

try enjoys a solid cognitive legitimacy, for example, through governmental campaigns to drink

or produce more milk as discussed in the introduction of this thesis. The theme ‘Habit and

Culture’ is subdivided into four sub-themes, of which ‘Child hood memories’ is the most im-

portant and interesting one. It is fascinating because it is the only sub-theme where all codes

are confirmed unanimously by all twelve INFTs. For every INFT in this sample, dairy was a

natural part of growing up, and none of the participants ever questioned that as a kid. Hence,

it is embedded in our habits and cultural heritage to consume dairy products, which makes it
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unlikely for the industry to lose its (cognitive) legitimacy. For that reason, among others, the

theme ‘Habit and Culture’ is solely used as an acceptance driver for the legitimacy of the dairy

industry.

4.7.1. Cultural heritage and value of dairy products
As mentioned previously, dairy is culturally embedded and was part of every INFTs’ diet as

a kid. As a result, five INFTs advocate for milk as it strengthens the bones, and four INFTs

value a diet with dairy as healthier than without dairy. Therefore, the historical connection

between dairy and humans seems to be strong and long-lasting, even in times of conflicting

evidence about the benefits and disadvantages of dairy products. Five INFTs argue that dairy

is part of our cultural heritage. One can think about local cheese products, such as Camembert

in France, Feta in Greece or Chhurpi in Nepal, or special yogurts such as Ayran in the Middle

East. The fact that these products have a long cultural history, legitimizes the existence of the

industry behind them, which is even confirmed by Katerina, who is strictly vegan. However,

there is a difference between the cultural heritage (i.e., the existence of certain products) and the

cultural value of the consumption (i.e., the societal benefits of consuming certain products) of

dairy products. Four INFTs also see the cultural value of eating dairy products as a legitimizing

factor. These four INFTs do not entirely overlap with the five INFTs that see the cultural

heritage of dairy as a legitimizing factor. For example, Misaki said:

“In Japan, we have one bottle of milk every day. So it was a big part of every day.

My mom also says you need to drink milk for the calcium to strengthen your bones.

But I have never, never questioned it.”

She acknowledges the cultural value of eating dairy products when she explains that they had

one bottle of milk in school every day. However, she does not agree that dairy belongs to Japan’s

cultural heritage. On the other hand, there are INFTs, such as the Dutch Floortje, who stated:

“I am a Dutchie which is why I cannot get rid of cheese. But I do not eat it very,

very often.”

Therefore, she sees the connection between the cultural heritage of cheese as part of the Dutch

culture and the consumption of cheese products which is connected to that culture. Although

this little difference might not seem visible at first glance, there is a difference in proudness and

granting legitimacy to the industry. The INFTs that see dairy as a cultural heritage are, generally

speaking, proud of the cultural value of the products and grant the industry therefore cognitive

legitimacy. However, some INFTs, such as Emil, are less proud and positive about the cultural

heritage of dairy, as can be derived from his quote:

“As I said before, like, we are so like, indoctrinated in Sweden that, oh, you have

to drink milk. Like it’s good for you.”
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Even though Emil calls it ‘indoctrination’, he is still agreeing with the statement that milk is

strengthening your bones. Indoctrination, although a negative word, seems to grant the dairy

industry cognitive legitimacy. On the contrary, some INFTs see the cultural value of consuming

dairy, such as Misaki, but only grant the industry pragmatic legitimacy for that. The same logic

applies to the following statement by Katerina:

“So I do not support the idea of using animals. But at the same time, I know that

people grew up with this product. And for most of them, it’s hard to quit them. So

that’s why I’m in between... Today, for example, we say: no dairy products at all.

Some people might get crazy.”

Although Katerina is strictly vegan and avoids any kind of dairy products, she sees the cultural

value of both the existence and consumption of dairy products and grants the industry legitimacy

for pragmatic reasons. She celebrates her point by saying:

“But when I think about it, for example, in some cultures, milk is a huge thing. No,

that should be a process. It cannot be changed in just one day. In the end, if it is a

plus, it’s reachable. It’s gonna be a long process.”

This is an interesting insight for the industry to use in its communication, which links this

theme to the theme ‘Trust’. It seems that the dairy industry can maintain its legitimacy by

referring back to the long history of animal farming and consuming dairy products. Animals

have been part of our human-created lifecycle for over 3,000 years now, which causes three

INFTs to agree that animals for animal farming are essential to the natural life cycle of the

human species. Raheem clarifies his point by saying:

“We are dependent on each other. It’s a cycle. The cow eats the grass, and then

the tiger eats the cow. It’s just like, yeah, so we are a part of the cycle. We are just

intelligent enough to know how to protect ourselves, otherwise, we will be eaten by

those animals anyway. So I mean, it’s fine.”

Two of these INFTs, Raheem and Faiza, even go one step further, by stating that the dairy

industry is essential to society, which implies that it can hardly be replaced. However, the

majority of the INFTs, independent from their diet, thought that a world without dairy would

be possible since humans always find alternatives. Furthermore, it is questionable whether the

human-created life cycle with animal farming is that natural at all. It has not been the natural

cycle for the longest period of history before we started to domesticate animals roughly 10,000

years ago. Therefore, some INFTs defend the statement that animals and humans should be

separated entirely, and all treated equally (Katerina). In addition to that, multiple INFTs want

the same safety measures for animals on farms as for humans, putting animals on the same level

as us humans. Another interesting angle is provided by Sophia, who stated:
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“I mean, it (i.e., the dairy industry) has a right to exist based on its history, I would

say that based on the perception of people that it still belongs to society. And as

I said, back in the days when producing animal products for diets was still in line

with nature as such, and not on a big scale where like, third of all the products are

thrown away anyways, it was legitimate. But it grew into illegitimacy more and

more. So right to exist? I think it’s very hard to say it doesn’t have to exist.”

In this quote, she summarizes the main points that are discussed in the previous section. First,

the dairy industry seems to be culturally embedded in our society and therefore has a right to

exist. Second, there are, however, some ethical concerns about the way the industry devel-

oped from farming to industrialization and profit orientation. Lastly, the statement that animal

farming is in line with nature and belongs to the natural life cycle is criticized. Important to

mention, that this statement is not rejected, but there seems to be a large group of people that

place themselves in the gray area between supporters and opponents of the industry. This large

group of (future) consumers in the gray area will affect the positioning of the dairy industry and

also enabled the plant-based alternatives to grow rapidly in recent years.

4.7.2. Status quo: The habit of consuming dairy products
The cultural importance of dairy products led to the situation where the consumption of dairy

is the status quo. As known from literature in various areas of research, from finance to sociol-

ogy, people tend to persist in the status quo (Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988). A change from

the status quo to an unknown new status, for example, a diet change, can be frightening and

challenging and comes with a little effort. Especially when the traditional dairy products are

easier available and more affordable than alternatives, as can be concluded from the ‘Economic

Perspective’ section, it is imaginable that people are hesitant to change their consumption be-

havior. Five INFTs agree that their consumption of dairy products is partly motivated by habits,

whereas four INFTs also motivate their consumption by the availability of the products. For

instance, Raheem stated:

“I would say it’s the habit. I’ve always been familiar with the products. So suddenly

changing my habit. It’s like an extra effort for me.”

He further elaborated that a change from one brand to another comes with the hassle of research-

ing what you are buying, which causes him to stick with dairy products and not try plant-based

alternatives. Floortje and Axel added to that, that they simply kept consuming what they con-

sumed as a kid. Floortje said:

“But in general eating cheese on my bread is really a habit from my childhood.”

Axel confirmed that habit by saying:

“We always drank milk, not water so yeah, so I would say that’s just stuck with me

so to speak.”
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These habits are connected to pragmatic legitimacy. However, it is also possible to reject the

pragmatic legitimacy of the dairy industry for normative reasons, as former vegan Linnea did.

She mentioned during the interview:

“Well, my parents fed me like yogurt and stuff like that. But it was like normal. I

don’t really like to drink milk and I’ve never had, so that wasn’t really a part of it.

So we cooked with milk products and stuff like that just because it was the normal

thing to do.”

Despite the habit, she decided to stop consuming dairy products because of ethical reasons

regarding climate change. To sum up, there seems to be a correlation between ‘Habit and

Culture’ and the ‘Economic Perspective’. In both themes, it is more convenient to stick to

the consumption of dairy products, even if the consumer is aware of possible ethical concerns

regarding the industry. For some INFTs, these concerns are significant enough to drastically

change their diet, however, for the largest group of consumers, it did not immediately affect

their diet. The majority seems to be aware of the problems that arise from the scale-up process

of the dairy industry, but for various reasons, grant the industry legitimacy. Even in some cases,

as with Misaki and Katerina, where the INFTs do not consume dairy products themselves.

The challenge for the dairy industry is to obtain or maintain legitimacy for this large group of

consumers in the gray area between acceptance and rejection of the industry’s legitimacy.
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5. Discussion
This thesis explored the research questions: “What are the drivers for consumer acceptance of

the dairy industry’s legitimacy?” and “What are the drivers for consumer rejection of the dairy

industry’s legitimacy?”. After a careful selection process, twelve INFTs in the age group of 18

to 35 years old were interviewed. The data that emerged from the interviews were thoroughly

analyzed in the analysis. This section aims to combine the interesting insights from the analysis

with the knowledge from the existing literature on legitimacy, institutional pressure, and CSR.

Combining the findings means drawing the connection between theoretical knowledge and em-

pirical data. This relationship is critically discussed in the upcoming section.

5.1. Shedding light on individual legitimacy judgments
This thesis set out to explore which factors lead consumers to accept or reject the dairy indus-

try’s legitimacy. As discussed in the literature review, the main focus was on how the dairy

industry maintains and repairs legitimacy in Western societies. As could be seen from previ-

ous studies that focused on measuring individual legitimacy judgments, it is difficult to obtain

universally applicable contributions to the field (Alexiou & Wiggins, 2019). The unit of anal-

ysis in this thesis was the individual and the conducted qualitative interviews aimed to explore

factors with an open mind with an emphasis on legitimacy viewed as a perception (Suddaby

et al., 2017). Consequently, this thesis employed a cross-sectional research design (Bell et al.,

2019). The findings suggest that while many consumers both reject and accept parts of the

dairy industry’s legitimacy, their views are often biased by a lack of understanding, trust, and

social discourse. As could be observed, the complex belief systems of individuals often lead to

contradictory answers, which makes careful interpretation and connection to existing literature

important. In this section the findings are presented in the light of legitimacy as a perception.

In organizational studies cognitive legitimacy is seen as the most profound and strong type

of legitimacy but also the hardest to gain (Hwang, 2019; Suchman, 1995). According to Tost

(2011), based on the three stages of legitimacy judgment, it is established by the formation of a

judgment followed by the use of that judgment. This can be confirmed by the findings of this

thesis, as INFTs that followed no specific diet and never questioned the cognitive legitimacy

of the dairy industry tended to grant legitimacy to most of its actions, communications, and

processes, expressing only few doubts. It can therefore be assumed that the third of Tost’s

(2011) judgment stages, namely judgment reassessment, does not necessarily happen to all

consumers unless something majorly impacts them and causes them to reconsider an industry’s

practices. It can be argued that after an event that causes reassessment, which in the case

of the dairy industry was often a documentary or other source of information criticizing and

questioning its practices, rejection is more likely to occur. This supports Finch et al. (2015),

who found that mass media, and environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can

have a major impact on an industry’s credibility and therefore individual legitimacy judgments.
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This could be observed in INFTs that currently followed a mostly vegetarian diet and INFTs

that were vegan or had been vegan in the past. They often did not grant cognitive or normative

legitimacy to the dairy industry and instead continued to question it, even if they consumed dairy

products again. This finding is in line with Tost’s (2011) argument that judgment reassessment

is most often the stage at which rejection of an entity’s legitimacy occurs and a new legitimacy

judgment is used in its stead. INFTs that took the dairy industry’s legitimacy for granted on

the other hand, were less likely to expose themselves to this type of information and were

therefore less likely to undergo the reassessment stage. As the interviews showed, closeness

to the industry or people working in it was another factor to be less skeptical, especially of

the industry’s normative legitimacy. This supports Corciolani et al. (2019), who found that

normative legitimacy was less important in producing countries than in consuming countries of

a product. It can therefore be assumed that a consumer who is closer to the industry will be

more likely to perceive its legitimacy as stronger.

INFTs that exposed themselves to critical communication tended to reject at least some

aspects of the dairy industry’s legitimacy. It could for example be observed that INFTs who

had become vegan were often motivated by the rejection of the dairy industry’s normative le-

gitimacy. In most cases, INFTs had watched one or multiple documentaries and subsequently

started to deny the dairy industry’s environmental legitimacy (normative). This was then fol-

lowed by other types based on doubts on health and nutritional benefits (pragmatic), practices

in animal agriculture (normative) or the essentiality of dairy in society (cognitive) being ques-

tioned (Li et al., 2015; Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995). As cognitive legitimacy also depends on

groups’ shared beliefs (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995), it can be argued that once an individual

rejects an industry’s legitimacy and finds like-minded individuals to share this belief with, it

proves highly difficult for an industry to regain their trust and repair its legitimacy, regardless of

the type. This supports Chen et al. (2020), who showed that trust in an industry is significantly

damaged once a negative legitimacy judgment has been formed.

It is interesting to see, however, that INFTs who had once been vegan and now consumed

dairy products again predominantly did so for pragmatic reasons of self-interest. This was de-

spite the cognitive and normative legitimacy still being significantly damaged and judged as

inacceptable. As could be seen, one INFT chose to start consuming dairy again for convenience

and health reasons, while another chose to stop purely for health reasons. As both of them,

however, did not grant the dairy industry normative or cognitive legitimacy this poses an in-

teresting phenomenon that contradicts the common assumptions about the different legitimacy

types’ strength. In organizational studies cognitive legitimacy (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995)

and in social psychology normative legitimacy are seen as the strongest (Tost, 2011). Hence,

this finding strongly suggests that the nature of an industry’s product or service and its influence

on the individual plays a key role in which type of legitimacy is most important. This will now

be discussed in greater detail.

The themes that emerged from the thematic analysis showed that all three types of legiti-
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macy play a role in consumers’ legitimacy judgments. INFTs who had never stopped consum-

ing dairy granted cognitive legitimacy and rarely questioned pragmatic or normative factors. In

other words, they accepted the dairy industry and conceded it a taken-for-granted status (Such-

man, 1995). INFTs who followed a mostly vegetarian diet but still consumed dairy on a regular

basis often judged the dairy industry’s normative industry as questionable but still judged its

cognitive and pragmatic legitimacy as acceptable enough to continue consuming without regu-

larly reassessing it (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995; Tost, 2011). This was despite some of those

INFTs stating that they consumed less dairy due to the industry’s normative legitimacy per-

ceived as lower. All INFTs that followed a vegan diet, on the other hand, did not perceive

either one of the legitimacies as acceptable, which was often motivated by a strong rejection of

the normative and cognitive legitimacy. This led them to accept and make the pragmatic sacri-

fices of taste or nutritional benefits that consuming dairy alternatives implied. In other words,

the pragmatic legitimacy was not judged strong enough to change their minds. Most interest-

ingly, INFTs that used to be vegan but started consuming dairy products again only did so for

pragmatic reasons: personal and benefits, health, and convenience. As mentioned above, how-

ever, they still rejected the dairy industry for environmental reasons (normative), insufficient

animal welfare (normative), and as an institution (cognitive). Similarly, several INFTs who

still followed a vegan diet brought forth factors that would lead them to start consuming dairy

again if the industry showed significant changes in its practices and environmental impact. This

shows that the pragmatic legitimacy for dairy products is often still judged as acceptable, usu-

ally based on taste and quality as well as sometimes nutritional benefits, depending on whether

INFTs trusted in dairy’s nutritional benefits or not.

While these findings may seem unsurprising, the implications are profound. They clearly

show that sometimes consumers judge pragmatic legitimacy as the strongest type, which ulti-

mately leads them to perceive a product as legitimate enough to consume it despite rejecting

its normative or cognitive legitimacy. This contradicts the view that either cognitive (Hwang,

2019; Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995) or normative (Tost, 2011) legitimacy are the strongest types

and instead suggests that it is dependent on the context. Suchman’s (1995) assumption that nor-

mative and pragmatic legitimacy are active types seems to be confirmed, as some vegan INFTs

stated that they would change their consumption behavior and legitimacy perception if the dairy

industry changed its practices and clearly communicated the changes. This is also in line with

the view of Yuan et al. (2019), that consumers’ confidence in their own legitimacy judgments

grows stronger when they see entities act on them. As can be seen in the case of the dairy indus-

try, however, suspected greenwashing can have an even worse effect on the perceived normative

and cognitive legitimacy of an industry, which shows that these changes have to be perceived as

substantial and genuine. Several INFTs stated that their trust in the dairy industry was damaged,

which led to lower perceived cognitive legitimacy and makes it even harder for the dairy indus-

try to repair it (Chen et al., 2020; Suchman, 1995). Despite several INFTs admitting to a lack of

understanding, it is crucial for an industry to understand this and develop strategies accordingly.
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5.2. Institutional pressure by the new generation of consumers
As priorly discussed in the literature review, organizations tend to demonstrate converting be-

havior (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The insights gained from the analysis support that claim

in several ways. First, there is the overall tendency in the communication by the dairy industry

to emphasize sustainability, health, and high nutritional values. The importance of these three

factors is stressed by the fact that they affect the consumer behavior of the INFTs, thus putting

pressure on companies to act. To maintain their market position, companies have to adjust their

communication to maintain their normative, pragmatic, and cognitive legitimacy. As a result,

normative and mimetic institutional pressure shape the industry in a more unified way (Pishdad

et al., 2012), and differences between companies become less visible in a survival competition

of the most successful (Daddi et al., 2016). The fact that the INFTs argued that they saw this

trend for the whole industry in recent years strengthens the belief that companies are mimicking

each other’s strengths and, therefore, developing similarly.

Furthermore, Martinez-Ferrero and Garcia-Sánchez (2017) pointed out that coercive pres-

sure and normative institutional pressure are often correlated. This is in line with the answers

given by the INFTs about safety measures, amendment 171, and general regulations for the

dairy industry. Several INFTs stated that they saw animals at eye-sight with humans, and would

therefore demand farmers to treat animals like humans when it comes to precautions. The nor-

mative pressure by the consumers subsequently leads to coercive pressure by legal bodies due

to the vicious cycle relationship between laws and societal beliefs (Martinez-Ferrero & Garcia-

Sánchez, 2017). If a large group is in favor of more regulations, this could translate into more

voters for political parties that are in favor of more regulations, and consequently, there will

be stricter regulations. Hence, coercive and normative pressure are often correlated. An even

more visible example of this correlation is the rejection of amendment 171, which was one of

the questions in the interview guide. Here, European lawmakers wanted to prohibit plant-based

alternative dairy companies from referring to their products as ‘creamy’ or ‘buttery’ (words

that are commonly associated with conventional dairy products). Normative pressure, in this

case against the implementation of the law proposal, led to the rejection of the law, which still

enables companies to call their plant-based alternative dairy products ‘creamy’ and ‘buttery’.

These findings are in line with the findings by Daddi et al. (2016), that legislation which follows

normative pressure turns out to be highly effective in the EU context.

5.3. Putting institutional pressure into action: CSR strategies
Since the concept of CSR is not specifically defined in the academic literature, it can hardly be

expected of young consumers to understand the meaning of it. However, the list of quotes that

emerged from the interviews, about the responsibility, ethicality, and social impact of the dairy

industry is extensive.
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Skarmeas and Leonidou (2013) pointed out that CSR affects the brand image in multiple

ways. A good CSR strategy positively affects the perceived brand image by the consumer,

a poor CSR strategy does the opposite, and unfortunately, bad news travels fast (Skarmeas

& Leonidou, 2013). In addition to that, Liu et al. (2014) stressed that a good CSR policy

cannot make up for negative associations with the company, e.g., animal welfare scandals or

environmental damage. In contrast with the findings of Liu et al. (2014), the findings of this

thesis do leave the door open to repair legitimacy through a good CSR policy. Multiple INFTs

claimed that they would consume (more) dairy if the industry would change its behavior. A

behavioral change in a company could be achieved through a strong CSR policy that is in line

with the normative beliefs and values of its consumers. As a result, the consumers grant the

industry normative legitimacy and start consuming (more) dairy products. Therefore, it can be

concluded that the more positive findings by Skarmeas and Leonidou (2013) are in line with the

findings of this thesis rather than with the pessimistic view by Liu et al. (2014).

One of the three main drivers for a company to engage in CSR activities is the “Need to

conform to legitimate norms and beliefs those are largely imposed on an organisation, which

ultimately leads to homogeneity in organizations in the same field.” (Fernando & Lawrence,

2014, p. 170).

Bondy et al. (2012) priorly stated that stakeholder pressure was the main driver for UK

companies to engage in CSR activities. Hence, it becomes clear that the current societal con-

sensus among young consumers (nine of twelve INFTs argue that the dairy industry is bad for

the environment), is causing pressure on the dairy industry to act. In order to conform to ‘legit-

imate norms and beliefs’, different companies have to satisfy the same desire of the consumer.

This led to a trend observed by multiple INFTs that the dairy industry tries to point out how

sustainable it is and how beneficial the nutritional values of its products are. The fact that all

dairy companies in the industry seem to follow a simultaneous trend in society can be described

as institutional isomorphism, which links the findings to CSR, legitimacy, and institutional pres-

sure. This is in line with the conclusion by Fernando and Lawrence (2014), that the concept of

CSR is best understood in the context of legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory, and institutional

theory. Stakeholder pressure, in this context, could be the coercive pressure by the government

as a stakeholder that was detected by Bondy et al. (2012) as the main driver for CSR engage-

ment. Coercive pressure that emerged from the analysis, was the call from some INFTs to treat

animals as humans when it comes to precautions and regulations. The regulations that are al-

ready put in place such as air quality and fire safety demonstrate that governments are already

using coercive pressure to shape the dairy industry towards the desired and legit direction that

its stakeholders want it to be. After all, it can be concluded from the analysis that the dairy

industry has a chance to repair its legitimacy through a decent CSR policy, in case it lost its

legitimacy for normative reasons before.
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5.4. What do these findings mean for the dairy industry?
As the findings from the semi-structured interviews suggest, the dairy industry’s legitimacy is

significantly damaged. Even INFTs who had never stopped consuming dairy were aware of

environmental damages and some issues in animal agriculture even if they did not fully un-

derstand the practices and processes in the industry. This supports the claim that the industry

is currently undergoing significant institutional change and faces institutional pressure. While

several INFTs had seen changes in the way that the dairy industry communicates in terms of

green marketing, organic certifications, and out-of-home advertising, the trust in these com-

munications proved to generally be low. This indicates that while CSR strategies are often

implemented, the desired effect is not achieved on a societal level in Western societies. While

the students are aware of some limitations to this study and are careful to generalize such find-

ings, the interviews nonetheless showed that the dairy industry has significant improvement

opportunities on multiple levels.

First, it has been shown that INFTs who followed a vegan diet granted very low to no cog-

nitive and normative legitimacy, but often stated that the taste, quality, and nutritional value of

dairy is currently still difficult to replace with alternatives. Additionally, it could be observed

that individuals who had stopped being vegan predominantly did so for pragmatic reasons,

which signals that the dairy industry’s pragmatic legitimacy is still perceived as strong. Hence,

if normative issues such as environmental impact and animal welfare were addressed and con-

vincingly communicated over a longer period, there is a strong chance that its normative and

subsequently also its cognitive legitimacy can be repaired, which is in line with the findings by

Yuan et al. (2019) discussed above.

Additionally, as the interview with Marie showed from an insider perspective, there is a

strong desire to change current structures among dairy farmers, which has not been acknowl-

edged or understood by any of the other INFTs. Consequently, an improved dialogue between

consumers and individual farmers could prove helpful to create awareness of the underlying

processes and issues that currently prevent the indsutry from changing. It can be recommended

that the dairy industry creates a direct channel of communication in public discourse, which

goes beyond green marketing and CSR reporting and instead focuses on honest communication

of the issues that it currently faces, similar to the way that its main plant-based competitors do

it (e.g., Oatly (2022) and Sproud (2022)).

5.5. Bolts from the blue
In the previous sections, the empirical data were critically interpreted and connected to existing

literature. However, there are some ‘bolts from the blue’ in the analysis, that were unexpected

and not easily attached to a certain theory used in this thesis or the research context of this

thesis. For example, the paradoxical logic in the economic reasoning of the dairy industry.

Despite the strong critique from the opponents of the dairy industry about their practices and
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profit orientation, it also turned out to be the unique selling point of dairy products compared

to alternatives. Price does play an important role for many young consumers, and exactly the

practices that drive them to reject the legitimacy of the dairy industry are also often the drivers

behind the purchasing decision. Further research, in different research areas such as public

governance and economics, could explore the and measure the question: ‘What is a fair price

for dairy products given the environmental footprint of the industry, and what can be done to

reach an equilibrium between supply and demand for this given price?’.

Another interesting insight was provided by the vegan INFTs in the sample, which were

partly granting the dairy industry pragmatic legitimacy, although they refused to consume dairy

products and specifically do not grant the industry cognitive and normative legitimacy. Some

vegans argued, that the group of people that regularly consumes dairy products is simply too

substantial to cut dairy from society’s diet entirely. Therefore, they suggested a slower transition

process, or in some cases, even argued that dairy has a right to exist, even though it does not

match the INFT’s values and beliefs.

In addition, there were some valuable insights from Marie, who is employed in the industry

herself. Although the discussion focused on the consumer’s legitimacy perceptions of the dairy

industry, it seems that business-to-business (B2B) relationships are far more influential on the

industry than consumers. For instance, the pressure on the industry to change its behavior and

obtain organic certifications emerges largely from retailers and not from consumers. This leaves

space for another similar research approach, however, with a focus on the B2B perspective.

To sum up, the dairy industry seems to have a solid foundation in cognitive and pragmatic

legitimacy. However, there are concerns about the normative legitimacy of the industry, which

is stressed by the large number of INFTs who agree that the industry has a negative impact on

the environment. On the other hand, normative legitimacy turns out to be ‘repairable’ in case

of substantial changes. There are numerous potential acceptance factors in the areas of sustain-

ability and animal welfare that illustrate the possibility for the industry to repair its legitimacy in

the area of ‘ethical’ behavior. This is strongly connected to CSR strategies and entails multiple

significant managerial implications that are discussed in greater detail in the conclusion.
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6. Conclusion
This section summarizes the thesis and logically reconnects to the initial research purpose and

questions. The findings and their interpretation are connected to resulting theoretical as well as

practical implications, while critically assessing the reliability and credibility of those implica-

tions based on this thesis’ limitations. Finally, it gives recommendations for future research in

accordance with the students’ understanding of the identified social phenomena.

6.1. General conclusions
The purpose of this thesis was to explore which factors influence consumer acceptance or re-

jection of an industry’s legitimacy that is undergoing rapid institutional change. Rather than

explaining the social phenomenon of individual legitimacy judgments as researchers attempted

in the past, it contributes to creating a better understanding of it. Hence, to fill the identified

research gap, namely a lack of empirical research of legitimacy judgments based on individuals’

perceptions, the thesis employed a qualitative research strategy. The students conducted twelve

semi-structured interviews with INFTs aged 18-35, exploring acceptance and rejection factors

of the dairy industry’s perceived legitimacy. The findings of the interviews were thematically

analyzed and interpreted in connection to existing literature.

This process resulted in interesting findings, some of which aligned with previous research

and others that produced new insights into this complex topic. In line with previous research,

individuals judge the overarching legitimacy of an industry based on a combination of all differ-

ent types of legitimacy. Therefore, supporting Suchman’s (1995) point of view, a given industry

undergoing institutional change should focus its efforts on all types of legitimacy at the same

time. In the chosen case of this thesis, the dairy industry needs to maintain and repair its legiti-

macy in Western societies. However, the students observed that young consumers weighed the

different legitimacy types unequally. In contrast to the belief that cognitive (Suchman, 1995)

or normative legitimacy (Tost, 2011) are the most crucial to obtain, this thesis’ findings sug-

gest that depending on the individual’s perceptions and attitudes either one can be the most

important, including pragmatic legitimacy. They further suggest that pragmatic considerations

often play a larger role for consumers’ acceptance if the product has a direct influence on them,

for example, their health, wellbeing, or convenience. It has also been shown that while many

factors can lead an individual to reject and not grant the dairy industry’s legitimacy, especially

normative issues such as the environment and animal welfare, the pragmatic legitimacy can still

be intact. Common factors to accept pragmatic legitimacy when other types were rejected were

limited availability and worse taste or health benefits of plant-based alternatives.

The findings show that some consumers who accept the dairy industry’s legitimacy reject

some parts of it but still consume its products. Others, who reject its legitimacy and do not

consume dairy still accept its traditional value and take it for granted in society. This suggests

that existing and often static measurement scales used in research are inefficient and in need of
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more flexibility when conducting studies. The future research section elaborate on more details

of this.

6.2. Theoretical implications and contributions
As previously mentioned, this thesis contributes to the existing literature about legitimacy in

two ways. First, this thesis used a qualitative research approach, therefore aiming to create

more understanding of individual legitimacy judgments, instead of explaining them. Second, it

discussed legitimacy from an individual consumer perspective, instead of the organizational or

institutional perspective. While consumers as a group are also considered institutional stake-

holders, this thesis emphasized individual legitimacy judgments. Moreover, the differences

and contradictions between the INFTs were not ignored but emphasized. The findings of this

thesis imply that further research is needed to understand and explain the produced insights.

Moreover, the findings imply that widely accepted views, such as that cognitive (Scott, 1995;

Suchman, 1995) or normative (Tost, 2011) legitimacy are the strongest and most important kind

of legitimacy should be reconsidered. In addition, researchers should increase the focus on le-

gitimacy from an individual perspective to better understand implications for the organizational

perspective.

The rising trend of formulating CSR strategies by companies and its importance for their

legitimacy, should not be ignored by academics. Therefore, in line with Fernando and Lawrence

(2014), one should combine institutional theory, legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory, and CSR

if one aims to understand the implications of individual legitimacy judgments. The sole focus

on one of the theories is not sufficient to explore this area of research. Hence, this thesis con-

tributes to the existing literature by providing a conceptual model, where the main theories, and

their interrelationships, are clearly illustrated.

6.3. Managerial implications
As marked in the discussion, several managerial implications emerged from the findings of this

thesis. The dairy industry is still in the luxurious position to be granted legitimacy for all three

sub kinds (cognitive, pragmatic, and normative) by some consumers. There is a large group of

consumers that grants the industry cognitive legitimacy because of the high nutritional values

and the importance of consuming dairy products for bone strength. From an economic point of

view, it is important to use this unique selling point in the marketing and communication by the

industry to strengthen its market position.

Moreover, the industry is granted pragmatic legitimacy by both consumers that accept it

(e.g., because of the better usability for cooking) and consumers that reject it (e.g., vegans

that like the taste and see the societal benefit of dairy products). Whereas the first pragmatic

argument mainly evolves from convenience, the second argument is deeply rooted in the belief

that dairy products are something good. Companies can use this argument in their marketing to
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maintain pragmatic legitimacy, even among consumers that do not grant the industry normative

legitimacy.

According to our data, the group of consumers that grant the industry normative legitimacy

is by far the smallest but could be increased if the industry focused more on sustainability, re-

gionality, and animal welfare. The findings imply, that corporations have a strategic decision

to make between price leadership and operating with full legitimacy. Theoretically, it would

be possible to maintain and repair all three types of legitimacy. In the ideal scenario, with the

strong focus on local, organic, and animal-friendly production, even vegans and vegetarians

would consider consuming dairy products again. However, as Marie stated during her inter-

view, farmers do not get paid enough to comply with the ethical standards that consumers and

retailers demand. Since the price is an influential factors in the purchasing decision between

dairy products and plant-based alternatives, it is an ethical and economical decision that future

managers have to make. Do we, as an industry want to maintain our cognitive and pragmatic

legitimacy and thereby maximize profits due to our price leadership? Or do we want to produce

according to widely accepted ethical standards, thereby losing our competitive advantage and

might lose a part of our market share in the long run, compared to plant-based alternatives? It

is the generation of future managers that has to deal with this challenging strategic dilemma.

The findings of this thesis also have some policy implications. Recall the example in sec-

tion 5.5., ‘Bolts from the blue’, where the question arose what a fair price for dairy products

would be if the negative external effects of the industry were considered. However, policy im-

plications and advice go beyond the scope of this thesis and would be more relevant to the

academic fields of law, public governance, and economics. As stated in the introduction, this

topic covers a broad range of academic areas and therefore has implications for several research

areas. The students also believe that this thesis contributes to, and provides a handle for re-

searchers in bordering academic areas, especially in economics and public governance.

6.4. Limitations
This thesis shows several limitations. Based on the purpose and research questions, we chose a

social constructivist ontology and an interpretivist epistemology, which logically led us to use

a qualitative research strategy. After sampling for chosen criteria, we conducted twelve quali-

tative semi-structured interviews employing a cross-sectional research design. As discussed in

the methodology, this approach had many benefits for the scope of this thesis, given the time

constraints and availability of INFTs. The main focus lay on individuals’ legitimacy judgments

viewing legitimacy as a perception, which we argued was the most suitable approach in this

case.

As we have highlighted in the literature review, however, legitimacy is also a continuous

process, which is socially constructed and in a constant state of change. Because this thesis

focused on individuals’ perception of legitimacy at one point in time, the fact that legitimacy is
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also a process was not researched sufficiently. This means that any interpretation of individuals’

legitimacy judgment which exceeds perceptions at the point of the interviews and drawn con-

clusions could only be assumptions. Accordingly, for the purpose of researching the process of

legitimacy judgments, a longitudinal study design would have provided more detailed and reli-

able insights into this complex topic and allowed us to spot trends. Additionally, as this thesis

solely relies on qualitative data, it would have been helpful to obtain quantitative or quantifiable

data to strengthen the arguments and test the findings in a mixed-methods approach. Hence, for

the scope of this thesis, a case study design could have been applied as well.

In addition, because the sample only consisted of INFTs aged 18-34, the conclusions drawn

for both academic and practical purposes might not be representative of all consumers. With

the exception of one high school student, the sample additionally only consisted of INFTs who

were currently completing or had already completed higher education. This might have led to

a biased view and decreased the reliability of the data. Based on these considerations, a sample

from different age groups and educational backgrounds would be helpful. However, due to the

nature of cross-sectional research designs the replicability is decreased. This is because, for

example, political events or newly published and influential documentaries might distort any

future study and make comparability to this sample unsuitable. Here again, a longitudinal study

design that includes the same INFTs, as well as the use of quantitative data gathered over a

longer period, would give more insights into the process and changes of individuals’ legitimacy

judgments.

6.5. Future research
As the literature review pointed out, most of the previous research applied quantitative methods

to research individual legitimacy judgments. Research began to empirically study individual

legitimacy judgments only in recent decades, which leaves a lot of gaps. While some profound

efforts have been made in developing replicable measurement scales to shed light on the com-

plex topic of legitimacy, there is still a need for clear distinctions between the different contexts

that drive customers’ acceptance or rejection. This thesis and its limitations have shown that

there are many factors that need to be considered when researching a social phenomenon such

as legitimacy. For example, we have researched an industry that has a direct influence on the

wellbeing of people and the environment, which might not be applicable to other industries.

As discussed above, the research design has a major influence on the reliability of the findings.

Especially in a rapidly changing world with complex belief systems, both on a micro and a

macro level, the cognitive legitimacy of many industries is under pressure. Additionally, as the

different focus points of previous research shows, it is highly difficult to understand or explain

which drivers influence consumer behavior. This shows a gap of legitimacy in consumption

studies as well as social psychology.

Instead of only developing and testing static models, more qualitative research is needed
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to understand these social phenomena. This is especially true for the micro-level perspective

that drives individual legitimacy judgments. With issues such as environmental concerns and

continuously changing social norms, frameworks need to be updated to suit different research

contexts. While many of these issues are not new, the pressure put on certain industries when

they become a focal point of social discourse requires rapid strategy making. Consequently,

there is a need to further research legitimacy from an organizational and institutional perspective

that relates findings from the micro to the macro perspective. Hence, new frameworks should

focus on creating suitability rather than universal applicability. This can be compared to flexible

research designs that can be adapted as the research progresses. Similarly, for legitimacy as a

socially constructed process and individual perception, flexibility is key.

Lastly, as mentioned in the limitations of this thesis, we used a sample constrained to

individuals between 18-34, who live in Western societies and had mostly obtained academic

degrees. To improve the reliability of the findings, it could therefore be of value to study indi-

viduals from different backgrounds and in different geographical locations. This would support

the process of exploring the role that different contexts play and solidify the underlying theories.
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A. Appendix

Interview Guide

Small talk, explain the purpose of the interview and assure the confidentiality of the data

Introductory questions
1. What is your name?

2. What is your age?

3. Where are you from?

4. Where do you live (country and city)?

5. Which gender do you identify with?

6. What is your status? (in case of ‘student’ go to 7, otherwise skip to 8)

7. What is you student status?

8. Are you following a specific diet, e.g., vegan or vegetarian?

9. Are you lactose intolerant?

10. How would you describe your position in the dairy spectrum? (If an informant is struggling

with formulating his or her position in the spectrum, the interviewer can help by suggesting one

of the following options):

a. I consume and support the dairy industry fully

b. I consume dairy products, but am neutral concerning the industry

c. I consume dairy products, but am critical of the industry

d. I prefer not to consume dairy products, but sometimes I do (Follow-up question: why do you

not prefer to consume dairy products?)

e. I do not consume dairy products, but I am consuming animal products

f. I do not consume animal products at all

11. Could you elaborate on your decision for a certain position in the last question?

Core questions

General questions about the diet
12. Do you follow a specific diet? Yes or no, why?

13. Do you see your diet as a way of achieving anything? If yes, what?

14. Do you consume dairy products on a regular basis?

15. Do you consume plant-based alternatives for dairy products on a regular basis?

16. What influences your decision when you can choose between regular dairy products and

plant-based alternatives?



17. Has this changed in recent years? How?

18. Are there any exceptions to your diet?

Specific legitimacy-based questions

Normative legitimacy / Normative pressure
19. What do you think about the dairy industry’s ethical behavior? (If the interviewee is strug-

gling: discuss things such as: should cows walk freely outside? Should there be a maximum

number of cows per farmer, etc.)

20. Do you trust the communication and publications by the dairy industry?

21. Do you trust the communication and publications by opponents of the dairy industry, such

as animal rights groups, documentary makers, and environmentalists?

22. Would you argue, that you understand the practices and procedures of dairy production? (If

yes, go to question 23. If no, skip to question 24)

23. Do you think the dairy industry’s practices and procedures are the right things to do?

24. Do you think animal farming for dairy products is ethically responsible? If no, for the

animals or the environment?

25. Do you think that activist opponents of the dairy industry exaggerate the negative external-

ities of animal farming?

26. Does your attitude towards dairy farming affect your consumer behavior?

Pragmatic legitimacy / Coercive pressure

27. Do you think that the dairy industry benefits its immediate stakeholders? (e.g. investors,

farmers, employees, consumers)

28. Do you believe that dairy influences your health or wellbeing? If yes, in which way?

29. In 2021, the EU voted against Amendment 171 after large pressure from consumers and

organizations. The Amendment would have restricted plant-based products in their communica-

tion, for example, words like “creamy” and “buttery” would have been banned for plant-based

products, as well as certain types of packaging such as classic milk cartons (e.g., oat milk is

called ‘oat drink’ instead’). Have you heard about this case?

30. Did you or would you have supported Amendment 171? Please specify your answer.

31. Do you believe that the dairy industry has a strong lobby? If yes, how do you see it?

32. Does the price play a role for you when considering whether to buy a dairy product or an

alternative?

33. Have you noticed any changes in the dairy industry’s communication over the past years?

34. Are there any sources such as articles or documentaries that have influenced you in either

direction?

35. Do you think that the regulations regarding the dairy industry are sufficient, or would you



like extra regulations such as a maximum number of cows per farm, a minimum number of days

that cows are out in the meadows, etc.?

36. Do you think that the dairy industry is already overregulated, and would you instead prefer

fewer laws and restrictions for farmers? For instance, no maximum level of emissions or health

standards such as air sanitizers and fire safety measures, which are causing significant costs to

farmers.

Cognitive legitimacy

37. Was dairy a part of your diet when you were growing up? Did you ever question that?

38. Do you believe that the dairy industry fulfills an essential function in society?

39. Which effect do you think the dairy industry has on the environment?

40. Do you think, that milk is essential for bone strength (especially for young kids)?

41. How do you think a world without the dairy industry would be?

42. Have you ever questioned the dairy industry’s right to exist? If yes, for which reasons?

43. Has something specific caused you to re-evaluate the dairy industry in any way in recent

years?

44. Have any of the previous questions changed over the past years? If so, what were the rea-

sons?

Final comments & questions
45. Is there anything you would like to add to your previous answers?

46. Would you like to receive the results of our research?

47. Are we allowed to reach out to you if we have any questions?
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