
 

 

 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se  

 

Kristianstad University 

SE-291 88 Kristianstad 

+46 44-250 30 00 

www.hkr.se 

 

 

Bachelor Thesis, 15 credits, for the degree of 

Bachelor of Science in Business Administration: 

International Business and Marketing 

Spring Semester 2022 

Faculty of Business 

 

 

Is this sustainability? 
A study exploring how consumers decide if a 
grocery product is sustainable or not 

 

 

Erika Lybe & Katrin Persson 
  



 

 

Abstract 

Authors 

Erika Lybe and Katrin Persson 

Title 

Is this sustainability? 

A study exploring how consumers decide if a grocery product is sustainable or 

not.  

Supervisor 

Axel Welinder 

Assessing teacher/Examiner 

Heléne Tjärnemo 

Abstract 

Consumers face multiple choices when buying grocery products, and their choice 

can be based on various factors such as familiarity, product information or 

sustainability labels. Producers and grocery stores are promoting products as 

sustainable but without understanding what consumers define as sustainability. The 

purpose of this thesis is to explore how consumers make sense of product 

information as well as visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, leading to 

a sensemaking process to decide if a product is considered sustainable or not. 

Theories have been used as a base to create a conceptual model to help determine 

what influences consumers’ sensemaking process. A qualitative research approach 

was used to collect empirical material, and semi-structured interviews was 

conducted with ten consumers. Two main insights are presented and based on the 

study’s findings. The first insight is that consumers do make sense of grocery 

product attributes and information, but that it does not always end in sustainability. 

Consumers create a sustainability framework to aid them in their view of a 

sustainable grocery product, but they can exploit the framework to justify their 

decision. The second insight is that consumers make sense of product attributes and 

information differently, and that a consumer’s framework is something individual 

and complex. A consumer’s framework is personal and a generalization of a 

specific framework that all consumers use is not possible to determine. 
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1 Introduction 

In today’s world consumers often face multiple choices when buying grocery 

products, some groceries are organic, others are produced locally, and there is often 

a cheaper alternative. If consumers intend to buy sustainable groceries, they need 

to navigate through information given by various sources. A grocery product with 

positive social and environmental attributes can be defined as sustainable, 

according to Bangsa and Schlegelmilch (2020). Consumers’ awareness regarding 

sustainability and the negative social and environmental effects of the production 

of grocery products has grown, which has led to increased knowledge about 

purchase choice impact (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Crane & Glozer, 2016). 

Consumers’ grocery preferences and tastes differ, as do what product attributes are 

considered a necessity for it to be considered sustainable. Consumers meet a variety 

of impressions in grocery stores and must make sense of the impressions to find a 

product that meets their expectations and preferences.  

The expansion of grocery products has led to an overuse of natural resources and 

global awareness of environmental concerns (Erraach et al., 2021; Panda et al., 

2020). Thus, research on sustainable consumption and how consumers’ 

consumption affects society and the environment, has increased (Mancini et al., 

2017; van Doorn et al., 2021). Sustainable consumption can be defined by six types 

of consumer behaviour, according to Mancini et al. (2017). The six behaviours are 

purchase of local products, consume only seasonal fruit, prefer products with 

recyclable packaging, pay attention to the fat content in foods, give importance to 

traceability, and purchase products only in the place of origin. Producers’ 

sustainability action and production investment are a way to compensate for 

negative production effects (van Doorn et al., 2021) so future generations’ needs 

are not compromised by today’s consumption (Martinho et al., 2015). 

Grocery stores and producers encourage consumers to choose sustainable products 

through communication, by emphasising the social and environmental benefits of 

sustainable consumption (Bartelmeß & Godemann, 2020; Pérez et al., 2020). This 
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type of communication aims to guide consumers to sustainable purchases 

(Bartelmeß & Godemann, 2020). The information should help extend consumers’ 

knowledge and thus affect consumers’ attitudes and behavioural responses (Pérez 

et al., 2020). The most common way to communicate sustainable production is 

through sustainability labels. Sustainability labels are small symbols on grocery 

products’ packaging, and the purpose is to provide consumers with information of 

a product’s sustainability performance. To name a few, land of origin, organic, fair-

trade, rainforest alliance, NON-GMO, palm-oil free or certified palm-oil, are 

examples of sustainability labels (Bangsa & Schlegelmilch, 2020; Bartelmeß & 

Godemann, 2020; Perez et al., 2020). Consumers have also started to pay attention 

to a product’s package and the possibility to recycle. Hence packaging can become 

an appealing sustainability attribute if it contains less plastic, re-used plastic, or is 

carbon neutrally produced (Martinho et al., 2015). 

According to Bangsa and Schlegelmilch (2020), sustainable products are often 

divided into social or environmental sustainability attributes. Social sustainability 

attributes refer to, health, welfare, issues concerning workers and suppliers, and 

groceries are not produced at the cost of communities and habitants. Environmental 

sustainability attributes include preserving natural resources, animal welfare, 

wastage, pollution, and resource usage (Bangsa & Schlegelmilch, 2020). How 

important product attributes are depends on consumer preferences, and consumers 

are more likely to shift to another brand or product if it has more appealing attributes 

(Viererbl & Koch, 2022).  

Sustainability labels should present a quick overlook of product attributes and 

provide consumers fast access to sustainability information. Within the European 

Union regulations to be certified for sustainability labels are high and can thus give 

credibility and authenticity to a products’ sustainability (Bangsa & Schlegelmilch, 

2020; Livsmedelsverket, 2022). Bangsa and Schlegelmilch (2020) have found that 

sustainability attributes do not always drive consumer choices even though they 

value sustainability criteria. Grocery products can sometimes be considered 

sustainable despite the lack of sustainability labels, for example, if they are locally 

produced, seasonal or produced by small independent farmers. When product 
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attributes are in line with consumers’ preferences, they drive consumers’ purchase 

decisions and influence consumer behaviour (Crane & Glozer, 2016).  

Consumers’ preferences depend on what is important to them, thus consumers only 

seek information of relevance (Mancini et al., 2017). Consumer preferences may 

change over time and affect which groceries are produced and how. The continual 

changes have created a challenge for grocery stores and producers to meet 

consumers’ needs (Panda et al., 2020). Not only must grocery stores and producers 

recognize consumers’ individual preferences and willingness to pay, but also 

remember the different responses to sustainability information (Bangsa & 

Schlegelmilch, 2020; Panda et al., 2020). Klein et al. (2006, a) stated that consumers 

analyse and interpret information differently and try to make sense of it. According 

to Pirolli and Russel (2011), the sensemaking process refers to when a consumer 

collects and processes information. The information is then structured and 

organized by the consumer to create an understanding. Once an understanding is 

created, the consumer can use that understanding as a mean to act. Moreover, 

sensemaking is used by consumers consciously or unconsciously, without knowing 

or having the right term of the process. 

1.1 Problematization 

Today, sustainability has become a marketing strategy to differentiate more 

sustainable grocery products from non-sustainable by illustrating a product’s social 

and environmental impact (Erraach et al., 2021; van Doorn et al., 2021). Due to the 

number of labels flourishing on grocery products researchers wanted to study how 

consumers are affected by it (Ashraf et al., 2018; Erraach et al., 2021). Moreover, 

information affects consumers differently. Too much information can cause 

confusion and not lead to incentives for choosing a sustainable grocery product. 

Previous research has focused on how to best influence consumers’ sustainability 

purchase intentions and how sustainability information and labelling affect them 

(Koos, 2011; Panda et al., 2020).  

According to Koos (2011), the use of sustainability labels on grocery products has 

increased and should function as a tool to help consumers choose sustainable 
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products. The labels intend to create product transparency along the food chain and 

provide consumers with information about a grocery product’s social and 

environmental performance (Bangsa & Schlegelmilch, 2020). However, too many 

labels can create confusion rather than help a consumer to identify sustainable 

grocery products. Furthermore, if consumers lack knowledge or experience of how 

to interpret the labels, it can negatively affect their decision making. Although 

labels should function as an indicator of sustainability, sustainability attributes are 

not always directly perceivable. Consumers may have to collect sustainability 

information from a grocery product’s table of content or the shelf tag, if a product 

lacks sustainability labels (Hanss & Böhm, 2012). Thus, this indicates a further 

need to explore how consumers make sense of product attributes. 

To understand how consumers make sense of product attributes, it is of interest to 

review what previous studies have found about consumers’ views of a sustainable 

grocery product. Research has shown that consumer behaviour, attitude, and 

awareness influence how consumers view sustainable groceries (Buerke et al., 

2016; Kautish et al., 2020; Panda et al., 2020). However, the concepts affect 

consumers in different ways. 

Panda et al. (2020) have found that consumers can have both positive and negative 

purchase behaviour regarding sustainability. Often knowledge about negative 

social and environmental consumption effects is positively correlated to pro-

sustainable behaviour. Negative behaviour exists among consumers who do not 

consider sustainability important (Panda et al., 2020). Sometimes consumer 

purchase behaviour is neither positive nor negative. Instead, consumers act upon 

familiar situations and choose grocery products out of habit instead of evaluating 

available alternatives (Elhoushy & Lanzini, 2020). Previous studies have focused 

on finding the link between consumers’ social and environmental knowledge and 

their sustainable purchase behaviour (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Bangsa & 

Schlegelmilch, 2020; Panda et al., 2020).  

Research has shown that sustainable promotions and consumers’ scepticism 

towards sustainability can impact consumers’ attitude towards sustainability and 

their sustainable purchase intentions (Kautish et al., 2020). However, presented 
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previous research has not investigated how consumer attitude towards sustainability 

can influence consumers’ definition of a sustainable grocery product differently. 

Turunen and Halme (2021) have argued that sustainable promotions are not optimal 

for changing consumers’ attitudes towards sustainability. In contrast, Lehner (2015) 

found that ethical aspects and popularity of a product have more to do with the 

promotion of product attributes, than with consumers’ attitudes towards the product 

itself. Ethical aspects refer to when a grocery product and its production are 

beneficial for humans, non-humans, and nature (Bangsa & Schlegelmilch, 2020; 

Lehner, 2015). Therefore, it is important to understand consumers’ attitude towards 

a product’s ethical aspect and acknowledge the complexity of defining a sustainable 

grocery product.  

According to Buerke et al. (2016), studies have agreed that the level of consumers’ 

awareness of future consequences of their purchase decisions influences consumer 

choice of products. Moreover, awareness of sustainability enables consumers to 

distinguish sustainable differences between groceries. Hence, it will increase 

sustainable consumption patterns (Galbreth & Ghosh, 2012), given that consumers 

are aware of how urgent their actions are (Turunen & Halme, 2021). Turunen and 

Halme (2021) have found that sustainability information is more accessible than 

ever, but the transition from awareness to action has still been very slow. This 

indicates a further need to explore if and how awareness of sustainability influences 

consumers’ view of a sustainable grocery product, since this may affect how a 

consumer make sense of product information. 

Thus, based on previous research, it is relevant to explore sustainability from a 

consumer perspective to understand how they make sense of product attributes and 

sustainability information to decide if a grocery product is sustainable or not. 

Previous research has mainly focused on how and why consumers purchase a 

sustainable grocery product, and to the best of our knowledge not on how 

consumers make sense of product information and attributes to decide if a grocery 

product is sustainable or not. With our thesis, we strive to contribute to a better 

understanding of consumers’ view of a sustainable grocery product. Furthermore, 
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we believe that our thesis will enhance current studies about consumers’ behaviour, 

attitude, awareness, and sensemaking. 

1.2 Purpose 

The purpose of this bachelor thesis is to explore how consumers make sense of 

product information as well as visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, 

leading to a sensemaking process to decide if a grocery product is considered 

sustainable or not. 

1.3 Research question  

How do consumers make sense of grocery product information and attributes to 

decide whether a product is sustainable or not?  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

The following chapter will present the three theories used in the study. Consumer 

behaviour and attitude, consumer awareness, and sensemaking were found relevant 

to use in the exploration of how consumers make sense of grocery product 

information and attributes to decide whether a product is sustainable or not. The 

chapter ends with a presentation of the conceptual model, which visualise how the 

theories discussed are connected and influence each other. 

2.1 Theoretical overview 

Given the purpose of this bachelor thesis, it was necessary to understand a 

consumer’s sensemaking and what influences the sensemaking process. The 

sensemaking process refers to a consumer’s collecting, processing and 

understanding (Pirolli & Russel, 2011) of grocery product information and 

attributes. Previous research has shown that consumer behaviour, attitude, and 

awareness influence consumers’ choice of groceries (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; 

Ashraf et al., 2018; Buerke et al., 2016). When a choice has been made, consumers 

have made sense of grocery product information and attributes to make their choice. 

Consequently, a sensemaking process has occurred (Weick, 1995). This indicates 

that theory of consumer behaviour and attitude as well as consumer awareness are 

influential factors for a consumer’s sensemaking process. Therefore, the two 

theories are as meaningful to explore as the sensemaking process. This can provide 

increased knowledge of how consumers collect and process grocery product 

information, as well as visual and tangible attributes to decide whether a grocery 

product is sustainable or not. 

2.2 Consumer behaviour & attitude 

Kapoor and Madichine (2012) stated that the concept consumer behaviour describes 

how they select, buy, and use grocery products to satisfy their needs and wants, and 

it is linked to the individual’s personality. Consumer behaviour helps satisfy values 

considered meaningful and explains what makes consumers pick a grocery product 
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while others are rejected (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012). For this reason, theories of 

consumer behaviour generally aim to understand how past experiences affect and 

influence consumers’ view on sustainability, as well as their sustainable or non-

sustainable choice of grocery product. Consumer behaviour is affected by both 

personal and social influences. Firstly, personal influences are internal thought 

processes, values, beliefs, personality, and lifestyle (Ramya & Ali, 2016; Qazzafi, 

2020). Consumers’ needs and expectations are re-formed over time because of 

changes in their value system, level of knowledge, and previous consumption 

experiences, and thus affect their behaviour and how they choose between grocery 

products (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Mancini et al., 2017). However, some behaviour 

continues to be habitual, and grocery products are picked without further 

consideration (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012).  

Secondly, social influences arise from the setting consumers live in, such as culture, 

social groups, economic, and recommendations from others (Ramya & Ali, 2016). 

Social norms and pressures influence consumer behaviour, and shape consumers 

and guides them towards a particular behaviour and willingness to choose a specific 

grocery product (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Han & Stoel, 2017; Torres-Ruiz et al., 

2017). What products consumers choose changes as a result of market development, 

as well as cultural, economic, and social changes (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012; 

Ramya & Ali, 2016). 

Consumers’ attitude influences their choice of grocery products and describes 

“what consumers buy, where they buy, how and how much they buy, when they 

buy, and why they buy” (Kotler & Armstrong, 2011, p. 134). Consumer attitude is 

important to explore for the current study, as it provides understanding of how it 

affects their view on both visual and tangible attributes, which aids them to decide 

if a product is sustainable or not. Attitudes tend to endure over time and are based 

on consumer judgement which influence their choice of grocery product and 

behaviour (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Ashraf et al., 2018). Although consumers have 

a variety of attitudes, they do not often reflect on why they have them and what 

affects them. But consumers who are aware of social and environmental issues and 

have positive attitudes toward sustainable grocery products are more likely to 
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search for sustainability information and labels. Thus, choose a grocery product that 

is in line with a consumers’ view of sustainability (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Han & 

Stoel, 2017).  

Attitude characterises three components: affect, behaviour, and cognition, or the 

ABC model of attitudes. Firstly, affect describes consumers’ emotional reaction 

(feeling) about a product. Their evaluation can result in liking or disliking a product, 

or product attributes (Jain, 2014; Kapoor & Madichine, 2012). Secondly, behaviour 

explains consumers’ willingness to respond, either favourably or unfavourably, and 

take action (doing). Consumer behaviour is predictable and consistent, and actions 

are often in response to their feelings and thoughts about a product. Lastly, 

cognition involves consumers’ opinions and facts (knowledge) and indicates 

whether they believe or disbelieve product information. The cognition component 

is often objective and without emotional elements. The ABC model of attitudes 

explains the interrelationship among knowing, feeling, and doing and usually the 

three components merge, but can sometimes rely heavier on one (Jain, 2014; 

Kapoor & Madichine, 2012). For example, affect can influence behaviour more 

than cognition leading to an impulsive choice of grocery products, whereas when 

cognition is more prominent, choice of products will be postponed. But sometimes 

consumers’ attitude is not consistent with their behaviour, and as a result deviate 

from their intended choice due to promotions or lack of knowledge (Jain, 2014). 

Theories of consumer behaviour and attitude explains consumers' choice of grocery 

products and how their choice can change over time because of personal and social 

influences. Consumers’ choice of grocery products is rooted in their values and 

previous experiences, while their attitude explains how they feel towards different 

product attributes (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012). Theories of consumer behaviour 

and attitude can be assumed to provide knowledge of consumers’ willingness to 

receive new information. However, it does not provide knowledge of consumers’ 

awareness of promotion and sustainability information. Therefore, consumer 

behaviour and attitude must be complemented with further theories to fulfil the 

purpose of the current study. Theories of consumer awareness will give further 
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insight into how level of awareness affects consumers’ behaviour and their attitude 

towards sustainable grocery products.  

2.3 Consumer awareness 

Consumer awareness refers to how alert consumers are towards their rights and 

responsibilities regarding product choices according to Rasool et al. (2021). Buerke 

et al. (2016) argued that awareness of sustainability can be raised through 

environmental promotions, advertising, and in-store marketing. Awareness of how 

consumers’ consumption impacts society varies and depends on how aware 

consumers are of the positive or negative effect of their product choices (Buerke et 

al., 2016; Rasool et al., 2021). The higher the sustainability awareness, the more the 

choice of grocery product will be influenced, which affects the outcome of 

consumer behaviour.  

Sceptical consumers state that advertising cannot be fully trusted. Thus, consumers 

turn to other sources to make sense of the grocery product they choose (Buerke et 

al., 2016). Rasool et al. (2021) stated that consumer awareness of sustainability is 

growing because of environmental information’s rising availability. Hanss and 

Böhm (2012) found that consumers are aware of the importance and necessity to 

respect environmental limits to secure that both current and future generations will 

meet their needs. Moreover, studies have found that consumers believe that lifestyle 

changes are necessary to achieve sustainability, and that consumers who choose 

sustainable grocery products have greater beliefs of actively contribute to 

environmental change, than consumers that do not (Buerke et al., 2016; Hanss & 

Böhm, 2012). Quoted below is a short and well-summarized description of 

consumer awareness. 

Hence, consumer awareness deals with the question to which 

degree consumers consciously reflect on their behaviours. 

(Buerke et al., 2016, p. 966) 

It differs between consumers on what level they are aware of the outcome of their 

behaviour. When consumers lack knowledge of how their choice of grocery product 
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is connected to environmental consequences, their habits will become stronger than 

the wants of sustainable thinking. In contrast, perceived ability to affect 

environmental changes through grocery product decisions is a strong motivation 

among pro-environmental consumer behaviour (Buerke et al., 2016). Different 

factors can affect consumers’ attitude towards a sustainable product, such as 

awareness of wildlife, public health, energy, and waste. The factors then influence 

consumers’ attitude in their choice of groceries, whether to choose a sustainable 

grocery product or not (Rasool et al., 2021).   

The level of awareness of sustainability among consumers describes how much 

information they possess about social and environmental issues (Buerke et al., 

2016; Rasool et al., 2021), which affect consumers’ view of sustainable groceries. 

Furthermore, consumers’ level of awareness is connected to their behaviour and 

attitude by describing how aware they are of their behaviour’s outcome (Buerke et 

al., 2016). Consumer awareness of sustainability in turn can be influenced by how 

a consumer’s behaviour and attitude towards new information. Therefore, it can be 

argued that theory of consumer awareness is relevant to include in the theoretical 

framework. Consumer awareness complements consumer behaviour and attitude by 

describing factors that affects consumers when they choose groceries, that 

behaviour and attitude does not cover. The purpose of the study is to explore how 

consumers make sense of grocery product information and attributes, which is 

possible with the two previous theories. However, to understand consumers’ 

sensemaking process and how they decide if a grocery product is sustainable or not, 

a third theory is needed. 

2.4 Sensemaking 

The concept of sensemaking is well named because, literally, it 

means the making of sense. 

(Weick, 1995, p. 4) 

The sensemaking process is about continuously making sense of information and 

bringing sense to an unidentified flow of impressions (Weick, 1995). Thus, this will 

create a mental model where a consumer acts upon concepts, principles, and 
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knowledge that is encountered (Klein et al., 2006, a). The process focuses on a 

mindset where a consumer uses data to reflect and create associations (Weick, 

1995). Previous research found that a consumer tries to constantly understand the 

connection between various information and establish patterns that help build 

recognition and understanding (Klein et al., 2006, a; Klein et al., 2006, b; Pirolli & 

Russel, 2011). Since sensemaking theory describes how information is interpreted 

from a consumer perspective, it can be a useful tool for understanding the process 

of interpretation that leads consumers to decide if a grocery product is sustainable 

or not. Hence, it will help to fulfil the purpose of the study and answer the posed 

research question.  

According to Helms Mills et al. (2010), the sensemaking process always begins 

with an individual that tries to make sense of something that is not yet understood. 

In the current study the sensemaking process will be explored from a consumer 

perspective as it explores how consumers decide whether a grocery product is 

considered sustainable or not. Individuals will therefore be referred to as 

consumers. Sensemaking is associated with a consumer’s identity and creation of 

meaning (Helms Mills et al., 2010), hence the definition of what is sustainable 

becomes very personal. The authors further stated that by making constant sense of 

the environment consumers look for elements and interpret cues that support their 

own beliefs. A grocery product can only become sustainable if the attributes 

resemble what is considered meaningful. Although sensemaking occurs from 

within, it is influenced by the social environment and external information (Helms 

Mills et al., 2010). This help give details and affect a consumer’s opinions and 

preferences and create constant shifts within the consumer (Weick, 1995).  

A consumer gathers information and gains an understanding of it, and later uses 

that understanding to act (Klein et al., 2006, a). The sensemaking process does not 

have a clear beginning, it is never a straight line, and the duration never stops. In 

other words, a consumer is always in the middle of things (Weick, 1995) and is 

exposed to a large amount of information daily, for example, which grocery 

products are best to consume, what additives to avoid, and what products or 

attributes the grocery stores and producers consider the best option to choose. For 
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a consumer to shape and re-shape what is deemed pertinent, an open mind to new 

information must be kept (Klein et al., 2006, a; Soneryd et al., 2015). Sustainability 

labels and other product information should function as an aid for a consumers 

decision making, but Helms Mills et al. (2010) and Soneryd et al. (2015) found that 

if a consumer does not understand the sustainability information it can instead 

become an inconvenience. Furthermore, too much information can affect 

sensemaking negatively since information can only be received to a certain extent 

(Klein et al., 2006, a). Beyond that, additional information can constrain a 

consumers sensemaking (Helms Mills et al., 2010). In that case, a consumer must 

isolate some information to make sense of the current situation (Weick, 1995), 

meaning consumers may only focus on one thing when choosing a grocery product 

and thus ignore symbols, labels, and other product information.  

2.4.1 A consumers sensemaking framework 

A consumer uses their own framework to make sense of the information it is 

presented with. Sensemaking is all about structure the unknown, that is to make 

sense of information and impressions that is not yet understood, to create a stimulus 

and form it into a framework (Weick, 1995). Based on information and socializing, 

a consumer uses patterns of recognition, however minimal, to help structure its 

framework (Klein et al., 2006, b; Pirolli & Russel, 2011). All frameworks are built 

differently, depend on a consumer’s experiences, and constantly changes due to the 

addition of new details and knowledge. Therefore, existing information can be 

questioned and doubted, and information that does not make sense or match current 

patterns will be removed (Helms Mills et al., 2010; Klein et al., 2006, b). Therefore, 

a consumer's view of what is considered sustainable can change over time because 

of re-framing. 

A consumer can use their own framework when choosing between groceries if 

product information provides understanding and meaning. However, if consumers 

lack understanding and meaning, Soneryd et al. (2015) stated that consumption can 

become non-reflective and routinized without further consideration. In that case, 

consumers can ignore information and labels on a grocery product that indicate 

sustainability, which Helms Mills et al. (2010) claimed, risks eliminating 
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information that could be important. Consequently, consumers make faulty 

decisions determine right or wrong and as a result deviate from established 

preferences. However, Helms Mills et al. (2010) and Soneryd et al. (2015) found 

that if meaning and sense are already established within the framework, 

consumption can go from being scrutinized to become a routine. This leads to that 

a consumer does not longer spend time examining whether a grocery product is 

sustainable or not, but is familiar with its attributes and creates a routinized pattern. 

The sensemaking framework consists of two different frequencies, retrospective, 

and prospective (Introna, 2019). The retrospective frequency is backward looking 

and explanatory framework. A consumer relies on past experiences to make sense 

of today’s choices and functions as a comparative process where what has meaning 

today is based on similar events from the past (Helm Mills et al., 2010; Introna, 

2019). The second frequency, prospective, is forward looking and anticipatory. 

Consumers try to explain how their decisions and sense today may affect their 

future sensemaking (Klein et al., 2006, b; Introna, 2019). However, Introna (2019) 

was sceptical of seeing the framework as just retro- and prospective since the past 

has passed, and the future is not yet present. But, to understand when a grocery 

product is regarded sustainable by a consumer, the retro- and prospective 

framework can help us to understand how and when a consumer interprets 

information, learn about new domains, and gains awareness (Pirolli & Russel, 

2011).  

2.5 Conceptual model 

The purpose of this study is to explore how consumers make sense of product 

information, and visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, which lead to a 

sensemaking process to decide if a grocery product is considered sustainable or not. 

A conceptual model, presented in Figure 1, was developed to serve this purpose. 

The model aims to show that consumer behaviour and attitude as well as consumer 

awareness influences the sensemaking process, and that the sensemaking process 

leads to a decision regarding whether a grocery product is considered sustainable 

or not.  
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The box at the top left represents consumer behaviour and attitude and is part of 

what influences the sensemaking process. Consumer behaviour is set by personal 

and social influences, thus shape what a consumer considers valuable in a grocery 

product (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012; Ramya & Ali, 2016). Consumer behaviour is 

built on previous experiences and knowledge of grocery products, while consumer 

attitude shapes a consumer’s like or dislike of a grocery product, as well as what 

opinions they have about a grocery product (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Jain, 2014; 

Mancini et al., 2017). Consumer behaviour and attitude influences the sensemaking 

process by affecting a consumer’s willingness and attitude towards approaching and 

collecting sustainability information.  

The box at the bottom left represents consumer awareness and influences the 

sensemaking process by a consumer’s awareness of sustainability. Depending on 

consumers’ level of awareness of sustainability, the more aware consumers are of 

the social and environmental impact their choice of grocery products. If consumers 

are aware of the outcome of their choices, it is easier for them to identify how they 

can actively make a sustainable grocery product choice (Buerke et al., 2016; Hanss 

& Böhm, 2012). Consumers’ awareness of social and environmental issues can 

affect their view of a sustainable grocery product (Rasool et al., 2021). When 

consumers interpret grocery product information and attributes, their level of 

awareness of sustainability will influence their sensemaking process. 

The sensemaking process is presented in the sphere to the right, and shows that 

grocery product information is collected, processed, and understood (Klein et al., 

2006, a) to decide if a grocery product is sustainable or not. The sensemaking 

process consist of two frequencies, the retro- and prospective frequency, which 

helps establish a consumer’s framework within (Helms Mills et al., 2010; Introna, 

2019; Soneryd et al., 2015). The retrospective frequency (Introna, 2019) is 

influenced by consumer behaviour and attitude, and is used as a measurement to 

compare new information to previous experiences and knowledge (Ashraf et al., 

2019; Helms Mills et al., 2010; Mancini et al., 2017). The prospective frequency 

(Introna, 2019) is influenced by consumer awareness, and is forward looking. It 

acknowledges how aware consumers are of their choice of grocery products’ 
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positive or negative social and environmental affect. Hence, the prospective 

frequency influence how a consumer makes sense of grocery product information 

and attributes they encounter in the future (Buerke et al., 2016; Rasool et al., 2021).  

The sensemaking process is equally affected by both frequencies and influences 

how a consumer both collects and process’ grocery product information as well as 

visual and tangible attributes of grocery products. This is visualized by the arrow 

under the sphere. Firstly, product information and both visual and tangible product 

attributes entails the collection of information. When a consumer collects and 

processes sustainability information it can either be accepted, cause re-framing, or 

be rejected (Klein et al., 2006, b; Helms Mills et al., 2010). Secondly, the two 

arrows within the sphere pointing to the right is the process of information. A 

consumer processes collected grocery product information and attributes by 

reflecting and creating associations to previous knowledge (Weick, 1995). Lastly, 

the two boxes on the right within the sphere represents a consumer’s understanding. 

When a consumer has collected information and processed it, their sensemaking 

process leads to an understanding of whether a grocery product is a sustainable 

product, or not a sustainable product. 

Figure 1  

Conceptual model 

 

Note. Conceptual model of what influences a consumer’s sensemaking process, and how the 

sensemaking process leads to a decision whether a grocery product is sustainable or not.  
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3 Methodology & Method 

Firstly, this chapter will cover the thesis abductive research approach and the 

qualitative research design and strategy. Secondly, the chapter will address the 

data collection, how the semi-structured interviews has been conducted, the 

participant selection and how the data was analysed. Lastly, we will argue for the 

current study’s trustworthiness and its research limitations. 

3.1 Research approach 

The research approach describes the interaction between theory and research. The 

current study’s purpose is to explore how consumers make sense of product 

information as well as visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, leading to 

a sensemaking process to decide if a grocery product is considered sustainable or 

not. The need of theory as a starting point and as an outcome of the findings and 

observations is necessary. Arguably an abductive approach is most suitable because 

of the hybrid format of deductive and inductive study. Deduction highlights theory 

and how it interacts with the research (Lind, 2019) and as this approach starts with 

a theory, it also circles back to theory (Bell et al., 2019). Induction uses theory as 

an outcome of the findings and observations, referring to the collected data being 

useful to generate theories (Bell et al., 2019). Abduction commonly has a theoretical 

starting point, but the theory is not necessarily prominent, and the abductive 

approach does not always use theory as an outcome of the findings and observation 

(Lind, 2019). Abduction gives the opportunity to move freely between theory and 

findings without limitations. The intention with our study was to use theory as a 

guideline to explore consumers sensemaking and be able to return to theory when 

analysing our data with the possibility to find a new perspective on consumers’ 

sensemaking. 

3.2 Research strategy 

The nature of the current study’s purpose and research question propose a 

qualitative research strategy. One requirement to proceed with the study, was to 

gain a deeper understanding of consumers’ sensemaking, which is achievable by 
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viewing the phenomenon through the studied peoples’ eyes. Bell et al. (2019) 

explained that many researchers use qualitative strategies to understand events and 

the social world by familiarizing themselves with the studied people’s views. A 

qualitative strategy requires limited structure which makes it possible to reveal the 

studied people’s perspective and give space for aspects that may not have been 

obvious to the researcher (Bell et al., 2019). As our study was dependent on the 

understanding and exploration of how consumers make sense of product 

information as well as visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, it was 

necessary for us to have a loose structure to conduct the research in the desired way. 

Criticism of the chosen research strategy is that the findings often rely on the 

researcher’s perception of what is important or not (Bell et al, 2019). In a qualitative 

research strategy, the researcher become the main measuring instrument and the 

researcher’s values, identity, and background influences the collected data and the 

analysis (Denscombe, 2018). This affected our study because of our involvement 

and how we interpreted the empirical data. To avoid that our interpretation was too 

prominent in the results and findings, we used theory and previous research to 

support our arguments. However, our values, identity, and background may have 

influenced which findings was considered more valuable than others. If the study 

was conducted by someone else, the outcome of the current study could have been 

different. 

3.3 Data collection 

In the present study, the purpose and research question imply that a deeper 

understanding of how consumers make sense of grocery product information and 

attributes in the context of sustainable decision making was needed. Since we 

wanted to capture the essence of sustainability from a consumer perspective it was 

important that we collected primary data. According to Denscombe (2018), 

interviews help capture the participants’ opinions, feelings and experiences and 

truly understand them. This became important to us since it was essential to 

understand sustainability through the consumer’s eyes, to be able to explore the 

sensemaking process. Therefore, this study solely relied on collecting data through 
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semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are a qualitative method 

that enables the interviewer to have a more flexible approach and use an interview 

guide with questions and subject necessary for the research (Denscombe, 2018). 

And as a result, gave us the opportunity to change and develop our questions during 

the process and explore new leads that previous interviews highlighted. 

In a semi-structured interview, the focus lies on the participants and allows them to 

speak freely and develop their ideas and point of view (Denscombe, 2018; Lind, 

2019). This was important to us, since we believed that “being sustainable” can be 

a sensitive subject for some, and others may present themselves as being more 

sustainable than they are. Denscombe (2018) stated that when participants tailor 

their answers to agree with what they think is correct, the data quality will suffer. 

For this reason, focus groups were not an alternative method for data collection, 

since we believed that the participants would affect each other to the extent that 

their answers were not in line with their behaviour. Focus groups requires 

established trust and comfort within the group to achieve valuable results 

(Denscombe, 2018), which we assumed would not be achieved with the researched 

subject. We did not want to risk that the participants should feel the need to portray 

themselves as more sustainable in front of others and not express their actual 

opinions. 

Interviews were believed to be the most suitable method to study a consumer’s 

sensemaking process. As the sensemaking process is personal, the chosen research 

method had to allow an exploration of the individual consumer’s sensemaking. 

Because sensemaking occurs in an individual’s mind, it is personal, and consumers 

must describe themselves how they think and reason when they decide if a grocery 

product is sustainable or not. What information a consumer seeks, and desires 

depends on their existing framework. Interviews allows participants to describe, 

with their own words, about a specific subject (Denscombe, 2018). In this case, how 

consumers make sense of grocery product information and attributes when they 

decide whether a product is sustainable or not.  

We chose to start with ten interviews, and to decide later if it was necessary to 

conduct more interviews and if so, how many. This because we were not certain 
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that the collected data would be enough to base the analysis on. Also, that the data 

could be to widely spread and therefore not lead to any concrete findings. After the 

tenth interview we were satisfied with our collected empirical data. We did not 

experience that new, previously undiscussed information relevant for the study was 

gathered. The data from the ten interviews had shown patterns between the 

participants answers, and most of the answers could be linked to the theories used 

in the current study. Consequently, we decided to not proceed with any further 

interviews. 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted face to face or through the online 

platform Zoom when it was not possible to conduct it in person. The advantage with 

online interviews is that the participant does not need to travel to a specific place, 

and only needs access to a computer. Another advantage is that the interview can 

be conducted in real time and with visual contact, enabling the interview to 

resemble a face to face interview (Denscombe, 2018). Hence, we proposed the 

option of an online interview to those who wanted to participate in the study but for 

various reasons could not meet in person.  

One advantage with interviews is that the participants can explain their view on the 

current subject and point out the importance of connected factors. This because 

interviews are based on the participants’ ideas, opinions, and priorities 

(Denscombe, 2018). Given the purpose of the present study, it was of essence to 

understand how consumers prioritize between groceries when they face multiple 

choices of the same product.  

One disadvantage with interviews is the collected data’s trustworthiness. Interviews 

are based on what participants say they do, which may not be in line with what they 

do (Denscombe, 2018). Since the aim of the present study was to explore how 

consumers decide if a grocery product is sustainable or not, we did not believe the 

interviews to be affected by the disadvantage. This because we were interested in 

the participants’ thoughts on sustainable grocery products, and not what they do 

when they shop groceries. Another disadvantage is that interviews may be time-

consuming, due to lack of precoding and need of transcription. The workload of 

interviews is higher afterwards, because of the amount of work required 
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(Denscombe, 2018). With this in mind, we divided the workload and transcribed 

the material after each interview to avoid time pressure. 

3.3.1 Participants  

The purpose of the study was to explore how consumers make sense of product 

information as well as visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, leading to 

a sensemaking process to decide if a grocery product is considered sustainable or 

not. Therefore, it was given to choose consumers as participants in this study. A 

convenience sampling was used as selection method, which enabled us to choose 

participants that were accessible and easy to contact (Bell et al., 2019). The method 

gave us the advantage to contact consumers through our connections, which we 

believed was time efficient. However, with a convenience selection it is not possible 

to generalize a study’s findings (Bell et al., 2019). For this reason, the participants 

in this study cannot be seen as a representative selection for all consumers. Since 

this study focused on the exploration of consumers’ sensemaking, which is 

individual, we did not seek generalized results. 

In this case, we chose participants that was connected to us either through friends 

or fellow students at Kristianstad University. We knew from previous knowledge 

that the participants were consumers of grocery products and suited our chosen age 

group. Denscombe (2018) stated that the researcher’s identity may influence a 

participant’s answers, and that it is significant during interviews about sensitive 

subjects. We believed that the participants would feel comfortable to discuss their 

thoughts on sustainability, because of their various connections to us. We did not 

want the participants to feel urged to defend or answer to why they considered a 

grocery product as sustainable or not.  

The chosen age group for this study was 35-50 years old, and we aimed for a mix 

between women and men. We assumed that individuals in this age group were most 

likely to have a stable income, often shop groceries for families, and had an 

awareness of sustainability in some context. Even though we had a fixed age group 

initially, it was not important that the entire age group was represented. The 

participants of the study were between 34-43 years old. Even though two of the 
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participants were one year younger than we initially searched for, we decided that 

it would not interfere with our study. Both younger participants had a stable income 

and families with children, which were two of our assumptions of the desired age 

group. The participants consisted of 60% women and 40% men, which we 

considered an acceptable mix of the genders. The participants were contacted via 

Facebook, email, or phone call. Initially, ten consumers were contacted to 

participate in the study. Nine of the ten contacted consumers agreed to participate 

in the interviews, and one consumer declined. An eleventh consumer was contacted 

and agreed to participate. Participants of the study is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1  

Summary of interviewed participants 

PARTICIPANT AGE GENDER DATE DURATION PLACE 

A 39 Male 2022-04-20 15:32 Malmoe 

B 42 Female 2022-04-23 11:13 Ljungbyhed 

C 37 Female 2022-04-25 12:36 Malmoe 

D 40 Female 2022-04-25 10:19 Malmoe 

E 34 Male 2022-04-26 18:05 Zoom 

F 37 Male  2022-04-27 16:17 Malmoe 

G 36 Female 2022-04-27 13:46 Malmoe 

H 40 Female 2022-04-28 30:19 Kristianstad 

I 43 Male  2022-04-28 17:34 Zoom 

J 34 Female  2022-05-03 15:14 Kristianstad 

 

The participants’ names have been anonymised, since it is neither of relevance nor 

decisive for the purpose of this thesis. A consent form was signed by the participants 

before the interview were conducted. This gave us permission to record the 

interviews and use the material for our study. Eight interviews were conducted face 

to face in Malmoe (participant A, C, D, F, G), in Kristianstad (participant H, J), and 

in Ljungbyhed (participant B). Two interviews were held online through the 

platform Zoom, which allows video calls (participant E, I). Six interviews were 

attended by both of us, while four interviews were held individually. The interviews 

were divided since it allowed us to collect more data in a shorter time period. 
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3.3.2 Interview guide  

When the participants were initially contacted, they were presented with the 

purpose of the thesis and informed that no preparation was needed. Before the 

interviews started, we emphasised that we did not seek a specific outcome and that 

all thoughts on sustainability were of interest. We chose not to prepare the 

participants with the questions character before the interviews. Although a prepared 

participant could have given a more thoughtful answer, we believed that it could 

risk the answers to not be as reflective. With unprepared participants, we hoped to 

capture an equivalent moment as when consumers reflect on sustainable groceries. 

Our interview guide served as a basis for the interviews. The interviews were 

conducted in Swedish since it was the participants’ native language, and a Swedish 

interview guide (Appendix A) was used. We also chose to compile an English 

version (Appendix B), to create a lingual coherence for the reader. The interview 

guide consisted of ten main questions, and nine follow-up questions. It was 

designed to open with questions of a general character, and the nature of the 

questions became more in-depth during the interview. The first two questions were 

set to capture the participant’s attitude towards grocery shopping, while the third 

aimed to understand their behaviour. Question four to six were connected to the 

participant’s sensemaking process. The seventh and eighth question aimed to 

explore the participant’s awareness of sustainability. The ninth question were 

related to all theories. The final question encouraged the participant to add anything 

that was considered important or had not been mentioned during the interview.  

Throughout the interviews, we asked additional follow-up questions. This because 

we wanted to either confirm the participant’s statement or encourage them to reflect 

and explain further. The length of the interviews varied from 10:19 minutes to 30:19 

minutes. However, the shorter interviews were not less valuable and provided us 

with interesting data for our study. According to Bell et al. (2019), short interviews 

can reveal valuable data despite the lower timeframe. One reason for the shorter 

interviews could be that the participants had not reflected on sustainability in 

relation to groceries prior to the interview. Another reason could be that the 

participants had not been interviewed before. The longer interviews can be assumed 
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to involve participants that has reflected more on sustainability prior to the 

interview or taken part in interviews on previous occasions. 

3.4 Data analysis 

A qualitative method often consists of a data collection in form of words, which 

must be captured and given a certain meaning in order to be used. This is often done 

through recording and transcribing the material (Denscombe, 2018). The interviews 

were audio recorded and later transcribed, and the transcribed material resulted in 

a total amount of 38 pages. Our interviews were held in Swedish, and the extracted 

quotes used in chapter four was translated to English. Transcribed material becomes 

more manageable when the researcher begins to reduce the large amount of data by 

structuring and interpreting it, thereby extracting what is of importance for the study 

(Bell et al., 2019).  

We analysed the empirical data together in order to discuss and interpret the 

material and create an intelligible structure. A thematic analysis allows a flexible 

and logical approach to analyse qualitative data. It enables the researcher to identify 

patterns and create themes, within and across data, to understand what the 

participants think, feel, and does (Clark & Braun, 2017). Therefore, a thematic 

analysis was assumed to be the most suitable tool to help fulfil the purpose of the 

present study. With the thematic analysis, an abductive approach was used. With 

an abductive approach, one can theoretically derive themes and thereby find explicit 

and underlying meaning in the collected data. Later, the themes are determined and 

modified when the data is explored (Lipscomb, 2012).  

After becoming familiar with the material, the first phase in our analysis started 

with extracting sentences and quotes from the transcribed material. This process is 

described by Bell et al. (2019) to break down material into manageable components 

and create different codes. The three theories used in this study, consumer 

behaviour and attitude, consumer awareness, and sensemaking, were used as the 

main themes and codes were created under each theory according to relevance. 

Each statement that was of similar character were placed under the same code and 

theme, which is part of the thematic analysis process (Clarke & Braun, 2017). The 
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first phase of our analysis created a good overview of the different codes. After the 

transcribed material had been sorted and coded, patterns of recurring phrases, 

words, and reasoning were identified. 

The second phase of our analysis was a re-coding process. Similar codes were 

merged and resulted in new sub-themes. Under consumer behaviour and attitude, 

the sub-themes value system, level of knowledge, affect, behaviour and cognition, 

and social were created. Under consumer awareness the sub-themes created were 

society, marketing and level of information. Under sensemaking the sub-themes 

collection of information, process of information and understanding were used and 

derived from the conceptual model in chapter two. The two sub-themes level of 

knowledge and level of information could be either high or low and were of equal 

significance for the analysis. The abductive approach allowed us to find explicit 

statements connected to the theories used in this study. However, some parts of the 

material had to be interpreted to be understood and were sorted according to 

relevance. 

3.5 Trustworthiness 

The argumentation of the current thesis trustworthiness has acknowledged that with 

a qualitative research strategy, it is difficult to create completely objective research 

(Denscombe, 2018). This because we chose how to collect, how to analyse, and 

how to interpret the empirical material. The results and what was considered 

important depended on us as researchers, since we were the main measuring 

instrument. Further we will argue for the action we took to establish trustworthiness 

for this thesis. 

To create trustworthiness, Lind (2019) argued that the process and analyse of the 

data collection must be fully presented and in line with the intended purpose. There 

are four criteria to achieve trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability (Shenton, 2004). Firstly, credibility ensures that 

appropriate participants are selected and that their participation help create relevant 

data for the current study (Shenton, 2004). Thus, the selected participants in this 

study were seen as regular consumers and chosen with attention to age and gender. 
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The participants were not prepared before the interviews to capture their instant 

reasoning and creating relevant data for this study. Secondly, transferability refers 

to the possibility that findings can be applicable to a wider population (Bell et al., 

2019). A qualitative study focuses on a small number of participants, and it can be 

hard to apply the results to a larger population (Shenton, 2004). We believed that 

consumers were influenced by the environment they live in, which would affect 

their view of sustainability. Therefore, differences in consumers’ environment must 

be acknowledged before our findings can be applicable. 

Thirdly, dependability ensures that the collected material, such as interview 

transcripts and data analysis sheets, are accessible for viewing (Bell et al., 2019). 

All documents relevant to this study were stored on our computers and were 

available for assessing teacher until the thesis was approved. Lastly, confirmability 

refers to that the researchers should have acted in good faith, and not tried to steer 

the research in a specific direction. According to Bell et al. (2019), it is impossible 

to be completely objective during research. We have followed the procedures of 

how to best conduct interviews to not affect or guide the participants’ answers. The 

transcribed material ensured that the participants’ statements were the basis of the 

analysis. Since the aim of this study was to explore how consumers make sense of 

grocery product information and attributes, there were no right or wrong answers 

and the risk of steering the research were minimal.  

3.6 Research limitations 

There are a few limitations in this thesis that could have affected the outcome of the 

study. The research was limited to explore consumers’ view on sustainable grocery 

products within physical stores, and how consumers make sense of grocery product 

information and attributes in online grocery stores were not considered. Within 

physical grocery stores, consumers can pick up a grocery product and compare it to 

another by using their senses, which online stores cannot provide. The next 

limitation was the age group between 35-50 years, and the geographical area of 

Skåne county, Sweden. This because of the belief that participants of this age group 

were most likely to buy groceries on a weekly basis, and all participants were 
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habitants of Skåne county. A wider geographical area and another age group may 

have resulted in a different outcome. The last limitation was the chosen selection 

method, convenience sampling. Participants in this study were all associated with 

us in some way, and this may have affected the outcome of the interviews. 
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4 Findings & Analysis 

In this chapter the empirical findings from the interviews will be presented. The aim 

of the present study was to explore how consumers make sense of product 

information as well as visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, leading 

to a sensemaking process to decide if a grocery product is considered sustainable 

or not. Thus, the empirical material is analysed and discussed in connection to the 

conceptual model, see figure 1 in chapter 2.5, to explore how consumers decide if 

a grocery product is sustainable or not. The chapter ends with a summary of the 

most prominent findings. 

4.1 Behaviour & attitude 

In this section findings from the collected empirical data that is connected to the 

theories of consumer behaviour and attitude are presented. Findings revealed that 

behaviour and attitude have an eminent role when consumers decide whether a 

grocery product can be considered sustainable or not. As stated by previous 

research, behaviour and attitude describe how consumers’ knowledge and previous 

experiences help them distinguish one grocery product from another and choose the 

one that creates meaning and fulfil their needs (Alagarsamy et al, 2021; Kapoor & 

Madichine, 2012; Mancini et al., 2017). The thematic analysis resulted in sub-

themes derived from theories of consumer behaviour and attitude, namely value 

system, level of knowledge, affection, behaviour and cognition and social. We will 

analyse these sub-themes in relation to the empirical findings, in the same order. 

4.1.1 Value system 

Our findings show that consumers who values sustainability are more likely to use 

sustainability information and labels to identify a grocery product as sustainable. 

Participant A claimed that if he discovered that a grocery product was unethically 

produced, he would stop buying it as it no longer aligned with his values (Table 2). 

By unethical production, he referred to producers who take resources from a 

country with poor living conditions, without giving back to the society. The 

findings established that the participants saw organic and locally produced 



Lybe & Persson 

 29 

attributes as valuable. Based on the participants’ beliefs, these attributes are less 

harmful for the environment. These findings are in line with previous research, 

showing that when grocery products provide value and meaning they will satisfy 

the consumer’s needs (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012; Ramya & Ali, 2016). However, 

participant H claimed that she could not establish value of a grocery product until 

after it was consumed. This because her values were based on a grocery product’s 

taste and quality and not its visual attributes, which contradicts previous research 

(Ramya & Ali, 2016). Based on our findings it can be assumed that sustainable 

attributes or products are less likely to give meaning to consumers who establish 

value post consumption. Additionally, it is also less likely that consumers who gain 

value after consumption will search for other sustainable grocery product 

alternatives or attributes. 

Table 2  

Value system 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTE 

Value system […] then you discover that it does not fit with your values as it is unethically 

produced, so then it will be like, you stop buying that thing. – 

- Participant A 

 

4.1.2 Level of knowledge 

Our findings revealed that previous experience of a grocery product affects a 

consumer’s view of the product. It is evident that knowledge from both positive and 

negative experiences influence consumer behaviour. Positive experiences of a 

grocery product or its attributes make it less likely for consumers to re-evaluate 

their decision and see if there are other more sustainable options, which is in line 

with previous research (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012). Participant B mentioned that 

she often selects grocery products based on her experience with it (Table 3). Thus, 

an assumption can be made that when habitual behaviour is established, the search 

for sustainability information becomes absent. The findings show that when 

consumers have had a negative experience of a grocery product, concerning poor 

quality or lack of taste, they became more willing to search for new information 

and evaluate other product options. Participants claimed that negative experiences 
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with foreign meat have made them look for locally produced meat instead, since it 

tastes better and has not been transported as long.  

Findings show that consumers with knowledge of a grocery products negative 

social and environmental effects are more likely to choose a grocery product based 

on sustainability information, which agrees with previous research (Alagarsamy et 

al., 2021; Han & Stoel, 2017). Consumers who are actively attentive to 

sustainability information have created a behaviour that is based on and influenced 

by their awareness. Participants believed that locally produced and organic grocery 

products are better, since those attributes benefit the consumers, producers, and the 

environment. Some participants claimed that they were willing to pay a higher price 

for groceries they consider sustainable. This indicates that if knowledge and 

awareness of social and environmental issues are important, price may not always 

be a factor that discourage consumers to select a grocery product they consider 

better for the environment. Participant C claimed that her knowledge of how 

common it is that grapes are crop-sprayed made her solely look for organic ones, 

although they are more expensive (Table 3). In line with previous research, our 

findings show how consumers’ level of knowledge about sustainability influences 

their behaviour, and how they perceive a sustainable grocery product (Alagarsamy 

et al., 2021). However, this finding seems to only apply for fruit, vegetables, dairy, 

and meat, while grocery products from other categories were not mentioned. We 

saw this as interesting, as it can be assumed that these are not the only grocery 

categories that have been criticised to be un-environmentally friendly or un-

ethically produced. 

Table 3  

Level of knowledge 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTES 

Level of 

knowledge 

So mainly I look at price or if I have used it before or have experience with the 

product. – 

- Participant B 

 […] I bought the organic although they were the most expensive. Because I 

know how sprayed they are […] 

- Participant C 
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4.1.3 Affect, behaviour, & cognition 

Previous research has found that consumers’ like or dislike of a product is mainly 

influenced by their feelings (Kapoor & Madichine, 2012), and our findings confirm 

the latter. Findings present a pattern of negative attitudes and emotions among the 

participants. Evident is that animal abuse, poor animal welfare, as well as bad 

working conditions are indicators that consumers cannot consider a grocery product 

as sustainable, which correlates with previous research (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; 

Han & Stoel, 2017). These conditions caused emotions such as anger, sadness, and 

disappointment. Participant F claimed that he became angry if it was revealed that 

a grocery product he saw as sustainable were involved in animal abuse and was 

something he could not support (Table 4). He saw locally produced and free-ranged 

animal agriculture as important attributes of a sustainable grocery product. Findings 

suggest that by not choosing a grocery product produced under unethical 

conditions, some consumers can feel and believe that they contribute to something 

good.  

The negative emotions that poor animal welfare and poor working conditions give 

rise to may be a consequence of that Swedes are used to established animal and 

labour regulations. Therefore, when consumers gain knowledge of how badly 

producers treat animals and workers, locally produced and organic groceries could 

be considered more sustainable and appealing. Participants believed that organic 

production were less likely to be involved in animal abuse. One can argue that when 

other lives come at the cost of one’s own consumption it cannot be justified to 

support that kind of industry. But findings do not reveal that consumers show 

interest in actively searching for more information about producers’ production.  

The findings implied that consumers could become judgemental towards grocery 

products produced under unethical conditions. This based on the belief that those 

groceries cause damage on the environment and can therefore not be seen as 

sustainable. Participant F claimed that he would not buy groceries that gives rise to 

animal abuse (Table 4). However, judgemental attitudes show to be short termed 

and often fall into oblivion. Grocery products judged by the participants were after 

a while chosen again. This contradicts previous research, which stated that attitudes 
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tend to endure over time (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Ashraf et al., 2018). The finding 

implied that a consumer’s frame of reference is re-structured over time when new 

information is added. It also indicates that for a consumer’s attitude to be long 

termed, they must be reminded of a grocery product’s unethical condition for the 

information to remain within their frame of reference. 

Our findings show that consumers’ attitude influenced their approach towards 

various grocery product attributes. Participants who saw sustainability as something 

positive also claimed to have a positive attitude towards sustainability information 

and attributes, which is supported by previous research (Jain, 2014; Kapoor & 

Madichine, 2012). Many of the participants claimed that they actively searched for 

specific grocery product attributes that was viewed as sustainable, such as organic 

and locally produced. Participant I stated that locally produced fruit and meat often 

had a more appealing look. This because she believed that it was less likely that 

groceries got damaged during shorter transports (Table 4). In line with our findings, 

previous research found that visual attributes are more helpful for consumers to 

distinguish a sustainable grocery product from a non-sustainable (Bangsa & 

Schlegelmilch, 2020). 

Some participants claimed to be persons of habits and often chose the same grocery 

products, more strictly, the same brands on routine. This because taste, quality and 

knowledge of a grocery product’s benefits had been explored and approved. The 

habitual behaviour included both sustainable and non-sustainable groceries. 

Participant H stated that a routine had been established when she chose groceries, 

because there had already been an afterthought (Table 4). However, our findings 

indicates that consumers who choose groceries on routine, are not as likely to 

acknowledge new sustainability information or re-evaluate their choice. 

Participants believed that sustainability labels and information had to be appealing 

to influence their already established behaviour, which is confirmed by previous 

research (Elhoushy & Lanzini, 2020). It can be assumed that habitual behaviour is 

not easily affected by consumers’ awareness of unethical production and working 

conditions. Thus, the findings indicates that consumers become more likely to stop 

making sense of groceries they have an established relationship with. 
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Table 4  

Affect, behaviour, and cognition 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTES 

Affect, 

behaviour, and 

cognition 

[…] you get pissed. Think it is, yes, it is, crap that animals get hurt for us to 

eat. – 

- Participant F 

 […] you heard it like a while ago, with chickens and stuff like that. Yes 

absolutely, I thought about it, and you do not buy the brand that flourished 

then. Then things like that fall into oblivion after a while […] 

- Participant F 

 […] fruit and meat should look appealing and be locally produced, I would 

say, and they should not have been transported and damaged […] 

- Participant I 

 […] of course, it is a bit of a routine, but that is because it has been an 

afterthought [...]. – 

- Participant H 

 

4.1.4 Social  

The findings showed that consumers were influenced by their social environment, 

which agrees with previous research (Ramya & Ali, 2016). People in the 

participants’ social vicinity influenced them the most, such as family members’ 

diets, sustainable preferences, and beliefs. Participant E stated that his partner had 

influenced him to be more aware of a grocery product’s land of origin, and he no 

longer considered imported vegetables as sustainable (Table 5). The participants 

believed that family members had the greatest influence on their attitude towards 

sustainable groceries. The participants claimed that they had started to search for 

grocery product information and attributes that were in line with their family 

members’ view of sustainability. Previous research stated that social norms shape 

a consumer’s own norms, leading them to a certain behaviour and creating a 

willingness to change (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Han & Stoel, 2017; Torres-Ruiz et 

al., 2017).  

Table 5  

Social 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTE 

Social […] my partner affects me a lot […] I think that is positive and not a bad thing, 

I believe she has given me that way of thinking. – 

- Participant E 
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4.2 Consumer awareness 

The interviews were constructed to aid the exploration of how consumers make 

sense of grocery product information and attributes, when they decide if a grocery 

product is sustainable or not. Previous research found that consumer awareness of 

sustainability varies among consumers and influences them differently depending 

on how high or low their awareness is (Buerke et al., 2016; Hanss & Böhm, 2012; 

Rasool et al., 2021). The findings showed that consumer awareness of sustainability 

had a prominent role when consumers made sense of product information as well 

as visual and tangible attributes of grocery products. Hence, this section presents 

findings from the interviews that was connected to consumer awareness. The sub-

themes of consumer awareness found in the data analysis were society, marketing, 

and level of information. We will analyse these sub-themes in relation to the 

empirical material in the same order. 

4.2.1 Society 

The findings showed that consumers may feel influenced by a grocery product’s 

social and environmental impact, for example that some groceries require more 

resources from the earth than others. This indicates that consumers reflect on 

whether a grocery product contributes to a sustainable consumption or not when 

they make sense of product information and attributes. Our findings agree with 

previous research, which found that consumers’ awareness of their consumption’s 

positive or negative effect on society differs. This is connected to how aware 

consumers are of a grocery product’s social and environmental impact (Buerke et 

al., 2016; Rasool et al., 2021).  

Participant H stated that she was aware of the impact meat production has on the 

planet, and that it is costly for the environment. She further explained that she 

avoided to buy meat too often, to conserve the earth’s resources (Table 6). This 

indicate that consumers who are aware of a grocery product’s negative social and 

environmental impact, search for more sustainable alternatives. However, some 

participants explained that they occasionally chose groceries despite awareness of 

the negative social and environmental impact. This because the participants 
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believed that it was a sustainable choice, if they did not choose those groceries as 

often. Based on the findings, it can be assumed that consumers’ awareness of their 

consumption’s social and environmental impact may alter their view of a 

sustainable grocery product. However, it can be assumed that consumers only alter 

their view to a certain extent and interpret it to make sense of their choice of 

groceries. 

Table 6  

Society 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTE 

Society […] buying all this unnecessary that you know takes a lot of resources to 

produce, for example beef, we know that it is costly for the environment […] to 

save the earth’s resources in its production […] 

- Participant H 

 

4.2.2 Marketing 

The findings implied that consumers are sceptical towards both positive and 

negative sustainability information regarding grocery products. This included 

information provided by brands as well as grocery stores. The participants claimed 

to turn to other sources trusted by them, to either validate or disregard new 

sustainability information. Previous research found that marketing can be used to 

heighten consumers’ awareness of sustainability through promotions, advertising, 

and in-store marketing. However, previous research also found that some 

consumers are sceptical towards marketing and believes that advertising cannot be 

fully trusted (Buerke et al., 2016). 

Several of the participants stated that they were critical of and did not solely rely 

on grocery product information received from grocery stores and marketing. 

Participant F explained that it depended on what kind of information he received, 

to decide if it was needed to be further researched or could be ignored (Table 7). 

He further stated that information about animal abuse was researched, because he 

considered it a serious matter and did not want to support brands that harm animals. 

However, information about crop sprayed groceries was not viewed as equally 

important by participant F, since he believed that it was only harmful for the 

consumer of the product. Examples of sources trusted by the participants were 
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newspapers, articles, documentaries, and social media. This indicates that 

consumers sometimes seek additional sources when they make sense of new 

information, rather than trusting the actors who benefit from a grocery product’s 

sale. Hence, consumers’ scepticism can be assumed to derive from grocery store’s 

main purpose of selling products. The participants claimed to reflect on in-store 

marketing and if high profit grocery products were pushed more than groceries that 

may be more sustainable. Furthermore, the participants stated that they knew how 

to easily find grocery product information to either validate or discard new 

sustainability information. This is in line with previous research, where Alagarsamy 

et al. (2021) and Rasool et al. (2021) found that consumers’ awareness of 

sustainability was growing because of environmental information’s rising 

availability. 

Our findings show that it was notably prominent for the participants to confirm 

negative sustainability information, if it concerned groceries usually bought by 

them. Participant C claimed to investigate further when she received new negative 

sustainability information that concerned grocery product’s she usually bought 

(Table 7). The findings showed that the participants did not reflect on sustainability 

information about grocery products they did not consume. This because the 

participants did not believe that the information affected them. However, it can be 

assumed that if consumers sort out sustainability information, they may not 

remember a possible negative social or environmental impact of a grocery product. 

This might problematize a consumer’s sense making process further ahead, and a 

grocery product may be considered as sustainable because of the disregarded 

information. 

Table 7  

Marketing 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTES 

Marketing […] depending on where I receive it, I can probably only whip it away […] 

no I need to know more, then I would probably dig a little bit more, try to find 

more secure sources to be sure. –  

- Participant F 

 […] it is not like, everything I receive, I need to further investigate. But it is 

when it comes to groceries I usually buy. When I feel targeted. –  

- Participant C 
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4.2.3 Level of information 

The findings showed that the participants were concerned by the negative 

environmental impact from long distance transportations of groceries, especially 

meat, fruit, and vegetables. The participants claimed to only chose locally produced 

groceries, because those had not been transported from a distant country. Previous 

research found that consumers can gain higher awareness of sustainability when 

they become aware of the social and environmental impact of the products they 

choose (Buerke et al., 2016; Hanss & Böhm, 2012; Rasool et al., 2021), which 

agrees with our findings. Several participants expressed that an important 

sustainability attribute was locally produced. Participant G claimed that she 

considered a Swedish grocery product as more sustainable than a grocery imported 

from Chile, even if it was organic (Table 8). This indicates that consumers use a 

grocery product’s land of origin to make sense of its sustainability, rather than 

searching for a product labelled as organic. The findings agree with previous 

research showing that sustainability attributes such as organic labels do not always 

drive consumer choices (Bangsa & Schlegelmilch, 2020). 

A connection between grocery products’ packaging and the participants’ view of 

sustainability was found. The participants stated that they wanted to be able to 

recycle grocery products’ packaging and considered it a sustainable attribute. In 

line with the findings, previous research found that consumers pay attention to 

product packaging and the possibility to recycle, and that packaging can become an 

appealing sustainability attribute if it contains less plastic (Martinho et al., 2015). 

Participant I claimed that he had stopped buying cocktail tomatoes since the product 

was only offered in plastic packaging (Table 8). Thus, it can be assumed that a 

grocery product’s packaging can determine a product’s sustainability. 

Several of the participants claimed that they wanted to create a better future for their 

children and believed that they could contribute by choosing sustainable groceries. 

Participant D felt that consumers have a responsibility to take care of the planet, 

and she believed that people have become more aware of this (Table 8). In line with 

the findings, Hanss and Böhm (2012) stated that consumers are aware of their 

responsibilities towards the environment and future generations. However, the 
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findings did not indicate that participants who expressed a social and environmental 

responsibility, spoke more about sustainability attributes than other participants. 

Thus, it can be assumed that when consumers make sense of grocery product 

information and attributes, they do not know how to connect it to their 

responsibility. 

The findings implied that participants could actively choose to have a lower 

awareness about specific grocery products, to avoid finding out anything negative 

about groceries they favour. Participant H stated that she did not want to know too 

much about some grocery products, because she liked them too much (Table 8). 

This indicates that consumers realise that higher awareness of a grocery product’s 

social and environmental impact can affect their view, either negatively or 

positively, of a grocery product. This is in line with previous research, which found 

that increased awareness of sustainability influences consumers’ choice of groceries 

(Buerke et al., 2016; Rasool et al., 2021). It can be assumed that if a consumer 

decides to ignore sustainability information, they overlook the possible negative 

sustainability attributes of a grocery product. Consequently, a consumer’s 

sensemaking process may be compromised. 

Table 8  

Level of information 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTES 

Level of 

information 

It is more sustainable if it is locally produced […] I would rather buy something 

from Sweden than something organic from Chile. –  

- Participant G 

 We have stopped buying cocktail tomatoes because it is only plastic packaging, 

instead we buy regular tomatoes that you put in a paper bag […] 

- Participant I 

 […] we have a planet to take care of. I believe that you get more and more 

aware of that. You probably need to think one step ahead to make everything 

work […] 

- Participant D 

 […] and there I do not want to know too much, because we only like that. – 

- Participant H 
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4.3 Sensemaking process 

The empirical material showed that consumer behaviour and attitude as well as 

consumer awareness influenced the sensemaking process, as it interacted with the 

participants’ framework. The findings presented that consumer behaviour and 

attitude affected the retrospective frequency. Participants believed that previous 

grocery product experiences and knowledge of sustainability influenced how they 

interpreted grocery product information and attributes, which supports previous 

research (Helms Mills et al., 2010; Introna, 2019). The findings also established 

that a consumer’s awareness of sustainability affected the prospective frequency. 

Participants regarded sustainability information as easily accessible and that it aided 

them in their sensemaking process. They further believed that new sustainability 

information reinforced their view of a sustainable grocery product. Previous 

research found that both retro- and prospective frequencies influence a consumer’s 

sensemaking (Pirolli & Russel, 2011), which agrees with our findings. The findings 

related to the sub-themes of the sensemaking process will be analysed in the 

following order, collection of information, process of information and 

understanding. 

4.3.1 Collection of information 

Our findings showed that the participants wanted grocery product information and 

labels to be easily accessible and clearly stated. Participant H explained that she felt 

that grocery products and stores provided her with the information she searched for, 

such as grocery products’ land of origin (Table 9). It can be argued that when a 

consumer becomes familiar with sustainability labels and product information, 

sustainability information will not be a necessity. Thus, it becomes less likely that 

a sensemaking process starts each time a consumer encounters familiar 

sustainability labels and product information. Findings clarify that consumers must 

consider sustainability as meaningful to make sense of sustainability labels and 

product information. Previous research stated that that too much information can 

affect the sensemaking process negatively (Helms Mills et al., 2010; Klein et al., 

2006, a; Soneryd et al., 2015). However, our findings did not indicate that too much 

sustainability labels and product information confused the participants. 
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The findings established that a consumer use existing level of knowledge and 

awareness of sustainability as a frame to help make sense of grocery product 

information and attributes. However, if a consumer does not know what they 

consider as a sustainable grocery product, they cannot use their frame of reference 

as a guide to make sense of sustainability (Helms Mills et al., 2010; Soneryd et al, 

2015). Participant J explained that she has been kind of ignorant and could not, with 

the help of her knowledge or in-store information, distinguish a sustainable grocery 

product (Table 9). Based on participant J’s statement, it can be assumed that if a 

consumer lacks knowledge of sustainability, they cannot make sense of product 

information and attributes to decide if a grocery product is sustainable. The findings 

also indicated that fewer labels would be easier for a consumer to interpret and thus 

ease their sensemaking, which agrees with previous research (Klein et al., 2006, a).  

Table 9  

Collection of information 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTES 

Collection of 

information 

[…] I think producer provides us with good labels, it is easy for me to see that 

it is Swedish […] both on the products, but also in those cases where it does 

not say it on the product the store displays it […] 

- Participant H 

 […] it is kind of ignorance, that I do not know. Or that I do not know if this is 

better or if this is better. Had it been said that this is much worse from a climate 

point of view, then it would have been less acceptable for me to take it […] 

- Participant J 

 

4.3.2 Process of information 

The findings revealed that a consumer use grocery product and in-store information 

as an aid to recognise sustainable groceries that resembles established preferences 

within the consumer’s framework, which agrees with previous research (Helms 

Mills et al., 2010; Soneryd et al., 2015). Participant H stated that she had an image 

of sustainability and searched for grocery product attributes that resembled her 

image (Table 10). Participant H’s image of sustainability resembled groceries not 

transported from foreign countries and less food waste. It was important for her not 

to throw away food, as she considered it unsustainable. Therefore, participant H 

searched for locally produced groceries where she could choose the amount of food 

she wanted. This is in line with previous research showing that sensemaking is 
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associated with a consumer’s identity (Helms Mills et al., 2010), thus the definition 

of sustainability becomes personal. Therefore, it can be assumed that it is hard to 

determine a general definition of a sustainable grocery product based on one 

consumer’s image of sustainability. 

The findings showed that sustainability information related to specific grocery 

product categories appeared to affect participants more than information related to 

other categories. The participants mainly mentioned meat, dairy, and vegetables in 

relation to sustainable groceries. However, it may be that the participants have been 

exposed to more information about mentioned categories negative impact on the 

environment. The findings indicate that a consumer connects sustainability 

information to their framework and choose groceries with attributes they believe 

are good for the environment, which agrees with previous research (Klein et al., 

2006, a; Soneryd et al., 2015; Weick 1995). But not all participants saw sustainable 

attributes as a priority. Participant I explained that he prefers low prices, but that he 

should reconsider and instead focus on groceries that he believes are good for the 

environment (Table 10). This suggests that a consumer may re-prioritise their 

choice of groceries, if they realise that their consumption is not as sustainable as 

they believe it should be. 

Table 10  

Process of information 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTES 

Process of 

information 

[…] you have your own definition of sustainability in your head, and then you 

look for that type of thing, and then it matches with how I interpret it […] 

- Participant H 

 […] why do we always buy the cheapest and not the best […] I have been blind 

and only bought the cheapest, instead of buying what is perhaps the best for 

the environment. – 

- Participant I 

 

4.3.3 Understanding 

The findings showed that the participants to some extent understood the definition 

of sustainability labels and product information. Several participants believed that 

non-organic groceries were most likely produced with chemicals, which was not 
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considered sustainable because of the negative social and environmental impact. 

Locally produced grocery products were regarded by the participants to cause less 

emissions from transport, because of the short distance. The participants believed 

that palm-oil free groceries were better for the environment as they did not 

contribute to the destruction of rainforest and waste of environmental resources. 

Furthermore, participant I claimed he searched for additional information if he did 

not understand sustainability labels, to make sense and use it as a mean for action 

(Table 11). Our findings implies that consumers can be open minded to understand 

new information they encounter. Klein et al. (2006, a) and Soneryd et al. (2015) 

stated that an open mind is important for a consumer to understand what is deemed 

pertinent. However, not all participants stated that they used all sustainability labels 

on a grocery product to determine its sustainability but focused on a few and had 

not reflected on other labels’ meaning. The findings revealed that if a participant 

did not understand the meaning of a grocery product’s labels, they did not 

acknowledge them or considered them useful. 

Several participants explained that they often prioritised one attribute when they 

chose a grocery product. Participant H expressed that she preferred locally 

produced groceries to organic ones, because she believed that they were better from 

a transport point of view (Table 11). Previous research found that a consumer often 

focuses on one thing when they believe there is too much information, hence affects 

the sensemaking negatively (Klein et al., 2006, a), which our findings do not fully 

agree with. The findings showed that the participants focused on one attribute when 

they chose grocery products, but the findings did not indicate that the participants 

were overwhelmed by additional product information. An interesting finding was 

that the participants only connected organic and locally produced labels to fruit, 

vegetables, dairy, and meat. Other grocery product categories were not mentioned, 

and it can be assumed that organic and locally produced attributes do not create 

sustainability value in all product categories. 
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Table 11  

Understanding 

SUB-THEME ILLUSTRATIVE QUOTES 

Understanding I know what the labels mean, mostly. If I do not know, I would like to know. So 

that I can reflect on them in that way whether they are good or bad, I take that 

assessment […] 

- Participant I 

 I prefer locally produced since it is better from a transport point of view. 

Perhaps more than I prefer organic […] 

- Participant H  

4.4 Summary of empirical findings 

The presented findings from consumer behaviour and attitude, consumer 

awareness, and sensemaking process showed that consumers make sense of product 

information and attributes to decide whether a grocery product is sustainable or not. 

Key findings from the three theories will be summarized below. 

Firstly, the findings showed that consumers used previous experiences to approach 

sustainability information and grocery product attributes. Both positive and 

negative experiences turned out to be a decisive reference for consumers’ future 

decision of which groceries they consider sustainable. However, consumers who 

had a negative experience of a grocery product were more likely to search for other 

groceries in line with their sustainability preferences. Participants in the current 

study claimed to have a positive attitude towards sustainability and considered 

locally produced and organic as the most sustainable grocery product attributes. 

Furthermore, the findings revealed that when consumers became aware of unethical 

production, they experienced negative emotions and critical judgement. However, 

some consumers’ judgement was not long lasting, and their negative emotions were 

lowered over time as previous information had been replaced with new information. 

The findings also established that once a consumer had decided that a grocery 

product was sustainable, they created a habitual behaviour and stopped evaluating 

whether an alternative could be more sustainable.  

Secondly, the findings showed that consumers’ awareness of sustainability 

influenced the sensemaking process. Awareness of negative social and 

environmental effects of a consumer’s consumption could alter their view of a 
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sustainable grocery product. However, the findings indicated that the participants 

in this study only altered their view to a certain extent to be able to justify their 

choice of groceries as sustainable. The findings also showed that consumers were 

sceptical towards marketing. Promotions, advertising, and in-store marketing was 

viewed as profit-seeking by consumers and not believed to benefit sustainable 

grocery products. Consequently, consumers turned to other sources such as 

newspapers, articles, documentaries, and social media, to either validate or 

disregard new sustainability information.  

Moreover, participants claimed to be aware of the negative social and 

environmental impact from long distance transportations and considered locally 

produced groceries as more sustainable. The participants further expressed that they 

viewed organic grocery products produced in foreign countries as less sustainable 

than non-organic locally produced groceries. However, one interesting finding was 

that the participants mainly discussed dairy, fruit, vegetables, and meat in relation 

to sustainable groceries. The findings also showed that participants were aware of 

their social and environmental responsibilities, but the findings did not indicate that 

those participants spoke more about sustainability attributes than others. 

Additionally, the findings indicated that consumers could choose to ignore 

sustainability information about grocery products they liked, thus their 

sensemaking could be compromised. 

Lastly, the findings showed that a consumer interpreted experience, sustainability 

labels, and product information to create a framework to distinguish a sustainable 

grocery product. The participants considered sustainability labels and validated 

sustainability information as trustworthy, because they had collected the 

information, processed it, and understood it. However, the findings indicated that a 

consumer needed to be aware of social and environmental issues to make sense of 

new sustainability information. New sustainability information is interpreted by a 

consumer and, if deemed important, could restructure their existing framework.  

The findings showed that a consumer connected and compared sustainability 

information to their framework and chose groceries they believed were good for the 

environment.   
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5 Conclusion & contribution 

In this chapter a summary of the present thesis will be presented to provide a 

backdrop for the coming conclusion. The conclusion consists of two main insights 

connected to the research question. The chapter further present how our research 

can contribute both theoretically and practically to previous research in the field. 

Lastly, we will offer suggestions for how future research can be approached.  

5.1 Thesis summary 

This thesis explored how consumers make sense of product information as well as 

visual and tangible attributes of grocery products, leading to a sensemaking process 

to decide if a grocery product is considered sustainable or not. Three theories were 

used as a foundation for our conceptual model, see figure 1 in chapter 2.5. Firstly, 

the model illustrates that consumer behaviour, attitude and awareness influences 

the sensemaking process. Secondly, the model shows that the sensemaking process 

starts with a collection of grocery product information as well as visual and tangible 

attributes, which then is processed and eventually understood to decide whether a 

grocery product is sustainable or not. Through a qualitative research strategy, the 

data collection consisted of ten semi-structured interviews. The strategy and method 

were chosen since it was essential to understand sustainability from a consumer’s 

view. The semi-structured interviews allowed the participants to freely reflect and 

reason about sustainability in relation to groceries. The ten participants were 

selected through a convenience sampling and are active consumers of grocery 

products with general knowledge of sustainability. The empirical material was 

analysed with a thematic analysis and an abductive approach, which allowed us to 

extract explicit quotes and interpret underlying meanings. 

The findings implied that previous experiences were important for consumers’ 

future decisions about which grocery products could be considered sustainable. The 

participants’ attitude towards sustainability was positive and attributes such as 

organic and locally produced were decisive for making a grocery product 

sustainable. However, unethical production was prominent for the participants to 
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not consider a grocery product sustainable. The findings showed that consumers 

were sceptical towards marketing and therefore did not aid consumers in their 

sensemaking. Although some participants claimed they were aware of their social 

and environmental responsibilities, the findings did not indicate that awareness 

automatically resulted in higher sustainability standards. For a consumer to create 

a sustainability framework, they must first interpret experiences, sustainability 

labels and grocery product information. In addition, the findings showed that 

consumers must be aware of social and environmental issues to make sense of new 

sustainability information. 

5.2 Conclusion 

To conclude, the aim of this thesis was to explore how consumers make sense of 

grocery product information and attributes to decide whether a product is 

sustainable or not. Findings from the present study indicated that consumers were 

influenced by various factors when they decided if a grocery product was 

sustainable or not. This thesis resulted in two main insights connected to the 

research question.  

The first insight is that consumers do make sense of grocery product attributes and 

information, but that the sensemaking process does not always end with a 

sustainable choice. The findings showed that a consumer’s sensemaking process, in 

terms of sustainability, was driven by previous experiences, amount of 

sustainability information, and awareness of social and environmental issues. A 

consumer creates a framework of how they view a sustainable grocery product, and 

that framework can change over time. Previous research found that various 

sustainability product attributes’ meaning influence consumers (Alagarsamy et al., 

2021; Buerke et al., 2016; Panda et al., 2020) and that they structure their 

framework through patterns of recognition (Klein et al., 2006, b; Pirolli & Russel, 

2011), which agrees with our findings.  

A consumer uses their framework when they intend to choose a sustainable grocery 

product. Thus, a consumer seeks a connection between groceries and their view of 

a sustainable product. However, the findings indicated that when a grocery product 
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had been considered sustainable, it would not be further evaluated, and neither 

would alternatives, which supports previous research (Elhoushy & Lanzini, 2020). 

This may result in a more sustainable option being overlooked, even if it better suits 

a consumer’s framework. Similarly, the findings showed that consumers actively 

could ignore sustainability information about grocery products they liked, because 

they did not want to alter their view of that product. Hence, it can be assumed that 

although a consumer creates a framework to aid them when they decide if a grocery 

product is sustainable or not, they exploit it to their personal advantage and use it 

to justify their decision. 

The second insight is that consumers make sense of grocery product attributes and 

information differently, and that a consumer’s framework is something individual 

and complex. Previous research found that sensemaking was associated with a 

consumer’s identity (Helms Mills et al., 2010) which agrees with our findings 

suggesting that a consumer’s sensemaking is personal. A generalization of a 

framework that all consumers use is not possible to determine. Consumers base 

their framework on personal experiences, which implies that a grocery product 

viewed as sustainable by one consumer, may not be considered sustainable by 

another. However, although a consumer uses their framework as an aid to identify 

sustainable grocery products, the findings indicated that the consumer may not 

always act on it, which was argued by Klein et al. (2006, a).  

Furthermore, the analysis of this study showed several contradictory findings, 

which was interesting to discover. When participants became aware of unethical 

production, they could experience negative emotions and critical judgement. In 

contrast to previous research (Alagarsamy et al., 2021; Ashraf et al., 2018), these 

feelings decreased over time and eventually the participants forgot about it, and it 

was no longer included in their framework. The findings also showed that 

participants claimed to be aware of their responsibilities and believed it was 

important to think about how future generations can be affected by today’s 

consumption. However, the findings did not indicate that those participants spoke 

more about sustainability attributes than others, which is contradictory to previous 

research (Hanss & Böhm, 2012; Buerke et al., 2016). Hence, the complexity of a 
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consumer’s sensemaking process and what they use in their framework to decide 

whether a grocery product is considered sustainable or not, was prominent in this 

study.  

5.3 Theoretical contribution 

Previous research mainly focused on how consumer behaviour and attitude 

influence consumers’ choice of grocery products, as well as how aware they are of 

sustainability information (Buerke et al., 2016; Lehner, 2015; Kapoor & Madichine, 

2012). To the best of our knowledge, previous research has not investigated how 

consumers make sense of grocery product information and attributes to decide if a 

grocery product is considered sustainable or not. This thesis could therefore 

contribute to a new understanding of how consumers behaviour, attitude, awareness 

and sensemaking is used to distinguish a sustainable grocery product. Additionally, 

it sheds light on how consumers reason with given sustainability information and 

labels (Bangsa & Schlegelmilch, 2020) and how aware they are of grocery product 

information (Galbert & Ghosh, 2012). Our findings showed that some consumers 

go beyond sustainability labels and product information to decide if a grocery 

product is sustainable or not. Consumers must be able to make sense of 

sustainability information to consider it important, while their behaviour and 

attitude acknowledge if it will provide meaning.  

5.4 Practical contribution 

This research contributes to a new understanding of how consumers make sense of 

grocery product information and attributes to decide if a grocery product is 

sustainable or not. Producers and grocery stores use advertisement, promotions, and 

in-store marketing to differentiate sustainable groceries from non-sustainable, as 

well as to encourage consumers to select a sustainable grocery (Buerke et al., 2021; 

Erraach et al., 2021; van Doorn et al., 2021). However, worth considering was that 

the present study’s findings indicated that consumers were sceptical towards 

sustainable marketing and did not see it as trustworthy. Instead, consumers turned 

to other sources that were trusted by them. The findings also indicated that 
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consumers could easily access sustainability information, but rather focused on a 

few selected product attributes to distinguish a sustainable grocery product. For 

marketers to target desired consumer segments, they must acknowledge consumers’ 

scepticism towards marketing and build campaigns on reliable sources and 

sustainability information that is relevant for the targeted segment.  

5.5 Future research 

Our study can only be seen as a starting point for future research within the field of 

how consumers make sense of grocery product information and attributes. The three 

selected theories in this study are consumer behaviour and attitude, consumer 

awareness, and sensemaking, but other theories could be equally relevant. Hence, 

other theories can provide the research field with new findings to understand how 

consumers decide if a grocery product is sustainable or not. The participants were 

selected through a convenience sampling method within the desired age group 35-

50 years, and no in-depth knowledge about sustainability was required from the 

participants. For future research it would be of relevance to explore consumers who 

are notably concerned about sustainability and explore how they make sense of 

grocery product information and attributes. In this study semi-structured interviews 

were the only data collection method. In future research other methods could be 

used such as focus groups, to raise a discussion between consumers of their thoughts 

and priorities on the subject. Our study was limited to grocery products, but the 

research question could as well be applied on research concerning other products 

such as clothing. 
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Appendix A – Interview Guide (Swedish) 

 Consumer attitude 

Fråga 1 Hur ofta handlar du i en matbutik? 

* Brukar du då storhandla eller småhandla? 

* Handlar du oftast i samma matbutik, eller åker du till olika matbutiker 

beroende på vilken vara du ska köpa? 

Fråga 2 Hur känner du inför att handla matvaror? 

 Consumer behaviour 

Fråga 3 När du handlar matvaror, har du några speciella preferenser när du väljer 

matvaror, exempelvis ett speciellt attribut som du har som krav? 

* Är dina val av varor rutinmässiga eller genomtänkta? 

 Sensemaking 

Fråga 4 Är hållbarhet något som du tänker på när du handlar, till exempel när du 

väljer mellan två matvaror? 

Fråga 5 Hur skulle du beskriva en hållbar matvara? 

* Vilket är det viktigaste kriteriet för att du ska anse varan hållbar? 

Fråga 6 När gjorde du senast ett hållbart inköp enligt dig, och vad gjorde att du 

anser köpet hållbart? 

 Consumer awareness 

Fråga 7 Anser du att du blir påverkad av någon eller något när du gör hållbara 

inköp? 

* På vilket sätt blir du då påverkad? 

* Vad blir du påverkad av? 

Fråga 8 Gör du någon sorts research innan du handlar, för att till exempel veta 

mer om de matvaror du ska handla?  
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* Upplever du att du är öppen för den eventuellt nya informationen du 

tar del av, exempelvis att du ändrar uppfattning om en vara som du 

vanligtvis brukar köpa? 

 Consumer behaviour and attitude, Consumer awareness, Sensemaking 

Fråga 9 Var hämtar du hållbarhetsinformation ifrån? 

* Anser du att butiken ger bäst information eller andra källor? 

* Hur använder du informationen för att reflektera och hitta kopplingar 

mellan produkten och hållbarhet? 

Fråga 10 Finns det något som du vill lägga till, det kan exempelvis vara något som 

rör hållbarhet och matvaror som vi inte har tagit upp? 

 

* Uppföljningsfråga  
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Appendix B – Interview Guide (English) 

 Consumer attitude 

Question 1 How often do you go grocery shopping? 

* Do you usually make big purchases or small? 

* Do you go to the same store most of the time or do you go to 

different stores depending on what product you want to buy? 

Question 2 How do you feel about going grocery shopping? 

 Consumer behaviour 

Question 3 When you shop grocery products, do you have any special 

preferences when you choose products, for example a specific 

attribute that you have as a requirement? 

* Are your choice of products routinized or well thought out? 

 Sensemaking 

Question 4 Is sustainability something that you think about when you shop, for 

example when you choose between two different products? 

Question 5 How would you describe a sustainable product? 

* What are the most important criteria for making it sustainable? 

Question 6 When did you last make a sustainable choice and what made it 

considered sustainable? 

 Consumer awareness 

Question 7 Do you consider yourself being affected by someone or something 

when you do sustainable purchases? 

* In what way do you get affected? 

* What are you affected by? 

Question 8 Do you do any research before you go grocery shopping, to know 

more about the products you should buy for example? 

* Do you feel that you are open for any new information you receive, 
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for example that you change your opinion about a product that you 

usually buy?    

 Consumer behaviour and attitude, Consumer awareness, Sensemaking 

Question 9 Where do you receive information about sustainability from? 

* Do you consider grocery shops giving the best information or other 

sources? 

* How do you use the information to reflect upon and find connections 

between a product and sustainability? 

Question 10 Is there anything you would like to add, it can for example be 

something that involves sustainability and grocery products that we 

have not brought up? 

 

* Follow up question 


