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Purpose: The main research objective is to identify how an organization is using a CSR 

strategy to gain a competitive advantage 

 

Method: The selected research method is a descriptive method followed by an inductive one. 

Secondary data has been collected from books at Halmstad University’s Library and academic 

journals and other articles founded in the University’s Databases. Primary data has been 

obtained through an interview carried out with the head manager of Coop Halmstad, Jorgen 

Westman.  

 

Theoretical framework: We firstly define in details the concepts of Corporate Social 

Responsibility and its three aspects which are Economic, Social and Environmental. The 

description of the concept of competitive advantage and how to obtain a sustainable 

competitive advantage. Finally, food retailers are defined.  

 

Conclusion: A summary of the findings obtained from our study is posted. Another summary 

to point out the bounds between corporate social responsibility and competitive advantage. 

The limitations of the study as well as some suggestions for further researches are added in 

this section.   
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

 1.1. Background 

 

 The world is currently widely open and constantly changing. Business is not only 

getting the best profit, but it takes into account all the partners surrounding the companies 

such as stakeholders, customers or communities (Larsson 2008). Thus many governments 

have done regulations with the aim to embrace responsibility for the company's actions and 

encourage a positive impact through its activities (Bichta 2003). Furthermore, many 

companies have seen the need of integrating a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) policy 

in their strategy through some infamous events which have caused inconveniences for 

companies regarding public relationship. For instance McDonalds has been accused to be 

socially irresponsible for contributing to an unhealthy lifestyle with the film-documentary 

"Super Size Me" (Cerne 2008); IKEA was blamed for supporting female oppression in 

Muslim Countries (Aftonbladet 2005). These companies' image has suffered after these 

negative events.  

 

 That is one of the reasons why the need for companies and organizations to be 

differentiated on the market is becoming more and more important. One of the best answers 

nowadays can be CSR (corporate Social responsibility) which can provide brand and 

corporate identities by integrating operational policies and business ethics within these 

companies' strategies (Tidström, 2006).  

 

In order to make profits, understanding the needs of the society, customers and 

shareholders is not a recent purpose for companies. The notion of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) is not new in our society. It was born when corporations were born and 

societies to accommodate them (Bichta, 2003). In 1953, Howard R. Bowen marked the 

beginning of the modern period of CSR with his book Social Responsibility of the 

Businessman. He started by asking the following question: "What responsibility to society 
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may businessmen reasonably be expected to assume?" Then, he explained that the social 

responsibility of businessmen refers to the obligation of businessmen to purse those policies, 

to make decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the 

objectives and values of our society (Moon 2008). Since then, many researches and theories 

have been done about integrating a CSR strategy. 

 

CSR has however, grew and flourished since the 1970's and therefore has known a 

global expansion in the early 2000s. The interest and growth of CSR has been most evident in 

the European Community (Moon, 2008). It has become an entire new way of thinking 

business for companies and organizations. Philip Kotler and Nancy Lee have published in 

2005 a major book to demonstrate how the CSR approanch establishes a new way of doing 

business that combines the success and the creation of value with a respectful and proactive 

attitude towards stakeholder. They show business leaders how to choose social causes, design 

charity initiatives, gain employee support, and evaluate their efforts. They also provide all the 

best practices and cutting-edge ideas that leaders need to maximize their contributions to 

social causes and do the most good (Kotler and Lee, 2005). 

 

For example, the coffee retailer Starbucks, have expressed their concerns about CSR 

issues like purchasing coffee in an ethical and sustainable manner". McDonalds financed 

hospitals (Ronald Mcdonald houses), IKEA supported UNICEF projects for women's self-

help groups" (Cerne, 2008). 

 

The problem with CSR is not that corporations do not want to achieve the status of 

being "socially responsible". In fact it is often held that CSR is a business case, being 

beneficial for corporations (Moon et al., 2008). Actually, as concluded Orlitzky et al. (2003), 

the CSR is profitable for all the stakeholders. CSR integrates several aspects and as said Lars 

G.Hassel in 2008, the CSR of firms is to maximize profits. 
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Also, Corporate Social Responsibility work can improve the terms of exposed people 

and environment (Ljungdahl, 2008). This strategy is appreciated by many of the stakeholders 

of the company who will continue to support the company. Therefore, added value will be 

created and will increase profitability and dividends to the owners consequently (Ljungdahl, 

2008). Finally, behind the ethical and green aspects, CSR can represent an opportunity to 

create profits. The company ethic is nowadays trendy. It is one of the most recent ethic forms 

next to bioethics, ethical journalists, ethical ecological and ethical policies (Cardot, 2006).The 

connection in investing in CSR strategy is positive for companies which want to use it, 

according to the theory of the positive screening (Hassel, 2008). 

 

 

1.2. Problem 

 

 One of the main issues for a company nowadays is how to use a CSR strategy 

efficiently. It is now a requirement in Europe to integrate a CSR policy.  

 

 Accountability’s Responsible Competitiveness Index (RCI) ranks, in 2008, Sweden as 

the country that is doing most to advance its business competitiveness through responsible 

business practices, ahead of Denmark, Finland, Iceland and the United Kingdom. In other 

words, Swedes know how to do business while taking climate change, gender, human rights 

and anticorruption into account. "Corporate responsibility is part of a coherent foreign policy 

strategy, of a trade and investment strategy, as well as of a domestic social cohesion strategy. 

I see the Swedish government right now grasping those linkages more than many other 

governments out there" (Zadek, 2008). 

 

 Nevertheless, some companies are facing the problem of an overused of CSR which 

can drive customers and Stakeholders to confusion. 
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 Effectively, there is certain scepticism against CSR strategy. CSR is viewed by some 

as a protectionist strategy for the country and it can involve anti-globalization idea (Bendrot 

& Nuyberg, 2003). The CSR’s critics think that this phenomenon is a way to make the 

international companies' situation more difficult. Moreover, according to Friedman (1962), 

the management has difficulty in determining the extent of a company´s responsibility. So, 

only the owner should take the assessment. Then, other critics, notably moved forward by 

Anne Salmon (2007), said that CSR is very expensive to be living up of the environment and 

social expectations to respect it. To sum up, CSR doesn´t represent a safety way to invest and 

the possible outcomes from it are uncertain (Friedman, 1962).  Indeed, according to the Body 

Shop case, sometimes a CSR centered strategy has some limitation in order to maximize its 

profits.  As the Body Shop founder's Anita Roddick described "we believe in social 

responsibility but we are hard-nosed about profit. “We know that success is measured by the 

bottom line" (Fauset, 2006). The Body Shop has been bought by L'Oréal in 2006 in order to 

become a multinational capitalizing on a niche market and realize a better profit. 

 

However, in order to achieve competitive advantages, companies should involve in 

their strategies the CSR based on voluntary (Segerlund, 2007). Goodwill can provide 

advantages in improving demand on the market, in reducing capital costs and in creating 

competitive advantages as regards labor (Lundgren, 2007). According to “The Economic 

Value of Corporate Eco – Efficiency” (Bauer et al; 2006), companies with highest 

environmental rates (best – in – class companies) have a better profitability than the 

companies with the lowest rating (worst – in – class companies) (Guenster et al., 2006). 

Furthermore, the responsible company is a profitable company and can create added value for 

the owners (Cunningham et al., 2007). 

 

Finally, CSR can be much more than a cost, a constraint or a charitable deed. It can be 

a source of opportunity, innovation and competitive advantage (Porter and Kramer, 2006).   
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 1.3. Purpose 

As seen before, CSR can be an entire part of a company's marketing policy to gain a 

competitive advantage from its main competitors. 

 

The main purpose of this thesis is to identify how an organization is using a CSR 

strategy to gain a competitive advantage. What companies should do to involve a CSR aspect 

in their strategy. We want to identify the competitive advantage process through Corporate 

Social Responsibility for a Swedish food retailer.  

 

 In order to achieve this result, we will analyze the field of food retailer in Sweden. We 

want to focus our work on the Swedish company "Coop" which is one of the main food 

retailers in Sweden and then analyze how they can use a CSR policy as a competitive 

advantage. 

 

Finally, our research question is: how to gain a competitive advantage with a 

Corporate Social Responsability (CSR) strategy? 

 

 1.4. Definitions 

 In order to answer our problem, we focus on some main theories which are the CSR, 

the sustainable development and the competitive advantages. We are more focusing on the 

CSR which is according to Portney in Hay et al. “a consistent pattern of private firms doing 

more than they are required to do under applicable laws and regulations governing the 

environment, worker safety and health, and investments in the community in which they 

operate.” (2005).  

 

“The CSR is about integrating the global and local context into the firm´s strategic 

thought” (Dubos, 1972). 
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 1.5. Delimitations.  

 

 The thesis will be based on searching theories which can go further in describing the 

Corporate Social Responsibility concerning it is three aspects: social, economical and 

environmental. The aim of the research theory is about finding some models and explanations 

to understand how in a real case a company follows the models.  

Regarding the Competitive Advantage, the aim is also to find theories explaining 

deeply this concept. The third part will be based on finding bounds between these two main 

concepts. All the theories proving that there is a clear link between corporate social 

responsibility and competitive advantage will have to be pointed out. 

 

2. FRAME OF REFERENCES  

 

 2.1. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

 

  2.1.1. Theoretical introduction of CSR 

 

The World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) defined CSR on 

their website in 1988 as: “Corporate Social Responsibility is the continuing by business to 

behave ethically and contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life 

of the workforce and their families as well as of the local community and society large.” In 

term of the environment of reference, the CSR’s definition can be quite different. More 

precisely, the European Union’s defined CSR as: “a concept whereby companies integrate 

social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with 

their stakeholders on a voluntary basis”.  In Sweden, CSR is currently viewed as a 

requirement, due to the influence of a positive environmental profile country: “for 

development-oriented and future-oriented companies, it is obvious that they need to take care 

of and develop their relationships. A company’s future is built, in fact, on how well it 
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manages its relationships. In order to achieve success, the companies must be focused on the 

external environment and must be able to listen and work actively with a number of “soft” 

issues […]” (Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, 2004).  

 

To act on a sustainable way, a company has to apply the Three Dimensional Aspects 

of CSR (Uddin et al, 2008). As explained Uddin et al, “the purpose of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) is to make corporate business activity and corporate culture sustainable 

in three aspects”:  

 

 Economic aspects. 

 Social aspects. 

 Environmental and Ecological aspects.  

 

According to Geoffrey Heal, CSR provides a lot of advantages which are:  reducing 

risk, reduced waste, improving relations with regulators, generating brand equity, improved 

human relations and employee productivity and lower cost of capital (Heal, 2004). 

 

Moreover, to implement a sustainable CSR strategy, companies should focus on 

regulations (more environmental cares are required), community relations (the general public 

are the NGOs are more aware about sustainability), costs and revenue imperatives (managing 

sustainability is good for business) and societal and moral obligations (environmental 

impacts) (Epstein, 2008). The formal and informal processes that a company has to work with 

should be applied to the ethics, transparency, governance, business relationships, financial 

return, community involvement/economic involvement, value of products and services, 

employment practices and protection of the environment – attachment 1- (Epstein and Roy, 

2003). The integration of CSR results of a complex and full process (attachment 2: The 

framework for the integration of CSR into business processes). Then, companies should 

respect some internal and external aspect of social sustainability as well; to be competitive 

(attachment 3: Aspects of social responsibility) (Kok et al, 2001). 
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CSR can represent an opportunity to innovation and competitive advantage. Instead, 

CSR can be more than a charitable deed-it, constraint or an important cost (Kramer and 

Porter, 2006). So, CSR can provide a real source of benefit for companies which have good 

will to use it. Managing sustainability performance should be viewed not only as risk 

avoidance and compliance but also as an opportunity for innovation and competitive 

advantage (Epstein, 2008). From a ‘‘beneficial outcomes’’ perspective, a recent study 

summarized the main organizational drivers of CSR and the potential advantages arising from 

these (Franklin and Warhurst, 2005). Advantages include improved financial performance, 

enhanced corporate image, better access to investment capital and resources, and greater 

employee satisfaction. 

 

 

  2.1.2. SOCIAL: The social aspect of CSR to be profitable 

 

  According to Kaoru Ishikawa and his famous quotation which is quoted everywhere: 

“The first concern of a company is the happiness of the people connected to it. If the people 

do not feel happy, that company does not deserve to exist” (1985). 

 

  2.1.2.1 The importance of integrating stakeholders into a CSR strategy 

 

Why is it so important to integrated stakeholders into a CSR strategy? According to 

Freeman, a stakeholder is an individual or group of individuals who can act on the goal of the 

organization. Then, for him the achievement of organizational goals can also affect the 

stakeholders (Freeman, 1984). Moreover, the corporate reputation is constituted by the 

perceptions of important stakeholders either in a positive or a negative sense (Chun, 2005). 

Internal (shareholders, employees, CEO) and external (suppliers, customers, competitors, 

NGO, government) stakeholders are involved in a company’s acts (Harris and Chernatony, 

2000). The stakeholders’ consideration is not beginning from now; it was implemented into 



13 
 

the company’s strategy from a long time ago as we see it on the following Bowen’s model in 

1953. The company is the middle and its influence is spreading on others circle around it. 

Inside the second circle we find the employees, in the third one there are the shareholders, the 

consumers and the suppliers which are directly impacted by the company’s actions (Bowen, 

1953). Some more recent theories confirmed the importance influence of stakeholders on the 

choice of the strategy (Freeman, 2010). The only consideration of the shareholders interests as 

the basement of the company and the limited impact of the stakeholders (Friedman, 1982) is 

increasingly challenged in the contemporary business context (Parker, 2003). The 

stakeholders of a company are the main concerned of the choice of a CSR strategy (Debeljak 

et al., 2008). The “Influential Model of Stakeholders saliency” (here shows), stated by 

Mitchell et al. (1997), showed how the stakeholders can influence the success of a company 

in being a part of a strategy.  

 

 

                    Figure 1: The influential model of stakeholder’s saliency. Source: Mitchell et al., 2007 

 

As we can see on the figure above, the model permits to classify the stakeholders in a 

process based on three standards: power, legitimacy and urgency. Power is the capacity 

(expressed or potential) of an actor to impose its will on others. Legitimacy is the assessment 

by other actors; the action of the former is desirable, proper or appropriate to the systems of 

norms, values, beliefs and definitions socially constructed. The urgency is felt by the actor 

himself, that his own request is urgent or important. Every stakeholder has to be involved into 

the dialogue (Freeman, 1984). These three standards enabled the model to classify the 

stakeholders in eight different groups: the dormant stakeholder (high power), the discretionary 

stakeholder (high legitimacy), the demanding stakeholder (high urgency), the dominant 
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stakeholder (high power and legitimacy), the dangerous stakeholder (high power and 

urgency), the dependant stakeholder (high urgency and legitimacy) and the definitive 

stakeholder. After all, this model is a tool for management because it provides a framework 

for diagnosing the expectations of partners through the objectives of the firm, and it founds a 

normative base recommendation regarding the stakeholder management (Capron and Quairel, 

2002). We can establish a close link between this model and the CSR strategy’s stakes 

(Gendron and Cheryl, 2009). 

 

To conclude, the behavior of Corporate Social Responsibility’s companies “is to 

answer the requirement to maximize the goals of the business through profitability for the 

benefit of the shareholder, but also other partners » (Allouche and Alii, 2004). As we 

explained it before, the term “other partners” here is referring to the stakeholders. These are 

one of the main factors which are supporting a CSR strategy. But what are the stakeholders’ 

requirements nowadays? 

 

   2.1.2.2. The new stakeholders’ requirements.  

 

Stakeholder’s aspirations have changed nowadays. They need to share the values of the 

company to work on an efficient way (Salmon, 2007). Stakeholders are now sensible of the 

company’s acts and they can change their behavior if the organization’s ethical stance is 

inappropriate or inadequate. For instance, future employees are reticent to join the 

organization, the current ones are less motivated to work in favor of their company, the 

customers are less interested of buying products and services and the government are less 

accepting of its operations and societal impact (Bramer et al., 2006). That is why a CSR 

strategy in the current companies has to be chosen. Salmon in 2007 confirmed it, more based 

on the employees, in saying that it sounds essential to create an ethical pact inside the 

management. The employees need to communicate, need to be known for what they do for 

their company, they need to do their work on a right and a responsible way. From this point of 

view, CSR can provide an ethical aspect of the business to confer to the stakeholders a value 

to work with the company (Salmon, 2007). The ethical motivation involved into business is 
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related to a desire to do the right thing, without external pressure (Joyner and Payne, 2002). 

These workers in business field recognize their own personal being in society and thus 

acknowledge that their companies must also act in this scope in an ethical way (Barry Z. et 

al., 2006). In addition, the individual manager can secure his personal sense of satisfaction in 

working on a practical level to sustain value growth on the basis of CSR. Furthermore, he is 

able to contribute to efforts in which everyone can take gratification, right now and in the 

future (Tidström, 2008). 

 

Organizations may progress to better concern for 

social responsibility in corporate governance in agreement 

with the moral development of individuals, for instance of 

the employees. Kohlberg’s model concerning the “process 

of moral development” shows how individuals can be more 

independent with moral agents in their dealings with others. 

These moral agents can be view as the development of a 

CSR ethic by business organizations. The model explains 

the individuals are more able to develop an understanding of 

the world thanks to the maturation process. Following 

which, individuals can provide better judgments (Kohlberg, 1969). Finally, more the 

stakeholders will be satisfied; more they will have a positive impact on a company’s strategy 

and will work on the same way to create shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2011). 

 

 

   2.1.2.3. Satisfied the stakeholders with CSR to be profitable 

 

First of all, a company which implemented a CSR has a higher value growth and 

profitability than another one without it. A responsible company is a profitable company well-

managed (Hassel, 2008). Organizations have to be persuaded of the fact that nowadays CSR 

and an ethical behavior can provide benefits for them. Even more, if companies don’t use it, 

Figure 2: Kohlberg's stages of moral development.   



16 
 

they will have, in long term, negative aspects through their image, their organization, and 

their stakeholders. Finally all these negative aspects will impact on the benefits in order to 

deprive the competitive advantages to the companies (Kramer and Porter, 2006). In other 

words, in the long term, socially responsible behavior is a key success factor to organizational 

effectiveness (Matten and Crane, 2005). Effectively, Matten and Crane explained that the 

incorporation of a CSR strategy formulation and operations is essential; notably for the 

companies which have for competitive advantages the Knowledge-Intensive (IK)* (cf: 

glossary) and which need to attract, retain and motivate the Intellectual Capital (IC)* (cf: 

glossary). In this way, some theories explained that it was found different theoretical 

movements relating to the stakeholders. The descriptive movement considers the 

organization in the middle of cooperation and competition and has for each one their own 

intrinsic value. The instrumental movement is based on the fact that companies which well-

managed their stakeholders are more efficiency concerning the profitability, the stability and 

the growth than the others. The last one, the normative ethic movement insists on the ethical 

obligations of the firms and on the way of they assume it (Damak and Pesqueux, 2003).   

 

Most of seekers think that it is essential to develop, in the long term, on ongoing 

dialogue with the stakeholders. This involvement will enable companies to achieve legitimacy 

and to obtain positive stakeholder relationships (Parker, 2003). This ethical thinking in favor 

of the stakeholder involvement is complemented by another one. Indeed, was found that those 

who contribute to formulating performance criteria are more disposed to achieve desired 

system outcomes (Simmons and Iles, 2001). 

 

To conclude, to be profitable thanks to the CSR’s social aspect, companies have to 

understand the importance of the stakeholders in their strategy; they must understand internal 

and external stakeholders’ requirements which had changed and, they should satisfy them. 

 

  2.1.3. ECONOMIC: The economic aspect of CSR to be profitable 
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“The economic aspects of CSR consist of understanding the economic impacts of the 

company’s operations” (Uddin et al., 2008).  

 

 2.1.3.1. The three points of economic aspects that companies should respect. 

 

The three main points that a company should be aware of to success with the 

economic aspect of CSR are the multiplier effect, the contribution through taxes and the 

damage trust actions that they have to avoid.   

 

“CSR is defined as a program of actions taken to reduce externalized costs or to avoid 

distributional conflicts” (Heal, 2004). The economic dimension of the sustainability should 

consider the direct and indirect economic impacts that the organization’s operations have on 

the surrounding community and on the company’s stakeholders (Uddin et al., 2008). The 

economic performance of a company has direct and indirect impacts on all of its stakeholders 

(employees, local governments, non-profit organizations, customers, suppliers, and the 

communities in which the companies operate) (Heal, 2004). For instance, a good economic 

performance makes it possible to develop operations for the long term and to invest in 

development and the well-being of employees. The employees of the company get good 

salaries, from which they purchase goods and services as well as pay taxes. If the company is 

one of the largest employers in the community, the multiplier effect becomes all the more 

important (Uddin et al., 2008). 

  

The local tax base for instance, is for the most part financed by companies. In other 

words, companies are the major contributors to the well-being of the area surrounding their 

operations. Taxes have a significant impact on the creation and distribution of wealth: tax 

avoidance, though perfectly legal, deprives the community in the area of the company’s 

operation of well-being. Consequently, companies should understand their contribution to the 

well-being of the society with taxes which represent a part of their social contract with society 

(Uddin et al., 2008) 
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The trust and support of the local communities will determine the right of the 

company’s license to operate. The shift in power from the public the private sector 

emphasizes the importance of this trust – and the obligations and responsibilities that come 

with it. Some company activities are potentially destructive concerning the community’s trust 

or otherwise these activities are seen as not economically responsible. These should be 

avoided or at least carefully considered. Example of such companies’ behavior which can 

create nuisances for the society: bribery and corruption, tax avoidance, and concentration of 

rewards and incentives of the company’s performance to few individuals only (shareholders, 

owners) instead of fairer distribution to each of stakeholders. The company should also 

consider the economic effects of changes in the community, which are often huge (Uddin et 

al., 2008) 

 

  2.1.3.2. The responsible investment 

 

An advanced Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) fund assigns its investments by 

sector in much the same manner as a conventional fund; however each sector is leaded by 

social and environmental ratings as well as by the financial characteristics of companies 

(Heal, 2004). To assume its role, a responsible company must anticipate and minimize 

conflicts between itself and society. In aligning private and social costs if they are the origin 

of the friction, or in minimizing distributional conflicts if these are the problem; companies 

can save money (Heal, 2004). In preferring a Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) 

companies can avoid problem and generate profits (Hassel, 2008). For few, the ISR is even 

the speculative and financial declination of sustainable development (Gendron and De la 

Porte, 2009).  

 

Corporate Social Responsibility may reduce a company cost of capital through the 

impact of CSR thanks to a Socially Responsible Investment (SRI). The SRI is faced with an 

increasing movement. For instance, in the U.S. the SRI represents around 12% of funds under 

professional management. Even though in Europe this percentage is less important, the 
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phenomenon is still growing to gain size step by step in European countries (Heal, 2004). SRI 

funds are invested with restriction on the shares that can be purchased (Ljungdahl, 2008). 

These may be simple bans on alcohol and tobacco or more sophisticated rules that invest 

preferentially in firms receiving high ratings for their social and environmental performance 

thanks for instance, as we will see it below in the next part, to the negative and positive 

screening theories (Hassel, 2008). 

 

One of the convictions of CSR proponents is that it increases profits in the long-term, 

through the six systems outlined in the first part about CSR (reducing risk, reduced waste, 

improving relations with regulators, generating brand equity, improved human relations and 

employee productivity and lower cost of capital), making CSR companies more attractive to 

investors (Heal, 2004). This suggests a clear connection between CSR programs and capital 

market performance. Dowell et al., were the first one to investigate this argument. In 2000, 

with a sample of 89 companies situated in the United States, they found a positive correlation 

between the ratio of the stock market value of the company to the cost of its tangible assets 

(tobinis q) and an environmental performance (Dowell et al., 2001). 

 

  2.1.3.3. CSR can be profitable 

 

Sustainability can also creates financial value for the corporate through enhanced 

revenues and lower costs. In other words, managing sustainability is just a good business 

decision (Kramer and Porter, 2006). Revenues can be increased through increased sales due to 

improved corporate reputation. Costs can be lowered due to process improvements and 

decrease in regulatory fines. Identifying the areas where good for the society, good for the 

environment, and good for the company intersects is key (Epstein, 2008). 

 

Because of some recent events, companies lost their credibility. Thanks to a CSR 

strategy, many scandals can be avoided and so, the image can be preserved that means an 

economic success for companies (Larsson, 2008). That is why a leading company which has 
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the best practice can utilize the competitive advantages and a good reputation to support the 

improvement of a value growth (Hassel, 2008). Many companies awoke it only after being 

surprised by public responses to issues they had not previously thought were part of their 

business responsibilities. Nike, for example, faced an extensive consumer boycott after the 

New York Times and other media outlets reported abusive labor practices at some of its 

Indonesian suppliers in the early 1990s (Kramer and Porter, 2006). Incidents can be disastrous 

for shareholder trust and for the value of the company (Lundgren and Olsson, 2007). 

 

A bad implementation of a CSR strategy often causes a fail. In order to improve the 

integration of social and environmental impacts into day-to-day management decisions, 

companies must tie the measurement and reporting of these impacts into decision-making 

processes. Further, these impacts must be measured and reported in financial terms and then 

integrated into the traditional investment models (Epstein, 2008).  

 

The negative and positive screening theories provide us a better understanding of how 

a company which implement ethical acts in its strategies can be profitable compared to 

another one. The negative screening implies that one eliminates the companies one wants to 

avoid (the one which violate the human rights conventions or environmental conventions). 

Indeed, some studies show that social norms for industries can have significant effects on the 

valuation of the companies in the capital markets. The black-listed companies (funds to be 

excluded) have under-priced shares (Hong and Kacperczyk, 2006). The aim of the positive 

screening theory, on the other side, is to identify those companies working in the best manner 

with sustainability issues. After which, these best-in-class-funds companies (which one 

chooses to invest in certified success) will be select for investments. The theory of negative 

and positive screening serves as the basis of responsible investments (Hassel, 2008). 

 

Even though CSR represents a real investment and cost a lot of money for the 

companies which want to implement it, in long-term we now understand how CSR can 

profitable. Companies should respect the three points of economics aspects which were 
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showed in the first part. Moreover, companies should always give advantage to the ISR which 

can avoid some scandal and preserve the company’s image. 

 

 2.1.4. ENVIRONMENTAL: the environmental and ecological aspect of CSR 

 

 “CSR can be defined in terms of legitimate ethics or acceptable ethical behavior in 

current society at large. From this perspective, CSR is found to have a strong “ethical 

anchor”, where it is concerned with attitudes towards ethical considerations and fulfillment 

of moral obligations to society” (Nakano, 1999). 

 

  2.1.4.1 The importance of integrating an environmental care in the 

strategy. 

 

Nowadays, the key basis of the corporate social responsibility is the environmental 

concern and sustainable development (Uddin et al., 2008). For the past thirty years, 

environmental and ecological concerns have been an essential discussion topic in the business 

world. Because of the changing business realities, the dimensions of the ecological concern 

have progressed in adjusting to the business environment (Carroll, 1979). Environmental 

aspects put in place in the 1970s with the first real understanding of the ecological impacts of 

business. Now, in the 21st century, we are faced with new challenges (Acquier and Gond, 

2005). Leading companies have increasingly recognized the critical importance of managing 

and controlling corporate social and environmental performance (Epstein, 2008). 

 

Corporate activity may have many types of effects on the environment (Kramer and 

Porter, 2006). Commonly the environmental impact refers to the negative effects that business 

processes can have on the surrounding natural environmental. For instance, these impacts can 

be: overconsumption, overuse of natural, non-renewable resources of energy, pollution 

wastage, degeneration of biodiversity, climate change, deforestation and so on (Uddin et al., 
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2008). Moreover, in our current globalized word, the impact of many businesses, related 

environmental problem, transcend national boundaries. Some steps can be followed in order 

to respect the environmental aspect of CSR (Uddin et al., 2008).  

 

   2.1.4.2. How to integrate an environmental care into the strategy 

 

By providing jobs, investing capital, purchasing goods, and doing business every day, 

corporations have a profound and positive influence on society. The most important thing a 

corporation can do for society, and for any community, is to contribute to a bright economy 

(Kramer and Porter, 2006). 

 

One of the most 

important things that companies 

can do to integrate successfully 

an environmental aspect in their 

strategy is to measuring the 

environmental impact. 

Environmental impacts can be 

measured in several ways 

through environmentally 

extended input-output tables, 

material input per service unit 

(MIPS) calculations, ecological footprint and life cycle assessment, and so on (Uddin et al., 

2008).   

 

 Then, businesses can decided to publish each year a sustainable report in which they 

will explain what actions they did in favor of the environment. Even if this kind of 

sustainability reports are often used as a communication strategy and as an image promotion 

for the company (Ljungdhal, 2008). Furthermore, public relations and media campaigns are 

Figure 3: Number of sustainability reports all over the world (1992-2006).  Source: 
"Stakeholders' participation in the realization of sustainability reports", Gendron and De 

la Porte, 2009 



23 
 

especially a good way to promote the company; the only fact of presenting a persuasive report 

can build the firm notoriety (Uddin et al., 2008). For instance, in 2005, of the 250 largest 

multinational corporations, 64% published CSR reports. Some published it within their annual 

report and some others in separate sustainability reports. The first target of reports is 

customers, employees and shareholders, then university students and finally ethics analysts. 

The sustainable reports are not compulsory in Sweden. For some companies who want to 

publish it each year, just some information concerning personnel and environment (non-

financial information) have to be shown (Ljungdhal, 2008).   

 

To take their environmental responsibilities, companies should change their traditional 

modes operation towards a more environmentally oriented one (Kok et al, 2001). Some 

measures can be taken such as an emphasis on increased resource productivity, a cleaner 

production and active dialogue with the company’s stakeholders. Many businesses have found 

that implementing an environmental management system is the best support for good 

environmental performance (Kok et al., 2001). Quality, health and safety issues can also be 

integrated into the same management system (Uddin et al., 2008). Some companies changed 

their habits to become environment-friendly. For instance, changes to the materials 

McDonald’s uses to wrap its food have reduced its solid waste by 30%. DuPont has saved 

over 2$ billion from reductions in energy use since 1990 (Kramer and Porter, 2006). 

 

    2.1.4.3. The Win-Win of Environmental Responsibility 
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Most of companies have found 

that improving environmental 

performance may also have positive 

effects on the company itself (Epstein, 

2008). Indeed, we can say that to obtain 

lower cost and so, to save money, 

companies use less material and 

streamline processes to create less 

waste (Kramer and Porter, 2006). A 

responsible public image can also 

attract more customers (Larsson, 2008). 

These kinds of improvements are often 

referred to a success for the society and 

profitability for the company; in other 

worlds it creates a win-win relationship 

(Porter and Kramer, 2006).  The European Union and member state governments fulfill their 

role in helping companies to take good decisions thanks to the market opportunities and to 

attempt win-win investments. Institutions encourage companies to create voluntary 

commitments and agreements and help business to understand the environmental 

requirements (Environment Action Program, European Union, 2012).  

 

 Companies and society are complementary; they need each other to be at the top of the 

tree (Porter and Kramer, 2006). Indeed, successful corporations need a healthy society. To 

obtain a productive workforce, education, health care, and equal opportunity are essential. 

The internal costs of accidents can be reduced thanks to safe products and good working 

conditions, in addition to attract customers. A business is more productive in using land, 

water, energy, and other natural resources efficiently. Moreover, to be efficient and 

innovative, good government, laws and property rights are crucial.  

 

At the same time, a healthy society needs successful companies. Business sector 

creates jobs, wealth and innovation which standards of living and social conditions over time. 

Figure 4: The relationship between the company and the society 

Source:”Making sustainability work-Best practices in managing and 

measuring, corporate social, environmental and economic impacts.” Epstein 

Marc J., 2008. 
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Society and companies have to find the intersection point rather than to stay concentrated on 

their friction point. The mutual dependence of corporations and society implies that both 

business decisions and social policies must follow the principle of shared value* (cf: 

glossary) (Porter and Kramer, 2011). That means that choices must be benefit for both sides. 

If either a business or a society takes policies that advantage its own activity, at the expense of 

the other, it will involve in a hazardous path. The prosperity of both sides is based on long-

term mutual benefits. A company must integrate a social perspective into the core frameworks 

that is already using to understand competition and guide its business strategy; to put these 

broad principles into practices (Kramer and Porter, 2006). 

 

To conclude, to be profitable thanks to the CSR’s environmental aspect, companies 

have to understand to what extend ecology today is important.  They have to respect some 

rules, notably ones that have been required by NGOs, government, institutions. Finally, after 

some restructuring, companies realize that they have advantages to be careful of tour 

environment, such as the society. A win-win relationship has to be followed. 

 

 2.2. COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGES 

  

  2.2.1. Theoretical introduction of CSR 

 

"Competition is at the core of the success of failure of firms" (Porter, 1985).  The 

concept of competitive advantage became popular in the 1980's as an attempt to identify and 

define the strategic goals of the firm. Michael Porter showed that the goal of all firms is to 

achieve a competitive advantage in relation to their rivals. The author sees competitive 

advantage as the interplay between cost leadership and differentiation with the scope of a 

firm’s activities. That explains why Doyle and Stern (2006) integrated competitive advantage 

as one of the five aspects of marketing with: successfully meeting the goals of an 

organization, focusing on needs, organization and considering marketing as part of the 

business’ philosophy. For these two authors, marketing is not only about being able to meet 
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customer needs, but about doing better than competitors. They identified the choice of a 

supplier by customers as selecting the best value. 

 

 Moreover, according to Porter (1985), the “Competitive advantage grows out of value 

a firm is able to create for its buyers that exceeds the firm’s cost of creating it. Value is what 

buyers are willing to pay, and superior value stems from offering lower prices than 

competitors for equivalent benefits or providing unique benefits that more than offset a higher 

price. ” It is right to maintain that competitive advantage refers to the situation where a 

company is able to generate profits above the industry average. If the company has the ability 

to endure it over the time, it is said to have a sustainable competitive advantage.  

 

However, if a company is unable to have a competitive advantage, offer a better value 

than what competitors do to customers, the direct consequence will be the loss of market 

shares (Coda et al, 2010). If the company is facing this kind of difficulty, "the organization 

has few choices but cutting prices and profit margins in order to reduce this loss of market" 

(Doyle and Stern, 2006). There is a strategic reason why competitive advantage is, or should 

be, at the centre of every firm's strategy. 

 

Competitive strategy is the search for a favorable competitive position in an industry, 

the fundamental arena which competition occurs. It “aims to establish a profitable and 

sustainable position against the forces that determine industry competition” (Porter, 1985, p. 

1). A competitive strategy must be chosen in the regard of two variables. The first one is the 

attractiveness of an industry in a long-term profitability perspective and the factors 

determining it. The second one is what is determining the competitive rivalry and the 

competitive position of the firm among its industry (Porter, 1985). Strategy is used to 

approach industry attractiveness and competitive position change (Coe and Thompson, 1997). 

The competitive strategy is also chosen according to how a firm aims to shape industry 

attractiveness and competitive position (Coe and Thompson, 1997). 
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   2.2.2. The value chain 

Acquiring a Competitive Advantage Firms acquire a competitive advantage by 

creating more value than their competitors in the value chain (attachment 4). This term 

describes the activities within and around an organization, and relates them to an analysis of 

the competitive strength of the organization. Therefore, it evaluates which value each 

particular activity adds to the organization is more than a random compilation of machinery, 

equipment, people and money (Recklies, 2001). The value chain “breaks down what a 

company does into discrete activities” (Wever, 1996). It separates the firm’s activities into 

two groups, the primary and support activities. The primary activities include: inbound 

logistics, operations, outbound logistic, marketing and sales, and services (Porter, 1985). The 

support activities are: procurement, technology development, human resources management, 

and firm infrastructures (Porter, 1985).  

 

As goods pass through the value chain, value is created at each stage, from upstream 

suppliers to downstream sales and marketing oudets (Wever 2006). Equally important is the 

contribution made by nonproduction activities such as research and development (R&D) and 

management services. The exploitation of interrelationship among the value chain that serve 

different segments, industries or geographic areas is the way scope can generate competitive 

advantage (Glaser, 2006).  In this process, an important decision is how to configure each of 

the activities within the value chain and how to coordinate these activities. Configuration 

refers to decisions about where to locate each particular activity and how many locations to 

have for each activity. Coordination relates to the decisions about how to link together the 

same activity performed in different locations and how to coordinate that activity with other 

activities in the value chain. If a firm has a lack competences in one or some activities of the 

value chain, or a shortage of links between them, it can do coalitions with other firms in the 

aim to palliate internal inadequacy and externally reach competitive advantage (Glaser, 2006). 

 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/189251030?accountid=11261
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   2.2.3. Generic Competitive Strategies 

A firm's relative position within its industry determines whether a firm's profitability is 

above or below the industry average. The fundamental basis of above average profitability in 

the long run is sustainable competitive advantage. “Competitive advantage is not the goal in 

itself, but a first step to reach sustainable competitive advantage” (Porter, 1985). To realize it, 

there are two basic types of competitive advantage a firm can possess: low cost or 

differentiation (Day, 1989). These two types are both the result of using better than its rivals 

the five competitive forces, suppliers, buyers, new entrants, substitutes, and industry, by a 

firm (Porter, 1985). When these two types are combined with the scope of activities, they lead 

to three generic strategies that are cost leadership, differentiation and focus (Day, 1989). The 

last one, the focus strategy, has two alternatives: cost focus and differentiation focus (Porter, 

1985).  

 

Generic strategies (attachment 5) are useful because they characterize strategic 

positions at the simplest and broadest level.  Porter maintains that achieving competitive 

advantage requires a firm to make a choice about the type and scope of its competitive 

advantage.   

 

A firm pursuing a cost-leadership strategy attempts to gain a competitive advantage 

primarily by reducing its economic costs below its competitors. The sources of cost advantage 

are varied and depend on the structure of the industry (Prajogo, 2007). For instance, it can be 

the pursuit of economies of scale, proprietary technology, and preferential access to raw 

materials (Porter, 1985, p. 99-111). In more cases, becoming a low-cost leader involves to 

exploit all these sources of cost advantage or as many as possible according to the industry 

(Prajogo, 2007). When a firm is achieving to obtain and sustain cost advantage, it is becoming 

an “above-average performer in its industry” (Porter, 1985, p. 13). A difficulty in cost 

leadership strategy is that the firm cannot ignore the bases of differentiation (Prajogo, 2007). 

Cost leaders are in most cases competing on the standard products in their industries but 

organizations need to be aware of the differentiation process and evolutions lead by 

competitors (Prajogo, 2007). In addition, they have to monitor the source of value of products 

or services bring to customers “in order to foresee a shift of demand” (Porter, 1985, p. 100). 

http://vectorstudy.com/management-theories/porters-competitive-strategies
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When different firms are competing for cost leadership, market share is the most crucial 

criteria of success or failure (Baack & Boggs, 2008). Nevertheless, a single firm following a 

cost leadership strategy into an industry, where other firms are following different strategies, 

has fewer advantages to reach competitive advantage than being in competition on cost 

leadership (Baack & Boggs, 2008). Indeed, if the other firms of an industry are oriented on 

differentiation and innovation, the changes of technology, need or others will be too important 

to able the low-cost firm to follow and adapt to the gap (Porter, 1985). A succesful example in 

Sweden is Ikea, the furniture retailer revolutionized the furniture industry by offering cheap 

but stylish furniture. Customers also pick up their own purchases to reduce the company's 

costs. The company realizes now enormous profit and is settle all around the world.   

 

The differentiation strategy is when buyers perceive a superior value for a product’s or 

service’s attribute of an organization than the perceived value for the competitors’ one (Borna 

& Chapman, 1993). Differentiation is rewarding the organization capacity to be unique by 

allowing it to clench a premium price (Davies et al., 2010).  

 

The differentiation can be based on the product itself with its features and performance 

offered; the services provided such as credit, delivery or repair; the intensity of an activity 

adopted like the rate of advertising spending; the content of an activity, for example the 

information provided in order processing; the technology employed and performing an 

activity; the quality of inputs; the procedures governing the actions of the personnel; the skills 

and experience of personnel; and the information employed to control activity, for instance 

the variables used to control a chemical reaction or the temperature (Porter, 1985, p. 124-

125). 

 

The focus strategy is different from the two previous strategies because it rests the 

choice of a narrow competitive strategy within an industry, instead of applying it to the whole 

industry (Hahn & Powers, 2004). “The focusing firm selects a segment or group of segments 

in the industry and tailors its strategy to serve them to the exclusion of others” (Porter, 1985). 
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Companies that compete by following cost leadership strategies to serve narrow 

market niches generally target the smallest buyers in an industry (those who purchase in such 

small quantities those industry-wide competitors cannot serve them at the same low cost).  

 

In the cost focus variant, the firm seeks a cost advantage in its targeted market 

segments (Hahn and Powers, 2004). It exploits differences in cost behavior in some segments 

(Porter, 1985). In the differentiation focus, the firm seeks differentiation in its targeted market 

segments (Hahn and Powers, 2004). It exploits the special needs of buyers in certain segments 

(Hahn and Powers, 2004). These two variants are different from the two other strategies in the 

fact that the strategy applied by the firm differs in the targeted segments from the rest of the 

industry; but the two focus strategy’s variant are similar on that point (Hahn and Powers, 

2004). The focus strategy can only be applied if the buyers in the targeted market segments 

have unusual needs compare to buyers in the other market segments; or the production and 

delivery system that best serve the target market segments differs from the other industry’s 

market segments (Ensign, 1998). These prerequisite mean that the focused market segments 

are poorly served by competitors who broadly target and serve them as they do for the rest of 

the industry (Ensign, 1998). For example, Manufacturers such as Ferrari, Aston Martin, and 

Lamborghini compete in the tiny super car category with prices starting at $150,000 and 

running as high as $600,000.  These cars are more than just transportation. They have a strong 

brand identity sells limited number of high end and adapt cars to their limited number of 

customers. As result customers are very loyal to these companies. 

 

According to Porter (1985), cited by Hahn and Powers (2004, p.44) “if a firm does not 

pursue one of these strategy types, it will be stuck-in-the-middle and will experience lower 

performance when compared to firms that pursue a generic strategy". 

 

  2.2.4. Sustaining competitive advantage 

"Each generic strategy is a fundamentally different approach to creating and 

sustaining a competitive advantage, combining the type of competitive advantage a firm seeks 

and the scope of its strategic target." (Porter, 1985, p.20). This means that a firm 
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implementing one of the strategies presented above, aims to reach competitive advantage and 

keep it durably. Successful Corporate Strategy must grow out of and reinforce competitive 

strategy. A company should choose its long-term preferred concept and then proceed 

pragmatically toward it from its initial starting point (McKinsey, 1994). 

 

When achieving competitive advantage in following a low-cost strategy, the only issue 

in order to maintain it and make it sustainable is to keep this cost leadership in the industry 

(Reimann, 1989). When realizing an overall low-cost strategy, it is important to avoid any gap 

with other firms doing focus low-cost (Reimann, 1989). On the other hand, when realizing 

focused low-cost strategy it is important to maintain a gap with other firms doing low-cost 

strategy (Beheshti, 2004). It is also important to change the product features according to the 

needs evolution (Beheshti, 2004). However, los-cost sustainable advantage is nowadays 

criticized by some authors such as Oliver (2000) who sees too many threats and market 

changes to be able to achieve sustainable competitive advantage with a generic low-cost 

strategy. Cost leadership usually implies tight control system, overhead minimization, pursuit 

of economies of scale, and dedication to the learning curve; an unfitting organizational 

structure with these requirements may affect at term competitive advantage (Heywood & 

Kenley, 2008).  This strategy can then be imitated by competitors, the technology can change, 

the other bases for cost leadership erode, cost focusers achieve lower cost in focused 

segments, and the proximity in differentiation is lost. (Porter, 1985).It could be 

counterproductive and have the opposite effect of what it has in a low-cost strategy firm 

(Heywood and Kenley, 2008). 

 

Through differentiation strategy, sustainable advantage can be reach in creating 

difficulties to imitate, creating a situation of imperfect mobility, and establish a lower cost 

position (Reimann, 1989). For DeFillipi and Reed (1990), tacitness, complexity, and 

specificity, with the use of patent for instance, among the firm’s skills and resources permit to 

generate ambiguity and raise barriers to imitation. Imperfect mobility can be achieve through 

monopoly, limited access to resources, and contracts and laws (Peteraf, 1993). Nevertheless, a 

differentiation strategy can have some down side such as imitation by competitors, the bases 

for differentiation become less important to buyers, the cost proximity is lost, and 
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differentiation focusers achieve even greater differentiation in targeted segments (Heywood & 

Kenley, 2008). 

 

The last way to obtain a sustainable competitive advantage is establishing a lock-in 

strategy (Paswan, 2006). It involves four alternatives: the size or market dominance, the first-

mover dominance, the self-reinforcing commitment, and insistence on preservation of 

position (Porter, 1985). Leaders in market-share or first firm coming into a market have a 

benefit of image compare to their competitors which can be a source of sustainable 

competitive advantage (Burgelman, 2002). Self-reinforcing commitment implies that the more 

customers are using the firm’s product or service, the more new customers are then conduced 

to use it also (Burgelman, 2002).  

 

Gaining competitive advantage involves usually a high investment for the firm, which 

is then rewarded with more market-share and better profit rate (Porter, 1985). The key to 

make competitive advantage sustainable once it is reached is to reinvest (DeFillipi & Reed, 

1990). 

 

3. METHOD 

 

  The aim of our thesis is to figure out how a company can gain a competitive advantage 

using a corporate social responsibility strategy. Applying this study on the Swedish food 

retailing market and analyzing the company "Coop"; we aimed to answer the purpose of this 

thesis.  

 

This following section will explain the method we had used in order to answer our 

research question. Firstly, quantitative and qualitative researches will be showed. Secondly, 

the types of research and primary data which had been used to obtain the information needed 

are explained, as well as the research method which is realized with an interview.  Thirdly, 
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population and sample had been explained. Finally, the research instrument and the secondary 

data have been clarified. To conclude, the analysis and data processing have been done.  

 

 A single case has been used in this field in order to demonstrate how important can be 

a CSR strategy a get a competitive edge on the market. 

 

 3.1. Method approach 

 

 For Saunders, Levis and Tornhill (2007), a research project involves two possible 

research approaches: deductive or inductive. Starting with deductively analysis and getting 

gradually to inductively analysis are both possible (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.17). 

However, when we reason from a particular to the general, we are reasoning inductively; 

when we use the more abstract and general ideas to return to specifics, that is, to make 

predictions about future observations, we are reasoning deductively (Copi & Cohen. 2002). 

Induction and deduction are rational processes and are used constantly by scientists (Graziano 

& Raulin, 2004). 

 

 When implementing a deductive approach, formulated theory leads to the research 

strategy to collect data and then verify this theory (Saunders et al., 2007). The deductive 

approach involves five steps: formulate a theory based hypothesis, express the hypothesis, test 

the hypothesis, analyze the results, and adapt the theory according to the results.  

 

 Theories that emphasize induction, called inductive theories, stay very close to the 

empirical data. Inductive theorists follow the data wherever they may lead (Graziano & 

Raulin). 2004 It is also called bottom-up approach, indeed it’s moving from specific 

observations to broader generalizations and theories (Robson, 2002).  
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 In order to reach our main purpose accurately, the scientific research applied in this 

thesis is the inductive approach. 

 

Every behavioral research is made up of a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

constructs (Newman & Benz, 1998). According to Amaratunga et al., the research should be 

categorized into two distinct types: the qualitative one and the quantitative one (2002). 

However each strategy involves strengths and weaknesses as we can see it on the figure 

below (Amaratunga et al., 2002). There are no ideal solutions, only a series of compromises 

(McGrath, 1982). So it is important to choose the right type of research according to our 

question research and our aim (Amaratunga et al., 2002). 

 

  

Type of research Strengths Weaknesses 

 Quantitative  

1. Provide wide coverage of 

the range of situations.  

2. Can be fast and 

economical  

3. When large samples are 

aggregated on statistics, it 

can be of considerable 

relevance to policy decisions  

 

 

1. Inflexible and artificial 

methods.  

2. Not really effective in 

understanding processes or 

the significance that people 

attach to actions.  

3. Not really helpful in 

generating theories.  

4. Hard for policy makers to 

infer what changes and 

actions should take place in 

the future  
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5. No clear standards and 

procedures 

6. Cannot be tested, 

replicated or compared in 

any methodologically sound 

way across time or space 

with other findings on similar 

subjects. 

 Qualitative  

1. Data-collection methods 

are focusing on naturally 

occurring, ordinary events in 

natural settings. 

2. Local groundedness 

3. Richness and holism with 

strong potential for revealing 

complexity 

4. Flexibility and access 

causality  

5. Available for looking 

changing processes over 

time.  

6. Available to understand 

people’s meaning. 

“Perceptions, assumptions, 

prejudgments, 

presuppositions of people” 

 

1. Data collection can be not 

enough needing more 

resources.  

2. Analysis and interpretation 

is harder and subjective  

3. Harder to control passes, 

progress and final points.  

4. Policy makers can give 

low credibility.  
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(van Manen, 1977).  

7. Adjustable to new issues 

and ideas as they appear.  

8. Contribute to theory 

generation  

Source: Amaratunga D. et al., 2002. “Quantitative and qualitative research in the built environment: application of mixed research approach: 

nature of research in the field of built environment” p.17-31, Miles M.B and Huberman M.A., 1994. “Qualitative data analysis: an expanded 

sourcebook”p.10 and Goldstein R.J., 1986. “Limitations of Using Quantitative Data in Studying Human Rights Abuses”. 

 

 Qualitative data, usually in the form of words rather than numbers, have always been 

the staple of some fields in the social sciences, notably anthropology, history, and political 

science. However, in the past decades, it started to be applied to business studies, program 

evaluation, and public administration and so on, which have shifted to a more qualitative 

paradigm (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.1). Qualitative research is conducted through an 

intense and/or prolonged contact with a “field” or life situation. These situations are typically 

“banal” or normal ones, reflective of the everyday life of individuals, groups, societies, and 

organizations (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Most analysis is done with words. The words can 

be assembled, subclustered, broken into semiotic segments. They can be organized to permit 

the researcher to contrast, compare, analyze, and bestow patterns upon them (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p.7). Qualitative data is mostly referring to words. Words are based on 

observation, interviews, or documents (Wolcott, 1992).  

 

 In contrast, quantitative research data appreciates the world as external and objective 

with an independent observer and watching science as value-free (Amaratunga et al., 2002). 

The aim of a quantitative method is to collect the more numerical data as possible in order to 

explain the observed theory (Amaratunga et al., 2002). Moreover, the ability to collect an 

important quantity of data will determine the reliability and validity of the quantitative 

method (Fiorito & Samuels, 2000). 
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 In being aware of the strengths and weaknesses of this type of research we choose the 

qualitative approach to collect our data to understand how a CSR strategy can be linked to 

competitive advantage. The qualitative approach is the most relevant to reach our aim.  

 

To sum up in order to investigate our field we choose an inductive and qualitative 

approach. Moreover, conducting an inductive approach involves using a qualitative data 

collection method (Yin, 2002). 

 

 3.2. Type of research 

 

According to Yin, there are three types of research's purpose: exploratory, 

explanatory and descriptive. It is not necessary to use these three in the research method 

(1981). 

 

According to Saunders et al (2007), exploratory research is used on areas that have not 

yet been explored in previous research and strive to generate in hypotheses for further 

research. Explanatory studies analyze causes and relationships and attempt to identify patterns 

related to the subject studied. Finally, in descriptive research a subject is described and 

documented.  

 

The type of research handled in this thesis was explanatory. Indeed, to understand and 

describe precisely the relationship between corporate social responsibility and competitive 

advantage this type of research is the most appropriate. It allows measuring the degree of 

association between these two variables. 
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 3.3. Population and sample 

 

Population is a concept that refers to all the possible cases in which we have an 

interest for their study (Byrne, 2002). According to Thyer (2010), a population consists of the 

large group of persons, objects or phenomena in which researchers are interested to learn. 

Bryman & Bell (2007) defined population as all the units from which the sample is going to 

be chosen. 

 

Consequently for our research question, the population of our study is composed of the 

main Swedish food retailers and the sample is referring to Swedish food retailers which have 

adopted a Corporate Social Responsibility strategy in order to respect the environment, the 

community and stockholders. 

 

The population can be divided into different segments, through a sampling process 

which can be described as the use of different methods that allow researchers to identity the 

groups of persons, objects or phenomena that were selected for marketing research and used 

to represent the total population (Thyer, 2010). According to Yin (2009), there are two 

different types of sampling techniques. First, a probability sample is the chance, or probability 

of each case being selected from the population is known and is usually equal for all cases 

(Saunders et al., 2007). Second, non-probability samples, is the probability of each case being 

selected from the total population is not known and impossible to answer research questions 

that require to make statistical inferences about the characteristics of the population (Saunders 

et al., 2007). 

 

To define our sample we applied the non-probability sampling techniques. According 

to Saunders et al., (2007), that one can be divided into quota, purposive, snowball, self-

selection and convenience. Quota, the population is divided in several sub-groups in which 

the researcher deliberately selects some participants in each group (Yin, 2009). Purposive, 

which according to Yin (2009) enables to use judgment to select cases that will best enable to 
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answer to research question and to meet objectives. Snowball technique consists in a chain of 

participant where one leads to the next participants (Yin, 2009). In the self-selection 

technique, the researcher deliberately selects the items for the sample (Yin, 2009). Last, the 

convenience technique consists in the researcher choosing the sample according to its 

connexions and its ability to investigate the participant (Yin, 2009).  

 

The technique we chose was purposive sampling because it is very useful for 

situations where it is needed to reach a targeted sample quickly and where sampling 

proportionality is not the main concern. 

 

The choice of the firm has been done after reviewing all the Swedish retailers' website. 

Our main aim was to find the company which is using Corporate Social Responsibility as a 

competitive edge in the Swedish market.  To be reliable in our data collection, the sample will 

be purposively selected because it meets certain characteristics. First, the company has to be 

on the Swedish food retailing market. Second, the company should attach an important part of 

its strategy on the corporate social responsibility.  Third, they should apply this strategy, to 

show their commitments in order to protect the environment, care about the community and 

stakeholders. Finally, the selection has been done on Coop, which seemed to be in harmony 

with the standards which have been described here above. More precisely, the head manager 

who answered the interview was Mr. Jörgen Westman. 

 

 3.4. Instrument to collect data 

 

 

Research Appro 

 

 

Research 
Approaches  
Observation  
Survey  
Experiment  
 

Contact 
Methods  
Mail  
Telephone  
Personal  
Online  
 

Sampling 
Plan  
Sampling unit  
Sample size  
Sampling procedure  
 

Research 
Instruments  
Questionnaire  
Mechanical 
instruments  
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Source: Kotler & Armstrong, Principles of Marketing, 2010, “Planning primary data 

collection” p.133 

 

According to Yin, it was found five strategies to collect data: case study, experiment, 

survey, histories, and analysis of archival information (2009). In our case, we thought that the 

case study is the most relevant to collect our primary data. The case study is but one of several 

ways of doing social science. Other ways include experiments, surveys, histories, and the 

analysis of archival information (Yin, 2002). A case study requires a how/why form of 

research question, it does not require a control of behavioral events and it has to be focuses on 

contemporary events (Cosmos Corporation, 2006). The case study can be a single case or a 

multiple cases (Saunders et al., 2007). We choose to focus our research on a single case study 

about “Coop”, one of the most ethical Swedish food retailers according to their rewards.  A 

case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context, especially when; and the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not clearly evident (Yin, 2002). 

 

“The essence of case study, the central tendency among all types of case study, is that 

it tries to illuminate a decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were 

implemented, and with what result” (Schramm, 1971, emphasis added).  

 

This thesis managed a single case-study, within one company which is Coop, a 

famous food retailer in Sweden which its strategy is based on a sustainable way. In order to 

collect data for this single case-study, we used interview as a qualitative approach. 
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   3.4.1. Interviews 

 

 The source of evidence used in doing study case studies can be: documentation, 

archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observation, and physical 

artifacts (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Some weaknesses and strengths have been founded 

concerning these six sources of evidence. As we choose to focus our research on interviews, 

the figure below shows the features of the interview evidence (Yin, 2002).  

Source of evidence Strengths Weaknesses 

 Interviews 1. Targeted-focuses directly 

on case study topic 

2.Insightful-provides  

perceived causal inferences 

1. Bias due to poorly 

constructed questions 

2. Response bias 

3.  Inaccuracies due to poor 

recall  

4. Reflexivity-interviewee 

gives what interviewer wants 

to hear 

 Source: Yin R.K., 2002. “Case study research: design and methods” p.86 

 

One of the most important sources of case study information is the interview (Yin, 

2002, p.89). The interviews will appear to be guided conversations rather than structured 

queries. This means that even though there is a pursuit of a consistent line of inquiry, the 

actual stream of questions in a case study is likely to be fluid rather than rigid (Rubin & 

Rubin, 1995). During the interview process, two jobs are required: to follow our own line of 

inquiry, as reflected by our case study protocol, and to ask our actual (conversational) 

questions in an unbiased manner that also serves the needs of our line of inquiry (Yin, 2002, 

p.90). The kind of interview that we used was a focused interview in which a respondent is 
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interviewed for a short period of time-an hour for example (Yin, 2002). Its characteristics 

according to Merton & Kendal can be: persons interviewed are known to have been involved 

to a particular concrete situation, content analysis, and interview based on an interview guide, 

and the interview itself is focused on the subjective experience (Merton & Kendal, 1946). The 

aims of the focused interview are to test the validity of hypotheses derived from content 

analysis and to ascertain unanticipated responses to the situation, thus giving rise to fresh 

hypotheses (Merton & Kendal, 1946). 

 

   3.4.1.1. Interview participant 

 

We diagnosed the most appropriate person to answer the goal of this thesis; in other 

words we focused our research in searching a person who knows perfectly Coop’s strategy. 

This means, we search a person who knows what Coop is doing concerning a sustainable way 

in the social, economical and environmental aspects. In this aim we went to Coop the 8
th

 of 

March in order to make contact with a person in charge. We met an employee there who gave 

us the name and the telephone number to contact Mr. Jörgen Westman. Then, we called him 

the next day (the 9
th

 of March). Mr. Westman was a head chef in a restaurant for twenty years. 

Currently, he has been working in Coop for eight years as the head chef of Coop’s restaurant 

and more recently he took the opportunity to work as a manager, five years ago. Actually this 

very busy person, who has two jobs at the same time, is divided between his numerous 

business trips, the work at his office and his family life. Mr. Westman is in charge of nine 

projects in Coop concerning the customers’ satisfaction. He is teaching employees how to 

deal with customers’ complains, how to take care of them because as he said “everybody 

can’t do that” and so, notably because this job requires some skills such as sociability, 

bravery, speaking skills and so on. Moreover, Coop’s manager takes care of the business, the 

well-being of employees, and he is totally involved in Coop’s values. We found the right 

person to help us and answer our questions. Before calling the head manager, we prepared a 

guideline to help us remembering what we have to say, how to introduce ourselves, how to be 

the more professional as possible and so on. Mr. Westman has an important job inside Coop’s 

company so he seems very busy, the only date that we can have with him was the next 

Monday (the 11
th

 of March) because of regular business trips. So, we created the interview 
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based on our frame of references and several books which help us to build a complete 

interview. After asking the e-mail address to our future interviewee when calling him, we sent 

him the interview before in order to prepare himself in responding questions when we will 

start the face-to-face interview. Finally, we met a man who knows a lot of things about 

Coop’s strategy” as he said, passionate by his job and so helpful with us. We were very 

surprised and more because Mr. Westman is the key point of our work’s realization.  

 

3.4.1.2. Interview method 

 

 The head manager was chosen as the respondent for the interview and was located in 

Coop Forum; in Halmstad; Sweden. That is why; to give our interview we choose a face to 

face interview (one to one interview). According to Tam, this method is the most common 

interview method and just involves interviewer and interviewee alone in a private office 

(Tam, 2009).  

 

We interviewed Mr. Westman, on Monday March 11
th

. We interviewed him using 

recording device.  

 

  3.4.2. Interview structure. 

 

According to Saunders et al, interviews can be divided in three main different groups: 

structured interviews, semi-structured interviews and in depth-interviews (Saunders et al, 

2007).  We choose the in depth-interview which was the more relevant in our case. The semi-

interviewed is between the structured interview and the in depth-interview. According to 

Bordeleau, the semi-structured interview is defined as the using of a semi-directive attitude by 

the specialist in addressing each topic to be covered by an open question and then, depending 

on the answers of the interviewee, deepen the overall response by more specific questions 

(Bordeleau, 1987). Moreover, the interviewer gives less importance to the standardization of 
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information itself. However, at the end of the interview, a series of specific objectives have to 

be achieved. Finally, some key themes will be explored and will provide some questions, but 

the way the themes are brought, the way the questions are formulated and the order in which 

issues and themes appear are not fixed in advance (Landsheere, 1982). 

 

We conducted the interview with the head manager which took around 90 minutes to 

perform. We were sitting in his office and we provided him a guideline in which all our 

questions and themes were written. We keep one per each for us in order to follow the 

conversation and to conduct it in the best way. After asking Mr. Westman his permission to 

record the interview, thanks to a mobile phone we recorded it in order to analyze clearly and 

easier the information later.  One of the main advantages of recording is that it allows the 

interviewer to stay fully concentrated on the questioning and listening and on the ability to 

listen again the whole interview whenever as well (Saunders, 2007). And fortunately we had 

it because we notified that being attentive to the answers, moving on in asking some new 

questions, reacting to the information all these together were quite difficult.    

 

Based on our frame of references we created the interview guideline (attachment 6). 

To prepare it, we thought about what we have to know and how can we ask the information in 

the best understandable way. As a support we used secondary data, and the main one was 

Coop’s website (https://www.coop.se/). The website was very useful to collect information 

about the company and to ask more precisions concerning the information already presented 

in the website.  

 

All these information mixed together allow us to design the guideline which the aim 

was to conduct the interview. First, we wanted to inform the manager about our work and the 

subject on what we were going to talk about. That is why the first part is constituted with 

CSR’s definitions, our aim and why we choose Coop to work on. After that, we divided our 

interview on four main parts. As we adopted a semi-conducted interview we just ask our 

interviewee some questions that we wrote. And then, we were talking deeply and deeply 

about the subject. Often, the answers were covered other question so we had to be careful of 

https://www.coop.se/
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not asking the same kind of information as our fields are closed and all related to each other. 

So, the first part was about knowing more our interviewee and about the company on which 

we were working on. The second one was focused on the economic aspect of CSR, the third 

one on the social aspects and at the end the environmental aspects.  One of the main aims of 

our guideline was to push the manager answers deeply; to give him several ideas that he was 

not thinking about instantaneously when he was hearing the questions. Moreover, thanks to 

the guideline that we provide him, if in doubt, it was easy to take a look on the definitions and 

explanations that we wrote at the beginning of the case file.  

  3.4.3. Secondary data 

 

In order to complete our primary data collection we used secondary data, this means 

according to Kotler and Armstrong (2009), information that already exists somewhere, have 

been collected for another purpose. 

 

Most of the secondary data we have used are from Internet. The data collected are the 

sample companies' websites, external websites about the social and environment involvement 

of the firm, dealing about Swedish food retailing market and secondary literature sources such 

as magazines or scientific articles. In addition, we found some information about CSR and 

competitive advantage from books of Halmstad University’s library, scientific articles from 

online libraries such as Emeralds and journals. Moreover, we added our personal knowledge, 

since we have both worked for a French food retailer for few months and we have been taught 

a lot about CSR principles for our French degree. Finally, our skills in that area through 

diverse experiences can bring information in this subject. 

 

One advantage of the secondary data is that it is cheaper and faster to obtain than 

primary data. At the opposite, secondary data can also present problems. The needed 

information may not exist and even when data can be found, the information might not be 

very usable. According to Kotler and Armstrong (2009), the researcher must evaluate 

secondary information carefully to make certain it is relevant (fits research project needs), 

accurate (reliably collected and reported), current (up-to-date enough for current decisions, 
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and impartial (objectively collected and reported). It is important to emphasize that we used 

this secondary data for basic company information and not in order to make clearer the more 

complex areas. 

 

 

 3.5. Data processing and analyzing 

 

Such data are not immediately accessible for analysis, but require some processing. 

Raw field note need to be corrected, edited, typed up; tape recording needs to be transcribed 

and corrected (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.9). 

 

The qualitative data analysis consists of three concurrent flows of activity: data 

reduction (the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and transforming the 

data that appear in written-up field notes or transcriptions), data display (text is the major 

avenue to valid qualitative analysis) and conclusion drawing and verification (depending on 

the size of the corpus of field; the coding, storage and retrieval methods used; and the 

sophistication of the researcher) (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Data reduction, data display, and 

conclusion verification were described – as interwoven before, during, and after data 

collection in parallel to make up the general domain called “analysis” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). The figure below shows the representation of these three flows.  

 

Components of data analysis: interactive model 
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Source: Amaratunga et al., 2002 "Quantitative and qualitative research in the built environment." 

 

  Based on this action plan we analyzed our data thanks to the recording. First, just after 

the interview we did a debriefing while information and answers were fresh in our mind. 

Later we analyzed all the arguments and explanations that Mr. Westman said to us in order to 

understand how the CSR’s strategy that Coop is using can provide them a competitive 

advantage? 

 

 We divided the data into four themes according to our work in the frame of references: 

the ecological part, the environmental part, the economical part and to finish, how to keep a 

sustainable advantage.   

 

4. EMPIRICAL STUDY 

 

 Our research was based on a study of one food retailer in Sweden which is well-

known for its sustainable acts towards the society. Coop forum which has Swiss roots obtains 

the second rank concerning its market shares on the Swedish market, just behind ICA. The 

following empirical study part presents the case study of the Corporate Social Responsibility 

used by this company.   
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 4.1. Coop’s forum presentation  

 

The presentation of the company is based mainly on information retrieved from 

internet and detailed with further information gathered during the interview. 

 

The retailer Coop forum in Halmstad we have visited to carry out our interview is part 

of the group Kooperativa Förbundet (KF). KF - The Swedish Cooperative Union is a 

federation of 41 consumer cooperative societies in Sweden, with over 3 million individual 

members. 

 

KF is the parent company of KF Group where Coop's grocery retail trade constitutes 

its core business. Coop operates grocery retail shops in chains like Coop Forum, Coop Extra, 

Coop Konsum and Coop Nära. Together with the retail consumer cooperative societies, Coop 

accounts for 21.5 percent of the entire Swedish grocery retail sector. 

 

The KF Group is also home to a number of companies within different business sectors 

as well as companies offering internal services. The subsidiaries include, amongst others, KF 

Fastigheter (real estate business), Akademibokhandeln with its online bookstore Bokus, 

Norstedts publishing group, PAN Vision Group (distribution of films and digital games), Vi 

Magazine, KF Invest and Vår Gård Saltsjöbaden (conference facility). 

 

Coop is the name of the KF Group's grocery retail group. Coop runs grocery retail 

trade in chains like Coop Forum, Coop Extra, Coop Konsum, Coop Nära and Coop Bygg. 

Coop also operates the Daglivs store and the Internet-based Cooponline.se, both with the 

Stockholm region as their market. Together with the retail consumer societies, Coop accounts 

for 21.5% of the grocery retail market in Sweden. 
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 4.2. Coop’s forum interview’s topics 

 

In this following part we will explain in details what information we got from our 

interviewee. However in following his piece of advice we completed our report in searching 

more information about Coop’s actions concerning CSR in its website. The Coop’s actions on 

a CSR way are huge and it seems natural that the manager can’t remember everything during 

the face-to-face interview.     

 

  4.2.1. Coop’s CSR strategy 

 

 As we said it before Coop is belonging to a bigger group which is KR group. We 

didn’t find any information about Coop’s forum history however as Coop is involving is KF’s 

strategy, they share the same values, mission, business ideas, beliefs and visions. Since its 

creation in 1899, KF based its acts on strong values and on a respectful ethical way. Of 

course, Coop is totally involving in following the same values. KF group acts on a sustainable 

development policy which was adopted by board and action KF steering group on 

sustainability issues. The policy assumes that the company will be managed sustainable both 

financially and environmentally and socially, to sum up on a Corporate Social Responsibility 

way. It is based on the ten principles of the Global Compact of the United Nations that KF 

joined in 2007.  

 

KF’s history is a sustainable one. The main priority of KF is to act with limited 

environmental impact and to take ecological business decisions. KF has a long tradition of 

involvement in environmental issues. Environmental efforts ranged from the 1970s campaigns 

against waste and packaging, investment nascent 1980s in a range of organic products to the 

commitment of the climate of the 2000s. In 1970, KF has created an environment composed 

of researchers and laboratory work based conservation practice environmental. KF liability, 

environmental impact and ecological priorities. 
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 All Coop’s activities must be characterized by a integrated sustainable development 

into what they do, which means that it will be reflected in their business development. 

According to Coop, the durability is one of the main important values. Coop talks 

sustainability on the financial results of the company and of the responsibility and work on 

environmental issues, health and social (attachment 7). 

 

 Responsibility standards authority of suppliers and partners: KF take responsibility for 

the situation of the argument underlying demand by suppliers and partners. 

Compliance requirements are monitored by their own audits or third. 

 

 2nd Operations responsibility: KF is responsible for its own activities by actively 

working to reduce the direct impact on the climate and the environment and being a 

good employer. 

 

 Liability for third enable sustainable consumption: KF takes responsibility for 

continuously developing the range of products, services and information to support 

sustainable consumption for members and guests. 

 

 4th Responsibility in Society: KF takes responsibility for an active dialogue with 

stakeholders on how to create sustainable development for both its own operations and 

the wider community. Favorite actors are members. 

Coop is acting everyday with CSR governance. Every company, business, corporate 

and support functions within the Group KF is responsible for the implementation the KF’s 

policy for sustainable development in their business operations and establish the necessary 

responsibilities, and procedures. Furthermore, in addition to KF policy for sustainable 

development, there are three other policies that govern the process of sustainable development 

within the Group: Code of conduct for employees, Coop sustainability, Coop Code of 

Conduct for ethical trade (for suppliers). 
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To finish it is important to precise that Coop takes care about the stakeholders and 

work with them in involving them to the used strategy. More precisions will be given later in 

the social part of Coop’s CSR strategy.   

If you have, use some words of the respondent to illustrate what you have said above. 

 

   4.2.2. Coop’s social aspect of CSR  

 

Coop has always been aware, from its creation, of the main importance of stakeholders 

surrounding the company. Since it has started growing up as a main Swedish food retailer, 

coop has established a long run vision based on cooperation and respect. To be efficient and 

differentiable, the firm has settled a major Corporate Social Responsibility strategy. The 

behavior of Corporate Social Responsibility’s companies “is to answer the requirement to 

maximize the goals of the business through profitability for the benefit of the shareholder, but 

also other partners » (Allouche and Alii, 2004, p.7).  

 

   4.2.2.1. Customers 

 

Customers' care is of more direct importance for a food retailer. When dealing with 

end users, the company should have a provision of service to customer before, during and 

after a purchase. Coop has a clear position; it wants to maximize its customers' satisfaction 

with its business. If customers are satisfied and happy, so will profits and sales figures. 

 

Every new coop's employee is trained to act politely with customers. The new 

employee will learn how to greet customers and being polite. He will also learn 

professionalism, efficiency and friendliness. These are essential values to acquire before 

interacting with customers directly on a daily basis.  
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In addition, Coop chooses among their front line employees, with their behalf and 

their competences, few "customers expert". The latter will received a special training focused 

on the manner and efficiency of dealing with customer complaints. The aim of this type of 

training is to keep the customer satisfied. Our interviewee said "Careful complaint 

management can save business unwanted costs." For example, negative word-of-mouth 

publicity from disappoint consumers means lost revenue and necessitates additional 

investment in advertising to attract replacement customers. "Customers Expert employees" are 

also trained to get valuable feedback from customers’ complaints. These feedbacks generate 

useful information about the product but also about employees and management. 

 

KF is also constantly in relation with consumer associations in order to get other 

feedback and to understand perfectly all customers' needs.  

 

Coop is trying to act in a way to get its customers involved with its values and vision. 

For instance, the retailers encourage recycling process for consumption-ready beverage. The 

deposit generated can be saved for the user or send to different ongoing environmental and 

charitable projects. In 2011, Coop's customers have donated a total of 7, 8 Million SEK 

thanks to the recycling container deposit. Coop is also giving away 3 cents per plastic bag 

sold at the shop to the Swedish organization cooperative for the sustainable development. 

 

   4.2.2.2. Employees 

 

As we have seen previously, employees are trained from their recruitment by Coop.  

Some of them are also being trained to handle customers' complaints efficiently. In addition to 

that, Coop provides professional and personal training to the employees. The company carries 

out post training follow up. In this way it wants to cultivate training benefits and reinforce the 

new introduced KAS (Knowledge, Ability, Skills). With these follow up, employees feel 

more involved and is most of the time improving his performance post after professional 

trainings.  
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Moreover, Coop provides a complete employee care programme built upon their 

values (empowerment, high ethics, openness, teamwork) and beliefs. The company is offering 

a health care centre called PREVIA. This centre is composed of psychologist and doctors 

which are available to answer and advice any employees’ problems or worries. 

 

Within its type of management, Coop is taking care of its employees by respecting and 

protecting their rights. Every year, a face to face interview is required between the employee 

and its manager. This meeting is essential for the employee's feedback and the manager's 

opinion. This kind of annual interview aimed to build a strong relationship between workers, 

solved encountered problems and stimulate employees.  In addition employees are submitted 

to an e-learning training session at their recruitment about Coop's vision, values and 

guidelines. This short training aimed to show the new employee good and salubrious behavior 

and practice within its new job. 

 

Every April, salaries are increasing of 1% to 2%. This differential rate depends on the 

bonus accorded to employee. One half of the growth is a fixed and the other half is a variable 

bonus. The latter is spread by the top manager, to either everyone or few deserving 

employees. 

 

To Coop, the Employee Care programme also accentuates the focus as an employer, on 

scheme that develop its employees' personal and professional skills, whilst creating a 

motivating work environment.  

 

   4.2.2.3. Suppliers 

 

Coop has a strict policy with their direct suppliers. It has established a guideline of 

specification and requirement about the quality and the traceability of products and raw 

materials. This guideline applies on most of products (fish, meat, cosmetics, etc...).  
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For instance, suppliers have to follow these requirements for diverse products: 

"Suppliers of marinated and cold smoked fish are required to send a procedure by request, 

which describe actions when L. monocytogenes are detected in finished product at any time 

during the shelf life.", "CIKAB (Coop Inköp och Kategori) only accept fish and shellfish from 

sustainable fishing.", "CIKAB requires fruit and vegetables to be produced properly and 

safely while practicing documented quality assurance. Suppliers must abide by GlobalGAP 

(Global Good Agricultural Practice). 

 

Using this specification and requirement guideline, Coop can be sure to provide 

quality's products to end-consumers. Suppliers are also required to act and produce in a 

sustainable way. The retailer meets every year with their retailer to discuss about different 

issues such as environment or product hygiene. This strategy permits Coop to get a strong and 

sustainable relationship with their suppliers for the long run. 

 

   4.2.2.4. Government 

 

The Swedish Government is quite ahead of its time compare to many countries in 

Europe. The government has adopted guidelines favoring a good behavior and transparency 

from companies. Sustainable development is a key objective for the Swedish Government. In 

recent years, Swedes — as individuals, as politicians and as entrepreneurs – have become 

increasingly aware of their responsibility for the environment. There is, for example, a 

steadily growing interest in organic food. In Europe, where the organic food market is 

growing by 5–7 percent a year, Sweden tops the green shoppers’ list. A recent study by the 

European Commission found that 40 percent of Swedes had purchased an eco-labeled item 

over the past month, compared with the EU average of 17 percent (Sweden.se).  

 

Nevertheless, KF is going way further than all the requirements from the Government 

policy.  The group has taken the initiative to fund, help and support many projects. Mr. 
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Westman describes "The reasoning is that members of one generation should conserve 

resources for future generations. 

 

   4.2.2.5. Stakeholders  

 

Coop is a group owned by 3.6 Millions of peoples. Consequently, the main vision has 

always been based on cooperation. The company has to be profitable for everyone. Coop is 

acting economically with its stakeholders as it is explained further in the economical aspect of 

the CSR strategy. The retailer organizes regular meeting with the members to discuss about 

different issues. Such meeting allowed Coop to act promptly and efficiently taking care of its 

owners' point of view on the business. It is essential for Coop to show the good example and 

to be totally agreed with its members. 

 

  4.2.3. Coop’s economical aspect of CSR 

 

The first aspect which is very important to precise inside 

Coop’s organization is that, as said previously, according to the 

head manager: “Coop is owned by the people; Coop is not a single 

person company”. Coop has 3.6 million owners and so, all the 

money that Coop earns and generates is returning to the people, the 

environment or people who need it. “Everything is coming back and 

that is the Coop strategy for many years”. For instance, one of the examples that our 

interviewee mentioned is about the customers. If you are a member, you get refund. If a 

customer buys something for 100 kroner, he will get 5 kroner returns back. Finally, customers 

get a refund for all that their purchases at Coop, in Sweden. To accomplish this action, Coop 

spends every year more than 100.000.000 euro in order to pay back to the owners (not only 

the shareholders but all the stakeholders). This is, as our interviewee, said a real “win-win 

situation” concerning the economical aspect. Prices within Coop are good but the Medmera 

card is, according to the person in charge: “on the top”. Moreover as our interviewee 

Figure 5: Coop loyalty card to 
obtain money back 
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explained it very well, as an employee of Coop, he is himself involved in sharing Coop’s 

bottom line with all the other stakeholders. This is one of the important economic aspects for 

Coop, which is not compulsory or obedient inside each company; to share profit on an ethical 

way. Concerning taxes, Coop is viewed itself as a main actor of the society and pays all the 

taxes that it has to pay and even more acts which are tacitly taken to provide profit to the 

society.   

 

As regards employees, the manager told us that he was not so aware about the 

multiplier effect however he explained us that each year, in April, employees get higher 

salaries. Our interviewee negotiates every year the salaries with the head and tries to rewards 

the employees’ relative for their efforts and their implications in the company.   

 

 

  4.2.4. Coop’s environmental aspect of CSR 

 

When we asked to the manager if they have within Coop an internal and/or external 

environmental guideline, the answer has been relevant to understand how much Coop is 

getting involved to the environmental aspect. The interviewee told us that they don’t have any 

particular rules to respect, it is just obvious and natural to respect tacitly these rules that, as a 

manager, he tries to instill to the employees. Therefore, the ecological aspect is teaching every 

day and tries to be involved in the employees’ habits during the daily life. However has a 

deep and natural value that the head manager seems to have, he hopes that employees are 

behaving good. According to him: “I hope that everybody is behaving good that I don’t have 

to do anything”.  

 

More in details, according to the Coop general product and quality requirements for 

fast moving consumer products some general requirements and specific requirements are 

taking place in Coop’s organization. For instance Coop has to follow the quality assurance 
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which is about the manufacture about the product safely and properly while practicing a 

documented quality assurance. Concerning the product inspection, the supplier has to inform 

thanks to analysis and control results Coop in favor of traceability. Moreover, regulations 

about organic products are very strict. A lot of requirements are asking to the suppliers in 

order to prove the eco-approval of a product. Concerning the packaging, Coop requires no 

PVC in it. For instance, Coop pushes the suppliers to switch from a plastic packaging to a 

recycle paper one for the milk packaging as told us Mr. Westman. Inside the supply chain 

process, Coop is very demanding. Another example can be the fact that nowadays, Coop’s 

supplying is ensures by train more than by trucks which permits to reduce the carbon dioxide 

emissions. Most of the food which is from Stockholm is carried by train. With regards to 

these ecological requirements, antibiotic-type substances for foodstuffs are prohibited, as well 

as bisfenol A, enrichment of low nutritional value products, no chlorine bleaching (in papers), 

no irradiation, no methyl bromide and so on.   

 

Coop publishes each year a sustainable report which is separate from the financial 

report. We can find them easily on Coop’s website which proves that, as well as said Mr. 

Westman: “Coop has nothing to hide”. Each year, Coop publishes a sustainable report on the 

sustainable development questions in respecting the GRI (Global Reporting Initiative 

Sustainability Reporting Directives) requirements. 

(http://www.coop.se/Global/KF/Finansiell%20information/KF_HR11_indexerad.pdf) 

 

Concerning internal ecological aspects, Coop gives an importance to the ecological 

aspect of its shops. For instance, one of Coop’s stores has been the first commercial 

organization classified in Miljöbyggnad (certification system). Some measures have been 

taken as the carbon neutrality within all the process. Coop’s shops are kited out with energy 

efficiency solutions that include carbon emissions to a minimum. It also provided waste heat 

refrigeration installation provides heat to the store. The excess heat in the store is in turn used 

for heating the soil to prevent icing in winter. Moreover each employee has a recycle bin; they 

take care of switching off the lights and so on. The interviewee told us that they keep the oil 

of their restaurant, the damage products are used for the restaurant. And concerning the 

http://www.coop.se/Global/KF/Finansiell%20information/KF_HR11_indexerad.pdf
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products done they are recycled and send to a recycling firm in Halmstad to make compost 

heap (“which is quite good for farmers”, clarified our interviewee).  

 

 “Coop has always being in believed when it is about taking care of the environment”. 

So the past years, we can say almost through the history Coop has been very good when it is 

about taking care about everything.  The Änglamark price confirmed it as Coop’s won this 

price twice to reward it for a good environmental contribution. “We are on the top concerning 

the ecological products”, Mr. Westman. A lot of ecological and environmental-friendly 

products are promoting in the shop. Coop promotes 2 791 ecologic and biologic products 

within its store. According to our interviewee, “if you ask someone on the street: how do you 

see Coop? They will say ecologic”. The positioning of this company is needless to say, based 

on ecology.  Coop for Swedish consumers is ranked as the most sustainable brand in Sweden 

in 2011 and 2012. Brand development is the largest survey sustainability Swedish brands 

where people have been consulted. More than 8,000 consumers were asked about the 

sustainability of their consumption and how they look at the 200 largest companies in 

Sweden. Companies are evaluated based on the environment, human rights, labor and the 

fight against corruption. “It is incredibly gratifying to see that we are the best in the survey 

Brands sustainable for the second consecutive year. This is a nice confirmation that we are 

doing the right things and show that we have a high level of trust with our clients. We 

appreciate and develop further” (CEO Frank Fiskers KF and Coop). 

 

To conclude, according to the head manager, “maybe today the ecological stuffs are 

not so important but in twenty years, it will be important for our child. That is why we have to 

take care about it now”. This is the sustainable development and how to compete on a 

sustainable way. It could be interesting to add that as well said it Mr. Westman in Sweden, 

“we take it seriously and it is easier for us than in another country because we have money 

from the government and the techniques”. 
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  4.2.5. Coop’s competitive advantage 

 

Coop’s competitive advantage strategy is to differentiate itself on the food retailing 

market from “other traditional retailer”. The differentiation is based on integrating the 

external environment and all the shareholders in its core strategies. The firm considers all the 

actors in the industry, from the farmer to the end-consumer. In addition to its values and 

strategy, Coop developed its loyalty card which sum up well Coop sense of cooperation. The 

loyalty card is a way to share the profit in an ethical way. The amount of money given back 

through this card to members is much more important than any other retailer in Sweden. This 

card is then the core competence of Coop and also a way to differentiate from its competitors. 

 

 

  4.2.6. Coop’s strategy to reach sustainable advantage 

 

Coop based the added value of its products on their shareholders centered strategy, 

their different services provided, and the brand identity and values. This strategy has been 

developed thanks to the corporate knowledge that coop’s workshop “gained through years”. 

This knowledge is “shared by all the people who owned Coop”. The values, environmental, 

human scale, and local company, made Coop’s identity, and contributed to differentiate it 

from competitors. “Coop is always improving its corporate social responsibility commitment 

by developing new processes and integrating new materials”. Our interviewee said to 

conclude “"By accepting responsibility, we take effective steps toward our goal: an inclusive 

human society on a habitable planet, a society that works for all humans and for all 

nonhumans.”. 

 

5. ANALYSIS OF EMPIRICAL DATA 
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This section of analysis of empirical data aims, by connecting the theoretical elements 

of the frame of reference with the findings of the empirical study, to answer the question how 

organizations are using Corporate Social Strategy as a competitive advantage. By doing a 

deepen analysis of both primary and secondary data, the research question could be after 

answered, achieving the purpose of our thesis. 

 

We conducted the analysis of generic activities and strategy of a food retailer that 

recognize Corporate Social Responsibility stewardship as a business development 

responsibility and business growth opportunities. 

 

To reach this purpose we need to do a content analysis which is, according to its 

founder Berelson a research technique for the objective. But also, it is a systematic and 

quantitative description of the manifest content of communication. Our goal is to analyze the 

survey material collected during the individual interview: attitudes, words, gestures, which are 

not said and that is implied (Berelson, 1952).  

 

Most of the time, the procedure consists of transforming a spoken text and the 

construction of an instrument of analysis to study the meaning of words. There are three 

stages of the Qualitative Data Analysis to respect in order to conduct an analysis of a good 

quality:  the data report, coding information, data processing (Bardin, 1977).  

 

 

 5.1 Analysis of how a food retailer uses a Corporate Social Responsibility strategy 

 

  5.1.1 How Coop implements a CSR strategy 
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Strategy implementation is the translation of chosen strategy into organizational action 

so as to achieve strategic goals and objectives (Liabotis, 2007). Strategy implementation is 

also defined as the manner in which an organization should develop, utilize, and amalgamate 

organizational structure, control systems, and culture to follow strategies that lead to 

competitive advantage and a better performance (Liabotis, 2007) 

 

A successful corporate strategy should build upon an organization's existing strengths 

and capabilities and identify opportunities for growth, innovation and expansion (Liabotis, 

2007). 

 

A successful CSR strategy has to be coupled with a specific communication. This 

communication has to be focus on the responsibly sound attributes (Mittenhal, 2002). The 

communication plan should educate, inform, and assist operational leaders and management 

in understanding what is expected of them and allow them to do the same with the people they 

manage. Since tactics will be established by the operational leaders who are responsible for 

carrying out the goals of the strategic plan, their clear understanding and involvement is a 

must (Mittenthal, 2002). 

 

In order to have good brand image, the brand construction has to answer the promises 

to customers (Ghodeswar, 2008). As we have seen with coop, a controlled CSR strategy lead 

it to build its entire perceived image and identity. By developing this strategy with their 

products and services, coop is using a marketing tool to be seen by customers a responsible 

brand. 

 

  5.1.2. How Coop acts on the social aspect of CSR. 

 

According to Allouche and Alii (2004), the behavior of Corporate Social 

Responsibility’s companies is to answer the requirement to maximize the goals of the 
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business. The authors said that this is benefic for the shareholder, but also the others who are 

important inside the strategy. Coop take care a lot of these other partners.  It is obedient that 

within Coop’s organization each actor has a role to play and act on the activity. On the 

contrary of the companies which give more importance to the shareholders than to the other 

ones, Coop gives some advantages to its customers, suppliers, employees, society and so on. 

All the stakeholders who are surrounding the activity contribute to the development of the 

activity. Coop has understood the importance of the stakeholders to be efficient (Chun, 2005). 

The consideration of the stakeholders into Coop strategy is one of the main components and it 

follows the model that Bowen developed in 1953. In being attentive to the needs of the 

stakeholders, Coop’s manager so, in other term, the way of managing employees inside the 

organization, uses the model of the three standards (Mitchell et al., 2007). For instance, Coop 

provides health care to the employees, Coop is not only own by shareholders, the firm answer 

to more than the Swedish requirements based on it good will and so on. 

 

Moreover, stakeholders’ requirements are nowadays changing a lot and Coop does it 

utmost to satisfy these new requirements. Stakeholders need to share the values of the 

company to work on an efficient way (Salmon, 2007). Mr. Westman confirmed this 

importance for him to share the value of its company. The ethical motivation involved into 

business is related to a desire to do the right thing, without external pressure (Joyner and 

Payne, 2002). Mr. Westman feels involve in its company and in following the theory of 

Bramer et al. (2006). This manager is more motivated by his work than if he were working for 

a company which is not acting on a good and respectful way concerning the social, 

economical and environmental aspects. In addition, there is an ethical pact inside the 

management (Salmon, 2007) which permits to the employees and the direction to 

communicate easily. The employees need to communicate, need to be known for what they do 

for their company, they need to do their work on a right and a responsible way (Salmon, 

2007). That is why, in this way, each year Mr. Westman has an interview with each employee 

to speak about their work, what they have to improve or what they are doing well. Plus, Mr. 

Westman told us that he is very open and always available to speak about every kind of 

problem or so on with the employees. We notified that our interviewee spoke about his work 

with passion and got very involved in his activities.  Mr. Westman, consequently, can secure 

his personal sense of satisfaction in working on a practical level to sustain value growth on 
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the basis of CSR. Furthermore, he is able to contribute to efforts in which everyone can take 

gratification, right now and in the future (Tidström, 2008). 

 

Also, Coop is persuaded of the fact that nowadays CSR and an ethical behavior can 

provide benefits for itself. Even more, if companies don’t use it, they will have, in long term, 

negative aspects through their image, their organization, and their stakeholders (Kramer and 

Porter, 2006). Mr. Westman explained us the importance of the word of mouth. He said to us 

that it was very important for him to give us time for the interview in insisting on the fact that 

if we are satisfied we can tell everybody that we are and little by little Coop’s reputation will 

grow. It is exactly the same way of thinking concerning the employees. In giving them a lot of 

advantages and taking care of them, Mr. Westman explained us that they can be more 

efficient for the company and their satisfaction can be translated as the company’s satisfaction 

as well. In this way, Coop is like answering to the descriptive movement in being in the 

middle of cooperation and competition. Moreover, in well-managing its stakeholders and 

being so, more profitable, Coop follows the instrumental movement. To finish, in responding 

to the ethical obligations via the ethical pact inside the management or the advantages giving 

to the employees and so on, Coop is implied in the normative ethic movement (Damak and 

Pesqueux, 2003).   

 

To answer Ishikawa’s sentence (cf. part 2.1.2. social), we can right now affirm that the 

first concern of a Coop is the happiness of the people connected to it. People look like feeling 

happy inside the organization and seem like sharing the values and beliefs of the company 

which are nowadays in an economical moving world, one of the main requirements (Ishikawa, 

1985). What we can observe concerning the social part is that the theories that we found are 

all confirmed by Coop’s way of acting, the CSR is the basis of Coop’s strategy. 
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  5.1.3. How Coop acts on the economical aspect of CSR. 

 

The three main points that a company should be aware of to success with the 

economic aspect of CSR are the multiplier effect, the contribution through taxes and the 

damage trust actions that they have to avoid. First, Mr. Westman was not aware of the 

multiplier effect, however he explained us that each year the employees get an increasing 

salary around 1 to 2 % and a rewarding system salary takes place within the organization. 

Secondly, the manager told us that he thinks that he contributes to the local taxes of Halmstad 

city and the Swedish government and even more, in being more involved than some other 

companies concerning the CSR consequences. Plus, in considering the economic effect of 

changes in the community which are huge (Uddin et al., 2008) and in avoiding nuisances for 

the society such as bribery and corruption, tax avoidance, and concentration of rewards and 

incentives of the company’s performance to few individuals only (shareholders, owners); 

Coop belongs to this kind of companies that we can describe as respectful concerning the 

economical part of CSR. Moreover, Coop chooses its investment in investing only on an 

ethical way. Thus, Coop uses the Social Responsible Investment as explained previously. 

Coop is a leading company which has the best practice can utilize the competitive advantages 

and a good reputation to support the improvement of a value growth (Hassel, 2008). Our 

interviewee said that his company underlines the ethical products in promoting them more 

than the other ones and in having special advertisement for this kind of products. 

 

 In addition, Coop is owned by the people, it is not a single person company. Like this, 

the economical aspect is profitable for everybody and the stakeholders are, once more, imply 

inside Coop’s strategy even concerning the economic part. In this way, Coop manages 

sustainability which is just a good business decision (Kramer and Porter, 2006). 

 

One of the convictions of CSR proponents is that it increases profits in the long-term, 

through these following six systems: reducing risk, reduced waste, improving relations with 

regulators, generating brand equity, improved human relations and employee productivity and 

lower cost of capital (Heal, 2004). Coop reduces the risk in choosing SRI, in avoiding bribery 
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and corruption, tax avoidance; the company reduces it wastes in choosing trains rather than 

trucks or in equipping its different point of sale with saving energy’s equipment for instance. 

Moreover, Coop tries to be closer and closer to its regulators to keep a good relationship and 

to protect its business like this. Plus, in promoting the ethical products and in taking some 

engaged acts which are noticeable on its website, Coop provides brand equity. The human 

relations are in the middle of the considerations of the company and the employee 

productivity is always increasing due to the king of management that Coop adopted in its 

strategy. Finally, Coop tries to have a low cost of capital because in acting “green” and in 

preserving the environment, first we save the planet but also, we save money. With its 

challenger positioning, Coop proves that there is an obedient connection between CSR 

programs and capital market performance (Dowell et al., 2000).  

 

Thanks to all these acts that take Coop, we can say that the company is classified as a 

best in class funds companies according to the theory of the positive screening (Hong and 

Kacperczyk, 2006). Moreover, in respecting its surrounding environment and in playing the 

responsible economical card, Coop fits with the CSR’s requirements and entirely corresponds 

with the different theories.   

 

  5.1.4. How Coop acts on the environmental aspect of CSR. 

 

Leading companies have increasingly recognized the critical importance of managing 

and controlling corporate social and environmental performance (Epstein, 2008). As a leading 

company, Coop understands the stakes nowadays and put the environmental care in the 

middle of the strategy in always thinking to the next generations as explained it very well Mr. 

Westman. In order to avoid negative impacts on the environment and to preserve our planet, 

Coop takes a lot of different measures to reach its challenging aim. For instance, to avoid the 

overconsumption the firm keeps done or damaged products to use it for Coop’s restaurant. 

Coop takes care of saving energy, water and so on, thanks to the particular shop built in order 

to save energy, to avoid overusing of natural. Coop doesn’t use non-renewable resources of 

energy, for instance the organization chose to require no PVC in the packaging or to push the 
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suppliers to switch from a plastic packaging to a recycle paper one for the milk packaging. 

Coop tries to avoid at the maximum the pollution wastage, for example in preferring trains 

rather than trucks or more, in forbidding some substances such as bisfenol A, chlorine 

bleaching and so on (Uddin et al., 2008). In including within its strategy and environmental 

care, Coop respects the environmental requirement of CSR.  

 

Such as a responsible business, Coop publishes each year a sustainable report in which 

the company explains what actions it takes in favor of the environment (Ljungdhal, 2008). 

Furthermore, public relations and media campaigns are especially a good way to promote the 

company; the only fact of presenting a persuasive report can build the firm notoriety (Uddin et 

al., 2008). Coop to communicate, has an influential and complete website in which we can 

find firstly every sustainable report (separate from the financial report) and secondly, all the 

measures taking by Coop to help poor people in Africa, to explain what the company does to 

act on a sustainable way. In this way, Coop has a responsible public image which can attract 

customers (Larsson, 2008).  

 

Moreover, Coop and the Swedish Government build together a win-win relationship 

(Porter and Kramer, 2006).  As told us Mr. Westman, Coop takes the environmental care 

seriously and it is easier for the company than in another country because it has money from 

the government and the techniques. Thanks to these two institutions (Coop and the Swedish 

government), we understand very well how a win-win relationship is possible and how 

institutions encourage companies to create voluntary commitments and agreements and help 

business to understand the environmental requirements (Environment Action Program, 

European Union, 2012). Companies and society are complementary (Porter and Kramer, 

2006). Then, Coop reduces the internal costs of accidents in buying just safe products and in 

providing good working conditions. A business is more productive in using land, water, 

energy, and other natural resources efficiently. Coop seems like having found the intersection 

point with the society and follows the principle of shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2011).  
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So, it seems clear and indisputable that Coop is totally in harmony with the 

environmental requirement of CSR. Coop thinks in the long term in preserving the 

environment and acting on the society on a good way.  Every theory that we found are 

confirmed by the acts which are taking by Coop 

 

 5.2. Analysis of how Swedish retailers use a CSR strategy as a Competitive 

Advantage.  

 

  5.2.1. Corporate Social Responsibility strategy’s motivations, the fit with 

competitive advantage. 

 

 According to Porter (1985), a competitive strategy must be chosen regarding the 

attractiveness of an industry and the elements determining the competitive rivalry and the 

competitive position of the firm among its industry. 

 

In the last two decades, the rules of businesses have changed radically. More 

particularly, some businesses to customers have taken a more responsible way. Therefore 

doing business with end-users has become very binding for companies.  That is one of the 

reasons why the need for companies and organizations to be differentiated on the market is 

becoming more and more important. As we shown in the introduction of this thesis, one of the 

best answers nowadays can be CSR which can provide brand and corporate identities by 

integrating operational policies and business ethics within these companies' strategies 

(Tidström, 2006).  Companies cannot ignore the importance of their external environment 

with stakeholder's opinion and have no other choice but consider them. The consideration of 

these expectations is the reason of corporate social responsibility (Rivera-Camino, 2007). This 

finding shows that one element of food retailers' competitive rivalry is based on responsible 

attributes. 

 



68 
 

Coop Corporate Social Responsibility strategy was motivated by the belief that food 

retailers’ stakeholders care about environmental, social and economical issues and are willing 

to get involved. 

 

Industry attractiveness and competitive rivalry factors are, for Porter (1985), the 

determinant of competitive strategy. Regarding the attractiveness of the food retailers’ market 

and the fact that environmental, social and economical attributes are determining the 

competitive rivalry, the choice of corporate social responsibility strategy by food retailers is a 

relevant competitive strategy. Good competitive strategy is a first prerequisite to reach 

competitive advantage (Sharp, 1991). 

 

  5.2.2. Green marketing’s use of the value chain to gain competitive 

advantage  

 

 

In the value chain, the firm’s activities have to be divided when they are 

technologically and strategically distinct (Lancaster & Walters, 2000). 

 

Based on our case study, in order to respect a good CSR strategy requirements, 

retailers have to divide each unit in the organization. Coop is a food retailer and thus doesn't 

have a production unit. Therefore the scope of the firm's activities has to be spread to every 

unit in order to gain a competitive advantage (Glaser, 2006). 

 

Following an intensive corporate social responsibility strategy, its support and primary 

activities are closely linked. At the level of the support activities, the infrastructure is divided 

to answer social and environmental requirements; employees, human resources, are all 

committed to these requirements. The management is based on an ethical pact which takes in 
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consideration financial, environmental and social aspects as well as the employees' well 

being. Coop's procurement is focused on green and fair trade products; other non productive 

activities such as charitable or environmental actions (Änglamark). At the level of the primary 

activities, the logistic is optimized in order to reduce greenhouse effect (transportation 

management); every operation takes care of employees' well being, health and the 

environment. The retailer is also communicating a lot about corporate social responsibility. 

Finally, Coop implements extra corporate and social services. The organization of our case 

study is using the value chain in order to follow its CSR strategy. Organizations activities are 

cooperating in order to fulfill the CSR competitive strategy. 

 

Adding value at each step of the chain (Wever, 1996) and the exploitation of 

interrelationship among the value chain can generate competitive advantage (Glaser, 2006). 

 

Following a complete corporate social responsibility involvement implicates that every 

activities and every employees are committed to it. That's the reason why Coop is 

communicating so much about its different actions. The communication has to target 

stakeholders in order to build the brand image and identity.  

 

The entire CSR strategy make the retailer organization of our case study implement the 

value chain for the reason that it allows them to better take in consideration stakeholders and 

thus acting as a responsible company and thence follow its competitive strategy. 

 

  5.2.3. The use of Corporate Social Responsibility to reach sustainable 

advantage 

 

In order to reach sustainable advantage, organizations have to follow a competitive 

advantage strategy. The competitive advantage strategy can be cost leadership, differentiation, 

or focus on one of these two previous strategies (Day, 1989). Cost leadership strategy implies 
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that a firm aims to be the low-cost producer in its industry (Porter, 1985). In order to realize it, 

the firm can: proceed to economies of scale, get proprietary technology, and have preferential 

access to raw materials. An organization trying to be unique in its industry or market is 

implementing differentiation strategy. The differentiation has to be based on buyers’ valued 

dimensions (Borna & Chapman, 1993). The organization uniquely positions itself on one or 

more attributes that many buyers in an industry perceive as important (Porter, 1985). The 

focus strategy narrows competitive strategy within a segment or group of segments in an 

industry, instead of applying it to the whole industry (Hahn & Powers, 2004). The 

organization tailors and optimizes its strategy to serve the segment or group of segments to 

the exclusion of others (Porter, 1985). 

 

Coop has centered its business on the differentiation strategy. Among retailers, coop 

can enjoy the benefit of the Swedish market and gain market share thanks to its well 

developed differentiated strategy. Many services were created in order to create a global 

brand capable of being seen as responsible in the current Swedish economy. Furthermore the 

company sees itself as a company able to influence the community thanks to its actions and 

exemplary behavior. Thus the added value is based both on internal and external factors. The 

former means to emphasize on the management, training, and courtesy of the staff. The latter 

means to focus on the communication and the different actions taken to become a responsible 

company (charitable, environmental to name a few). The differentiation can be based on the 

product itself with its features and performance, the services, or the technology employed 

(Porter, 1985).  

 

Not only its own profit, Coop takes into account all stakeholders involved directly or 

indirectly to its business. The company is owned by more than 3 millions of people, which are 

involved in the company's strategy. With ethical pact and the care of people, the company can 

integrate everyone for the success of its business. The whole communication of Coop is 

necessary to get everyone involved and to show that the company is able to commit itself to 

the care of people and to cleverly invest for the future. 
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Following differentiation competitive advantage strategy allows the organization to 

clench a premium price (Davies et al., 2010). For Borna and Chapman (1993) an inferior price 

than premium price will not reflect correctly the higher value and then lead to cancel the 

benefit of differentiating for the organization; and Porter (1985) emphasize this by saying that 

differentiation must be associated with premium price. 

 

Coop's products are slightly more expensive than the average.  However, Coop has 

roughly similar prices than Maxi ICA the leader in Sweden. The company provides a greater 

variety of green and fair trade product. It also provides extra services for the customer and a 

more equal share of the profits. 

 

At last, confidence, esteem and satisfaction of customers give the possibility of high 

profit margins and long term brand loyalty (Doyle & Stern, 2006). Moreover, customer 

loyalty is needed to maintain sustainable advantage. It generates more stable and less risky 

earning streams, avenues for further growth (Doyle & Stern, 2006).  

 

Coop’s positioning as "globally responsible, alternative to capitalistic retailers, anti-

globalization, promoting environmental quality rather than quantity” is associated with 

effective Corporate Social Responsibility politic. The functional and emotional benefits given 

by coop satisfy customers and lead them to make rebuys. Coop’s community care creates 

loyalty; therefore they use corporate social responsibility marketing to reach sustainable 

advantage. 

 

 

 

 

 



72 
 

6. CONCLUSION 

 

 6.1. Conclusion of How a Corporate Social Responsibility strategy is used as a 

competitive advantage. 

 

The purpose of our study was to identify how an organization is using a CSR strategy 

to gain a competitive advantage. We aimed to focus on case study on the food retailer market 

in Sweden.  

 

This thesis firstly investigated the concepts of competitive advantage and corporate 

social responsibility. Competitive advantage is about choosing the right strategy for an 

organization, in order to provide superior benefits than competitors to customers. To 

understand how to reach it, this thesis presented the concepts of the value chain, the three 

generic strategies with low-cost leadership, differentiation and focus, the customer 

satisfaction, and sustainable advantage. Corporate social responsibility regards the strategy 

and the way to approach business for a company. With this part it has been demonstrated that 

CSR is divided into three main parts: Environmental, Social and Economic. 

 

Then, this thesis leaded a qualitative data collection with the single case-study of 

Coop, one of the main Swedish food retailers. The interview of Jorgen Westman, Coop's 

Halmstad head manager, connected with the collection of secondary data provided empirical 

materials. All this research for secondary and primary data enables to draw some conclusions 

all of them confirming that there existed a link between a CSR strategy and competitive 

advantage. 

 

All Coop's actions and communication are matching with the stakeholders respect and 

customers satisfaction. In order to make actions charitable or green actions seem more normal 

and true, the organization is using a specific communication. The differentiation generates 
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competitive, sustainable, advantage. Green marketing brings differential elements enabling 

the two organizations to have a competitive advantage. 

 

In order to keep its competitive advantage, Coop integrates CSR into each unit. Then it 

enables to create an added value at each step of the business. Thus the communication among 

stakeholders is necessary when doing a true CSR strategy. In accordance with the model of 

the value chain, these generate competitive advantage.  

 

In order this thesis found that Coop is using a corporate social responsibility strategy 

by respecting and satisfying stakeholders, doing responsible investment and including 

economic social and environmental aspect. 

 

By using a complete and deep corporate social responsibility, Coop is differentiating 

itself from competitors. Indeed, differentiation is one of the three generic strategies to reach 

competitive advantage (Porter, 1985). 

 

The results of this study can be very useful for retailers, not only in Sweden, especially 

for those willing to fully satisfy their customers and other stakeholders. Thanks to this thesis, 

companies would be able to understand the new way to approach end-consumer business and 

patterns. 

 

  6.2. Limitations 

 

When developing the thesis, some limitations were encountered. We assumed that it 

was impossible to avoid some limits even though we tried to reduce them as more as possible 

so that none of them could damage the reliability of our work in such a manner that it was not 

reliable. 



74 
 

Firstly, due to the fact that we were working on a situation that was happening in 

Sweden.  Then, we have to keep in mind that nowadays the CSR is growing and includes fast 

changes. 

  

The aim was to focus the investigation in Halmstad, Sweden. Because of a strict 

timetable we will not go through a very deep study concerning the CSR as a competitive 

advantage. The empirical data is mainly focus on what we will find thanks to the interview of 

Coop´s manager. Coop is situated at Eurostop area in Halmstad. With regards to the resources 

that we have, these one are quite short and our budget is limited to implement our work.  

 

Furthermore, relating to the secondary data collected, we normally used the resources 

available at Halmstad University, such as the university online databases and the library. It 

can constitute a limitation since we could have obtained more academic articles by enlarging 

our searching methods. Also, language could constitute a limitation as we were able to 

understand only articles written in English, French. It had not been a problem since the 

majority of the articles that the university databases grouped were in English. However, this 

limitation was more important when going to the library where a lot of books were written in 

Swedish, being impossible to be read. 

 

Finally, concerning our primary data, this thesis could have better answered the 

research question if its analysis was not limited only to one Coop retailer situated in 

Halmstad. Indeed, it would have been interesting to have more information in interviewing 

different Coop’s organization and so, different managers. The aim would have been to know 

if all Coop’s employees have the same feeling concerning their work and their answers would 

have been essential concerning our social part of CSR. It would have confirmed or denied the 

importance of CSR within Coop’s strategy.  
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6.3. Further research 

  

This thesis provides retailers with some conclusions that will allow them to better 

define their marketing strategies. However, Corporate Social Responsibility is a concept 

recently entirely understood and used by companies. In addition, the world economy is 

currently changing very quickly. Even Coop continues to take more and more measures to 

improve its strategy to get a competitive advantage. That is why this study is not aimed to 

remains helpful for retailers in the future. This work was made in a new and specific 

environment which could make some future researches necessaries to correctly assess the 

links between CSR and competitive advantage. Therefore, this research could be useful as an 

initial point for more studies whose aim would be to complement the current one, for instance 

by evaluating the changes in stakeholders’ expectation or companies’ integration of CSR, as 

results could be different. Even more, the same research question could be studied by 

extending the number of retailers questioned in order to obtain more information, or by 

gathering quantitative data among consumers to analyze if they had noted these changes and 

can affirm a satisfaction and loyalty thanks to a CSR strategy. 

 To conduct an original and relevant analysis we could have chosen a French retailer 

based on CSR strategy as well. The importance of subventions and different helps that Coop 

receives are quite scarce in other countries, because Sweden is a developed country 

concerning the CSR aspect. However, even if in France the subject starts to be in the main 

preoccupations, a CSR strategy used by a French retailer could have been totally different, for 

sure.  

Moreover, what we could have done to manage a deeper analysis was to compare Coop with 

another Swedish food retailer such as Maxi ICA which is the leader on the market and the 

main competitor. We think that, as Maxi has a totally different strategy which less based on 

CSR, in other terms environmental, economical and ecological care, it would have been very 

interesting to focus on a different strategy in order to underline the huge existing contrasts.  
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8. GLOSSARY 

 

 Knowledge-intensive (IK): a knowledge-intensive job or industry is one where the 

workers need a lot of education, skills, and experience in order to work effectively 

(Financial time, Lexicon). 

 

 Intellectual Capital (IC): Collective knowledge (whether or not documented) of the 

individuals in an organization or society. This knowledge can be used to produce 

wealth, multiply output of physical assets, gain competitive advantage, and/or to 

enhance value of other types of capital. Intellectual capital is now beginning to be 

classified as a true capital cost because investment in (and replacement of) people 

tantamount to investment in machines and plants, and expenses incurred in education 

and training (to maintain the shelf life of intellectual assets) are equivalent to 

depreciation costs of physical assets. Intellectual capital includes customer capital, 

human capital, intellectual property, and structural capital (Business dictionary.com). 

 

 Shared value: the concept of share value can be defined as policies and operating 

practices that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously 

advancing the economic and social conditions in the communities in which it operates. 

Shared value creation focuses on identifying and expanding the connections between 

societal and economic progress. Value is defined as benefits relative costs, not just 

benefits alone (Porter and Kramer, “Creating shared value”, 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/knowledge.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/individual.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/organization.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/produce.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/wealth.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/output.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/physical-asset.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/gain.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/competitive-advantage.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/value.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/type.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/capital.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/classified.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/capital-cost.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/investment.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/replacement.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/machine.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/plant.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/expense.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/education.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/training.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/maintain.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/shelf-life.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/intellectual-asset.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/equivalent.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/depreciation.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/costs.html
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http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/intellectual-property.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/structural-capital.html


84 
 

9. Attachment 

Attachment 1: Formal and informal processes of CSR (ethics, transparency, 

governance, business relationships, financial return, community involvement/economic 

involvement, value of products and services, employment practices and protection of the 

environment). 

 

 

 

Source:  Epstein and Roy, 2003 
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Attachment 2: The framework for the integration of CSR into business processes 
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Attachment 3: Aspects of social responsibility.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Kok et al, 2001. 
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Attachment 4: Value chain figure 

 

  

  

Source : http://www.mbaknol.com/strategic-management/value-chain-analysis/ 
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Attachment 5: The three Porter's generic strategies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source : http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newSTR_82.htm 
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Attachment 6: Interview’s guideline. 

 

GAINING COMPETITITEVE ADVANTAGE 
THROUGH A CORPORATE SOCIAL 

RESPONSIBILITY 

How Corporate Social Responsibility is used as a 
competitive advantage? 

 

The case of "Coop Sweden" 

 

 

 

Noémie Philippe 

076070603 – philippe.noemie@sfr.fr 

Cyril Albert 

0762218239 – cyrilalb@gmail.com 
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What is Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)? 

“The purpose of corporate social responsibility (CSR) is to make 

corporate business activity and corporate culture sustainable in 

three aspects”:  (Uddin et al, 2007) 

• Economic aspects (creating added value and 

differentiation, encouraging suppliers to adopt responsible 

business policies and practices, multiplier effect, taxes) 

• Social aspects (stakeholders’ importance - employees, suppliers, customers, 

shareholders, government, community, financial institutions, managers, trade union, 

NGO, community development, foundations - employees’ well-being, ethical pact 

inside the management) 

• Environmental and Ecological aspects (reducing wastes, recycling batteries, papers 

and so on, reducing impact on the environment, within the supply chain, applying 

sustainable practices within the company (to influence employees to act 

environmentally friendly), promoting environmentally friendly-products, advertising, 

sustainable reports each year) 

A CSR strategy provides: reducing risks & wastes, improving relations with regulators, 

generating brand equity, improving human relations and employee productivity and lower 

cost of capital (Heal, 2004).  

Using a CSR strategy is to act both externally (on the surrounding environment) and 

internally (within the company) (Kok et al, 2001). 

Why Coop? 

Coop is one of the main food retailer companies in Sweden. Going through Coop’s 

website we found out that the company has been rewarded sustainable Swedish brand of 

the year 2011 and 2012. Moreover, the company seems to have a clear and complete CSR 

strategy (economically, socially and environmentally).   
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Interview with Jörgen WESTMAN 

Part I: General information 

About you 

1. How long have you been working for the company? 

2. What is your job consisting in? 

3. Why did you choose Coop? (salary, values, job’s tasks, no choice)  

4. What is your career evolution within the company since you have been hired?  

About Coop 

1. Can you provide us more information about the company? (historical, market share, 

importance on the Swedish market, international presence) 

2. Do you think Coop is using a CSR strategy? 

3. For you, why is Coop using a CSR strategy? (Economic reasons, values, competitive 

advantage, company’s image, stakeholders’ satisfaction, society well-being, 

sustainability) 

4. What are the requirements of the Swedish government (laws, quotas…)? Is Coop 

following these requirements or do more than required? 

5. Since you are working for the company, have you noticed some favorable changes 

on the CSR? Why? 

6. What are Coop’s values and beliefs?  

7. Do you agree with all of them? 

8. Is it important for you to work in a company with important values?  

9. Could you work for a company with totally different values? (Nuclear, cigarette or 

Alcohol Company) 

10. Do you think it can affect the degree of your involvement for the company and 

why? 
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Part II: Economic aspects of CSR 

1. Do you think that Coop is contributing to the society well-being in paying specific 

taxes?  

2. Do you encourage your suppliers to adopt responsible business policies and 

practices? 

3. Is Coop aware of the multiplier effect? 

4. Do you publish an annual sustainable report? If yes, do you publish it with the 

financial annual reports or separately?  

5. What kind of information do you include in your sustainable report?  

6. Can you say that your company tries to be as transparent as possible on these 

information? 

 

Part III: Social aspects of CSR 

1. What are the Coop’s actions on the community aspect? (änglamark, vi-skogen, 

kooperation Utan Gränser, bistånd på köpet, tryck på Biståndsknappen, Coop skänker 

mat till behövande, Coops fisklista…) 

2. How do you consider the importance of the stakeholders within your strategy? 

(suppliers, customers, shareholders, government, community, financial institutions, 

managers, trade union, NGO, community development, foundations customers and 

employees) 

3. Do you take in consideration their opinions? Why? (Feedback) 

4. How do you get your customers involved socially and environmentally? (Donations, 

use of transports…) 

5. What do you do for employees’ well-being? 

6. Do you have an ethical pact inside the management?  

7. What is the relationship between the manager and the employees?  

8. Is there any “good-behavior” guideline for the staff? (Switch off lights, recycling 

wastes, hygiene of the personal…) 
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Part IV: Environmental aspects of CSR 

1. What are the Coop’s actions on the environmental aspect? 

 trucks pollution, trains (within the supply chain) 

 energy management (electricity, heating, refrigeration) 

 recycling (batteries, packaging…n) 

 papers advertisement 

 

2. Are you promoting environmentally friendly-products? How? 

3. Does the company have an environmental guideline (internal and external)? 
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Attachment 7: KF group historic concerning CSR. 

 

 

 


