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Abstract 

The food provision system of today has been argued to be unsustainable with large scale 

production, price-pressure and outbreaks of diseases. Many consumers in the EU and Sweden 

are reacting to these issues and are becoming increasingly interested in finding local food 

alternatives that they consider to be safer and of higher quality. However, the small local food 

producers due to scarce budgets and marketing skills have problems in reaching this target 

market. Partly due to this, there has been an emergence of Alternative Food Networks (AFN) 

within which producers come together to get assistance in marketing and sales. 

Social media has emerged as a phenomenon that is argued by marketing scholars to be a 

highly useful tool to spread information in a cost-efficient way. Therefore, this study seek to 

answer the explorative question: “How do Alternative Food Networks use social media in 

order to help small local food producers reach the market?” 

The main purpose of the thesis is to explore and develop an understanding of how the 

emerging AFNs use social media to promote small local agricultural producers and help them 

in reaching the market. This will be done by investigating AFNs as Small-Medium Enterprise 

(SME) marketing networks, and how these operate in terms of the theoretical areas external 

marketing communication, coordination of the SME marketing network, segmentation 

practices and sales promotion. The theoretical contribution is to see how AFNs work in terms 

of these areas, and the practical implications will be to give advice on how AFNs should use 

social media to improve these areas. 

The study is done in an exploratory manner, and the data collection has been performed in 

accordance with qualitative research. This has been done through seven semi-structured 

interviews with respondents from six different AFNs in Sweden that are active on social 

media. The conclusions of this study shows that AFNs value the use of social media, however 

they utilize this tool to a varied degree. The AFNs use it to inform and to interact with their 

customers. Social media does not seem to be very actively incorporated into network 

communication or monitoring. The AFNs have many ideas about who their customer groups 

are, and in some cases these have been identified specifically on social media, which has been 

used to some extent for targeted advertising. The AFNs position themselves as a “good” food 

alternative. In sales promotion the AFNs mainly promote their events on social media, and 

have also promoted discounts to some extent. 

The study provides new theoretical knowledge in the area of marketing through social media 

by SMEs like AFNs. Practical implications for the AFNs are discussed, which mainly involve 

increasing the time spent on social media as a mainly free and powerful marketing tool. 
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1.1 Introduction 
The purpose of the chapter is to make the reader familiar with the emerging phenomenon of 

Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) internationally as well as in Sweden and why it is 

interesting to study their marketing. We will first present the debate concerning the 

conventional, unsustainable global food provision system, and the increased consumer 

demand for local food products. AFNs is then proposed as Small-Medium Enterprise (SME) 

Marketing Networks and their marketing potential using the recent and powerful medium of 

social media is discussed. Finally, the study’s central research question and purpose is 

presented. 

1.1 The Development of the Local Food Market 
The sustainability of today’s food provision system has been widely questioned (Roep & 

Wiskerke, 2010, p. 207). The European Union’s Common Agricultural Policy has since the 

1950’s led to more effective, large-scale agricultural production, which among other goals has 

sought to decrease the price of the products for the consumers. However, various food-safety 

related outbreaks such as BSE, bird flu and the The Dioxin Affair has made The European 

Commission concerned with issues surrounding food quality (The Swedish Board of 

Agriculture, 2008, p. 5). Also, while the European Union’s agricultural producers experience 

increasing competition, consumers has been demanding products of high quality. As such, 

The European Commission concludes that the agricultural producers that can raise the quality 

of their produce and deliver it has great prospects (The Swedish Board of Agriculture, 2008, 

p. 5). 

Moving to the Swedish market, KRAV (2015), a key player in the organic food market in 

Sweden, similarly describes how consumers are reacting to the mass produced, anonymous 

food and are interested in knowing how the food is produced and by whom. Consumers often 

value local and regional food depending on its emotional qualities according to a report by 

LivsmedelsSverige (2008, p. 14), an internet portal connected to The Swedish University of 

Agricultural Sciences. Many consumers appreciate the possibility to find unique foods that are 

produced in accordance to the consumer’s own values. As mentioned in the debate 

surrounding the advantages of a living countryside such values are for example that local food 

production in many instances has a lower environmental footprint and more humane animal 

keeping (Josefsson, 2015). The small-scale agricultural production has been acknowledged 

even by the Swedish Parliament and Riksdag, who has seen that there is an interest for small 

scale local and regional products both among consumers and in the food industry (Elmsäter-

Svärd et al., 2005, p. 15). 

1.2 The Development of “Alternative Food Networks” 
It has been described as a problem for the consumers and the food market actors to find the 

local producers and their products (LivsmedelsSverige, 2008, p. 10). In a report by The 

Swedish Board of Agriculture (Elmsäter-Svärd et al., 2005, p. 84) on how to promote small 

scale agricultural production, one of the obstacles discussed is that there were not a sufficient 

amount of sales outlets beyond the large chain stores ICA, KF and The Axfood Group who 

dominate the Swedish food market. For the very small producers these retailers were rarely 

even considered an alternative. Another obstacle according to producers themselves has been 

that they had no “sales organization”, which main task is to sell and market their products 

(LivsmedelsSverige, 2008, p.32). It has been noted that small-scale producers often have very 

limited resources, and insufficient knowledge of marketing (Elmsäter-Svärd, 2005, p. 83). A 

previous Minister of Agriculture has pointed to a lack of knowledge in areas like product 
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innovation and marketing, which has hindered the establishment and development of the 

small-scale agricultural production (Nykvist 2004; cited in Elmsäter-Svärd et al., 2005, p. 79). 

It was discovered in The Swedish Board of Agriculture’s (Elmsäter-Svärd et al., 2005, p. 45) 

investigation that being part of a network was considered by producers as the third most 

important factor for mediating knowledge, following courses and mentors. However, the 

report concluded that a large proportion of the producers at the time did not belong to any 

organization or are involved in any type of network with other producers (The Swedish Board 

of Agriculture, 2005, p. 49). The situation of producer networks in Sweden has been mapped 

by LivsmedelsSverige (2008) who did a scan of the internet for active websites and portals 

that in any way marketed local and regional agricultural products, and found 80 networks, to 

which they sent a survey. They concluded that these producer networks had mainly aimed at 

promoting a common brand, and said that this had given their product some additional value. 

Many of the associations and networks mentioned that they wanted to work a whole lot more 

with marketing, but that they lack knowledge and resources (LivsmedelsSverige, 2008, p. 48). 

Various new types of such food networks have unsurprisingly emerged internationally as a 

response to the unsustainability of the global food provisioning system (Roep et al., 2010, p. 

206). They all represent traditional or alternative methods of production, distributing, and 

retailing food that build new producer-consumer relationships and create an arena where 

innovative practices of food provision are more in tune with customer values and needs (Galli 

& Brunori, 2013, p. 1). The term that we will use for these networks is Alternative Food 

Networks (AFNs), that Renting et al. (2003, p. 394) also uses “ … as a broad embracing term 

to cover newly emerging networks of producers, consumers, and other actors that embody 

alternatives to the more standardised industrial mode of food supply” 

1.3 Alternative Food Networks as “SME marketing networks” 
Hingley et al. (2010, p. 6), who we will return to in the theoretical framework chapter, 

discusses the development of various local food supply and marketing networks, and in the 

research describe how AFNs generally consist of SMEs (Hingley et al., 2010, p. 7). As the 

producers and AFNs are small businesses or networks of small businesses, and we want to 

apply SME business theories to this phenomenon, we will henceforth refer to AFNs and their 

producers interchangeably as SMEs. 

Although potentially relevant for all types of firm, networks seem to be especially suited for 

SMEs according to Agostini (2016, p. 1), who has studied SME marketing networks in 

several other industries and argue that SMEs due to a lack of resources may need to look 

outside their own boundaries for marketing support. Studying SME marketing networks 

seems to be a research area where one can provide new knowledge, as so far, SME networks 

has mainly focused on the upstream section of the value chain, for example on research and 

development, rather than marketing networks according to Agostini (2016, p. 1) who consider 

marketing networks an emerging area of research interest (Agostini, 2016, p. 14). Concerning 

SME marketing networks, Gilmore et al., 2006 (p. 279) say that “... there is limited evidence 

focussing on SME networking in relation to marketing activities”. 

Marketing Networks can be defined as (Swaminathan & Moorman, 2009, p. 53): 

“formalized collaborative arrangements focused on downstream value chain activities, such 

as distribution, sales, or promotion.” 
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Marketing networks are argued to be especially useful in low- or medium technology 

industries in which the SMEs do not require adjustment such as in the production process to 

cooperate, but rather the main competitive advantage usually comes from marketing efforts 

serving to understanding customers’ needs (Agostini, 2016, p. 2). Therefore, we find it very 

fitting to study AFNs in a business viewpoint as SME marketing networks since they are 

collectives of SMEs in a very traditional industry that are coming together in AFNs to 

improve the marketing of small local food producers and supply an existing customer demand 

for these products.  

In our extensive literature search on AFNs, we found that there has been plenty of research 

done to achieve various definitions of such networks and their potential for rural development 

and sustainability (e.g. Sage, 2002, Renting et al., 2003, Kirwan, 2004, Venn et al., 2006, 

Roep et al., 2012, Mastronardi, 2015). However, despite the marketing issues of local food 

producers that has partly led to the development of AFNs, research rarely seem to focus on 

the marketing in particular of these networks. 

1.4 SME Marketing Activities and Social Media 
SMEs often do not have enough time, resources or training for strategic development in 

branding and marketing communications according to Atanassova & Clark (2015, pp. 163-

164) who discuss that social media may be of essence to SMEs who has scarce resources by 

providing real-time market knowledge and improving their marketing capabilities. As such, 

understanding SMEs social media practices is considered to be in the interest of both 

researchers and professionals alike and we would like to contribute by delivering more 

theoretical understanding of SME and social media in marketing, as this is of interest for 

academia according to Atanassova & Clark (2015, p. 164). Nobre & Silva (2014, p. 140) in a 

study on social media for SME strategies state that even though the impact of social networks 

is significant, being an fantastic tool for SMEs to communicate with customers and quickly 

spread information, the majority of research still largely revolves around traditional marketing 

tools. Their results indicate that social media can increase sales, membership, interaction and 

strengthen relationships with customers (Nobre & Silva, 2014, p. 149). We would like to 

verify these results by seeing if this study’s results resembles the case in our study as well. 

Social media has meant that the tools and strategies for interacting with customers has 

changed greatly and is among other things used for creating attention, changed how customers 

gain information, and how they share reactions and attitudes to about products and services 

(Mangold & Faulds, 2009, p. 358). 

 

Word of Mouth (WoM) has traditionally been a marketing term concerning having customers 

share their opinions and reactions about products and services to other people (Jansen et al., 

2169). However, with the emergence of the internet and certainly social media there has been 

a paradigm shift in WoM, which when taking place online is referred to as electronic Word of 

Mouth (eWoM). eWoM is considered to be an important marketing tool for companies to 

influence customers (Cheung & Lee, 2012, p. 219). However, there has been little attention in 

research on how companies engage customers through eWoM communication according to 

Cheung & Lee (2012, p. 223), and we hope to add some insights about how these practices 

look in the case of AFNs. 

 

In marketing of businesses one important aspect is the segmentation process, which entails 

grouping customers together into distinctive segments (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 413). 

However, in the context of SMEs this phenomenon has not been focused on extensively, and 

SME managers usually do not invest enough time into marketing activities (Reijonen & 

Laukkanen, 2010, p. 115). Marketing is constantly developing and Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 
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413) explain how the evolution of technology has presented marketers with new windows of 

opportunities. As a consequence, these researchers argue that companies have started to use 

social media in their segmentation process and that this practice is highly relevant for 

companies that are communicating with end users. There is however a need for more research 

regarding the practical challenges that companies experience in using social media in 

segmentation practices (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 426). 

 

Sales promotion is another important aspect of the business of a SME and the study of Nobre 

& Silva (2014, p. 149) highlights that the usage of the social media Facebook results in a 

more loyal customer base and a  higher involvement with the brand, this because of increased 

sales and a higher number of customers. Furthermore, Nobre & Silva (2014, p.149) pinpoints 

that SMEs successfully can use social networks, Facebook to the highest extent, as a cost 

efficient communication channel to advertise their brands. Lastly, Nobre & Silva (2014, p. 

149) explain that the use of social networks play an important role in the development of 

customer relationships and to increase sales. The authors found that SMEs that were active in 

social media and posted content such as photographs, texts and other promotions that users 

could interact with were more likely to attract customers to engage with it and spread eWoM 

about the SME and its products. 

 

The marketing for small businesses has not yet been extensively researched according to 

Reijonen & Laukkanen (2010, p. 115), and to summarize this section, we will with this thesis 

strive to contribute theoretically in the research fields of SME marketing and social media. 

 

1.4.1 The Food Assembly - an Online AFN 

 

Figure 1: The Food Assembly’s (La Ruche Qui Dit Oui) website, Facebook and Instagram. 

An example of an AFN that uses online tools and social media to a large extent is The Food 

Assembly (La Ruche Qui Dit Oui in French) that started in France. The AFN was created by 

young entrepreneurs and sought to connect local food producers in Toulouse with customers 

who use the AFN’s e-commerce platform to place food product orders (Galli & Brunori, 

2013, p. 86). The relationship between customers and the producers is managed by a the 
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young entrepreneurs of the AFN that act as an intermediary, taking care of distribution and 

marketing services, which have been neglected by the producers (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 

88). The AFN’s staff is mainly composed of social network users, bloggers and users of 

various modern web tools, and they use these to inform about the AFNs values, activities and 

to answer public questions online (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 86). As seen in the snapshots of 

the website, Facebook and Instagram the AFN put substantial effort into their online 

marketing strategy and are very active on social media. 

1.5 Research question: 
With regards to the problematization discussed above, this thesis will aim to answer the 

following question: 

“How do Alternative Food Networks use social media in order to help small local food 

producers reach the market?” 
 

1.6 Purpose 
The main purpose of the thesis is to explore and develop an understanding of how the 

emerging AFNs in Sweden, in the role of SME marketing networks, use social media to 

promote small local agricultural producers and help them in reaching the market. In order to 

do this we will construct a theoretical framework that we believe captures the essential 

aspects of marketing discussed in section 1.3 and 1.4 and also discuss how social media 

specifically can be used as a new and cost-effective supplemental tool. The aspects of 

marketing will be external marketing communication, coordination of a SME marketing 

network, segmentation practices and sales promotion. In line with the exploratory style of the 

study, we will perform semi-structured interviews with several AFNs that are active on social 

media. From a theoretical viewpoint, we hope to gain a better understanding of how the 

phenomenon of AFNs work in marketing to the much-needed benefit of their producers, and 

also shed further light on how these selected marketing practices are used by AFNs. From a 

practical perspective, we hope to be able to see patterns and deviations in the marketing 

practices of the studied AFNs, and through theory be able to give some advice on how to 

improve their social media practices. 

 

1.7 Limitations of the Study 
Due to time and resource constraints, the study will be geographically be limited to only 

include AFNs that are based in Sweden. Further, the respondents of the AFNs will be limited 

to those that are responsible for overarching marketing activities for the AFN as a whole, 

representing numerous producers. The study will also be limited to being mono-method, using 

only qualitative methods, i.e. only interviews which will be interpreted and no numerical data 

will be analyzed. 
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1.8 Disposition of the Study 
Chapter 1: Introduction – The purpose of this introductory chapter is to present the 

development of an alternative food market. Furthermore, the reader becomes familiar with 

AFNs as SME marketing networks. Thereafter, social media marketing is presented to be of 

importance for SME marketing networks. Also, the chapter debates that social media 

marketing is related to external marketing communication, coordination of a SME marketing 

network, segmentation practices and sales promotion. Then, these presented aspects are 

explained to become the fundament of our coming theoretical framework, together with the 

purpose of the thesis and the limitations of the study. 

Chapter 2: Methodology – The aim of this chapter is both to discuss theoretical 

methodology and explain the practical research methods of the thesis. The former is to present 

how we as researchers approached and designed the study. We will explain our research 

philosophy, approach and design, and strategy, concluding with a discussion on the literature 

search and source criticism that shaped our theoretical framework. In the practical research 

methods we explain how the selection process of AFNs and the respondents looked, how the 

interview guide was formulated and how the interviews were conducted. There will be a 

discussion on the study’s reliability, generalizability and validity, and to conclude we 

highlight ethical considerations. 

Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework – Here, the theoretical framework is presented. First, 

Social media marketing and eWoM is discussed. Second, theories about AFNs and SME 

marketing networks are introduced. Third, segmentation theories are presented in the aspects 

of identifying the customer, evaluating segments and positioning. Finally, sales is presented in 

the promotional activities of discounts, samples, event marketing and retail stores.  

Chapter 4: Empirical Findings – The chapter presents the empirical findings that were 

uncovered from the interviews concerning the marketing aspects based on the theoretical 

framework. The selected data is grouped into new themes and categories that emerged from 

the interviews that highlight similarities and differences between the respondents. 

Chapter 5: Analysis & Discussion – In this chapter the aim is to use the data from the 

Empirical Findings chapter and discuss and analyze the answers in comparison to the 

theoretical framework. The themes and categories that were constructed in the previous 

chapter are kept intact, and the similarities and differences are exemplified. The most striking 

results of the analysis are then summarized. 

Chapter 6: Conclusions – In the last chapter of the study the conclusions are presented. This 

is done through the explanation of general conclusions, theoretical implications, practical 

implications, as well as limitations and further research. 
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2. Methodology 
This chapter will be divided into two parts: theoretical methodology and practical 

methodology, which are further explained under their respective headlines. 

2.1 Theoretical Methodology 
In this part of the methodology we will discuss matters of research philosophy, approach, 

design and strategy to explain how and why our study took the shape of an exploratory 

multiple case study. We will then conclude this part with a discussion on literature search and 

source criticism. 

2.1.1 Research Philosophy 
Since master students face time restraints and page restraints on these types of research 

projects, one is probably not required to go into the philosophical issues at a deep level 

according to Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 43). However, it is important to be aware of the 

philosophical methodological assumptions since they guide the research and extends one's 

knowledge of how research should be conducted (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 43). Therefore 

this first part of the Methodology chapter will be dedicated to theoretical methodology. 

Saunders et al. (2012, p. 128) explain this guidance of the research by saying that that in the 

many stages of the research process, researchers must make assumptions about how they see 

the research. These assumptions that we researchers make about what is research, and the way 

we choose to view what is to be considered acceptable knowledge can be considered to be 

research philosophy. There are two main research paradigms. The first is positivism with 

positivist researchers. The paradigm has its roots in the philosophy of realism and originated 

in the natural sciences that are logical and objective (Collis & Hussey, 2014, pp. 43-44). The 

other is interpretivism with interpretivist researchers. The paradigm originated due to the 

insufficiencies of positivism to explain social phenomenon, and rests on a belief that social 

reality is not objective as in the natural sciences (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 44-45). The two 

main philosophical assumptions are the ontological assumption and the epistemological 

assumption (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). Because these two respective paradigms and 

assumptions are the most commonly discussed and are used to make critical assumptions 

about the nature or reality and what is to be considered accepted knowledge, these terms and 

our choices will be further elaborated on individually. 

2.1.2 Ontology 
The ontological assumption again concerns the nature of reality, and for positivists this would 

mean that reality is objective and external to the researcher, and for interpretivist that the 

social reality is constructed and subjective. As such, multiple realities and individual views 

exist (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). Bryman & Bell (2015, p. 32) similarly explain that 

social entities that one study could be considered separate entities that are external to social 

actors, or the social entities could be considered social constructions that are created with the 

influence of the social actors. These two conflicting positions within ontology are referred to 

as objectivism and constructionism (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 32). Objectivism is the position 

that social entities have independent meanings and existence that is separate of the social 

actors surrounding them. For example one could discuss an organization as an almost tangible 

object that has very clear rules and regulations, hierarchies and functions, and puts 

requirements on the social actors involved in the organization (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 32). 

On the other hand, constructivism is a position that asserts that the social entities are 

constructed by the actions of the social actors, whose actions and influences shape the social 

entity. For example one could discuss an organization as being shaped constantly by 
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discussion, compromise and changing rules and regulations due to the decisions of the 

persons involved (Bryman & Bell, 2015, pp. 32-33). 

This thesis seek to explore how AFNs in Sweden use social media in their marketing to 

promote local food producers. When attempting to assess the interviewees’ responses we will 

interpret their reality which is subjective and socially constructed, and thus our ontological 

assumption is interpretivism and that there are multiple realities. We respect that there are 

social realities which are objective and external to the researcher as well, but as we will not 

use any metrics or numerical measurements such as tracking social media followers or sales 

figures, we will not adhere to positivism in our ontological assumption. We expect that the 

interpretivist ontological assumption of our research will be present in the sense that we may 

have one view of the social entity of the AFNs and the interviewees may have a quite 

different view. Since we aim to see various patterns and deviations in the perceptions of how 

AFNs could help small local food producers reaching the market we argue that the the 

constructionist position is the most fitting for the study. We will after all try to interpret the 

views of the respondents and reproduce how they see that the work that is undertaken in the 

AFNs help or could help small local producers reach the market. However, this reproduction 

will also be influenced by our views as researchers, and as such we will present a relative 

truth, or one subjectively constructed reality. 

2.1.3 Epistemology 
The epistemological assumption concerns what is accepted as valid knowledge and strives to 

examine the relationship between the researcher and the research (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 

47). Again, the paradigms of positivism and interpretivism will play a main part in defining 

chosen assumptions. According to positivists knowledge is only valid when coming from 

observable and measurable phenomena. Therefore, they strive to stay objective to the research 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 44). A positivist would collect data from the observable and 

measurable phenomenon and attempt to arrive at conclusions that are truly ordered and 

categorizable, which have been argued to be insufficient to explain the complex social world 

of business (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 134). Interpretivists in comparison try to lessen the 

distance between themselves and the researched object by being involved through 

participative inquiry (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 45). In general, positivists use large samples, 

have a simulated location, and generate results with high reliability that often allow results to 

be generalized from a sample to the bigger population. To compare again to interpretivists, 

they use smaller samples, have a natural location, and generate results with high validity and 

low reliability and allow findings to be generalized from one setting to another setting. The 

concepts of reliability, generalizability and validity will be further discussed in separate 

sections. Another general difference is that positivists are concerned with hypothesis testing, 

while interpretivists are more focused on generating theories (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 50; 

Bryman & Bell, 2014, p. 26). Bryman & Bell (2015, p. 28) explain that interpretivism 

emerged as there was a need in the social science to understand the social actors and social 

entities when compares to the natural sciences, and according to Saunders et al. (2012, p. 137) 

interpretivism is a fitting assumption when dealing with marketing and business. 

For our epistemological assumption, we have again concluded that being in the interpretivism 

paradigm is fitting for the study since we will to some extent participate with the studied 

social entity of AFNs by performing inquiry through interviews with the respondents that like 

us are social actors. The results that we present will come from the subjective responses of the 

relatively small sample of interviewees that are interviewed in their natural everyday 

workplace. We accept that we will interpret the results from these responses that we have 

gathered from our own participation, and that the data may be colored by both the respondents 
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and our views as we have participated and influenced the research, but we hope to achieve a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon of AFNs as fitting of social sciences by adhering to 

the epistemological assumption of interpretivism. 

2.1.4 Research Approach 
When engaging in a study researchers can use either a inductive or an deductive approach to 

the research. With an inductive approach we as researchers would for example have 

performed interviews about the topic of concern, and then attempted to create theories based 

on these results. With an inductive approach one moves from specifics to generalisations 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p.7). In a deductive approach the researcher first develops conceptual 

structures and theoretical frameworks that is then used as a reference when performing 

gathering the results. With this approach one as such has general theories as the outset and 

then investigates specifics (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p.7). Collis & Hussey (2014, p.8) suggest 

that one should not feel too constrained by these choices on how to approach research as a 

study can be performed in a number of ways. For example, a long-term project can include 

both inductive and deductive approaches. 

For us to explore the scientific area of social media in marketing of AFNs, we assessed that 

we needed to gain an understanding of these different aspects of marketing before moving 

into the empirical, data collection phase of the study. We thus decided upon using a mainly 

deductive approach because firstly, as we did not perceive that we had the time-frame to 

induce theories within the scope of the course, and secondly we wished to gain a firm 

understanding of the existing theory before approaching professionals with our inquiries. As 

such, our research starts by having a theoretical framework with general theories as a base, 

and then approaching the AFNs to see how their specific views and perceptions, and actions 

correspond to theory. 

2.1.5 Research Design 
To elaborate further on the data specifically in the data collection mentioned in the previous 

paragraph, research data can be either qualitative or quantitative. Qualitative data is gathered 

in a nominal way where words and images are commonly used, whereas quantitative data is 

gathered in a numerical form (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 52). When taking the research 

paradigms one realizes that data collected in a positivist study can be quantitative and/or 

qualitative. Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 52) do warn student researchers from combining 

qualitative and quantitative data to the point that it is hard to define which paradigm one 

belongs to. In the positivist paradigm it is important that the data collected is very specific. In 

comparison, when using the interpretivist paradigm one does not have the same interest in 

analyzing exact metrics, and as such qualitative data is of relevance. The interpretivist 

paradigm aims to highlight the quality and depth of the qualitative data collected from a 

certain phenomenon and therefore inclines to be rich in detail and nuanced (Collis & Hussey, 

2014, p. 52). 

The way we will design the study as to gather data is mainly through interviews that contain 

questions, answers and words, which is qualitative data. This interpretivist design suits the 

purpose of our study to understand how the investigated AFNs can help small food producers 

in reaching the market through their work, a deeper and more nuanced understanding which 

quantitative data would not allow for to the same extent. 

The purpose of a study can be either exploratory, descriptive, analytical or predictive (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014, p. 4). Saunders et al. (2009, p. 139) suggest that the most commonly defined 

purposes are exploratory, descriptive or explanatory. As research undertaken pre-doctoral 

level is most likely to be either exploratory or descriptive according to Collis & Hussey 
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(2014, p. 4), we will further elaborate on these two purposes, and it will turn out that our 

research indeed also seems to be exploratory. Exploratory research is done in for research 

problems or issues where there has been little previous research done previously that would 

already give information about the specific problem. The aim is to gain insights and 

familiarity with the problem (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 4). Saunders et al. (2009, p. 139) 

argue that exploratory research is especially useful for understanding the problem, or if one is 

not sure about the nature of the problem. The exploratory research seeks to give the 

researchers a better understanding of the problem, and as such usually lay the groundwork for 

more thorough follow-up research at a later stage, as the results rarely provide fully certain 

answers to the research problem (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 4). Case studies of a certain 

phenomenon are typical for exploratory research (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 4), and we will 

elaborate further on these in the upcoming Research Strategy section. Descriptive data goes 

beyond exploratory research in that it attempts to describe the researched phenomenon as it 

exists, and the purpose is to identifying and obtaining information about the problem or issue 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 4). Saunders et al. (2009, p. 140) mean that it may be a forerunner 

to exploratory research as well, as it may be necessary to have a clear perception of the 

phenomenon one wants to study beforehand, but that is most often an extension of exploratory 

research. 

Our research can be said to be an exploratory study since we have seen a practical marketing 

problem in practice to which we did not find clear answers to from a business viewpoint. As 

described in the introduction there have been investigations into the local food market by 

organizations and governmental bodies that show that there is a major problem for small local 

food producers to reach the market, and how food networks are increasingly emerging 

internationally and in Sweden. We therefore wish to explore this growing phenomenon rather 

broadly to gain more insights and an understanding of the phenomenon of AFN marketing 

from a business and marketing perspective, and in the Swedish context specifically, which 

will hopefully provide new knowledge that can inspire further more elaborate research on the 

problems and issues that we may identify. 

2.1.6 Research Strategy 
There is a wide range of methods for gathering both primary data, which is first-hand data that 

the researcher collects such as from interviews, and secondary data, which is data collected 

from already existing sources such as databases (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 59). The methods 

for collecting data differ significantly depending on which paradigm one as a researcher 

adheres to, positivism or interpretivism. Although interpretivist research is growing, positivist 

methodologies still dominate many areas of business research according to Collis & Hussey 

(2014, p. 59), and in the positivism paradigm we find methodologies like experimental 

studies, surveys, cross-sectional studies and longitudinal studies (Collis & Hussey, 2014, 

p.60). Since this study has a clear focus on interpretivism, we will not elaborate further on 

positivist methodologies but instead look more closely on methodologies associated with 

interpretivism that can be applied to our research purpose. When designing a study in the 

interpretivism paradigm, it may be necessary to provide more arguments for the chosen 

methods and explain in more detail so that the study will be robust and methodological (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014, p. 59). With this in mind we will explain the main methodologies in 

interpretivism and conclude which is relevant for our study out of: hermeneutics, 

ethnography, participative inquiry, action research, grounded theory and the case studies 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 60). Hermeneutics often aims to interpret and understand historical 

texts, and is not often used in business research (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 65), and can as 

such be disregarded. Ethnography has its roots in anthropology and is a methodology in which 

socially acquired and shared knowledge is used to analyze and understand patterns of human 



 

11 
 

activity, with the aim of understanding a group of people by being a participant part of the 

group (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 65). Likewise, participative inquiry has a high amount of 

participation of the researcher, who instigates the research in one’s own group or 

organization. As such extent of participation as in these methodologies is far beyond the limit 

of our research, and the aims and prerequisites of the methodologies do not correspond to our 

purpose of understanding the AFNs marketing, we can disregard these methodologies as well 

and move to action research. This methodology takes place within a somewhat controlled 

environment with the purpose is to find an efficient solution to a conscious change within this 

context and to monitor the results. For example, action research could be used to develop the 

communication between managers and staff (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 67). This 

methodology must be disregarded as well since we do not aim for such cooperation from the 

AFNs, or seek to change their practices in any way at this stage of exploratory research. In 

grounded theory researchers strive to create an inductively derived theory by starting of with a 

broad focus, and by a systematic set of procedures conduct data collection and analysis 

repeatedly until theory can be induced (Collis & Hussey, p. 70). As we have already 

explained how the time-frame of the study do not allow for generating well-grounded theories 

of our own regarding the phenomenon, we can move to the final methodology that has already 

been mentioned in the previous section as a popular method for exploratory research: case 

studies, the methodological choice of this research, which will as such be elaborated on. 

Case studies is the methodological choice used by interpretivists where the researcher strives 

to explore a phenomenon, which could be one or more collected cases, using a selection of 

methods to gain deeper knowledge. As an example of a case, it could be a company, a process 

or an event (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 68). Case studies are particularly useful to answer 

“How?” or “Why?” questions, and is as such often used in exploratory research according to 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 146). Yin (2009, p. 4) reason that the more the study aims to answer 

a “How?” question, the more relevant the case study methodology will be. Single case studies 

are commonly used to represent a very unique or extreme phenomenon, or in other ways a 

critical case. One may also use a single case to observe and analyze something that has not 

been studied before (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 146). When involving multiple cases, there is 

usually a focus on seeing if the findings of the cases has similarities or discrepancies when 

compared to the other cases of the study, and whether one can generalize from the findings 

(Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 146-147; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 14). Yin (2009, p. 60) argue 

that the cases should resemble multiple but similar experiments, from which the one can then 

see if the results are similar or contrasting. 

The case study is very fitting for our exploratory research in which we seek to explore and 

gain a better understanding of how AFNs can help small local producers in reaching the 

market. The case as such will be the AFNs. We also chose to perform a multiple case study. 

Firstly, this choice was done as we did not perceive that any one individual AFN in Sweden 

was extremely unique. Secondly, we did not see a need to clearly define what an AFN as this 

has already been done in previous research as discussed in the introductory chapter. There 

may certainly be value in studying one AFN as a case intensely, but finally we decided that it 

would be more beneficial to study several AFNs for the reasons that it would make our 

exploration more broad, and we will hope to see similarities and differences between the 

AFNs practices and perceptions. To summarize, our purpose and method is an explorative 

multiple case study. 

2.1.7 Literature Selection 
As soon as one has initial thoughts considering a topic the literature search can start (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014, p. 76). As such, although we conclude the methodology with this discussion on 
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literature selection, this process was actually one of the very first activities that we started in 

the research process. The type of data that we collected in this stage is, as mentioned, called 

secondary data as it refers to existing sources of information (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 76). 

We found it initially useful to do general Internet searches to see how the topics of local food, 

food networks and marketing were discussed in media and other public and easily available 

sources. This provided some useful sources such as debate articles and publications from 

organizations and the governmental bodies. However, we mainly performed literature search 

by using the library resources available from Umeå University. To attain an overall view of 

this for us relatively new topic of AFNs, we found it useful to use the general “Library 

search” function that browses journal articles, dissertations, theses and books all within the 

same search. Additionally, we went into dedicated database search to gain more precise 

results from business databases, such as Academic Search Elite and Business Source Premier 

as it is necessary to locate the original sources at the master’s level of study (Collis & Hussey, 

2014, p. 78). The next step in performing a systematic literature search, after defining the 

scope of the research and the resources used, is formulating keywords to use when searching 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 77). We understood early on that there are many synonyms 

concerning food networks and social media and we as such made sure to search for several 

terms in each resource, such as “Alternative food network” and “Short food supply chains” or 

“Social network” and “Social media”. Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 77) suggest that one should 

start with the most recent publications and work back in time, and in our literature search we 

saw a value in using recent resources that are the most up to date, and thus tried to only use 

sources that were published beyond the year 2000. Since social media in marketing 

communication is a relatively new research area, these sources mainly range from from 2009 

to 2015. Alternative food networks and SME marketing networks are also relatively new 

research phenomenon and the sources relating to these are mainly from 2003 to 2013, and 

2009-2016 respectively while SME network marketing has its origin in the 1990s but our 

main source is from the year 2000. Segmentation is certainly a classic marketing concept, but 

we have made sure to use new sources on this old practice along with new sources that deal 

with social media in particular in segmentation, and as such these sources are mainly from 

2009-2013. Sales promotion likewise being classic tools of the promotion mix is still 

investigated with recently published literature and sources that involve social media as well, 

and as such we use sources ranging from 2009-2013. As a rule we made sure to reference 

original sources directly as this practice provides evidence of our thorough literature search 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 84). 

2.1.8 Source Criticism 
The main theories that we use are from academic journals, but we found it reasonable to 

construct our explorative multiple case study using both scientific articles and sources from 

public institutions such as the European Commission and The Swedish Board of Agriculture 

as well. The source from the European Commission, Galli & Brunori (2013), make up a not 

insignificant part of our thesis by providing previous cases of AFNs and previous research 

about such networks. Although not strictly from an academic journal, we argue that this type 

resource should be fine as it is a project featuring researchers that is edited by a postdoctoral 

researcher and a professor. The project has also been referenced in similar research that is 

published in academic journals such as the article “Priority research questions for the UK 

food system” (Ingram et al, 2013, p. 628). We also saw it as necessary to include some 

websites with advice about using social media written by professionals such as DeMers 

(2015). Although the main body of literature on social media is from academic journals, we 

reasoned that as social media is a rather new and especially practically applicable tool, such 

sources could be useful and especially relevant for giving practical implications to the AFNs.  
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2.2 Practical Method 
In this part of the chapter the reader will get familiar with how the different AFNs were 

selected. The chapter also explains how the respondents were selected in order to be 

representative for the study. Furthermore, the interview structure is discussed and followed 

by an introduction of the interview questions. The interview proceedings are reasoned about 

in order to highlight the way the interviews took place. Lastly, the chapter discusses 

reliability, generalizability, and validity. 

2.2.1 Selection of Alternative Food Networks 
In the selection process of the AFNs some decisions had to be made. We realized that most 

optimal for us would be to study networks located in Sweden. This is because we as 

researchers are Swedish, and in our strive to perform a well-executed survey during 

circumstances where time and resources is of the essence we concluded that the being in the 

same country as the AFNs to explore would suit us well. In choosing cases to involve in a 

case study Eisenhart & Graebner (2007, p. 27) explains how adding three cases to a single-

case study generates four times the analytical power. Hence, we realized we should involve at 

least four cases in order to maintain high quality in the study. We decided to explore six 

different AFNs as it would present us with proper data to include in our empirical findings 

and as such give us enough material to perform a relevant analysis. Further, to be able to 

explore how AFNs in Sweden use social media to assist local producers in reaching the 

market we needed to choose cases that correspond to some criterias of interest. As such, we 

engaged in purposive sampling, where one chooses participants depending on their relevance 

and experience to the research topic (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 132). In practice, this meant 

that we deliberately chose AFNs that are characterised by the following three criteria: 

Criteria 1: The AFN is based in Sweden. 

In our literature search on the research topic we quickly found that the issue of marketing of 

small local agricultural producers and various types of food networks has been intensely 

debated in Sweden, which is evident in the amount of public organization reports and at the 

governmental level. This together with us ourselves being Swedish and having some 

knowledge of how the food market looks in Sweden and the fact that we are studying at a 

Swedish university made it natural to focus on this particular market. There has been studies 

done on AFNs in various comparable developed countries like the United Kingdom and Italy, 

and we believe that it is reasonable to choose AFNs from the same country to include in the 

study: By doing so, the chosen AFNs will represent the context of that particular country, 

which includes both that nation’s type of localness and its consumers’ perceptions and values. 

Criteria 2: The AFN represents a network of local producers. 

As discussed in the Introduction chapter there has been an emergence in network activities in 

local food. Although AFNs come in a variety of shapes and sizes, we found the aspect of the 

AFNs representing an entire network of local producers to be a fascinating aspect, especially 

as it became clear to us that the AFNs can fulfill a much needed role of collective marketing. 

Criteria 3: The AFN is active in social media marketing. 

When investigating actual AFNs in Sweden it dawned on us that they used social media as a 

way to spread information about its local producers and facilitate interaction with consumers 

and other interested parties. In light of this, we decided to embark on a journey into the realm 

of business research that focuses on the use of the Internet and social media in marketing, and 

we argue for that it is reasonable for AFNs to engage in this type of marketing in the 
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Introduction and in the Theoretical Framework chapter. Therefore, in order for the AFNs to 

be included in our study, it must be engaging in social media usage. 

2.2.2 Respondent Selection 
After choosing which AFNs to approach, we needed to decide who in the AFNs we wanted to 

interview. Saunders et al. (2012, p. 283) explain that researchers attempting to conduct a 

qualitative study should gather information data from, between 5 and 25, interviews in order 

to maintain a necessary standard. Therefore, we decided to perform 7 interviews with the 6 

different networks. The reason to why we had 7 interviews but only 6 cases is that we wanted 

to establish a more thorough understanding of one of the chosen AFNs. Finally, in order for 

the participant to be relevant for our study, we decided that they should fulfill both of the 

following two criteria: 

Criteria 1: Representative to all the producers in the AFN. 

As we wanted to attain a holistic view of the AFNs and perceptions of how its operations 

could benefit all of the producers involved, we wanted to interview someone in the AFN who 

is not necessarily tied to any one single producer, but rather is a representative of the AFN as 

a whole and has a bird's eye view and can assess the marketing situation of all its producers. 

Criteria 2: Administrative position and responsibility for marketing in particular. 

Since our study focus on the very business-oriented topics of networks and marketing, we 

deemed that it would be most valuable to speak with a representative that has a firm amount 

of theoretical and/or practical experience in these topics. As such, within the chosen AFN we 

requested to do the interview with the person that corresponded the most to our criteria of 

having an administrative position that involves marketing responsibility within the AFN. 

2.2.3 AFN & Respondent Anonymity 
Anonymity and confidentiality is something that one should offer as an alternative to the 

people and organizations that partake in a research project (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 32). In 

qualitative interview research, anonymity has the advantage of allowing the respondents to 

speak more openly about issues or problems. Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 33) discuss how one 

can resolve the issue of participants wanting to be anonymous by not disclosing the 

organization’s name or the name of anyone involved in the organization, by for example using 

the labels of Organization A. B, C… and so forth, and Respondent A, B, C…. and so forth. 

As some of the respondents of the AFNs we approached wanted to be anonymous, we decided 

that we would use the method of confidentiality for all the respondents and AFNs. We 

decided to do this since if some of the AFNs were mentioned by name, it may be easier for 

readers of our publicly published document to figure out who the anonymous AFNs are. 

2.2.4 Interview Structure 
In interpretivists studies such as this one interviews are a popular tool for gathering data, but 

interviews are not just about talking to someone and there should be a clear focus on what 

information is to be obtained (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 134). As such, we used the semi-

structured interview that are characterized by the interviewer asking main questions in the 

same way during each interview to encourage the interviewees to talk about the topics, and 

may omit some questions or follow questions up for more answers when deemed necessary 

(Arthur & Nazroo, 2003, p. 111). 
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To be able to collect this data that is detailed and nuanced we performed semi-structured in 

depth interviews, which is one of the main methods for gathering qualitative data (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014, p. 133). By being able to both ask rather open-ended questions, and probing for 

additional information when necessary, we can be more certain that the quality of data from 

the interviews are sufficient as we go deep into the participants’ perceptions (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014, p. 135). 

2.2.5 Interview Data Processing and Coding 
In analysing qualitative data there are some challenges, partly as there in comparison to the 

analysis of quantitative data is no universally accepted tool of analysis according to Robson 

(2011, p. 466). One may find that the large amount of data gathered meant that the analysis is 

actually more difficult than performing the interviews themselves (Collins & Hussey, 2014, p. 

154). To process the data, we will apply the method of coding, which entails grouping the 

data into sub-categories of the main categories of the theoretical framework, which will allow 

us to start seeing clear patterns emerging from the different interviews (Collins & Hussey, 

2014, p. 164). We enabled coding by first transcribing each interview recording in Word 2013 

and reading through these full transcripts a few times to become very familiar with all the 

interviews. Secondly, we began coding them by marking text that fitted into our theoretical 

framework, giving it the same colour as the area of the theoretical framework to which it 

could belong (grey, orange, green or blue). By sorting through all the lengthy transcripts in 

detail we could find the most important parts of the respondents’ answers, as advised by 

Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 163) Finally, when we had divided all the interview transcripts into 

these four broad main categories, we proceeded by giving parts of the text in these categories 

more specific sub-categories such as “eWoW”, “Governance”, “Customer target group” and 

“Retail stores”. The results could then be presented according to the main categories of the 

theoretical framework in the upcoming Empirical Findings chapter where the data is 

presented. These main categories and sub-categories were kept intact for the subsequent 

analysis chapter, which provided a solid fundament for comparisons between the interview 

results when analysed. 

2.2.6 Interview Themes & Questions 
In order to formulate a relevant questionnaire and to attain as much information as possible 

Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 135) argue that it is important for the researcher to prepare 

questions that strives to make the interviewee elaborate on their initial statement. The aim of 

constructing this questionnaire was for us to explore this phenomenon by gathering broad 

information. In this particular context Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 135) recommends the 

researcher to construct the questions as open. Therefore, we acknowledged our situation and 

followed the recommendations of Collis & Hussey. Hence, our interview questions were 

constructed as open. As a consequence, we decided to formulate themes in order to being able 

to have conversations resulting in generating broad information and to guide us as researchers 

through the interview. 

2.2.7 Theoretical Framework & Construction of Interview Themes 
We chose the semi-structured type of interview rather than an unstructured interview as we 

wanted to make sure that we covered all essential areas of our theoretical framework (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014, p. 135). Therefore the themes that were created for the interviews were 

based on the different parts of the theoretical framework that is presented in the next chapter.  

Theme 1: External marketing communication 

To start the interview and warm up for the more specific questions concerning the usage of 

social media in the marketing strategy of the explored AFNs, we assessed that it would be 
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both natural and also beneficial to discuss the AFNs complete marketing strategy. By 

discussing how their marketing strategy emerged and how the respondent would describe the 

AFNs marketing in their own words, we could gain an understanding of their marketing 

operations without influencing their answers by starting of with stressing social media. Apart 

from the general discussion about the marketing strategy the theme focuses on questions 

regarding computer programs and tools used for marketing, the usage of social media and 

how AFNs reason around mediating the products. 

Theme 2: Coordination of a SME marketing network  

Proceeding to the second theme that relates specifically to our theoretical framework, we first 

wanted to grasp the AFNs view of being a network that involves many actors, and how this 

influences their marketing.The second theme also aims at, with questions, highlighting how 

the the AFN is managed and how the communication is coordinated within the network, 

especially focusing on marketing issues. Lastly, potential synergy effects of being part of an 

AFN are discussed. 

Theme 3: Segmentation practices  

First of all, the purpose of this theme is to explore how the different AFNs are reasoning 

around their customers and if these are performing any activities in order to identify their 

specific customer segment. Also, it strives to highlight if the AFNs use social media 

differently depending on the characteristics of the customers. Lastly, the theme concludes in 

what ways customer loyalty is created and possible desired associations that the AFNs want 

customer to do with their particular network are discussed. 

Theme 4: Sales promotion  

In the last formulated theme, the sales oriented activities of the explored AFNs are treated. 

First, the general sales strategy is discussed to conclude the overall sales strategy of the AFNs. 

Later, sales channels and management of the sales are discussed. This is to see if to what 

extent the AFNs use social media in their sales strategy. Further, the sales promotional tools 

are touched and the theme ends in treating how the sales of the producers has been affected by 

being part of the AFN. 

2.2.8 Interview Guide 
With the, above mentioned, themes as a fundament we could formulate these open questions 

in accordance with the suggestions of Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 135):  

External marketing communication 

How would you describe the marketing strategy of the AFN you represent? 
Which computer programs and tools are used within the AFN for external marketing 

communications? 
How does the AFN work with social media in order to communicate with the customer? 
What is the AFNs vision of working with social media? 
What advantages do you find for an AFN in working with social media? 
What advantages do your customers get by being part of your social media? 

How is user generated content online used by the AFN in the external marketing 

communication? 

How does the AFN work with transparency regarding the local producers and their products? 
How does the AFN work to mediate the quality of the products of the producers? 

Coordination of a SME marketing network  
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How is the AFN managed? 
How does the AFN communicate within the network? 
What are the monitoring processes of the AFN? 
How is the marketing related work divided within the AFN? 

What synergy effects are generated through being part of an AFN? 

Segmentation practices  

Which customers are the AFN aiming at reaching with its products? 
Why has the AFN chosen to focus on this particular customer segment? 
How does the AFN use marketing on social media differently depending on the customers?  
How does the AFN work to understand the customers in order to being able to give them what 

they want? 
What associations does the AFN want customers to do with your particular network and its 

producers? 

How does the AFN work in order to create customer loyalty? 

Sales promotion 

How would you describe the sales strategy of the AFN? 
What sales channels are used by the AFN? 
How is sales managed? 

To what extent does the AFN use social media in the sales process? 
What sales promotional tools are used in the AFN? 

To what extent has the sales of the producers been affected by being part of the AFN? 

With this questionnaire as a fundament we could start general discussions with the 

respondents to cover the themes. Also, depending on how the interview proceeded we could 

ask the respondents contextual follow-up questions, especially regarding the subject of social 

media and its importance for the different themes.    

2.2.9 Interview Proceeding 
At the start of our interviews we described the purpose of the study and why we felt that they, 

as respondents, would be suited for representing their respective AFN. Furthermore, we were 

very clear on explaining that our intention was to record the interview because of how much 

easier it would make the subsequent transcription process. After our intentions were explained 

we asked the respondents if they could approve of this and they all agreed to it. When 

performing the interviews we used our formulated themes and the open questions as a 

fundament. By doing this we could create an atmosphere where the respondent could answer 

in more of a reasoning way.  

The interviews were all conducted over the telephone. This is something we rather would 

have done differently because many times not being able to see your interviewee can easily 

lead to misunderstandings. Therefore, we would have preferred to have face-to-face 

interviews. Our opinion is that by having the interviews conducted face-to-face the 

researchers are able to create a more dynamic atmosphere in comparison to interviews 

performed over the telephone. However, because of a tight schedule and the geographical 

locations of the AFNs, being located all over the country, we had to make the decision to 

conduct the interviews over the telephone. Even though, there sometimes could be 

misunderstandings we felt safe using our constructed themes and open questions to guide us 

and by doing this we believe to have succeeded in completing all the interviews according to 

the required standards. Some of the respondents explained to us that they were not sure if they 

could answer all the questions in an optimal way. That could have lead to respondents feeling 
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a bit insecure answering those particular questions. However, we do not feel that this at any 

time became an obstacle and we further believe that all of the respondents provided us with 

more than enough information to conduct this study. 

In order to being able to transcribe in an efficient way all of the interviews were recorded. All 

of the respondents agreed to this, as clearly explained in the beginning of the interview. Some 

of the respondents might have felt a bit strange by this in the beginning. However, as the 

interview proceeded all of the respondents got used to it and we believe that the respondents 

answered the questions in an honest way not paying too much attention to the ongoing 

recording. 

Because all of the AFNs were located in Sweden and the respondents were Swedish the 

interviews were conducted in Swedish, and later translated into English. According to us this 

was an advantage to us, especially because the interviews were conducted over the telephone. 

By doing this the respondents felt more secure having the possibility to answering the 

questions in their native language. Obviously, there is always a probability of making a 

mistake when later translating the transcribed material into English but in our case we believe 

to have succeeded in making a representative presentation.  

The respondents all had different positions within their particular network, but everyone were 

involved with marketing activities somehow. In a worst case scenario this would mean that 

the generated answers would not be comparable. However, we believe that all of the 

respondents provided us with proper answers to the questions and it was clear that they all had 

adequate knowledge within the area. In AFN 4 we performed interviews with two 

respondents, as Respondent 4 of this AFN recommended that we perform another interview to 

be sure to get answers to all our interview themes. Although this second interview is also 

about AFN 4, the second respondent will be referred to as Respondent 7 since this interview 

was undertaken as the seventh and last interview. In the table below we present the AFNs, the 

respondent positions and the interview durations and dates.  

AFN Respondent & Position Length Date 

AFN 1 1. Co-founder 32 min 2016.05.18 

AFN 2 2. Internal and external communication 61 min 2016.05.19 

AFN 3 3. Executive manager 33 min 2016.05.19 

AFN 4 4. Responsible for web & social media 38 min 2016.05.20 

AFN 5 5. Co-founder 31 min 2016.05.26 

AFN 6 6. Co-founder & extern. communication 58 min 2016.06.08 

AFN 4 Chairman 36 min 2016.06.09 

Table 1: List of AFN interviews 
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2.2.10 Reliability 
According to Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 52) reliability measures how precise a conducted 

study is and to what extent the study can be repeated. In accordance with Collis & Hussey, 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 156) argues that reliability measures how the performed collection of 

data and analysis will result in findings that are reliable. When performing a study 

fundamented in the positivist paradigm it is not unusual that the reliability is high. In 

comparison, when choosing the ways of an interpretivist study reliability is not considered as 

equally important (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 53). This study is conducted in the paradigm of 

interpretivism, and therefore reliability in this case is not comparable to the positivist 

paradigm. However, the reliability measurement is still of importance. Collis & Hussey 

(2014, p. 53) argues that when deciding the reliability of a qualitative study focus should be 

on if one can understand the interpretation even if the interpretation is done on different 

moments. Collis & Hussey (2014, p.53) further explains that when adapting to the 

interpretivist paradigm researchers influence the performed study by their actions. Therefore, 

rather than aiming towards reliability as of positivist researchers, interpretivists should 

establish authenticity through procedures as an example. In our context we have established 

authenticity by performing a qualitative study through data collection by semi-constructed 

interviews. The empirical findings are unique for this particular study and therefore the 

reliability of our study when comparing to a positivist study is low.    

2.2.11 Generalizability 
Saunders et al. (2009, p. 158) explains generalizability as a measurement of to what extent the 

findings of a particular study can be used in other research contexts. Collis & Hussey (2014, 

p. 54) argues that for positivist researchers to reach generalizability their selected sample 

should be generalizable towards the population where the sample was collected.    

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 158) explain that when performing either a single case study or a 

multiple case study based on a small number of participants generalizability might become an 

issue. If so, Saunders et al. (2009, p. 158) continuously explain that focus should be on the 

selected context of the researcher and one should emphasize that the purpose of the research is 

to highlight the happenings within this particular context, not to reach generalizability towards 

all populations. 

Because our study is done through the interpretivist paradigm we can conclude that our aim 

was not to reach high generalizability in the same way as a positivist researcher strives 

towards it. Instead we as interpreters, in accordance with the above mentioned arguments of 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 158), aim towards highlighting what is happening in our particular 

research area of how AFNs use social media in their attempts to assist local producers 

reaching the market.       

2.2.13 Validity 
Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 53) explain that validity is concerned with to what degree the 

investigation of a researcher actually measures what it should investigate. Also, validity 

concerns how the findings reflect what is being studied. Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 54) further 

explains two commonly used types to determine validity is face validity and construct 

validity. According to the authors, the former is concerned with whether or not the tests of a 

study represents what it should test. Further the authors explain, that the latter is usually of 

high importance for researchers involved in the business context and addresses those things 

that the researcher might not be able to observe, this could as an example be motivation or 

ambition.  
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We believe that the tests we have performed in our study actually measures what it should test 

and that the findings to a certain degree reflect what is being studied. Saunders et al. (2009, p. 

157) state that when the results of a study is about what it appear to be about validity occurs. 

In accordance with what Saunders et al. mention we argue that this particular study meet the 

criteria for validity.   

2.2.15 Ethical Considerations 
Saunders et al. (2009, p. 160) argues that the participants in the conducted study should never 

have to experience harm or embarrassment, as an example. Therefore, Collis & Hussey (2014, 

p. 30) states that a researcher must behave according to some moral values and principles not 

to cause harm to those involved. In order to be able to act according to this set code of 

conduct Saunders et al. (2009, p.183) mention some key ethical issues. These are:  

● Privacy of possible of and actual participants 

● Voluntary nature of participation and the right to withdraw partially or completely 

from the process 

● Consent and possible deception of participants 

● Maintenance of the confidentiality of data provided by individuals or identifiable 

participants and their anonymity 

● Reactions of participants to the way in which you seek to collect data, including 

embarrassment, stress, discomfort, pain and harm 

● Effects on participants of the way in which you use, analyse and report your data, in 

particular the avoidance of embarrassment, stress, discomfort, pain and harm 

● Behaviour and objectivity of you as researcher 
 

We as researchers have strived to act according to these key ethical issues at all times. The 

privacy of all the participants has been handled delicately. As an example, all the companies 

and respondents have been presented anonymous. Because some of the respondents asked for 

it, we therefore felt it obvious to act accordingly and present all the companies and 

respondents in the same manner. The participants of our study are all volunteers and could at 

any time choose to withdraw from the study. Although, the majority of the participants have 

been interested and glad to participate so there was no need for considering the matter of 

withdrawal. There is always a chance of deceiving a participant but in order to avoid this we, 

as an example, sent the transcribed interviews separately to all of the respondents. By doing 

this we gave the respondents the possibility to speak their mind and tell us if something had 

been misunderstood by us. We have been most careful in treating the data provided by the 

participants and confidentiality has been acted according to at all times. Some of the 

respondents at the start of the interview felt nervous. Therefore, we have been caring towards 

these respondents. Also, we have tried to be as transparent in our research process as possible, 

always aiming at telling them exactly what we do at the present and what we will do. We treat 

our participants with the utmost respect when analyzing and reporting our data, this to prevent 

participants to feel any sort of discomfort. In a qualitative research where we as researchers 

are interpreters of a particular context being absolute objective might be hard. However, we 

have realized this and strived to live up to the criteria of being objective, as a researcher, in 

the highest possible way.  
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3. Theoretical Framework 
In this chapter we will start by describing our arena of modern marketing using social media. 

As Alternative Food Networks are marketing networks that first and foremost need to function 

- the Network aspect is the starting point of our theoretical framework. We will introduce 

Alternative Food Networks specifically, and support this with more general SME marketing 

networks theory. Following this, we will discuss Segmentation practices, and how Alternative 

Food Networks could use social media specifically to position themselves on the market. 

Finally, we will address how Sales can be increased by sales promotion, and how Social 

CRM and eWow influence purchases and customer retention. 

 
Figure 2: The Theoretical Framework. 
 

3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 Marketing Communication Today 
Marketing has traditionally been seen as the product promotion we see in shopping areas, the 

advertisements in newspapers and on TV, and more recently the e-mails that fill up our 

inboxes (Kotler & Armstrong, 2010, p. 29). Constructing a permission-based newsletter e-

mail database is still considered a valuable tool that offer companies a simple and inexpensive 

method of gaining customers and strengthen existing customer relationships (Castronovo & 

Huang, 2012, p. 120). Marketing communication has conventionally been considered to be 

such mainly one-way interactions, in which companies and their staff developed messages 

and communicated them to possible customers. These customers may or may not have been 

willing participants in this process, and the control over the distribution of information 

belonged to the companies. Tools that were used to assert this control was advertising, direct 

marketing, public relations, personal selling, publicity, and sales promotion – traditional 

elements of the so called promotion mix (Mangold & Faulds, 2009, p. 364). 

Broadly defined, the marketing of today is: 

“a social and managerial process by which individuals and organizations obtain what they 

need and want through creating and exchanging value with others.” (Kotler & Armstrong, 

2010, p. 29). 
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Nowadays, marketing must not be understood only in the old sense of making a sale, but as a 

way of satisfying customer needs. If one understands customer needs, develop suitable 

products accordingly and distribute and promote them efficiently, the product will sell more 

effortlessly (Kotler & Armstrong, 2010, p. 29). Castronovo & Huang (2012, p. 119) likewise 

describe how there has been a shift away from product-centric approaches to more customer-

centric approaches. Interestingly, the most important benefit of AFNs according to Galli & 

Brunori (2013, p. 15) is that they reduce the dependence on the large conventional retailers 

and provide the possibility of more direct relationships with customers instead, which should 

make modern relational marketing suitable for these type of companies. 

3.1.2 Social Media in Marketing Communication 
Companies use social media to advertise and are increasingly developing their own business 

pages and profiles on social media in order to better communicate, engage and interact with 

current and potential consumers (Gironda & Korgaonkar, 2014, p. 572). The need for 

businesses to be knowledgeable of the customer and retaining them through good 

relationships is stressed by Faase et al. (2011, p. 2) who discuss using social media to retain 

and interact with customers. When engaging in marketing and sales companies today need to 

think “social media” because that is what the customers do (Faase et al., 2011, p. 9). Social 

media like Facebook are venues that a high amount of internet users frequent, and as such 

companies have rushed to social media platforms (Constantinides et al., 2014, p. 183). This 

dramatic rise in popularity of social media has created huge opportunities for marketers 

(Gironda & Korgaonkar, 2014, p. 572). Social media on the other hand enables truly two-way 

communication, in which interaction alternates between the company and the customer (Faase 

et al., 2011, p. 2). With this two-way real-time communication companies can spread 

information, have users engage with the information, and as such perform relationship 

building (Atanassova & Clark, 2015, p. 165). Beyond enabling two-way communication 

social media are the spaces where customers present information about themselves and their 

preferences in the best way, as users of social networks and bloggers often have wide 

networks of friends and followers. Customers can as such express what news they read, which 

brands they prefer, what products engage them, et cetera (Faase et al., 2011, p. 2). Internet 

users as such create content themselves beyond professional routines and platforms 

(Constantinides et al., 2014, p. 184). Through the freedom that the customer has on social 

media of interacting with both companies as well as other customers, the company can learn 

more about its customers. Companies can also learn more about how they are perceived by 

listening to what customers say about them. In response to this, businesses can interact 

properly, while encouraging engagement and involvement (Faase et al., 2011, p. 9). Statistics 

Sweden (2014, p. 109) describes companies’ use of social media to revolve around connecting 

with customers, business partners and distributors, as well as creating and exchanging 

information with these parties or even internally within the company. While using social 

media for inquiring about customer opinions, reviews and answering customer questions, the 

most common reason companies in Sweden to use social media is to develop the company’s 

image or promote products (Statistics Sweden, 2015, p. 9). Indeed, the majority of companies 

in Sweden now has a profile or account on social media networking websites like Facebook, 

as the share of companies using these websites has recently increased to 51 percent (Statistics 

Sweden, 2015, p. 9). Lots of companies use a bottom-up, data-driven process of collecting 

and employing social media metrics based on the convenience or availability of data on such 

platforms as Facebook Insights and Google Analytics (Peters et al., 2011, p. 296). Social 

media technologies provide a platform for dissemination of information, collaboration, 

dialogue, and co-creation. It facilitates qualitative data sharing, such as “likes”, videos, 

pictures, comments, and reviews (Atanassova & Clark, 2015, p. 167). Popular activities for 
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companies that engage in social media is direct communication with users, announcement of 

new products or services, advice and useful information, and initial customer service. These 

activities should correspond to other marketing activities that the company may have both 

online and offline, and create synergies among them, such as increasing website visitors or 

store visits (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, pp. 337-338). 

As stated in the introduction SMEs often do not have enough time, resources or training for 

strategic development in branding and marketing communications (Atanassova & Clark, 

2015, p. 163). Social media may be a way for the SMEs who has limited resources to current 

market knowledge and improve their marketing capability (Atanassova & Clark, 2015, p. 

164). For example, rearranging SMEs’ marketing budgets away from traditional methods and 

towards online marketing such as Google Adwords has been proved to yield a significant 

increase in profits, thanks to both increased sales and cost savings on flyers (Wiesel et al., 

2011, p. 611). SMEs have also been mentioned as willing to use the free data of such social 

media analytical tools (Peters et al., 2011, p. 296). 

Facebook is the most popular social media networking website, and it offers advertising 

opportunities. Companies can also create customized business profile pages and share 

important information in the community of users that follow their page (Castronovo & Huang, 

2012, p. 120). When posting promotional content, companies should be sure to include a 

relevant and engaging backstory for optimal reach according to DeMers (2015). Also, they 

should check what types of content are getting engagement with their followers, see which 

post formats are getting the most attention out of photos, videos, links, or simply text, as well 

as which topics they seem to be passionate about (DeMers, 2015). 

Instagram is an application that makes it possible for users to upload and edit their own 

pictures in an easy and aesthetic way. The pictures can be shared on other social media 

platforms such as Twitter and Facebook where they can be “liked” or commented upon 

(Amornpashara et al., 2015, p. 356). Instagram also uses hashtags that inspires conversations 

between users (Derby, 2013, p. 161). 

3.4.3 Electronic Word of Mouth 
Traditional “Word of Mouth” (WoM) is about customers sharing their attitudes, opinions, and 

reactions to products and services with other customers (Jansen et al., 2009, p. 2169). All the 

more marketers realize how important it is to engage the online opinion, and attract direct and 

widespread free publicity and WoM through social media (Constantinides, 2014, p. 47). 

When the internet and social media is used to promote products and services through WoM 

this is called “electronic Word of Mouth” (eWoM) (Castronovo & Huang, 2012, p. 118). 

Rather than traditional media outlets, social media enable truly viral marketing and as such 

WoM is probably more effective for spreading information than ever before (Castronovo & 

Huang, 2012, p. 118). Company pages on social media has turned into a useful platform 

where customers can generate WoM among themselves (Gironda & Korgaonkar, 2014, p. 

572). Indeed, the current trend where customers are increasingly using the internet and social 

media to search for information and evaluate products and services offer new opportunities to 

build relationships as companies through social media can connect directly and engage with 

customers to develop and improve customer relationships (Jansen et al., 2009, p. 2186). 

eWoM enables customers’ spreading of thoughts and reviews about companies, brands, 

products and services on social media, and increases WoM as social media users can share 

and redirect promotional content to other users (Gunawan & Huarng, 2015, p. 2237). 

Customers’ decisions to buy or not are argued to be very much affected by the opinions and 

previous decisions of peers, as this type of peer-to-peer information about products is 

perceived as valid and reliable (Castronovo & Huang, 2012, p. 118). Similarly, Jansen et al. 
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(2009, p. 2186) found that customers’ perceptions about companies and decision to buy 

products or services seem to be all the more influenced by online communication and social 

media platforms, since customers increasingly use the internet and social media for reliable 

information, thoughts, and opinions. One of the prime reasons for companies to adopting this 

type of viral marketing is thanks to its low-cost management (Gunawan & Huarng, 2015, p. 

2237), which should serve SMEs with scarce resources well. 

3.2 Network 

3.2.1 Alternative Food Networks 
AFNs is a broad term for producers coming together, and they also operate in various 

geographical scope (Renting et al, 2003, p. 399; Galli & Brunori, 2011, p. 6). The products of 

AFNs can be purchased directly from the producer or processor on a face-to-face basis with 

large amounts of personal interaction with the customer, which facilitates trust. Examples are 

farmers’ markets, home deliveries and also new forms of “face-to-face” contact like e-

commerce (Renting et al, 2003, p. 399; Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 6). The distribution of the 

products can also extend beyond direct sales and personal interaction and the AFNs delivers 

products that are produced and sold within a certain region. The customer is made informed 

of the localness of the product at the retail level. Examples are local shops, specialist stores 

and special events (Renting et al, 2003, p. 399; Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 6). Finally, the 

products can be sold to customers well outside the location of production and to consumers 

who may have no personal connection to the region. Examples are certification label products, 

restaurants, and public food procurement. (Renting et al, 2003, p. 399; Galli & Brunori, 2013, 

p. 6). 

Distribution is a main factor in the economic success of AFNs (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 19). 

This is principally due to the small amount of products that are to be transported. As such 

innovative solutions are needed, and these solutions may also use the aid of information 

technology in order to improve such activities as the scheduling of product collection from the 

producers, and the distribution of the products to the market (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 19). 

Venn et al. (2006, p. 257) discuss how customers today are increasingly willing to adapt to 

innovative food marketing solutions that fit their everyday lives, and as such sourcing food is 

less confined to a certain location or time. To have a short distribution channel can be 

considered to be ideal for small producers of food if it fits the product image, keeps control of 

the product with the producer and increases the revenue compared to selling through 

conventional large-scale retailers. Supplying consumers directly can also provide useful 

customer feedback. Location is key for direct sales and being close to an urban area or tourist 

spot or a very active farmers market may yield enough revenue and cover distribution costs 

for producers. However, as the location of the producers often is rural it is probably difficult 

to generate enough sales. The location may only have seasonal visits and thus seasonal sales, 

which means high fixed costs, insufficient use of the output, and often producers have a tough 

time recruiting staff. In addition, small food producers may not have the marketing skills that 

is needed to make use of their potential niche in the food market (O’Reilly & Haines, 2004, p. 

139). To counter such difficulties a common response has been for producers to join together 

in collective networks, and have longer distribution channels by using an intermediary. This 

can aid in facilitating market access, and the relationship that the producers have with the 

network intermediary may have an impact on sales. However, if the longer distribution 

channel means the producers do not face the consumers directly anymore, the producer will 

have more difficulty in knowing how well their products correspond to customer expectations 

(O’Reilly & Haines, 2004, p. 140). In successful AFNs there are networking synergy effects, 

such as how cooperation of many actors gain a strong identity from common "umbrella 
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marketing", and providing a framework for effective marketing communication (Hingley et 

al., 2010, p. 16). Being in a network also enables collective learning - the producers can learn 

from each other, and customers are introduced to a wider product range (Galli & Brunori, 

2013, p. 70). Related to how producers learn from each other a qualitative way for growth of 

producers rather than just sales has been through product diversification or processing on the 

farms (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 20). There is need for active engagement and cooperation of 

producers in order to maintain a shared and agreed upon direction for the network that should 

be supported by strong and clear marketing (Hingley et al., 2010, p. 19; Galli & Brunori, 

2013, p. 16). 

It is important to understand AFNs potential to rival conventional, large food retailing in a 

business network context according to Hingley et al. (2010, pp. 5-6), and see to the impact of 

power relationships and the role of lead organisations within the networks. We as such think 

that it is interesting to investigate and discuss internal elements that enable successful 

management of SME networks like AFNs. In this section that is focused on AFNs specifically 

we mainly use the French and Italian case studies of O’Reilly & Haines (2004), the United 

Kingdom AFN case studies of Hingley et al. (2010) and various European AFN case studies 

of Galli & Brunori (2013). The conclusions from the cases as to the benefits of AFNs cannot 

be generalized completely, but as these studies are based in Europe as well and are similar to 

our studied AFNs we believe the insights can be valuable to the thesis. Then, in the following 

two sections we will discuss SME marketing and SMEs marketing more generally, to see how 

SME networks like AFNs actually operate. 

Three examples of recent innovative AFNs that use the internet and social media are: 

LavkaLavka - a Russian internet shop acting for a farmers' cooperative of 59 local producers, 

which sells their products through the website and deliver 3-4 times a week to the customers 

homes for a fee, or to the LavkaLavka office where customers can pick up the products for 

free. The AFN has about 70-80% repeat customers (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 38). 

Zolle - is a Italian internet shop that outspokenly uses Facebook to inform about the products, 

and allows consumers to receive fruits and vegetables grown by 80 small Lazio region 

producers, directly to the front door of their houses (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 63). 

The Food Assembly (The Ruche Qui Dit Oui) - as also seen in the Introduction chapter this is 

an originally French internet structure created by young entrepreneurs that connects local food 

producers with consumers through an internet structure. It becomes a point of delivery and e-

commerce platform that started by allowing people in the Toulouse region to place their 

orders. The AFN uses social media extensively to inform about its values on different 

platforms, and answering public questions (Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 86). 

3.2.2 SME marketing networks 
SME marketing networks are as defined in the introductory chapter collectives of small 

businesses that focus on distribution, sales, or promotion. In such marketing networks there is 

need for an attitude towards learning how to collaborate, sharing the decision-making and an 

enthusiasm to spend time and effort to the network (Agostini, 2016, p. 13). Developing a 

marketing network is a intricate endeavour, however, that requires collaborative activities that 

are performed in a certain manner to achieve the marketing network aims. This presents a 

challenge to SMEs, which are less familiar with formalities, strategy plans, decision-making 

processes, and continuous sharing of information with other companies (Agostini, 2016, p. 

13). Creation of network routines seems to be the most important thing for operating a 

marketing network (Agostini, 2016, p. 12). This means that by interacting often and 

continuously, both face-to-face and using other types of communication, partners get used to 
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collaborating (Agostini, 2016, pp. 12-13). Moreover, if communication and meetings are 

regular, the partners have the opportunity to talk over problems, overcome hinders and resolve 

conflicts, and monitor the network activity (Agostini, 2016, p. 13). Social media has recently 

been argued by professionals to have a huge role in the development of smarter internal 

communications in companies, actually improving the way colleagues communicate and thus 

the operation of the company (Purvis, 2015). Due to this, it would be interesting to combine 

the more “analogue” theory of SME marketing networks with benefits of using social media 

in internal businesses operations. 

In order to be successful SME marketing networks should consider to regularly holding 

meetings, and having frequent interactions among partners by telephone or e-mail (Agostini, 

2016, p. 13). Social media here has the benefit that any individual can contact any other 

individual at any time, unhindered by potentially cumbersome traditional communication 

channels (Purvis, 2015). Monitoring the participants’ activities regularly should be done, both 

during the regular meetings and over time as the partners carry out activities (Agostini, 2016, 

p. 13). As people have access to the internet from their mobile phones, social media makes it 

is easier to stay in touch, in a fashion that people also probably enjoy more than conventional 

internal business communication systems (Purvis, 2015). To manage hurdles and conflicts, 

the network participants should discuss problems in meetings as the basis for resolving 

disputes (Agostini, 2016, p. 13). Social media has the benefit of giving lower-ranking 

participants a voice as well, and discussions on social media can go on indefinitely, so that 

discussions are not necessarily limited to the amount of time of a regular, booked meeting 

(Purvis, 2015). To measure the performance of the network there should be qualitative 

evaluation of advantages and disadvantages of decisions, and tracking of the number of new 

associates and customers (Agostini, 2016, p. 13). Social media can be used to evaluate 

performance in a number of ways: By comparing customers’ search volumes of one’s brand 

in relation to social media efforts, tracking the growth in the number of followers one has, 

spotting potential negative comments about the brand and being able to respond to it, and 

tracking the velocity in number of visitors due to launched campaigns or contests to measure 

the efficiency of campaigns (Agius, 2016). In evaluating of new opportunities there is need 

for discussion, as well as a proactive method with monitoring of and search for potential 

opportunities (Agostini, 2016, p. 13). The transparent communication offered by social media 

may aid in making the participants more creative and dedicated, as transparency is increased 

through the use of social media, building a holistic and organic company culture (Purvis, 

2015). 

Coviello et al. (1997, p. 501) and Coviello et al. (2000, p. 525) mean that SME marketing has 

some distinctiveness, which we think makes sense considering their smaller size and tighter 

budgets, but the authors also admit it is not fundamentally different to large business 

marketing. SMEs appear to be more relational than larger companies in their communication 

approaches and principal customer contact, as well as in investment in marketing resources, 

and the level at which marketing is performed in the company (Coviello et al, 2000, p. 541). 

This type of network marketing can be described as the networked relationships between 

firms and how these relationships connect together. Managers should develop a network of 

useful business and personal contacts by understanding, establishing, and facilitating such 

relationships (Coviello, 2000, p. 542). Social media is argued to be well-matched to the 

personal networking, learning-by-doing and relationship-building methods that are used by 

SMEs. Social media is cheap, does not necessitate extensive tech-skills and is easy to 

implement (Atanassova & Clark, 2010, p. 166). Combined with placing more emphasis on 

relationships with specific customers and other players in a marketing network, SME’s’ 

resource scarcity, flexibility, and more opportunistic approach may lead SME to rely on 
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personal contact networks to develop the business and obtain information and feedback 

(Coviello, 2000, p. 531). Beyond personal contacts, SMEs have also been found to make 

active use of inter-organizational relationships to facilitate growth. This could be outsourcing 

marketing activities that are conventionally performed within the organization, such as 

customer contact, product promotion and distribution (Coviello, 2000, p. 531). Network 

marketing can thus be implemented at the general management level, by part-time marketers 

from a certain functional area of the business, or even by an organization external to the SME 

(Coviello, 2000, p. 532). Here, Canhoto et al.’s (2013, p. 424) advice in for example how to 

handle the need to monitor and be active on several social media platforms seem related this 

type of SME marketing. Some companies use a “hub-and-spoke model” of monitoring 

(Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 424), meaning that they monitor the platforms independently but all 

report back to a central unit or someone who is responsible for all social media monitoring. 

Also, it is mentioned how some companies hire external agencies that has specific skills in 

social media monitoring (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 424). It is advised that managers develop the 

SMEs position in a network of companies by investing time, personal effort, and financial 

resources in both individual relationships and the network relationships (Coviello, 2000, p. 

542). Social media empowers SMEs to overcome the restrictions of limited amount of 

business contacts and geographical location by joining them together with other organizations 

in a cost-efficient manner (Atanassova & Clark, 2010, p. 166). It is possible that while SMEs 

are more product and price-oriented (Coviello, 2000, p. 540), and use some form of the 

marketing mix to grow their business, their marketing practices are likely to be driven by the 

set of interpersonal relationships established at an individual level (Coviello, 2000, p. 531). 

3.3 Segmentation 
Grouping customers together into segments is a well-established practice in marketing 

(Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 413). Since customers are too numerous, too different and too widely 

scattered, companies need to identify the segments of the market that they can serve the best 

and most profitably (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 247, Kotler et al., 2011, p. 197; Canhoto et al., 

2013, p. 414). After all, one cannot target all customers, at least not in the same way (Kotler et 

al., 2011 p. 197). As such, both researchers and practitioners has reached a broad consensus in 

that a focused approach to marketing is critical for company success (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 

423). Companies should try to understand groups of customers and provide value to them, 

without falling victim of the conventional, transactional marketing hazard of treating markets 

and segments as homogenous groups, or treating customers as unconnected individuals 

(Constantinides et al., 2014, p. 191), and become customer-centric by listening to the 

customers, and thus offering them products and services they need (Constantinides et al., 

2014, p. 193). SMEs are actually argued to be more likely than larger companies to direct 

their marketing towards a specific customer segment rather than the mass market (Coviello, 

2000, p. 537). Although traditional segmentation guidelines are still valid in the Internet era, 

the guidelines for practitioners lacks firm empirical evidence according to Canhoto et al. 

(2013, p. 413). Therefore we consider their study of 19 organizations that cater to customers 

and has a social media presence in their segmentation as a valuable addition to the traditional 

segmentation process descriptions of Kotler et al. (2011) and Kotler & Keller (2009). 

Although Canhoto et al.’s (2013) study was undertaken only in the United Kingdom and the 

organizations’ practices cannot be generalized as such, we believe that the practical insights 

may be relevant for AFNs as well. 
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Figure 3: The Market Segmentation Process (Adapted from Kotler et al., 2011 & Canhoto et 

al., 2013) 

The segmentation process roughly entails the three stages (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 416), as 

seen in the model above, which will be explained in the next three sections. 

3.3.1 Identifying Customers 

First, one identifies and profiles customers, which is about identifying characteristics in the 

customers that explain their behaviour (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 416). Identifying include 

geographical segmentation, which divides the market into regions, cities or even 

neighborhoods (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 253; Kotler et al., 2011, p. 198). Demographic 

segmentation is looking at variables such as income, profession, gender, and age (Kotler & 

Keller, 2009, p. 255; Kotler et al., 2011, p. 198). Psychographic segmentation can be done by 

looking at social status, lifestyle and personality characteristics (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 

261; Kotler et al., 2011, p. 203). Behavioural segmentation is more hands on and divides 

consumers into groups based on the customer's’ knowledge of a product, their attitudes and 

responses to a product (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 247; Kotler et al., 2011, p. 203). Aarone 

(2015) exemplifies that a company may decide to target women in their 20s and 30s. 

However, one should also look at what other characteristics that defines this customer group. 

These can for example be income level, education levels, and family relationships. Depending 

on these characteristics the choice of social media sites to use to investigate the customers can 

also differ. Women use Facebook to a greater extent than men for example, and older users 

are not uncommon. Instagram on the other hand has a generally younger audience (Aarone, 

2015). Social media can be a source of customer insight by finding out what people are saying 

and their reasoning for this. The social media data complement traditional information like 

surveys and can bring marketers closer to gaining a single view of their customers (Canhoto et 

al., 2013, p. 419). There is a perceived great potential in using social media to decide which 

customers to focus on because social media provides such real time data. The data is very 

detailed, as one can see what groups customers belong to and their interests (Canhoto et al., 

2013, p. 420). On the other hand, to monitor in such detail takes a lot of time and resources 

(Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 424), that SMEs probably do not have. Many companies have started 

to advertise on social media partly because it allows for this type of specific targeting of 

consumers, as marketers can choose geographic, demographic and psychographic variables 

for the advertisement, and still reach a large amount of potential customers (Hingley et al., 

2010, p. 16). 
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3.3.2 Evaluating Segments 
Then, one evaluates the segment attractiveness, and as such decides upon which segment or 

segments to focus on (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 416). There are three factors to keep in mind in 

this stage. The segments size and growth, the segment’s structural attractiveness and the 

company’s goals and resources (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 208). The biggest, most increasing 

consumer segment is not always be the most attractive one as the company may lack the skills 

or resources to serve a huge segment, or it may be too much competition that targets this 

segment already. Smaller customer groups or those initially viewed as less attractive can be 

more suitable and more profitable for SMEs (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 208). Indeed, even more 

important than choosing attractive segments is choosing those that correspond well with the 

company’s long term resources, and companies should only enter segments where they have a 

good chance of gaining advantages over competitors. Companies that are too absorbed with 

creating innovative products, services and experiences, may in a long-term 

perspective be outclassed by competitors that has real understanding of their customers and 

can as such deliver products, services and experiences that they actually demand 

(Constantinides et al., 2014, p. 193), which highlights the need to think closely about the 

customers. For example, the company Dalakassen that sends out pre-packaged bags of locally 

produced food with recipes to customers’ doors have assessed that families with children is 

their best customer segment, since this customer group is both concerned with what they eat, 

and do not have much time to shop (Sundström, 2011). Handling customer response is seen 

by companies as essential to attract the targeted customers. Thankfully by using social media 

one can be very approachable and communicative, which is argued to generate more customer 

engagement (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 423). For SMEs specifically, Hingley et al. (2010, p. 16) 

mean that they should not see their lack of economies of scale as a disadvantage, but as an 

opportunity to create a profitable niche (Hingley et al., 2010, p. 17). Further, in social media 

segmentation the amount of segments to target needs to be kept low or it becomes too difficult 

to position one’s offer neatly and market to the target groups efficiently (Canhoto et al., 2013, 

p. 422). An online resource that has great potential to affect customer groups and their 

attractiveness so called “influencers”, which may not be actual customers but experts that are 

outspoken on social media have the potential to influence their many followers, and as such 

customer groups (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 421). 

3.3.3 Positioning 
Finally, one positions the company’s offer, and develop a valuable proposal that shows the 

superiority of the products compared to the one of the competitors (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 

416). Positioning is about how the customers see the product in terms of its important 

attributes relative to the ones of competitors. As customers are bombarded with various 

product and brand offerings on a daily basis, it is said that they “categorize” or “position” 

products in their minds as a response to this information. Customers do this with or without 

the aid of marketing, but it is certainly in a company’s interest to not leave this process to 

chance, but plan how their product is to be presented and as such affect the positioning 

(Kotler et al., 2011, p. 213). For example, Whole Foods in the US positioned themselves as 

being tightly knit to the idea of organic and natural eating in a retail store context, and was 

long the market leader. However, as other more conventional food retail stores also started to 

offer organic food, Whole Foods lost their market leadership. As customers are increasingly 

willing to shop for groceries online, the company has recently increased their efforts in 

allowing customers to order their products online, while still being positioned with the same 

values of organic and natural food (Bells, 2014). To affect positioning and differentiate 

themselves properly, companies first need to identify a set of competitive advantages that the 

company can actually deliver. This should not be empty words, and companies need to live up 
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to their slogans. Beyond qualities of the products, competitive advantage may be found in 

having great service, in using well-designed supply channels, having great staff and as such 

human resources, and the brand’s image, logotype and “personality” (Kotler et al,, 2013, p. 

216). Then, they should choose the right competitive advantages, and how many of them to 

promote. This may be the product’s heritage, natural beauty, design, the precision in the 

engineering, or the social responsibility of the company’s production. Companies should be 

careful in the number of such claims however, as there is a risk to lose credibility and clear 

positioning if they go too broad (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 216). Finally, one should select an 

overall positioning strategy that communicates the so called “value proposition”. Ultimately 

the company will have to balance the price they demand versus the benefits of the product, 

ending up offering an expensive product with great benefits, a cheap product with less 

benefits, or somewhere in between (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 217). Each of these value 

propositions will have challenges in creating and upholding the offer, but each will be 

attractive to certain groups of customers, which is why there is room for many companies that 

aim for different value propositions in the market (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 217). 

3.4 Sales 

3.4.1 Sales Promotion 
Sales promotion activities are short-term tools of ways to encourage consumers not simply 

just the reason to buy, but to buy right away (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 400; Kotler & Keller, 

2009, p. 554; Wierenga & Soethoudt, 2010, p. 385). It is encouraged that marketers should 

use several types of media, certainly including online media, and blend these channels into the 

sales promotion activities (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 559). As local food is still a quite small 

part of the food industry, Hingley et al. (2010, p. 17) argues that if focused efforts are 

implemented in pricing, availability and consumer awareness, increased consumer interest 

should mean increased purchases of local food. We argue that sales promotion is a suitable 

complement to the more long-term relationship building that is taking place with existing 

customers within AFNs. Ultimately, sales promotion activities may result in an increased 

market share (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 554). The reasoning for sales promotion in particular 

is that it is a way to acquire new customers by offering incentives to try the product, to 

increase purchases by the occasional customers, and it can also reward the customers who are 

already loyal (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 554). Conducting customer surveys is another more 

qualitative way of investigating the effect of the sales promotion (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 

561). Social media is increasingly being used as a supplemental promotional tool by SMEs 

(Atanassova & Clark, 2015, p. 167), and is even considered as a hybrid component of the 

promotional mix by Mangold & Faulds (2009, p. 358), which includes sales promotion. 

Social media has meant that the strategies for interacting with customers has changed greatly 

and is used for creating attention, influencing how customers gain information, how they 

share reactions and attitudes to about products and services (Mangold & Faulds, 2009, p. 

358). 

Some tools that can be used in sales promotion are: 

Discounts and coupons - a certificate to give the customer a discount at the place of purchase 

(or afterwards in the case of cash refunds) on a specified product or deal. As coupon use has 

declined among consumers it is advised to issue them less often and target more carefully 

(Kotler et al., 2011, p. 401). Offering information or product deals to social media-using 

customers can potentially make them feel special. For example, Dove offered its followers 

coupons in its "Campaign for Real Beauty" (Mangold & Faulds, 2009, p. 363). SMEs have 

been argued to actually benefit more from price reduction promotion than already established 

large companies, as the small producers cannot equal the large producers’ advertising budgets 
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(Kotler & Keller, 2009, pp. 555-556). A temporary price reduction promotion is also unlike a 

permanent reduction price, with a larger sales response elasticity as the customers know that it 

is a limited time opportunity (Wirenga & Soethoudt, 2010, p. 385). However, as customers 

see price as a guarantee for quality to some extent, monetary price promotion unlike non-

monetary promotions such as gifts may damage the perceived quality and brand associations 

(Buil et al., 2013, p. 117). As such, it has been advised that marketers should avoid using 

monetary sales promotion extensively (Buil et al., 2013, p. 121). 

Samples - a trial amount of a product, which can be delivered by mail, picked up by the 

consumer at the point of purchase or attached to another product (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 

557). Samples are argued to be the most effective albeit also most expensive way to create 

excitement around an existing product or introduce a new product (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 400; 

Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 554). As an example, the franchisers of ICA let customers taste 

different products in their stores (ICA, 2016).  

Event marketing - which includes creating a brand promoting event, or sponsoring events that 

is created by others (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 401). Similarly, trade shows and conventions are 

promotional activities that provide a range of benefits such as customer contact, new sales 

leads, and informing customers about one’s products (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 559). Wamba 

& Carter (2014, p. 4) view Facebook events in particular as a technological innovation as it 

enables real-time sharing of customer choices, the active engagement of customers, and 

access to a large amount of users. Also, it is a venue for testing new products or services 

before engaging in more costly marketing, which is particularly valuable for SMEs that are 

known to have less resource. Event-based marketing when integrated with social media are 

described by Castronovo & Huang (2012, p. 117) as a cost-effective promotional option that 

for SMEs to communicate its message to its target group, and begin to develop meaningful 

relationships with it. Red Bull successfully uses the sales promotion strategy of event 

marketing. One example is the surfing event “Red Bull Battle of the Sund” which took place 

in Östersund, Sweden (Red Bull, 2016).  

Trade promotions in retail stores - which involves convincing retailer outlets to give shelf 

space to one’s product offering and promoting these in-store, which is a tough challenge today 

in Sweden. Large retailers such as ICA for example control a major part of the food market 

and can put a lot of pressure on food producers (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 401). A way to receive 

shelf space is to provide free product displays or materials to use in retailer magazine 

promotion, or make sure that the materials fits the retailer's’ brand identity (Kotler et al., 

2011, p. 401). These displays and product demonstrations that take place in the store or at the 

market are a sales promotion tools in themselves (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 401; Kotler & Keller, 

2009, p. 557). A company that strives to increase sales by using displays in their grocery 

stores is Whole Foods (Gabriel Logan, 2016). 

The importance of supportive local retail chains have been highlighted as important for some 

successful AFNs, which are involved in retail arrangements through joint promotional 

campaigns and a good marketing image that forms a “closed loop” of integration for local 

food (Hingley et al., 2010, p. 18). However, SMEs who have lower marketing budgets will 

have difficulty obtaining shelf space without offering free goods or price reduction to the 

retailers (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 555). It may also be difficult to “police” the retailers and 

make sure that they are doing their part (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 555).  
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4. Empirical Findings 
In this chapter we describe the results that have emerged during the study’s seven in-depth 

interviews. Initially, we present how the respondents use social media in their marketing 

strategies and how they try to work for electronic Word of Mouth. Following this we show 

how how the AFNs operate as networks and how they perceive marketing being SMEs with 

scarce resources. Further, we present how the AFNs see their customer groups, and their 

positioning on the market. Finally, the AFNs sales strategies are brought forth - and how they 

describe their work in discounting, samples, event marketing and retail stores. 

4.1 Social Media in Marketing Communication 
All respondents are using social media in their marketing efforts, but to a varying degree. 

Some of the respondents are relying on traditional marketing tools like flyers, posters, 

advertisement in newspapers, and regional radio and television advertisement. But it seems 

that the respondents are moving towards replacing these efforts with social media instead. 

Respondent 1 explicitly say that: “We’ve have started to cross over somewhat from 

purchasing advertisement in newspapers to using social media.”. Some of the respondents are 

not only using social media for free marketing to communicate with their followers and 

inform, but are also willing to pay for advertisement online and on social media platforms. 

Respondent 5 mention that “We use the advertisement platforms of Facebook and Google.”. 

The level of activity on social media is also rather varied. Some of the respondents are very 

active, while respondent 4 mention that “The case is that we have quite a low level of activity 

on our social media, and due to this I cannot say how much impact it has on our product.” A 

few of the respondents say that they only post occasionally, but hope that they through these 

efforts can show what they do. 

Some of the respondents use the social media differently depending on the platform. Out of 

the seven respondents all use Facebook but only three use Instagram as well. Respondent 6 

explain that “We want to keep them [the social media platforms] a bit different because users 

consume their content differently.”. Instagram is seen as being more fun, product-oriented and 

about feelings and aesthetics. Respondent 2 mention that they look at one of their hashtags to 

see what kind of content is uploaded about it. Facebook is talked about as product-oriented as 

well, but also more as a forum for debate. Respondent 5 mention that “We are a bit more 

formal on Facebook compared to Instagram.”. 

The main use the respondents perceive they have of social media to inform about their 

activities and their values. Respondent 1 mention that “There are tons of advantages [to 

social media] of course, but we do not really use them, we mostly just inform.”. The AFNs 

inform about the time and date of their events, which is the main perk for users who join their 

social media according to Respondent 4. Respondent 5 mention that they also try to give their 

followers some recipes and other useful tips on how to use the products. A few respondents 

tell specifically that they see social media as a way of promoting the local producers. 

Respondent 6 explain that in the beginning their social media usage mainly consisted of 

informing that the AFN existed, but that nowadays “One could say that the [social media] 

strategy is based upon promoting the producers, the farms, to highlight them and their 

products. The main strategy is building storytelling about them.”. Respondent 5 similarly say 

that their objective of using social media is informing consumers that there is a local 

alternative. The respondents generally also see value in how the information spreads quickly 

across social media networks. Respondent 2 explain that “The [social media information] 

spread is quite large. Everyone in the network can use the posts that one does and forward it 

to their networks, which enables it to spread quickly as it is shared. One can notice that the 
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things that are shared have a large impact, if one looks at how many users that have seen the 

post.” A few respondents highlight the importance of communicating the AFNs image and 

values, and content that moves the user. This can be deliberate as in the case of Respondent 2, 

3 and 6 who reflect upon that their values should come across on social media, or as in 

Respondent 4’s case more by happenstance. Respondent 4 is solely in charge of their social 

media and explain that as such it reflects the respondent’s personality to a large extent “The 

users get a feel for what we stand for and can associate that with our products.” 

Communicating and interacting with their customers is another reason to use social media that 

many of the respondents discuss. Respondent 6 explain that the most concrete way that the 

AFN work with this is that they hold dialogue with the customers, and try to be involved in all 

the discussions that take place on their social media. Facebook is mentioned as being a 

channel for customer service, and say that communicating on social media media is perceived 

by their customers as being non-intrusive, and on the customer’s terms. Respondent 5 

relatedly tell that “We try to answer customers and come up with extensive answers. Both 

positive and negative things, show up but we try to come up with complete answers to 

questions.” 

4.1.1 Electronic Word of Mouth 
A majority of the respondents mention that WoM is frequent, or wanted by the AFN. This can 

be both traditional WoM, as in the case of Respondent 1 who say that there is a lot of word of 

mouth information in the marketplace, and Respondent 7 who mention that they try to work 

their neighbours and people that they know to spread information about the AFN. Respondent 

7 stresses the importance of word of mouth for the AFN as it is the only way to inform about 

it, and also go on to say that “Facebook is good for that [WoM], but we are simply not active 

enough.” Electronic WoM is practiced more extensively by some respondents. Both 

Respondent 5 and 6 try to use WoM online by having satisfied customers share their shopping 

experience. Respondent 5 explain why they try to use WoM by saying that “I think we gain 

an advantage as we can reach people who see that a friend of theirs has written to us or 

interacted with our posts, and connect and think similarly [about the post].” Most of the 

respondents do not seem to use their customer’s user-generated content on their social media. 

Respondent 4 say that the AFN has not shared any customer’s opinion or thoughts. 

Respondent 5 mention that they have occasionally shared something user generated on social 

media, but the respondents who do are apprehensive about this practice. Respondent 6 say 

that “We are careful about highlighting too much about that ‘him or her say this or that’.” A 

majority of the respondents say that they have shared content from other established sources 

however, such as bloggers and newspapers. They also share content of other organizations 

that they are close to, or make sure to be visible in the discussions on these organizations’ 

social media pages. Respondent 2 tell how they have sometimes shared posts done by food 

bloggers who follow their social media, and how they have also shared a few newspaper 

articles that discuss the AFN, but consider this to be something that the AFN should work 

more with. Respondent 3 say that “I can sometimes share something from somebody else’s 

forum, for example KRAV who we are close to. It happens that I share their posts because 

they related to us”. Respondent 6 relatedly talk  about that their ambition is to be seen more 

outside their own social media pages, and that they often post on other pages as well, where 

the discussion in question has a good fit. Respondent 6 also tell how they for marketing 

purposes are happy to share quotes from food blogs and magazines that write about the AFN. 

Respondent 5 explain their ambition of being seen on social media by saying that “We want 

to be even more diligent and post more tips and interact with others who are in the same 

nisch of locally produces, ecological food and alternative food offers. The ambition is to be 

seen on both Facebook and Instagram and work more outside our own accounts.” 
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4.2 Developing a Marketing Communication Strategy 
Regarding the SME marketing the investigated AFNs have different strategies, some are more 

thorough than others. Respondent 3 explains that “First of all we are a small organization, 

everything is relative, but according to the premises of us being a small scale organization we 

try to have our strategy thought through.” Furthermore, Respondent 4 mentions that “Our 

marketing strategy is simple, seen through your perspective there is not a big strategy.” Some 

of the respondents explain how the resources, time and money, of the AFN many times are 

limited. Respondent 1 says “More than anything we should work with market strategy but 

there is not enough time. Above all, there is not enough money for that.”  

Social media is considered by the majority of the respondents to be a cost efficient way of 

marketing themselves and they highlight the importance for an SME to pay attention to this. 

Respondent 6 clarify this by stating that “One of the great advantages of using social media is 

that it is cheap. Being a start up this becomes natural.” Additionally, Respondent 2 points out 

that “The biggest advantage must be that it is a big spread and that it does not cost much”.  

As a result of the lack of resources the SME Marketing is many times handled internally. 

Respondent 2 says that “Sometimes we are working with some advertising agency but we try 

to do the most ourselves to keep the costs down. Obviously, one could wish that there was a 

large marketing budget but we do not have that.” Also, Respondent 4 explains that “ We do 

not have any professionals working with that, we are doing this on our own.” Furthermore the 

same respondent states that “ The margins are small in our industry, especially when working 

ecologically. Therefore, we do not have a lot of money to put into marketing.”   

4.3 Governance of the SME Network  
Five of the respondents explain that they have meetings within their respective organization. 

However, the frequency of these meetings varies depending on the network and some meet 

more regularly than others. Respondent 1 says that “We have meetings, the autumn meeting 

and the spring meeting.” In accordance respondent 7 states that “ we have an annual 

meeting”. On the contrary, respondent 2 explains that “We do not have a common office and 

therefore it is important that we meet every third or fourth week.”  

The steering of the network differs between the studied AFNs. Respondent 1 explains that 

their network consists of many different associations and numerous companies. Furthermore, 

the respondent states that the network has a board consisting of a group of representatives 

from north to south but admits that it is impossible to have representation from all 

associations. Regarding the steering of the AFN Respondent 1 states “ Steering… I do not 

know if I should call it steering.” Respondent 3 explains that there is a board on top of the 

organization with a mission to be in charge of the strategical decisions. Additionally, the 

connected business partners in the network works in different reference groups to create 

participation and dedication. Respondent 3 explains “We have a market group, an education 

group and a production group that all are very active today and this creates a great 

engagement to pursue the different questions concerning the different groups.”  In contrast, 

Respondent 7 explains that their network has a board but that the network's decision making 

is considered to be the responsibility of the producers. The respondents says “Every producer 

decides him or herself, we do not decide anything from the association except when it is time 

for slaughter. The only time way we manage something is the price.” 

The investigated networks all communicate with their producers but do so in different ways. 

Respondent 2 is responsible for the communication internally and externally and says “We do 

not have anyone only working with communication. I am the one responsible for this and I do 
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what I can in addition to all my other responsibilities.” Respondent 2 further explains that 

when communicating with producers they use newsletters that are sent once a month. 

Moreover, the same network use telephone as a way of having direct contact with the 

producers. However, the same respondent explains “We have so many connected producers 

and they are variously good at opening the newsletters so getting the information out is a 

challenge.” Respondent 5 says that the communication with the producers is managed 

through telephone because it is rare that the producers “sit and wait for an email.” 

Respondent 3 also communicate through telephone, email and text messages but explains that 

they in addition to this also interact through competency development days. The respondent 

explains “They meet and exchange experiences so the communication is happening through 

that.” Furthermore, Respondent 3 is an executive manager for the network and therefore tries 

to meet every producer individually at least every third month. Respondent 6 says that they 

have “one-to-one communication” with their producers, therefore they do not speak with 

everyone at the same time but interact with every producer separately. Mostly their 

communication is done through telephone and email. However, the respondent admits that not 

everyone has a smart phone or email and states that “the dream would be if they could manage 

everything from a smartphone, just like us.” Moreover, Respondent 6 means that they have a 

very personal dialogue with the producers and explains “I believe we must have a very 

personal dialogue because we are part of a network. To reach transparency also internally 

and to be able to keep promises I believe this is of high importance, especially when dealing 

with small margins in both quantity and prices.”. 

When asked how the network monitor the producers the answers differ. Especially two 

respondents give thorough answers on how they do this. Respondent 1 says that they do not 

have a certification process as some AFNs use in England. However, the producers within this 

network monitor each other. Respondent 1 explains “We monitor each other and if good 

products are not used it usually reaches the board of the market and hopefully the board of 

the local association.” Respondent 2 states that when a producer wants to become a part of 

the network they always try to have a meeting together with the producer. In most cases this 

meeting takes place at the producers accommodation. Respondent 2 explains “We tell them 

about what we do and they get the opportunity to show us their business. Should the case be, 

or if someone would tell us that something is not right we have to handle it.” The respondent 

further argues that it is of high importance to keep an open dialogue about what products are 

proper and how to use these.  

4.4 SME Network Coordination 
The networks all have different ways of making decisions and communicate about marketing. 

Respondent 1 means that overall strategic decisions about marketing can be discussed in the 

board. However, their marketing through social media is explained as  “Seen from your 

perspective we must look like a bunch of scatterbrains. Everyone are busy with their own 

production, we are just happy to be able to have a board” The respondent continues by 

stating that there is no unified strategy about how to market themselves through social media 

and continues by admitting that everyone does what they believe is most optimal. According 

to Respondent 2 their network communicates issues concerning marketing, among other 

things, during meetings every third or fourth week. Through these meetings they try to 

involve different competencies. Respondent 2 also explains that the network communicates 

marketing issues through telephone meetings and email. Respondent 3 says that they have a 

reference group called “Market”. The respondent's responsibility is to compile the common 

needs and to present a concrete proposal for the group during these meetings. Respondent 4 

explains that when the network started their Facebook page there were a lot of discussions 

about what to show on social media. The respondent further states “This is something we talk 
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about a lot, what do we want to show and what do we want to reach out with to the 

consumer.” Respondent 4 is the one responsible for marketing and marketing through social 

media in particular and even though the page is not that active the respondent maintains a 

high level of communication with the chairman of the board within the network. Respondent 

5 says that they have different areas of responsibility regarding their different marketing 

channels within the network. The respondent also states that they always try to synchronize 

the information between each other in order to decide which channel to use. The respondent 

states “As an example we want to release the news on the right place first.” According to 

respondent 6 they have a strong communication about what products to use with the 

producers and often discuss how to market and sell these products. When the network has 

sold the produced products they communicate again to evaluate the situation.  

When talking about how the networks post on social media respondent 1 says “Facebook is 

enormously unstructured. There are dozens of administrators there who post information as 

they feel like.” The respondent further explains that there is no strategy at all and no decided 

order in how to post. On the contrary, respondent 2 states that they have a decided strategy 

which directs them in how to post on social media and that is twice a week. The respondents 

says “sometimes we post more sometimes less but we try to schedule some posts.”. 

Furthermore, the respondent uses instagram a lot in one of their projects because it gives the 

follower the opportunity to get the experience of being there exactly when it happens. 

Respondent 5 means that they divide their responsibility of posting on different social media 

between them and always try to synchronize their posts.  

Regarding who the person is that posts on social media Respondent 1 says that “the first one 

in with something to write. There is no strategy it all and no structure and that is why we must 

start a project.” However, the respondent had posted both of the last two posts on Facebook. 

Both Respondent 2 and 4 explain that they are responsible for posting on social media. 

Respondent 2 explains that because this takes a lot of time when there are many other things 

to do. Accordingly, Respondent 4 says that because it is on non-profit basis the results is 

decided by that. On the contrary, Respondent 5 explains that they divide the responsibility of 

the posting on different social media between them and communicate in order to get the same 

message out there no matter what social media is used. 

4.5 Alternative Food Networks 
Respondent 2 and 7 mention that cooperation is important for the AFN. Respondent 7 says 

that a strong sense of community is created because the producers all have the strong interest 

of their work in common. Because many of the producers work alone the networks also 

provide them with colleagues which according to Respondent 2 can inspire them. The 

respondent further states “You became an ambassador for everyone which is really important. 

We try to encourage this all the time. When you are out and selling your products tell of the 

others in your network, this will generate added value if you can sell other products at the 

same time.”. Many of the respondents explain the importance of being part of an AFN 

because they are stronger together. According to Respondent 4 the producers within their 

network are very proud to be part of it and are a lot stronger together than they would be on 

their own. The respondent further states that the purpose of their network is to involve as 

many producers as possible but still keep the local anchoring. Respondent 3 highlights the 

advantage of joint marketing and says “especially the smallest producers think this is a huge 

advantage, being able to use joint marketing.”  
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Also, some respondents mention that being part of an AFN may affect the product 

development. Respondent 2 explain that producers can start new collaborations with each 

other working with new products. The respondent says “If someone produces ice cream and 

someone grow berries, these can be put together and become a tasty ice cream.”. 

Furthermore, the respondent states that the network can help the producers in the process of 

making better looking packaging for their products. Respondent 6 also mention the process of 

improving the packaging of the product, the respondent explains “their [the producers] 

packaging in many cases look like any other packaging from the bigger stores, when in reality 

it contains the most amazing eggs from the local farm.” Therefore, Respondent 6 talks about 

the importance of capturing that special feeling when developing the packaging. Respondent 3 

explains how their network arrange “competency development days” in order to help 

developing the producers. Instead of letting the producers travel to the bigger cities in order to 

get the same education, they try to bring the relevant resource persons to the producers 

instead. This is to minimize the expenses of travelling and to avoid unnecessary loss of time. 

In addition, respondent 6 says that AFNs, as their own, can make people realize there are 

locally produced alternative and therefore are important. Respondent 6 explains how 

customers do not only have to buy from one producer, they can discover new producers. The 

respondent says “By using one producer you can realize there are others within the same 

network you can do business with. Therefore it is more of a cluster for locally produced 

food”. 

Many of the respondents mention the distribution as an advantage of the AFN. Respondent 2 

explains that their network is responsible for 5 or six “hubs”, where the producers can leave 

their products. Thereafter, a transport company is used to gather all the products and to 

transport these further. The respondent continues by saying “The advantage is that the 

producers do not have to go by car, one on one, to deliver their products. They can just leave 

it at the hub.” Respondent 6 mentions the transport and explains that the producers in their 

network transport the products to the management of the network, then they re-pack the 

products and deliver these to the customer. The respondent continues by saying that this 

creates a synergy effect which allows the producers to not spend time on the transport. 

Respondent 5 says that one distributional advantage of their network is that because they are 

many working together, they can slaughter regularly and provide the customer with their 

product. Respondent 7 highlights that one of the advantages of being part of an AFN is the 

contact with the market and how they have the possibility of having control of the entire 

chain, from producer to the market. Some of the respondents mention sales when discussing 

the advantages of the AFN. Respondent 7 explains how being part of their network has helped 

the producers getting a more stable price level on their products. 

According to respondent 2 the network works as a bridge between the producer and the 

customer. The respondent explains “The producers are good at producing but when it comes 

to sales they are not as good, they almost apologize when selling.” Respondent 5 also states 

how their network has made the sales process easier for the producers. Respondent 6, equally, 

describes the sales process as one of the main advantages the producers get when being part 

of the network. The respondent even states that some of the producers in the network have 

expressed how they finally can focus on what they enjoy, and that is producing. Similarly, 

Respondent 2 explains how they can help their producers to achieve a better production flow, 

which means the producer can produce more in an easier way. The sales process has been 

moved away from the producers and this means lesser work, which according to respondent 6 

has been highly appreciated. 

Respondent 6 says that judging by the conversations they have with the producers it seems 

that the sales has increased for some of the producers, especially the smaller ones. The 
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respondent says that it is because they also provide to customers they would not have the 

access to. Respondent 3 explains that they have done some follow up work in sales but that 

they do not have fresh numbers. This has been done through different activities, competency 

development as an example.  Respondent 2 says that they can see that they look at the 

producers who has hired new staff and see this as growth. Respondent 3 explains that the 

producers of their network has created about 60 new job opportunities, which they are very 

proud of. 

4.6 Segmentation - Identifying & Evaluating Customers 
Respondent 2 and Respondent 6 reflect upon that they as an AFN are able to help the local 

producers in finding their market, which is especially true for the smallest producers 

according to Respondent 6, who they to some extent aid in gaining a completely new target 

group. Respondent 2 explain that they can help the producers in finding the market that suits 

them the best. “It is actually one of the most important aspects, finding the producer’s 

market. And it is not always clear what it will be in the end.” Respondent 1 say that their 

customers are everyone who are interested in local food, and everyone who eat. Previously 

the customers consisted of hip urban people to a large extent, but that nowadays their 

customers can be anyone, and that it depends a bit upon where in Sweden the are active. In a 

more recent launch the AFN thought that students for example would not afford their products 

and that their customers would mainly be affluent families, but that the reality is that both 

students and pensioners, as well as families buy their products. Respondent 6 explain that 

when they started their AFN, that is active in an urban area with surroundings, they thought 

their customer group would be in their 30s, very food-interested, and interested in being able 

to talk in detail about the products when they have dinner parties. The respondent would 

rather describe their main customer as an aware woman about 45-50 years old, who is willing 

to pay for quality. The customers want to know that they buy good products. “And I think that 

says a lot. In the feedback and conversations we have had with customers it is very clear that 

they are aware customers who wants to know what they eat and they want to know the story 

behind [the product]”. Respondent 2 has noticed all the more younger people are showing up 

at their events. There has also been a rejuvenation in their very food-interested, hip consumer 

group as well. This consumer group are interested in a wide range of products, and follow 

chefs and food shows on social media. The best customer groups for local food according to 

Respondent 2 is older people who travel and enjoy visiting farm shops, and people who are 

well-off and not that concerned about the price. Respondent 5 say that they target urban 

households, which can be singles, couples and families. The respondent describe Respondent 

4 believe that their customers are customers who care about what they eat, and that they care 

about that the food being locally produced. Respondent 4 believe that their customers are 

those who are willing to pay a bit extra to know what they eat, but the respondent has also 

experienced that their customer base is very varied. The customers are not only those who are 

well-off, but that there is a good spread. The respondent highlights that “I think the awareness 

of the customer is largely what governs who comes to shop from us.” . The respondent 

mention that their customers are mainly in the city and far away from the farms, as they have 

a production site close to the city. The customers are thus mainly urban families. Respondent 

7 from the same AFN say that they are currently targeting the countryside, and would 

describe their main customers as middle aged or younger, probably also being mostly women. 

Countryside customers are brought up as being slightly different by a few of the respondents. 

Respondent 2 explain that these customers have always bought local food and that they are 

not that interested in specialities and new products. Respondent 7 say that “It is always easier 

to convince someone who one knows [to become a customer] than someone who one is 

unfamiliar to. And it might be the case that this is more accentuated on the countryside.” 
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To understand their customers and know what they demand the respondents are mainly 

listening to what the customers say when they have face-to-face conversations with them. 

Respondent 5 exemplify by saying that “We listen to the customers. Above all else we try to 

get a lot of input of what needs to be complemented more when we are out visiting customers 

and knocking on their doors. What is good and what isn’t good?”. There generally does not 

seem to be any extensive consumer surveying or similar investigations being performed by 

the AFNs. Respondent 2 say that currently no surveying is being done currently, but that the 

respondent would have wanted to do more. Looking at surveys that have been done by others 

however is something the respondent thinks one can also do to gain some business 

intelligence. Respondent 3 mention that they have had a consumer survey done by an external 

company but that it was a long time ago. Respondent 1 has found that there is a trend all over 

Sweden that customers do not buy large packs, as there are a lot of single households. “There 

packs are becoming smaller, one sells the tomatoes individually for example instead of per 

kilo.” Respondent 4 relatedly explain that part of the reason that the network have less 

affluent customers as well such as pensioners and singles is that they can supply small 

packages of just one cutlet for example, rather than just larger packages of four cutlets, thus 

supplying what the customer needs for just that one day. Respondent 7 knows that in the 

countryside the customers are used to buying their product in bulk, which is the easiest way 

for the AFN to supply as well. Respondent 5 explain that their target group is the ones who do 

not only want to shop in a better way, but also in an easier way. 

The majority of the respondents discuss if, and if so how, they get feedback from the 

customers. Respondent 4 think that the AFN could do much more in terms of feedback saying 

that it would have been good to reconnect with customers to know what they thought and if 

they want to come back again. The feedback that Respondent 4 say that the network gets is 

directly from the point-of-purchase, and that the staff there knows most about the customer 

opinions that they get face-to-face, and that they hear what the customer thought about last 

week’s meal. Respondent 1 find that they in contrast with the conventional food industry get 

feedback directly and easily from the customers as they are physically present in the 

marketplace and have plenty of conversations with their customers.“If they come back to buy 

again then you’ve done something right, a good product.”. Respondent 5 also mention that 

the face-to-face sales is a good platform for customer feedback, but that they are also in 

contact with their customers who get in touch by telephone and e-mail if something is wrong 

with the product, and the AFN then helps them and solves the problem. The respondent 

explain that they never question a customer if they are dissatisfied with a product but just 

thank them for their feedback and provide a new product. Respondent 6 explain that they have 

done face-to-face visits and some telephone calls, which has resulted in good feedback. Their 

ambition is to invite both customers and other stakeholders to qualitative conversations about 

what they think, and that the idea is to hold these conversations increasingly on their own 

social media pages. Respondent 6 works with business analytics software such as Microsoft’s 

Power BI that graphs what areas their customers are in, who the customers are and what 

products work best. “It generates quite favorable analyses. Since we aren’t very big we may 

not always dare to take decisions based on the data, but the idea is that you should use the 

analyses intelligently, and add a qualitative layer to it, which is the more human 

communication and dialogue from the customers.”. 

4.7 Segmentation - Targeting Customers 
Newsletters as a way of informing and targeting their customers is something that most of the 

respondents discuss. Respondent 1 mention that “We have discussed that we should have a 
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newsletter with more continuous communication with which we can involve our customers, 

but who is going to do that? Everyone are busy making products.” Respondent 2, 5 and 6 

work with the email marketing service MailChimp to keep regular email contact with their 

customers, however Respondent 2 experiences that although MailChimp is a good tool, the 

AFN currently add e-mail addresses manually and there is a risk that some e-mail addresses 

are lost in this process. Respondent 6 explain that “For us it's partly about weekly emails to 

continuously inform about products and farms, and it’s also about maintaining an interest 

level and provide knowledge [to the customers].” 

Using social media as a way to target customer groups is discussed by a few of the 

respondents. Respondent 2 explain that on Facebook their audience to a large extent is made 

up of middle-aged women and this means the respondent might post more about events, and 

on Instagram they have a lot of followers who work as chefs “it’s a bit easier to post when 

one has some sort of perception about who will see the end result.”. Respondent 5 and 6 use 

Google and social media to post advertisement directed at specific customer groups, 

depending on factors such as age and where they live. Respondent 6 explain that in the 

beginning the AFN had many ideas about what their customer segment might be, depending 

on gender and interests, and tried to advertise to different segments “but in the end one needs 

to be data-driven and look at ‘Who is actually buying?’”. 

4.8 Segmentation - Positioning the AFN 
Conveying the quality of the products is something that many of the respondents talk about in 

length. Respondent 3 explain that there are very high requirements today in food retail in the 

sense that products and suppliers need to be certified and that the retail stores that the AFN 

work towards has a certain minimum level that the AFN want to communicate and highlight 

that they live up to “We want to inform about how our products are certified in different ways 

and there are different levels.”. Respondent 7 consider quality to the most important aspect of 

the products, since it does not matter if the product is locally produced or ecological if it is not 

a good product in terms of taste. The respondent also mention that in brochures and such 

promotion it is suitable to discuss the AFN’s background as “Some think that it is important 

that it [the product] is ecological”. To discuss the background of the products is popular and 

Respondent 5 explain that they always present what farm their products come from, and that it 

is locally produced with short transports. Respondent 2 and 6 discuss that “quality” is a 

subjective term and as such it is important to convey how the product has been produced and 

its background. Respondent 2 tell how the AFN tries to stay away from the word quality by 

explaining that “What we want to highlight is that it is good products and that the raw 

materials are from here or are Swedish. It creates jobs, rural employment, and considering 

meat and milk it helps to maintain a living countryside. To highlight such values instead of 

quality where someone might think ‘this or that’ ”. 

Many of the respondents discuss their values in how they want to be perceived on the food 

market. Respondent 1 explain that they want the customers to think that AFN is genuine and 

stands for many values. The respondent think that they could use these values more in the 

communications, such as that customers can rest assured in that they can always come back 

the following week and discuss last week's products, and if the customer wants to know more 

about the animal’s welfare for example they can visit the farms “We have a chance to meet 

customers in a completely different way in than in the conventional food industry.”. 

Respondent 2 highlights that their producers are serious, proud businesses that has both good 

products that also do good. Respondent 3 mention that their producers and products are safe 

and certified, and that it is the local alternative as opposed to other brands in the region. 

Respondent 4 say that locally produced and ecological are key terms for the AFN and that the 
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association they try to convey is that “The customer has the power to affect [by choosing their 

product], and the customer thus chooses what kind of environment it wants.” The respondent 

think that the AFN could do more work in transparency about the product and the farms, such 

as using their producers as profiles for the AFN. Respondent 6 specifically addresses that 

there is a slot open in the food market that the AFN seeks to be part of. It is in the currently 

booming market of buying food products individually just like in marketplace or store, but 

doing this online. The AFN’s strategy is to have the same or even a bit lower prices than local 

food stores as they do not have as high overhead costs as they are an online store. Respondent 

6 mention that “There is a lot of talk about being data-driven, and that this is an industry that 

is still not completely data-driven, but we see a demand…” 

Most of the respondents discuss customer loyalty and strategies to achieve this, which is 

commonly described to be attributed to close relationships at the point-of-sale or through farm 

visits, or the product quality. Respondent 1 explain that their customer relationships is about 

continuity and that the customers can call any producer or visit the farms. Customer loyalty is 

described as a combination between being nice to the customers and having a good product, 

and the respondent has noticed that customers have favorite producers: “We truly have loyal 

customers that come back regularly. One builds a relationship that is completely... Well, it’s 

probably worth a considerable amount if one could measure it in money.”. Respondent 2 

highlights that they try to manifest local food by having customers visiting the producer 

farms. For Respondent 3 their work is about making sure that the customer knows that there is 

a local alternative, and that they hope to affect this this customer choice, although the AFN is 

very small and could use more resources to achieve this goal. Respondent 4 explain that it's 

about delivering a product that the customer is satisfied with and this will make the customer 

come back again. “That’s one of the most important aspects of loyalty. To win a new 

customer takes so much more energy than maintaining an old one.”. Respondent 5 tell that 

they aim to take an extra minute to personally talk with their customers and give tips on how 

to use the products every time they make a sale, and try to be perceptive and listen to the 

customers. The AFN tries to actively explain the entire supply chain, and has an annual “open 

house” event at one of their producers’ farms as an opportunity for the customers to meet the 

farmers, and to create familiarity and trust. Respondent 6 explain that they work with 

customer loyalty through their newsletters and increasingly through closer customer dialogue, 

and that this has resulted in that the AFN currently has an estimated 70-80% recurring 

customers. Respondent 7 tell how there is a difference between the customer loyalty in the 

retail stores that sell their products, and their online sales “There is some difference, because 

they [the retailers] have direct customer contact, which is very important.”. The retail stores 

can accommodate more individual demands, whereas the online sales have more standardized 

formats. 

4.9 Sales - Discounts 
The respondents generally has not engaged in extensive discounting as a sales promotion tool. 

Respondent 5 mention that they have not worked with discounts at all. Respondent 7 explain 

that they have tried to have 10% discounts before but is sceptical to the practice as “It helps 

some, but in a sense it doesn’t help at all because that’s the entire profit margin that 

disappears.” Respondent 6 mention that the AFN do not practice downward pressure on 

prices and have drives like in the conventional food retail industry, but the AFN use discount 

codes that discounts individual products from producers or the entire shopping bag of the 

customer, which they have noticed attracts some traffic also to the smallest producer’s 

products. 
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4.10 Sales - Samples 
Samples of products as a sales promotion tool is something that several respondents mention. 

According to Respondent 1 the AFN can bring a product directly to their marketplaces and 

see that the product becomes popular or not right away. The respondent has had very positive 

consumer response to products’ taste directly at the point-of-sales and unlike the conventional 

food industry actors the AFN do not need to spend a lot of resources on sampling in retail 

stores “But they still do not get close to the customer [like we do] by doing that.”. 

Respondent 7 mention how the AFN has had samples both in retail stores and at exhibitions 

but did not perceive that it gave a great effect. Respondent 4 mention how they during their 

events cook food so the customer gets to taste the actual product as well, and not just get 

information about it “Not only talking about it, but tasting it as well.”. Respondent 6 explain 

that they sometimes send samples to the customers that they get from the producers for free, 

which will entice the customers more, by getting an actual taste experience. 

4.11 Sales - Event Marketing 
All of the respondents mention event and markets as crucial for their respective networks. 

Respondent 1 explains how important it is to take part of the markets organized by their 

network in order to talk to the customers. The respondent says “Two hundred times per 

market opportunity, it is all about verbal information. People ask me if I have done all the 

things myself and I answer them that it is growing at my farm.” Respondent 2 explains how 

they also organize food markets and most recently did this in a bigger city in Sweden. The 

respondent continues by saying that it is important to have these markets in the cities because 

people living there might not have access to a car and therefore will not have the same 

opportunity to visit the local farmer shops. Respondent 3 says that the producers in their 

network often attends different events to promote their common brand. Respondent 4 states 

that most of their marketing is based on being visible at different events, food exhibitions and 

markets. This in order to promote the local food they provide. Respondent 5 explains how 

they, in their network, try to present their products at chosen areas. According to Respondent 

6 their network has been represented on two food markets and most recently last christmas 

where they were not selling. Instead they were letting people taste their products in order to 

market the network. 

4.12 Sales - Retail Stores 
The investigated AFNs have different opinions regarding retail sales. Respondent 1 means 

that it is a really good deal buying products from them at their markets because there are no 

intermediators. The respondent continues by explaining how tough it is for the local producers 

to compete with their products at the shelves of the bigger grocery stores. Respondent 2 says 

that they occasionally try to coach their producers to aim towards the bigger grocery stores 

because there they can sell in larger volumes. However, the respondent explains how difficult 

it can be for a producer to manage the communication with the involved intermediaries. 

Respondent 3 says “the grocery stores are very important for us and we work with content 

marketing. It is also important for us that our common brand is in the stores to promote our 

local producers.” Respondent 4 says that their main channel is towards grocery stores 

through their butchering section. Respondent 7 explain that the person in charge of selling 

products to retail stores has a fair amount of personal contact with the stores and if there is 

any issues he sees to them quickly. The AFN has used some product displays and similar in-

store promotion but the respondent explain that these sales margins are very small. The stores 

sales have been going on for several years and the AFN used to put effort into small, single 

consumer packages to stores but this type of distribution was too expensive considering the 

small product lines the AFN has. Because of this the AFN has downsized their retail efforts 



 

43 
 

and currently only uses a few stores in the biggest city of their region, and focuses their 

efforts mainly on online sales directly to consumers in the countryside region surrounding it 

instead.  
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5. Analysis & Discussion 
In this chapter we analyze the results that emerged from the seven in-depth interviews 

performed, which were presented in the previous chapter. The responses are contrasted with 

the theories about these topics that are presented in the theoretical framework chapter. First 

we look at the AFNs’ perceptions of how they use social media in their marketing strategies, 

and their work on eWoM. Then we discuss how the AFNs seem to operate as marketing 

networks and benefits of being an AFN. Further, we analyze how the AFNs perceive their 

customer groups and how they position themselves on the market, according to segmentation 

theory. Finally, we look at aspects of the AFNs sales strategies, in how they work for in event 

marketing, retail stores and use common sales promotion tools. 

5.1 Social Media in Marketing Communication 
The respondents are in many cases using traditional methods such as newspaper 

advertisement, posters, and radio advertisement, which Kotler & Armstrong (2010, p. 29) 

discuss as being traditional marketing. However, the respondents are to varying degrees using 

social media to do marketing as well, which means that they have in some regard moved to 

social media platforms, in a current climate where, as Constantinides et al. (2014, p. 183) 

describes, many internet users and as such potential customers, frequent social media. This 

social media popularity creates opportunities for marketers according to Gironda & 

Korgaonkar (2014, p. 572), and a few of the respondents utilize such opportunities by doing 

advertising but on social media in instead on Facebook, which is commonly used for 

advertising according to Castronovo & Huang (2012, p. 120). Some of the respondents are 

very active on their social media pages while others are only sporadically active, which 

indicates that although all respondents discuss that social media is important, the transition to 

social media for marketing seem to be sluggish for some of the AFNs. We find this 

unsurprising as SMEs often do not have enough time or resources for marketing 

communications, as Atanassova & Clark (2015, p. 163) mentions. However, especially as 

Wiesel (2013, p. 611) exemplifies that if companies move marketing budgets away from 

traditional methods and towards online marketing, thanks to both increased sales and cost 

savings on things such as flyers, there seems to be reason for the AFNs to spend more time on 

their social media. 

The respondents tell how Facebook is very product-oriented, but also a forum where the AFN 

can have debates and share important, more “formal” information messages. Reasons for 

companies to create business profile pages on Facebook is to share information with their 

community as Castronovo & Huang (2012, p. 120) mentions. Instagram is described as more 

product-oriented by the respondents that use it, and more easy-going, which we think fits 

Instagram that enables photo-sharing in an easy and aesthetic way, as Amornpashara et al. 

(2015, p. 356) describes the media. 

The main use the respondents perceive that they have of social media to inform about their 

activities and their values, which corresponds quite well to the most common reason 

companies in Sweden have for using social media according to Statistics Sweden (2015, p. 9) 

- to develop the company’s image or promote products. The AFNs inform about the time and 

date of their events, and some respondents also try to give their followers some recipes and 

other useful tips on how to use the products, which we see as the creation of information and 

and exchanging information with customers that is mentioned as reasons to use social media 

for companies by Statistics Sweden (2015, p. 9). Looking at the example of Zolle, the italian 

internet shop that Galli & Brunori (2013, p.63) discuss, one realize that they use Facebook to 

inform about their products. Social media is used by Respondent 3 to inform about that there 
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actually exists a local alternative. Relatedly, a few respondents tell specifically that they see 

social media as a way of promoting the local producers, and Respondent 6 even tell how they 

use it as a tool to create storytelling about the producers, which is advised by DeMers (2015) 

as companies should include a relevant and engaging backstory when posting to achieve 

optimal reach, that is spreading of information. The respondents generally mention this type 

of value of social media, in how the information spreads quickly, which is one of the 

advantages of information released on social media as discussed by Atanassova & Clark 

(2015, p. 165). As the AFNs both have a wide range of products that are interesting to 

concerned consumers and also have a story to tell about their values-based business idea, and 

their various producers, it makes sense that informing may be their prime use of social media. 

Gironda & Korgaonkar (2014, p. 572) discuss how companies increasingly use social media 

to communicate and interact with current and potential consumers, which is the second most 

common reason to use social media that many of the respondents discuss. Respondent 6 for 

example explain that the most concrete way that the AFN work with social media is that they 

hold dialogues with the customers, and that Facebook works as a customer service function 

for the AFN, in accordance with how Tsimonis & Dimitriadis (2014, pp. 337-338) mention 

that two of the popular activities for companies on social media is direct communication with 

users and initial customer service. This respondent, as well as Respondent 5, try to be 

involved in all the discussions that take place on their social media, answer customer inquiries 

extensively. Statistics Sweden’s (2014, p. 109) mention how companies use social media 

among other things including answering customer questions, and Atanassova & Clark (2015, 

p. 165) argue that companies can build relationships through two-way interaction with users 

on social media. Respondent 6 further explains that social media is perceived by their 

customers as being non-intrusive, reminiscent of how Faase et al. (2011, p. 9) discuss how 

when engaging in marketing and sales companies should “think social media” because that is 

what the customers do (Faase et al., 2011, p. 9). Social media strikes us as an especially useful 

tool for the AFNs who do not have much direct customer contact to be able to communicate 

with their customers, and for any AFN there is likely to be valuable to interact as this should 

aid in building the relationship with the customers to some extent. 

5.1.1 Electronic Word of Mouth 
Jansen et al., (2009, p. 2169) explain how traditional WoM is about customers sharing their 

attitudes, opinions, and reactions to products and services with other customers, and a 

majority of the respondents discuss such WoM in the sense that WoM occurs either in the 

marketplace, during direct sales, or when the respondents try to have their neighbours and 

people that they know spread the word about the AFNs. Traditional WoM is not without its 

advantages, but Castronovo & Huang (2012, p. 118) explain that social media enable truly 

viral marketing and as such it’s probably more effective for spreading WoM than ever before. 

The respondents do see these advantages even if they all do not work very actively with 

eWoM. Respondent 7 for example consider Facebook to be good for eWoM but admits that 

the AFN is not active enough. Constantinides also discuss how increasingly in marketing 

professionals realize how important it is to engage in WoM online on social media, as such 

enjoy direct and widespread free publicity (2014, p. 47), and a few of the respondents do 

engage in this practice, such as Respondent 5 and 6 who work to have their customers share 

their shopping experiences on social media. We consider this type of work to be in line with 

Gunawan & Huarng’s (2015, p. 2237) argument that social media increases eWoM when 

customers’ share or redirect thoughts and reviews of companies to other users. Respondent 5 

also reason that in their social media practices they can reach people who aren’t necessarily a 

customer or follower yet, but just by that person seeing that a peer has interacted with the 

AFNs post or written on the AFNs social media pages, which has similarity to how Jansen et 
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al. (2009, p. 2186) mean that social media provides new opportunities to build relationships 

when they interact like this with customers online. By having a vibrant social media page like 

this, Gironda & Korgaonkar (2014, p. 572) argue that company social media is a useful 

platform where customers can generate WoM among themselves (Gironda & Korgaonkar, 

2014, p. 572). Although some respondents are trying to stimulate conversations on their social 

media, most of the respondents do not specifically share user-generated content. However, a 

majority of the respondents share blog posts or information from other sources that are more 

influential than a regular social media user. This practice is a way according to Canhoto et al., 

(2013, p. 421) to reach many users since these types of “influencers” have many followers as 

well that will learn of the AFN. A few AFNs also share the content of, or engage in the 

discussions of other organizations’ social media pages. This can specifically be organizations 

that the AFNs are close to in values or business idea such as in the cases of Respondent 3 and 

6. This should be beneficial as Jansen et al. (2009, p. 2186) has found that customers’ 

perceptions about companies and decision to buy products or services are increasingly 

affected by the information and opinions that occur on social media platforms, which are 

perceived as reliable sources of information. Overall the respondents have a diverse approach 

to eWoM where some are more actively trying to see that the word of the AFN is spread 

online than other. We perceive that the ones who practice eWoM more actively benefit by this 

to some extent, and a prime reason for doing so is the low cost as mentioned by Gunawan & 

Huarng (2015, p. 2237), which makes the practice viable for AFNs even if they do not have 

large marketing budgets. 

5.2 Developing a Marketing Communication Strategy 
The explored AFNs have different marketing strategies where some are more well-developed 

than others. Respondent 3 explains how they strive to have their strategy thought through, 

while Respondent 4 admits that their marketing strategy is very simple. Coviello et al (1997, 

p. 501) and Coviello (2000, p. 525) mean that SME marketing fundamentally is not so 

different to larger business marketing but differs to some extent. Taking into consideration 

that Respondent 1 explains that they more than anything should work with marketing strategy 

but that there is not enough time and money, we believe such a difference is highlighted. 

Many times SMEs have scarce resources in comparison to the bigger companies, something 

pointed out by Coviello (2000, p. 531). As a result, the majority of the respondents believe 

that social media is of high importance when marketing their respective AFN because it does 

not cost much, which is considered a great advantage. This is something that matches the 

theory of Atanassova & Clark (2010, p. 166) who points out that social media is cheap, does 

not necessitate extensive tech-skills and is easy to implement. Furthermore, another advantage 

mentioned, in the same context as the cost-efficiency, by Respondent 2 is the big spread 

which social media allows. Bearing in mind the theory of Atanassova & Clark (2010, p. 166) 

one realizes that social media empowers SMEs to overcome the restrictions of limited amount 

of business contacts and geographical location by joining them together with other 

organizations in a cost-efficient manner. Therefore, according to the above stated theory it is 

very logical that the explored AFNs believe social media to be an important marketing tool in 

order to overcome the challenges of scarce resources. 

Because of the small size and scarce resources the marketing is mostly handled internally. 

Respondent 2 mentions that they sometimes work with an advertising agency but still try to 

the most on their own to keep the cost downs. Once again the theory of Coviello (2000, p. 

531) is relevant when stating that the resources are scarce and therefore it is logical that the 

respondent reason in this way. However, hiring expertise from an external advertising agency 

can also be a necessary alternative sometimes. Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 24) explain that 

companies can hire external personnel from agencies which possesses specific skills in social 
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media monitoring. In our opinion, most of the respondents do not have the budget for this but 

those who have could potentially consider this for their marketing strategy. 

5.3 Governance of the SME Network 
The majority of the respondents explain that they have meetings within their respective AFN 

in order to make strategic decisions and maintain communication. To hold meetings, having 

frequent interaction among partners, through telephone or e-mail, is something necessary for 

SME marketing networks in order to be successful according to Agostini (2016, p.13). Even 

though the explored AFNs organize meetings and maintain seemingly decent communication 

through phone and email, the frequency and structure of these meetings varies. Respondent 1 

explains that even though they try to represent the AFN in a board it is impossible to have 

representation from all the SMEs, therefore everyone cannot be represented at the meetings. 

The same respondent also states that it would be an exaggeration to say that the AFN board 

would be a steering organ. Similarly, Respondent 7 says they have a board but admits that the 

network's decision making is considered to be the responsibility of the producers. Respondent 

3, on the other hand, explain that besides the board they have different groups, consisting of 

the SMEs that are highly active during meetings. Agostini (2016, p.13) argues that it is 

necessary to have an attitude towards learning how to collaborate, sharing the decision 

making and to have an enthusiasm to spend time and effort to the network. In our opinion, the 

explored AFNs realize this and especially the enthusiasm towards time and effort to the 

network, which is something they all show. However, as Agostini (2016, p.13) further puts it 

developing an SME marketing network is hard work and it presents a challenge to the SMEs 

which are less familiar with formalities, strategy plans, decision making processes and 

continuous sharing of information with the other companies. The explored AFNs all try to 

maintain a decent communication between the steering organ and the producers but do this in 

different ways. Respondent 2 explain that they communicate with their producers through 

newsletters, and phone. Respondent 5 similarly explain that they communicate through the 

phone because, the producers do not often open e-mails. Respondent 3 explains that they use 

telephone and email as a way of communicating but highlights competency development 

days, where producers meet and exchange experiences through that. Respondent 6 points out 

that they have a very personal dialogue with the producers and explains the importance of this 

because they are a network and need to keep a high level of transparency within it. Agostini 

(2016, p.12) argues that the creation of network routines seems to be the most important thing 

for operating a marketing network. Agostini (2016, p.12-13) further points out that when 

interacting often and continuously, through both face-to face and other ways of 

communication, the involved actors get used to the collaboration. As seen by the results, the 

respondents explains how they believe communication is important. They have different types 

of communication channels within their respective networks, which according to theory is not 

considered a problem. However, the level of communication seems to differ and some do it 

better than others. The communication, if performed regularly, within the network can 

according to Agostini (2016, p.13) be of high importance when overcoming hinders, resolving 

conflicts and monitor the activity. Purvis (2015) states that social media recently has been 

argued to play a big part of the development of smarter internal communications within 

companies and improving the way colleagues communicate. In our opinion social media 

would not only act as a channel to interact with the customer of the AFN but also as a good 

complement of interacting within the network.  

A monitoring process within the networks occurs in varying degrees. However, it does not 

seem to be highly developed. Respondent 1 explains how they as producers check each other 

while respondent 2 states they have a personal meeting when including a producer in their 

network. Respondent 2 also explains that dialogue is key for their monitoring process in 
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combination with listening to tips from others. According to Agostini (2016, p.13) monitoring 

of the participants should be done regularly. This through the regular meetings and over time 

as the partner carry out their activities. It seems like trust is a fundament in these networks 

and therefore, the monitoring process might not be that advanced. However, we believe that a 

more thorough monitoring process should exist in order to guarantee that the activities are 

carried out as they should.  

5.4 SME Network Coordination 
The AFNs communicate and make decisions regarding their marketing. However, once again 

the ways of doing this varies. Both well-organized communication and low communication 

occur. Respondent 2 explains how they discuss marketing issues over telephone and emails 

but highlights that marketing issues are discussed every third or fourth week through 

meetings. Respondent 3 states they have a reference group called “market” in order to be 

responsible for these issues. Respondent 5 explains they have a clear structure for who is 

responsible for what marketing channel within the network and Respondent 6 state that they 

have a strong communication about what products to use with the producers and often discuss 

how to market and sell these products. Also, according to the same respondent the context is 

later evaluated together with the producers. Agostini (2016, p. 13) explains that SMEs which 

are less familiar with decision-making processes and strategy plans will have a challenge. It is 

obvious that most of the respondents realize the importance of having a robust decision-

making process within the network structure. However, only some of the respondents, in our 

point of view, succeed in having this. Agostini (2016, p. 12) explains that network routines 

seems to be the most important thing for a marketing network. Some of the explored networks 

have clear routines, while others do not appear to have this to the same extent. 

When analyzing the marketing strategy regarding social media the respondents answered 

differently. Respondent 1 said “the first one in with something to write. There is no strategy at 

all and no structure and that is why we must start a project.” while Respondent 5 explained 

that they divided the responsibility of posting on different social media between them and 

were carefully communicating in order to deliver the same message through the different 

channels. Agostini (2016, p. 13) statements about the strategy and decision-making process 

becomes relevant again. It is obvious that only some of the respondents have a clear decision-

making when it comes to marketing, but especially when it comes to social media. 

Unfortunately this is something that becomes costly for them because of the possibilities 

social media provides, above all for the SME. According to Coviello (2000, p. 541) SMEs 

tend to be more relational than larger companies in their communication approaches and 

principal customer contact. Therefore, social media is argued by Atanassova & Clark (2010, 

p. 166) to be well-matched to the relationship-building methods of the SME. In our opinion, 

these facts are something all of the respondents should pay attention to. Not only is it cost-

efficient but it suits their more personal marketing in a good way. There are other advantages 

as well. By using social media Purvis (2015) argues that the participants become more 

creative and dedicated, also the transparency is increased helping to build a holistic and more 

organic company. This would suit all the AFNs of this study because transparency is of high 

importance of the particular business context of local food. Social media can also be used to 

evaluate performance. As an example, Agius (2016) says that by comparing customers’ 

search volumes of one´s brand in relation to social media efforts one can spot negative 

comments and respond to these. This type of analysis might be more technically demanding 

and require some assistance but could be very fruitful for the different AFNs. 
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5.5 Alternative Food Networks 
One of the biggest advantages in being part of an AFN is, according to some of the 

respondents, the sense of community and cooperation. One of the respondents mention how 

the producers now get colleagues to cooperate with and get inspired by. Hingley et al. (2010, 

p.16) explains that this cooperation between actors create strong networking synergy effects. 

One example of this is how the many actors can create a strong identity from common 

“umbrella marketing” to provide a framework for efficient marketing communication. 

Respondent 2 explains that they want their members to act as ambassadors for the entire 

network. This means that the producers are encouraged to talk about the other members of the 

network while selling their products. This active engagement and cooperation of producers 

that Respondent 2 talks about is needed in order to maintain a shared and agreed upon 

direction for the network that is supported by the strong and clear marketing (Hingley et al., 

2010, p. 19; Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 16). 

As mentioned above the sense of community and the cooperation are mentioned as important 

by some of the AFNs. This type of cooperation within AFNs can according to Galli & Brunori 

(2013, p.20) enable collective learning where the producers can learn from each other and 

become introduced to a wider product range. As seen in our results Respondent 2 mentions 

how producers within their network learn from each other and sometimes start to collaborate 

in between. The respondent says “If someone produces ice cream and someone grow berries, 

these can be put together and become a tasty ice cream.”. Respondent 3 discusses that the 

AFN arranges competency development days so that the producers can come together. This 

type of collaborations can according to Galli & Brunori (2013, p.20) result in a growth of 

producers through product diversification or processing of the farms. Galli & Brunori (2013, 

p.20) also discuss that the customers through AFNs become introduced to a wider product 

range, which Respondent 6 mention as an advantage of being part of the AFN.  

An advantage of being part of an AFN is that the customer easier is informed of the localness 

of the product at the retail level (Renting et al, 2003, p. 399; Galli & Brunori, 2013, p. 6). 

Two of the respondents states that they assist when developing packages whereas on of the 

respondent knowingly explain how they try to develop the packages in order to capture the 

special feeling of the local producers.  

The results indicates that distribution is considered by many of the respondents as highly 

important for the AFN and as a benefit of being part of one. Galli & Brunori (2013, p.19) 

states that distribution is one of the main factors for economic success of AFNs. The authors 

further argues that this because of the small amount of products that are transported. 

Therefore, innovative solutions that schedule product collection from the producers and the 

distribution of the products to the market need to be developed. The results in our study 

indicates that some innovative solutions have been developed. One of the respondents 

mention how their AFN has developed a “hub system” where the producers can leave their 

products in order to have a transport company pick them up and deliver them further. Another 

respondent explains how the producers leave the products to them, the intermediary of the 

AFN, in order to take them out to the customer. This is to avoid unnecessary transporting 

times for the producer. A reason for producers to join an AFN with an intermediary is that it 

can aid in facilitating market access according to O’Reilly & Haines (2004, p. 140), which 

Respondent 7 highlights as an advantage in that the AFN has clear control of the entire chain 

from producer to the market, this has helped the producers getting a more stable price level on 

their products.  
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Most of the respondents argues that sales and the process of sales are becoming easier when 

being part of an AFN. O´Reilly & Haines (2004, p.139) states that because the location of the 

producers often is rural generating enough sales can be a challenge. O´Reilly & Haines further 

states that because the producers may only have seasonal sales the fixed costs are high but the 

use of the output might be insufficient. Our results emphasizes these statements. Respondent 2 

explain how they have been able to make the producers achieve a better production flow. 

Some of the respondents explain how producers admit that their sales process has become 

easier within their respective network. Furthermore, the producers are according to some 

respondents really satisfied when receiving sales assistance from the network because they 

can then focus on what they have to do and what they enjoy, and that is producing.  

By analyzing the results it seems like follow up work has been done by some of the 

respondents regarding sales in their respective network. However, this seems to be a field for 

development. Two of the respondents are looking at if the producers hires new staff in order 

to see if they are performing well. One of the respondents states that producers of their 

network has created more than 60 new job opportunities. According to O’Reilly & Haines 

(2004, p. 139) producers many times have difficulties in hiring new staff. Therefore it is 

interesting to highlight this increase of hiring new staff. In our opinion it may be evidence of a 

synergy effect created by the AFN. 

5.6 Segmentation - Identifying & Evaluating Customers 
A wide range of researchers such Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 247), Kotler et al. (2011, p. 197), 

and Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 414) argue that companies need to identify the segments of the 

market that they can serve the best, as customers are too numerous, too different and too 

widely scattered. The respondents do put thought into who their customers are, and 

Respondent 2 and Respondent 6 specifically tell how they in their role as an AFN is that they 

are able to help their producers in finding their markets. Identifying customers partly include 

geographical segmentation according to Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 253) and Kotler et al. 

(2011, p. 198). Some of the respondents are specific about this part of the segmentation 

process. Respondent 5 and Respondent 6 are actively targeting urban households, and 

Respondent 4 also describe their customers to mainly be in the cities. However, Respondent 7 

explain that the AFN is actually aiming at supplying countryside customers instead. There is 

also demographic segmentation, where Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 255) and Kotler et al., 

(2011, p. 198) advise looking at income, profession, gender, and age. For these aspects, 

Respondent 2 point out that older people, and people who are well-off are thought of as a 

suitable customer group. But there is actually an increase in young people that appear at their 

AFN’s events. Respondent 1 has found that not only well-off families, but also students and 

pensioners are important customer groups. Likewise Respondent 4 and Respondent 6 has 

noticed that their customers are not necessarily well off. Respondent 5 describes that their 

evaluation in age and gender has identified that their best customers are women between 30-

50 years old. Respondent 6 also see that this customer group is willing to pay extra for 

quality. Respondent 7 also mention that their customers may be mainly women, also middle-

aged or a bit younger. In psychographic segmentation Kotler & Keller, (2009, p. 261) and 

Kotler et al. (2011, p. 203) mean that one can look at social status, lifestyle and personality 

characteristics. In this regard many respondents describe their customers as the aware or 

concerned customer. Respondent 4 even argue that this awareness is what in the end decides 

who their customer is, regardless of income. Women with families are brought up by some 

Respondent 5 and Respondent 6, and the latter describes how this customer group actually 

prevailed over their initially thought of customer group of hip customers in their 30s that are 

very food-interested. This may indicate that the AFN found a more suitable customer group 

even if they initially thought of it as less attractive, as discussed by Kotler et al., (2011, p. 
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208). On the other hand this hip consumer group is discussed as important by Respondent 2 as 

they are interested in a wide range of products, and follow chefs and food shows on social 

media. Behavioural segmentation is described by Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 247) and Kotler et 

al. (2011, p. 203) as about dividing customers into groups based on their knowledge of a 

product, their attitudes, and responses to a product. In this regard, the countryside customers 

are mentioned by some respondents as having a bit different attitude to local food products, 

where Respondent 2 explain that they are used to buying local food since long and are not that 

impressed by specialities and new products. Respondent 7 see it as more important to have 

closer relationships with countryside customers in order to convince them to buy the AFNs 

products. 

In order to decide upon which segments to focus on Canhoto et al (2013, p. 416) argues that 

SMEs should evaluate the segment attractiveness. Kotler (2013, p. 208) also suggest that 

SMEs should consider their segments size and growth, its structural attractiveness and 

compare this to the the company’s goals and resources. To understand their customers the 

respondents generally seem to have gathered a substantial amount of empirical information, as 

they are listening their customers when they have face-to-face conversations, or by telephone 

or e-mail. The respondents have found some potential customer groups, but there has not been 

much surveying or similar investigations by the AFNs to see who their customers really are. 

There is an outspoken interest in performing such activities for example by Respondent 2. 

Social media could according to Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 419) become a source of insight 

about the AFNs customers, by finding out what people are saying and their reasoning for this. 

Respondent 2 has an interesting suggestion in that the AFN can look at surveys or 

investigations done by other organizations instead of spending resources on performing their 

own. This type of traditional information could then be complemented with social media 

according to Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 419) so that the AFNs can gain a more clear view of 

their customers (Canhoto et al., 2013, p. 419). Worth noting however is that to monitor social 

media in such detail takes a fair amount of time and resources as Canhoto et al., (2013, p. 

424) mentions. There does seem to be reason for investigating the market more closely as 

some respondents have found potentially new trends that could affect their operation. Both 

Respondent 1 and Respondent 4 has found that customers do not buy large packs, and that 

there are a lot of single households who are substantial customers, which is on the contrary 

with the families that are main customers of some of the AFNs. This seem to be a largely 

urban phenomenon, which is enforced by Respondent 7 who tell that countryside customers 

are used to buying their product in bulk. There as such may be reason to more distinctly 

investigate what the customer demands, as Constantinides et al. (2014, p. 193) suggest that 

creating innovative products, services and experiences may be less important than having a 

real understanding of customers, and as such deliver what they actually demand. 

A source of customer understanding that the AFNs do largely discuss is the feedback that 

comes directly from the customers. This feedback mostly seem to come from the face-to-face 

encounters and telephone contact that the respondents has with customers. This willingness to 

be perceptive to feedback seems wise as Constantinides et al. (2014, p. 193) advise companies 

to become very customer-centric by listening to the customers, and thus offering them 

products and services they need, which is adhered to by Respondent 5 for example as they 

immediately replace a product if the customer contacts them with negative feedback. In this 

regard Respondent 5 and Respondent 6 in particular seem to have a potentially fruitful 

approach to using social media as the AFNs hold feedback conversations increasingly on their 

own social media pages. This makes the SMEs perceived as approachable and communicative 

according to Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 423) who found that handling customer response on 

social media as essential to attracting customers. Canhoto (2013, p. 420) also means that there 
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is may be great potential for SMEs in using social media to understand the customers as social 

media provides detailed data, such as the customers’ interests or group belongings. 

Respondent 6 here interestingly works with business analytics software to graph distinctive 

information variables that can aid in seeing who the customers are, and also aspire to have 

qualitative investigations performed to complement the similar data of location, age et cetera 

with opinions and thoughts. This practice in is line with the findings of Peters et al. (2013, p. 

296) that many companies use a data-driven process of collecting and utilizing data on such 

platforms as Facebook Insights and Google Analytics. The respondent also want to have more 

qualitative analysis done about what the customers think about their operations, which seems 

like a good idea, as this type of survey can also uncover some effects that the AFNs sales 

promotion as well according to Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 561). 

5.7 Segmentation - Targeting Customers 
To target their customer groups online several of the AFNs use newsletters, which is 

considered by Castronovo & Huang (2012, p. 120) as a valuable tool as it is a simple and 

cheap method that also strengthen existing customer relationships. However, the method if 

not expensive certainly takes time, which is highlighted by Respondent 1 who thinks that the 

AFN should have newsletters for continuous communication and a means of involving their 

customers, but that the AFN participants simply are too busy making products. Respondent 2 

discuss how the AFN add e-mail addresses manually which sounds fairly time-consuming. 

Social media as a tool for targeting customer groups is discussed by a few respondents, which 

is a valuable platform for finding out information about customers according to Faase et al. 

(2011, p. 2). Respondent 2 has specifically seen consumer segments on their social media as 

on Facebook their audience a lot of users are middle-aged women, and on Instagram they 

have a lot of followers who are chefs. Having a perception of who will see the posts should 

make it easier to post content that is fitting to the target segment. These target segments are to 

be kept low according to Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 422) or it becomes more difficult to target 

the groups efficiently. Respondent 5 and 6 seem to also have this in mind as when they use 

Google and social media to post advertisement they direct the constant depending on such as 

age and where the users live. Respondent 6 highlights the issue of having too broad segments 

to market to when explaining that in the beginning the AFN directed their advertisement 

online at many different segments. Coviello (2000, p. 537) reasons that SMEs are even more 

likely to be specific in what customer segment they target compared to larger companies who 

may target the mass market to a larger extent. We perceive that the respondents live up to this 

partially, as some AFNs perceive their customer segments to be very broad and that almost 

anyone is a customer, whereas others have started to pinpoint who their their main segments 

are quite clearly and target them specifically. 

5.8 Segmentation - Positioning the AFN 
Positioning is according to Kotler et al. (2011, p. 213) about how the customers see the 

product relative to the products of competitors, a one common way the respondents discuss 

this is in the quality of the local food products. Some AFNs are especially focused on this 

aspect for its positioning, which seems to be the most evident in the case of Respondent 3 that 

is working ambitiously to communicate that their products have certifications and live up to 

the high standards of the food industry. Respondent 7 consider quality specifically to be the 

most important aspect of the products, as local production or ecological aspects of the product 

cannot replace good taste. Kotler et al. (2011, p. 213) explains how it is in company's interest 

to affect the positioning in the customers’ minds, as they will categorize brands and products 

in either case. Although quality and taste is most important, Respondent 7 also says that it is 

important for some customers that the product is ecological, and the AFN tell about this and 
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their background in their brochures and other information. Beyond the quality of the product, 

the background of the product is another common aspect of the positioning that the 

respondents bring up. Respondent 2 and Respondent 6 discuss how important it is to convey 

the product’s background since quality after all is a subjective term that anyone can use. We 

agree in that the product’s background could be important in positioning, as Kotler et al. 

(2011, p. 216) mention the product’s heritage and the social responsibility of a company’s 

production as competitive advantages. Respondent 5 promote this competitive advantage by 

always presenting what farm the product comes from, and the social responsibility is stressed 

in that the product is local and uses short transports. Respondent 3 main strategy is making 

sure that the customer knows that their alternative is local. Another way of positioning that 

some respondents use is great service, as mentioned by Kotler et al, (2011, p. 216). For 

Respondent 1 customer loyalty is attributed to not only having a quality product, but being 

nice to the customers as well, which has resulted in customers having favorite producers. 

Respondent 5 promote the service aspect by taking time to personally talk to their customers 

every time they make a sale. Respondent 6 work towards close customer dialogue online, and 

assess that the AFN currently enjoys an estimated 70-80% recurring customers. This may 

indicate that the AFN has managed to create strong customer relationships even if mainly 

operating online, as they have a high number of repeat customers quite like successful e-

commerce AFN LavkaLavka that Galli & Brunori (2013, p. 6) investigated. Respondent 7 on 

the other hand tell how the direct customer contact that occurs in their retail sales is very 

important and affects customer loyalty, which also seems reasonable as face-to-face basis 

AFNs with a lot of personal customer contact are argued to facilitate trust by Renting et al, 

(2003, p. 399) and Galli & Brunori (2013, p. 6). Another potential competitive advantage is 

the image and the “personality” of the company, as mentioned by Kotler et al, (2011, p. 216). 

The respondents often discuss the values of the AFN and the associations that they want 

customers to make with the AFN, which we interpret as being part of enhancing the image of 

the AFNs. This is performed extensively by the the young AFN The Ruche Qui Dit Oui that 

Galli & Brunori (2013, p. 86) investigated, which uses social media extensively to inform 

about its values. Respondent 1 wants to use more of their values in the communications, for 

example to advertise that if customers want to ensure themselves of the the animal’s welfare 

they are welcome to visit the farms. This type of farm visits and other values-promoting work 

is brought up as what we see as image-enhancing efforts by a number of respondents. 

Respondent 2 discuss that they try to manifest local food by promoting farm visits that can 

show how the producers has both good products that also do good. Respondent 3 aim to 

contrast themselves as the local alternative when compared to other brands sold in their 

regions. For Respondent 4 “locally produced” and “ecological” are key terms and they want 

to show that the customer can affect the environment positively by choosing their products. 

Respondent 5 has an annual “open house” event at one of their producers’ farms that they see 

as a way of creating familiarity and trust.  Kotler et al. (2011, p. 216) advise that companies 

should not boast too many such claims however, as going too broad in competitive advantages 

may risk that they lose their clear positioning. Overall, it seems that the AFNs have quite clear 

objectives in how they want to be seen, and highlight a few competitive advantage aspects 

such as close relationships, localness and being ecological, which we perceive work well 

together. The main issue is however as as Respondent 3 explains, that they are small actors 

and have difficulty in finding the time and resources to communicate their positioning 

enough. To conclude the positioning Kotler et al. (2011, p. 217) suggest that that the company 

should find its “value proposition”. Respondent 6 addresses this effort most clearly as the 

AFN has an active strategy to have the same or lower price level as organic stores, yet being 

an online store where customers can buy individually chosen products. Overall, there seems 

as there are some slight differences in how much emphasis the respondents put into the 
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quality of the product, or the background of it. There are many commonalities in positioning 

in that all respondents bring up such things as localness, being ecological, being 

environmentally and animal-friendly, and having close relationships with their customers. 

These are competitive advantages that to us do not seem too scattered, and should be 

beneficial for the AFNs to further highlight these in their marketing. 

5.9 Sales - Discounts 
Kotler et al. (2011, p. 401) describes how consumers are using less coupons and that 

companies should be careful about not releasing them too often, and when they do be smart in 

how they target customers with the discounts. The respondents that do discounts generally 

seem to work in this direction, as they do not engage in any extensive discounting, but there is 

also the example of Respondent 5 that have not worked with discounts at all. There may be 

reason for the AFNs to engage in some discounting however, since Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 

555-556) argue that SMEs who have smaller advertising budgets, and as such cannot rival 

large company promotional campaigns, could benefit more from discounting (Kotler & 

Keller, 2009, pp. 555-556). The respondents are working with small margins, such as 

Respondent 7 who argues that if they discount their entire profit margin would disappear, and 

are in some cases outspoken in that they do not want to alter the producers’ prices. However, 

temporary price reduction is described by Wirenga (2010, p. 385) as being potentially 

effective since the customers will feel that they have a limited opportunity to make a bargain. 

Therefore, there may be reason to think it can be worthwhile for the AFNs to discount 

occasionally even if it temporarily lowers their profit margin, if this means they attract new 

customers or stimulate their relationship with current customers from the discount, as is the 

goal of discounts according to Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 554). The coupons could be released 

to the followers on social media to make them more engaged, such as in the example that 

Mangold & Faulds (2009, p. 363) bring up with coupons in a Dove campaign. Issued 

discounts on social media should be beneficial as well as Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 559) 

advises that traditional sales promotion should be blended into social media. Respondent 6 

may be an example of successful online discount coupon use, at least in the regard that it has 

helped even the smallest producers to gain more traction. It is difficult to say what is the best 

practice in terms of discounting, as there are pro arguments as mentioned, but certainly also 

con arguments as well. Buil et al. (2013, p. 117) even warns that too much discounting could 

hurt the brand image, which is a reason to indeed be selective about the discounting. 

5.10 Sales - Samples 
Unlike discounts, samples is a promotional tool that the respondents are more frequent about 

using. Samples are as Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 557) explain a small amount of a product that 

can be picked up by the consumer at the point of purchase, such as in the case of Respondent 

1 who feel that a product can become very popular right away as they present it directly to 

customers in the marketplace. Samples can also be attached to another product, which is 

something Respondent 6 has engaged in as they take the opportunity to send out free samples 

that they get from the producers to existing customers. Samples are actually argued by Kotler 

et al. (2011, p. 400) and Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 554) to be the most effective sales 

promotional tool. However, it does not seem to always be perceived like this by the 

practitioners, as Respondent 7 has engaged in samples but that it had limited effect. 

Respondent 4 do put value in that the AFN cooks for their customers occasionally as they get 

the taste along with information about the AFN at the same time. Social media could be used 

even more by the AFNs to announce that they will release samples, either in the e-commerce 

or at their markets or events. This would be beneficial as social media is an important channel 

for customers to gain information nowadays, and it could promote more discussion and 
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activity on the AFNs social media as discussed by Mangold & Faulds (2009, p. 358), since 

the customers could after partaking in the samples respond to the post and share their opinions 

about it. 

5.11 Sales - Event Marketing 
The majority of the respondents mention how important it is for their respective network to 

attend events and markets. Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 559) states that these trade shows and 

conventions are promotional activities that generates some benefits, this could be customer 

contact or informing customers about new products. Looking at the results of this study one of 

the respondents says “Two hundred times per food market opportunity - it is all about verbal 

information. People ask me if I have done all the things myself and I answer them that it is 

growing at my farm.”. In our point of view this is what Kotler & Keller are talking about. The 

results show that the verbal information that is exchanged during the events are crucial for the 

sales process in the explored AFNs. One of the respondents also states that the producers 

within their network often attends different events to promote their common brand. Kotler et 

al. (2011, p.401) explain how creating a brand promoting event is typical of the theory 

regarding event marketing. Therefore, it is our belief that this behaviour is something that 

should be encouraged for the producers to attend. Something worth to mention when it comes 

to event marketing is that social media can be used in an efficient way. Wamba & Carter 

(2014, p. 4) highlights that Facebook events enables real-time sharing of customer choices, 

the active engagement of customers and access many users. Castronovo & Huang (2012, 

p.117) further states that when integrated with social media, event-based marketing becomes a 

cost-efficient promotional option for the SME. Therefore, our opinion is that the investigated 

AFNs should beware of the power of social media and try to integrate it as much as possible 

in their strategy regarding event marketing. 

5.12 Sales - Retail Sales 
The relationship towards retail sales depends on the AFN. Some of the investigated AFNs are 

involved with conventional grocery stores while others stay away from them. Respondent 1 

says that it is a good deal buying from their network because they have no intermediaries. The 

respondent further explains how tough it is for a local producer to compete at the shelves of 

the bigger grocery stores. This is something Kotler et al. (2011, p. 401) agrees upon when he 

states that a tough challenge in Sweden today is to get space at the shelfs of the retailer outlets 

and to get these products promoted. Because ICA, as an example, control a major part of the 

food market there is a high pressure on food producers. According to Kotler & Keller (2009, 

p. 555) this could be especially tough for SMEs who have lower marketing budgets and 

therefore will have difficulty obtaining shelf space without offering free goods or price 

reduction to the retailers. Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 555) points out that it may also be difficult 

to “police” the retailers and make sure that they are doing their part. One of the respondents 

therefore explain that the person in charge of selling products to retail stores has a fair amount 

of personal contact with the stores and if there is any issues he sees to them quickly. Another 

respondent explains that they can sell larger volumes when doing business with larger grocery 

stores and is therefore doing it. Hingley et al. (2010, p. 18) expresses that the importance of 

supportive local retail chains have been highlighted as important for some successful AFNs, 

which are involved in retail arrangements through joint promotional campaigns and a good 

marketing image that forms a “closed loop” of integration for local food. It seems like 

Respondent 3 agree by saying “the grocery stores are very important for us and we work with 

content marketing. It is also important for us that our common brand is in the stores to 

promote our local producers.” According to Kotler et al. (2011, p. 401) one can provide free 

product displays or materials to use in the retailer magazine promotion in order to receive 
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shelf space. Further, Kotler et al (2011, p. 401) and Kotler & Keller (2009, p. 557) mean that 

these displays and product demonstrations that take place in the store or at the market are a 

sales promotion tools in themselves. In our opinion, it is therefore important to have displays 

or materials to use regardless of which way to sell the products, either markets or the grocery 

stores. Social media is increasingly being used as a supplemental promotional tool by SMEs 

according to Atanassova & Clark (2015, p. 167), and is even considered as a hybrid 

component in promotion by Mangold & Faulds (2009, p. 358). There should be benefits for 

the AFNs who utilize retails store to share the promotional content that they use in stores on 

social media as well, and perform activities such as posting about the stores and sharing posts 

that the stores make about their product. 
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5.13 Summary of Analysis 
Social Media in Marketing Communication 

The majority of the respondents explain how they believe social media to be a powerful tool 

to use in their marketing communication strategy. However, the use social media to a varying 

degree. Some of the respondents are very active on their social media pages while others are 

only sporadically active. The main use the respondents perceive that they have of social media 

is to inform. Communicate and interact with current and potential consumers is the second 

most common reason to use social media that the respondents discuss. The respondents have a 

various approaches to eWoM where are actively seeking to spread the word of the AFN 

online, whereas others are relying more on traditional WoM. 

SME marketing networks 

Most of the respondents argue that having a marketing strategy is of high importance but 

some of the respondents explain that there are not enough time and money for this. The 

majority explain that they have meetings within their respective AFN in order to make 

strategic decisions and maintain communication. Furthermore, the explored AFNs all try to 

maintain a decent communication between the steering organ and the producers, but do this in 

different ways - face-to-face visits, telephone, and e-mails. Monitoring within the AFNs occur 

somewhat, such as the producers involved checking themselves, and meeting the producers 

before including them in the network. The bigger advantages in being part of an AFN is the 

sense of community and cooperation and the mutual umbrella marketing they can benefit 

from by being together, innovative distribution, and the producers being able to focus on 

production instead of sales. 

Segmentation 

It is obvious that most of the respondents have thoughts regarding which type of customers 

they have. It seems like middle-aged women with families in urban areas is the most common 

customer groups. Younger, very food interested people, and pensioners, and other single 

household customer groups also seem to be significant customer groups that are evaluated as 

important to the AFNs. The AFNs have found these customer groups mainly through 

experience in face-to-face sales and events, but some AFNs have seen patterns of customer 

groups that follow their social media platforms or tried to target customer segments 

specifically online to find their customers. The AFNs position themselves as a good product 

that also does good as well. Localness, being ecological, and having close relationships to 

customers and being approachable are competitive advantages.  

Sales  

Regarding sales promotion the tools used by the AFNs are discounts, samples, event 

marketing, and retail sales. A few of the respondents have tried offering discounts to the 

customer, which is perceived as effective to attract customers to smaller producers by some, 

but to take away too much of the profit margin by others. Samples more frequently used, and 

are seen to have a positive effect by most who use this tool. The samples are either given out 

directly face-to-face in the marketplace or events, or sent out with a shipment that is ordered 

online. Event marketing is considered by the majority of the respondents to be an important 

fundament in the sales promotion strategy, to interact with customers or informing about the 

AFN. Regarding retail sales some of the respondents explain that they stay away from it as it 

is very hard to get shelf-space in stores, while others work on it actively. One of the 

respondents even states that it is of highest importance to them. 
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6. Conclusions 
In this final chapter we present the conclusions that we have made regarding how AFNs can 

aid small local food producers in their marketing. First, the purpose of the thesis will be 

explained again, and we will remind the reader of which type of study we have performed. 

General conclusions from the analysis of the interviews will be also drawn. Then, the 

theoretical implications of the study, as well as practical implications will be discussed. 

Finally, the limitations of the research are addressed, and avenues for further research 

suggested. 

6.1 General Conclusions 
The main purpose of the thesis is to investigate how AFNs in Sweden, as SME marketing 

networks, use social media to promote small local agricultural producers. This has been done 

in an exploratory nature of a qualitative, multiple case study in which seven respondents from 

six AFNs have been interviewed. The interviews were conducted based on a theoretical 

framework that was aimed to investigate the research areas of Social media in marketing 

communications, Coordination of a SME marketing network, Segmentation practices, and 

Sales promotion activities. The findings from these interviews were analyzed and and sought 

to answer the following research question: 

“How do Alternative Food Networks use social media in order to help small local food 

producers reach the market?” 

 

We have divided the findings of the study into four categories as based on the theoretical 

framework: Social media in marketing communications, Coordination of an SME marketing 

network, Segmentation practices, and Sales promotion activities. In the first category we 

found that the respondents have crossed over to using social media to complement or 

substitute traditional marketing to some extent, but that the AFNs level of activity and how 

much effort they have put into their use of social media varies. Social media was mainly used 

to inform about the AFN and its producers. Furthermore, social media was commonly used to 

communicate and interact with customers and followers. The respondents value WoM, and 

traditional WoM is discussed of as important and frequent. eWoM was not as frequent in 

some AFNs, whereas those AFNs who work more actively with social media incorporated 

more direct efforts of eWoM. Regarding the Coordination of a SME marketing network the 

respondents explained that they often lack resources to have a well-developed marketing 

strategy. The AFNs do have meetings and communicate about the network operations, but 

social media does not seem to be actively incorporated into network communication. 

Monitoring the activities of the participants is not widely practiced, but the AFNs have high 

requirements on their participant producers. The common marketing efforts that the producers 

can benefit from and the synergy of being stronger together, by extending their product range 

for customers, are major perceived advantages of being part of the network. This gives the 

producers the possibility of focusing more on the actual production than questions of sales 

and distribution. To promote these areas we have concluded that the AFNs use social media to 

a certain degree. In Segmentation practices, the AFNs have a great deal of information about 

who their customer are and why they are potentially interesting target groups. In some cases 

the customer groups have been identified specifically on social media, and a few AFNs have 

gone on to target customer groups specifically in their social media advertising. The AFNs are 

positioning themselves as a “good” alternative, and have the ambition of highlighting such 

competitive advantages on their social media platforms. Finally, in Sales promotion, discounts 

have been used by a few AFNs, and there is an example of coupon codes that are issued 
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online. Samples is a more common tool that have been used by many of the AFNs, mainly 

when meeting their customers face-to-face, such as in the event marketing that is a type of 

marketing that many AFNs value and practice. The AFNs try to inform about these events on 

social media. Many respondents discuss the difficulty in selling the producers’ products via 

conventional retail stores, and only a few AFNs put effort into this sales channel, but we 

uncovered little about the social media use for this sales activity. 

6.2 Theoretical Implications 
By performing our qualitative study we have made an attempt at exploring the marketing of 

AFNs and how they as SME marketing networks can use social media as a tool to help small 

local food producers in reaching the market. This is needed as SME marketing is not yet 

extensively researched, and one of Reijonen & Laukkanen (2010, p. 131) limitations was that 

their study of SME marketing was limited to only a few SMEs in a limited geographical area. 

As such, we have made a contribution to SME marketing theory by including our Swedish 

cases. Mangold & Faulds (2009, p. 365) concluded that social media makes marketing 

communication more effective, and we can contribute by attesting to this idea at some length 

with our results. By shedding further light from our particular cases on how SMEs use social 

media as a source of market intelligence we have contributed in some extent to the academic 

interest for this topic that is discussed by Atanassova & Clark (2015, p. 164). We can 

contribute to strengthen the findings of Nobre & Silva (2015, p. 149) since our study also 

indicate that customer interaction and relationships can be improved by social media. We 

have uncovered some results in how AFNs engage customers in marketing communications 

through eWoM, which has been discussed as having received little research attention (Cheung 

& Lee, 2012, p. 223), and as such contributed to eWoM theory with our particular cases. In 

network coordination, we have made an attempt at exploring a new industry in the emerging 

area of research that is SME marketing networks (Agostini, 2016, p. 14) and SME networking 

in relation to marketing activities, where there been limited evidence (Gilmore et al., 2006, p. 

279). Concerning segmentation, we have explored such practices in the context of SMEs, and 

seen that some AFNs have attempted to use social media for segmentation, adding to this 

SME marketing research has not been focused on extensively (Reijonen & Laukkanen, 2010, 

p. 115). Likewise, we uncovered some constraints such as time and budget that the AFNs face 

when opting to use social media in segmentation, adding to the research of practical 

challenges involved that has been requested by Canhoto et al. (2013, p. 426). Finally, in sales 

promotion we have attempted to further explore the proposition that social media is 

increasingly and rightfully used in these practices by SMEs to increase sales. This was 

inspired by researchers such as Nobre & Silva (2014, p. 149) and Mangold & Faulds (2009, p. 

358). However, while we found some results of how this may be, we could not uncover proof 

of actual sales increase. As there have been limited research relating to marketing specifically 

in AFNs, we also hope to have contributed in creating a better understanding of how AFNs 

specifically think and act in relation to the theoretical marketing areas of marketing 

communication, network coordination, segmentation practices and sales promotion. This 

study is to the best of our knowledge the first to have explored AFNs specifically in terms of 

both marketing and social media. 
 

6.3 Practical implications 
The explored AFNs that are already quite diligent in their use of social media should continue 

their focused work with social media, or in the cases of the less active AFNs, they should act 

on their ambition of using social media more in their marketing strategies. As all respondents 

value social media but some AFNs have a less developed marketing strategy for social media, 
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the first step should be to formulate a common and well-thought through strategy for the 

AFN’s social media. The less active AFNs could aspire to have more continuous updating of 

their social media platforms as this should be worth the time invested to gain more customer 

interaction, and to be able to rely less on traditional and more costly marketing methods. 

Advertising can also be done more cheaply on social media than for example newspaper and 

TV advertisement. Furthermore, specific customer groups could also be targeted in the 

process. There are theories that SMEs such as AFNs can hire external support for their 

marketing activities, such as monitoring social media platforms. We understand that the AFNs 

have very limited budgets and that social media is a quite easy tool to use. As we have seen 

how some AFNs do very good work on their social media despite doing it all internally, we 

do not recommend hiring external support for this but rather advice that the AFNs invest more 

time on social media instead. 

When informing on social media it seems wise to create updates that show the producer farms 

and tell their stories as some AFNs already do, since this should make the customers feel 

closer to the AFN and make the social media users more engaged, for example by 

commenting on these updates or even sharing them. Some AFNs share content written by 

bloggers, magazines and other influencers, which is also an activity we recommend. Such 

activities could create the free and wide-spread eWoM that is wanted by marketers. Holding 

conversations with social media users and answering all questions that pop up on the social 

media platforms is another strategy that some AFNs use, this is something that all of the 

AFNs should put more effort into, as this two-way interaction is argued to strengthen 

relationships. Moreover, this show that the AFNs is modern and “thinks social media” like 

their customers who follow their pages. 

Social media could be used both as a way of informing and interacting with customers, but 

also as a way of communicating within the AFN, where groups and multiple participant chats 

could supplement face-to-face meetings, telephone and email contact. Keeping in touch 

regularly like this could also serve as a sort of monitoring of the participants’ activities, which 

is currently not seemingly done to any large extent in the AFNs. Social media communication 

could be upheld also with other supporting functions, like hub distributors and sales outlets. 

As for the synergy effects of the network, the AFNs value the type of umbrella marketing that 

the member producers can enjoy by being together, and continuing to promote individual 

producers in connection to the stronger common brand of the AFN on social media seems 

wise, especially as it would also highlight the wider product range that the AFN can offer 

customers compared to if the producers were marketing themselves.  

The AFNs have some great thoughts about who their potential customer groups are and why 

they are a good target group, but are at many times unsure of who their prime customers is. 

Trying to define this customer could be a good idea for the AFNs who have not yet done so. 

This should be done so that the AFN is subsequently able to communicate more directly to 

these customers. As some AFNs express clear interest in market research about what 

customers think about local food or the AFN in particular, it may be worth investing in such 

an investigation that could also provide further insight about what the customers value. The 

AFNs do have the opportunity to also use social media more extensively as a mainly free 

segmentation tool. If the AFNs invest time in monitoring their social media and seeing what 

characteristics define their followers this can provide insights about who their customers are 

as well. Also, social media should continue to be used to highlight the competitive advantage 

of being the “good food” alternative. 

The sales promotional activities of the AFNs can potentially benefit from using social media 

to a higher extent. Discounts is a sales promotion tool that some AFNs seem to already use 



 

61 
 

wisely - as discounting too much could potentially harm the brand image. As such, we do not 

recommend heavy discounting, but some discounting could be beneficial to gain new 

customers or reward existing customers. The discounts could for example be provided to 

social media followers exclusively. Samples is rightfully used by most of the AFNs as this is 

argued to be the most efficient sales promotion tool. When the AFNs decide to give out 

samples either in the marketplace or in shipments of good, this could be announced on social 

media where customers are encouraged to review the samples or show their gratitude for 

receiving it, thus inspiring positive eWoM. Event marketing is something that fits the AFNs 

well as they want to be close to the customer and have a product that people want to see and 

feel. Organizing markets, participating in exhibitions, and specifically creating social media 

events and updates related to these activities is something that we encourage. Selling the 

products in conventional retail stores through trade promotion is argued by theory to be very 

challenging, and the AFNs generally agree to a large extent. As such, it is seems as it may be 

better for the AFNs to have their own sales channels such as online sales or their own 

markets. Some AFNs do however focus quite a lot on retail store sales to create local 

integration in these outlets and that this has some benefits, such as larges sales volumes. 

Considering this, we cannot recommend abandoning this practice, but will rather call for more 

research to evaluate sales and distribution channels more extensively. 

6.4 Limitations and Future Research 
The geographical limitation of only investigating AFNs in Sweden is one limitation of the 

study that could be addressed. Although the study incorporates cases of AFNs from other 

countries and we found similarities between international AFNs and the ones we interviewed, 

researching the marketing and social media use by AFNs in other countries or regions could 

uncover other results. Another limitation is that due to time and resource constraints we could 

only perform telephone interviews with the AFNs. It would have been interesting, and 

perhaps given us as researchers an even better understanding of the phenomenon, if we would 

have visited the AFNs and interviewed their representants in person instead, which we see as 

a method that in itself is valid enough to perform future research. One could also interview 

other participants in the AFNs, such as the producers themselves to get their view on the 

issues. Another initially presented limitation is that the study is only mono-method, using 

qualitative data exclusively. By utilizing quantitative methods as well, the study could have 

been furthered by for example surveying a greater range of AFNs, or tracking their social 

media followers or other numericals. Using such methods one could try to assess how much 

the AFNs’ social media activities and strategies affect their social media user traction. We 

also noticed that some issues were discussed widely by the AFNs but were somewhat out of 

the scope of our theoretical framework, and could as such be focused upon more actively in 

future research: One could focus exclusively on distribution issues for example, and more 

extensively on various sales outlet alternatives. As the AFNs turned out to be rather different 

in their marketing approach, size, and social media usage, performing a thorough case study 

of a single AFN instead of a multiple case study could also be a good research idea that gives 

the researcher the opportunity to go in-depth on an AFNs particular issues. Finally, as our 

research was done in a very short amount of time and the single interviews only gave us small 

snapshots of the AFNs situations, more longitudinal type studies could be beneficial to be able 

to really follow the development of AFNs marketing activities. 

Despite these limitations our exploration of how AFNs can aid small local agricultural 

producers in reaching the market has produced some interesting insights, and certainly given 

us as researchers a greater understanding of the situation regarding AFN marketing in 

Sweden. The theoretical areas that we chose to investigate show that the AFNs have many 

similarities, but also at times quite different views and practices. While the use of social 
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media in particular is thought of as valuable by all AFNs, the strategy of using social media is 

more developed in some AFNs than others, showing that there is still a great deal of untapped 

potential in using social media in the marketing of AFNs in Sweden.  



 

63 
 

References 

Agostini, L. (2016). Organizational and Managerial Activities in the Development Process of 

Successful SME marketing networks. European Management Review. 1-16.  

Aarone, J. (2015, January, 7). How to Acquire New Customers with Social Media. 

http://buzzsumo.com/blog/acquire-new-customers-social-media/. [Retrieved 2016-04-13].  

Agius, A. (2015, April, 9). 5 Social Media Marketing Metrics You Should Be Tracking. 

https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/244669. [Retrieved 2016-04-13]. 

Amornpashara, N., & Rompho, N. (2015). A study of the relationship between using 

Instagram and purchase intention. Journal of Global Business Advancement. 8 (3), 354-370.  

Atanassova, I., & Clark, L. (2015). Social media practices in SME marketing activities: A 

theoretical framework and research agenda. Journal of Customer Behaviour. 14 (2), 163-183. 

Bells, S. (2015, November, 18) Introducing Whole Foods: America’s Organic Food Market. 

http://marketrealist.com/2015/11/gauging-whole-foods-positioning-us-organic-food-industry/. 

[Retrieved 2016-04-13]. 

Bryman, A. & Bell, E. (2015). Business Research Methods. 4th Edition. Oxford University 

Press, New York. 

Buil, I., de Chernatony, L., & Martinez, E. (2011). Examining the role of advertising and sales 

promotions in brand equity creations. Journal of Business Research. 66 (1), 115-122 

Canhoto, A.I., Clark, M., & Fennemore, P. (2013). Emerging segmentation practices in the 

age of the social customer. Journal of Strategic Marketing. 21 (5), 413-428 

Castronova, C., & Huang, L. (2012). Social Media in an Alternative Marketing 

Communication Model. Journal of Marketing Development and Competitiveness, 6 (1), 117-

131. 

Cheung, C. M., & Lee, M. K. (2012). What drives consumers to spread electronic word of 

mouth in online consumer-opinion platforms. Decision support systems, 53 (1), 218-225. 

Collis, J., & Hussey, R. (2014). Business research: A practical guide for undergraduate and 

postgraduate students. Palgrave macmillan, UK. 

Constantinides, E., Yousif, A., & de Vries, S. (2014). Understanding electronic social 

customer relationship management: foundations and current major themes. International 

Journal of Electronic Customer Relationship Management. 8 (4), 180-199. 

Coviello, N.E., Brodie, R.J., & Munro, H.J. (2000). An Investigation of Marketing Practice by 

Firm Size. Journal of Business Venturing. 15 (1), 523-545. 

Coviello, N.E., Brodie, R.J., & Munro, H.J. (1997). Understanding Contemporary Marketing 

Development of a Classification Scheme. Journal of Marketing Management. 13 (1), 501-

522. 

DeMers, J. (2015, August, 20). The Definitive Guide To Marketing Your Business On 

Facebook. http://www.forbes.com/sites/jaysondemers/2015/08/20/the-definitive-guide-to-

marketing-your-business-on-facebook/#2d511e8f2acf. [Retrieved 2016-04-13] 

 

http://buzzsumo.com/blog/acquire-new-customers-social-media/
https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/244669
http://marketrealist.com/2015/11/gauging-whole-foods-positioning-us-organic-food-industry/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/jaysondemers/2015/08/20/the-definitive-guide-to-marketing-your-business-on-facebook/#2d511e8f2acf
http://www.forbes.com/sites/jaysondemers/2015/08/20/the-definitive-guide-to-marketing-your-business-on-facebook/#2d511e8f2acf


 

64 
 

Derby, K. L. (2013, November). Social media: multiple channels to capture multiple 

audiences. In Proceedings of the 41st annual ACM SIGUCCS conference on User services. 

159-162. ACM. 

Derby, K.L. (2013). Social Media: Multiple Channels to Capture Multiple Audiences.  

Eisenhardt, K. M., & Graebner, M. E. (2007). Theory building from cases: Opportunities and 

challenges. Academy of management journal, 50 (1), 25-32. 

Elmsäter-Svärdh, C. (2005). Förutsättningar för småskalig livsmedelsproduktion – en 

uppföljning. [Parliamental follow-up investigation document] Stockholm: Riksdagstryckeriet. 

Faase, R., Helms, R., & Spruit, M. (2011). Web 2.0 in the CRM domain: defining social 

CRM. International Journal of Electronic Customer Relationship Management, 5 (1), 1-22. 

Gabriel Logan (2016). Fixtures for grocery stores. http://www.gabriellogan.com/whats-new-

grocery-wholefoods.asp.[Retrieved 2016-04-13] 

Galli, F., & Brunori. (2013). Short Food Supply Chains as drivers of sustainable development. 

[Evidence Document]. FP7 project FOODLINKS. Laboratorio di studi rurali Sismondi. 

Gilmore, A., Carson, D., & Rocks, S. (2006). Networking in SMEs: Evaluating its 

contribution to marketing activity. International Business Review, 15 (3), 278-293. 

ICA (2016). Provsmakning: ICA Kvantum Sickla. 

https://www.ica.se/butiker/kvantum/nacka/ica-kvantum-sickla-

8919/matinspiration/provsmakning-i-butik/. [Retrieved 2016-04-13] 

Gironda, J.T., & Korgaonkar, P.K. (2014). Understanding consumers’ social networking site 

usage. Journal of Marketing Management. 30 (5-6), 571-605. 

Gunawan, D.D., & Huarng, K-H. (2015). Viral effects of social network and media on and 

media on consumers’ purchase intention. Journal of Business Research. 68 (1), 2237-2241. 

Hingley, M., Boone, J., & Lindgreen, A. (2010) Development of local and regional food 

networks: cases from the UK. In: 26th Annual Conference of the Industrial Marketing and 

Purchasing Group, 2 - 4 September 2010, University of Budapest, Hungary.  

Ingram, J. S., Wright, H. L., Foster, L., Aldred, T., Barling, D., Benton, T. G., & Buttriss, J. 

(2013). Priority research questions for the UK food system. Food Security, 5(5), 617-636. 

Jansen, B. J., Zhang, M., Sobel, K., & Chowdury, A. (2009). Twitter power: Tweets as 

electronic word of mouth. Journal of the American society for information science and 

technology, 60 (11), 2169-2188. 

Josefsson, J. Andra orsaker än hälsa viktigt för val av svensk mat. Dagens Nyheter. 

http://asikt.dn.se/asikt/debatt/att-ata-svensk-mat-ar-inte-battre-for-halsan/andra-orsaker-an-

halsa-viktigt-for-val-av-svensk-mat/. [Retrieved 2016-04-13] 

Kirwan, J. (2004). Alternative strategies in the UK agro‐food system: interrogating the alterity 

of farmers' markets. Sociologia ruralis, 44(4), 395-415. 

Kotler, P., Armstrong, G., & Parment, A. (2011). Principles of marketing : Swedish edition.  

Pearson Education. 

Kotler, P., & Armstrong, G. (2010). Principles of marketing. Pearson Education. 

http://www.gabriellogan.com/whats-new-grocery-wholefoods.asp
http://www.gabriellogan.com/whats-new-grocery-wholefoods.asp
https://www.ica.se/butiker/kvantum/nacka/ica-kvantum-sickla-8919/matinspiration/provsmakning-i-butik/
https://www.ica.se/butiker/kvantum/nacka/ica-kvantum-sickla-8919/matinspiration/provsmakning-i-butik/
http://asikt.dn.se/asikt/debatt/att-ata-svensk-mat-ar-inte-battre-for-halsan/andra-orsaker-an-halsa-viktigt-for-val-av-svensk-mat/
http://asikt.dn.se/asikt/debatt/att-ata-svensk-mat-ar-inte-battre-for-halsan/andra-orsaker-an-halsa-viktigt-for-val-av-svensk-mat/


 

65 
 

Kotler, P., & Keller, K.L. (2009). Marketing management. 13th Edition. Upper Saddle River, 

N.J.: Pearson Prentice Hall. 

KRAV. (2015, April 22). http://www.krav.se/ekologiskt-och-narproducerat. Ekologiskt och 

närproducerat. [Retrieved 2016-04-13] 

LivsmedelsSverige. (2008). De lokala matproducenterna och dagligvaruhandeln. 

[Investigative document]. LivsmedelsSverige. 

Mangold, G.W., & Faulds, D.J. (2009). Social Media: The new hybrid element of the 

promotion mix. Business Horizons. 52 (1), 357-365. 

Mastronardi, L., Marino, D., Cavallo, A., & Giannelli, A. (2015). Exploring the Role of 

Farmers in Short Food Supply Chains: The Case of Italy. International Food and 

Agribusiness Management Review, 18 (2), 109. 

Nobre, H., & Silva, D. (2014). Social network marketing strategy and SME strategy benefits. 

Journal of Transnational Management, 19(2), 138-151. 

O'Reilly, S., & Haines, M. (2004). Marketing quality food products–a comparison of two 

SME marketing networks. Food Economics-Acta Agriculturae Scandinavica, Section C, 1 (3), 

137-150. 

Peters, K., Chen, Y., Kaplan, A. M., Ognibeni, B., & Pauwels, K. (2013). Social media 

metrics—A framework and guidelines for managing social media. Journal of interactive 

marketing, 27(4), 281-298. 

Purvis, D. (2015, August 5) Internal Social Media – Collaboration Tools 2.0? Comms Axis.  

http://www.commsaxis.com/internal-social-media-collaboration-tools/ [Retrieved 2016-05-

28] 

Red Bull. (2016). Red Bull Battle of the Sund. 

http://www.redbull.com/se/en/surfing/events/1331659344618/red-bull-battle-of-the-sund. 

[Retrieved 2016-06-08] 

Reijonen, H., & Laukkanen, T. (2010). Customer relationship oriented marketing practices in 

SMEs. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 28 (2), 115-136. 

Renting, H., Marsden, T. K., & Banks, J. (2003). Understanding alternative food networks: 

exploring the role of short food supply chains in rural development. Environment and 

planning A, 35(3), 393-411. 

Robson, C. (2011). Real World Research. Chichester: Wiley. 

Roep, D., & Wiskerke, J. S. (2010). On governance, embedding and marketing: reflections on 

the construction of alternative sustainable food networks. Journal of agricultural and 

environmental ethics, 25 (2), 205-221. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A., (2009). Research methods for business students. 5th 

Edition. Pearson Education UK. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A., (2012). Research methods for business students. 6th 

Edition. Pearson Education UK. 

Sage, C. (2003). Social embeddedness and relations of regard:: alternative ‘good food’ 

networks in south-west Ireland. Journal of rural studies, 19 (1), 47-60. 

http://www.krav.se/ekologiskt-och-narproducerat
http://www.commsaxis.com/internal-social-media-collaboration-tools/
http://www.redbull.com/se/en/surfing/events/1331659344618/red-bull-battle-of-the-sund


 

66 
 

Statistics Sweden. (2015). Företagens användning av IT 2015. [Investigate Document]. 

Statistics Sweden: Stockholm. 

Sundström, L. (2011, October, 8). “Största kundgruppen är barnfamiljer”. 

http://www.dt.se/allmant/dalarna/storsta-kundgruppen-ar-barnfamiljer. [Retrieved 2016-04-

13]  

Swaminathan, V., & Moorman, C. (2009). Marketing alliances, firm networks, and firm value 

creation. Journal of Marketing, 73(5), 52-69. 

Tsimonis, G., & Dimitriadis, S. (2014). Brand strategies in social media. Marketing 

Intelligence & Planning, 32 (3), 328-344. 

Venn, L., Kneafsey, M., Holloway, L., Cox, R., Dowler, E., & Tuomainen, H. (2006). 

Researching European ‘alternative’food networks: some methodological considerations. Area, 

38(3), 248-258. 

Wamba, S.F., & Carter, L. (2014). Social Media Tools Adoption. Journal of Organization 

and End User Computing. 26 (1), 1-16. 

Wiesel, T., Pauwels, K., & Arts, J. (2011). Marketing’s Profit Impact: Quantifying Online and 

Off-line Funnel Progression. Marketing Science. 30 (4), 604-611. 

Wirenga, B., & Soethoudt, H. (2010). Sales promotion and channel coordination. Journal of 

Academic Market Science. 38 (1), 383-397. 

Yin, R.K. (2009). Case Study Research: Design and Method. 4th edition. London: Sage. 

http://www.dt.se/allmant/dalarna/storsta-kundgruppen-ar-barnfamiljer

