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ABSTRACT 
 
Approximately 1/3 of the food produced for consumption is lost/wasted globally being 
discarded by retail shops and households. Reducing food losses can thus make a 
significant contribution to ensuring global food supply. The purpose of this paper is to 
analyze how the Italy’s top ten food retailers try to promote sustainable consumptions 
within stores. Some simple “walk through/visual observation and information collection” 
surveys conducted within the largest store operated by each of the best food retailers 
within a province in South Italy provided the empirical materials. Then, conclusions 
suggest how paths direct to sustainable consumptions should be inserted into the large 
food retailers’ business models. Defining a bio-business model can move peoples towards 
zero-waste. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Bio-Based Economy (BBE) could be explored such as a path toward a zero-waste humanity 
(ZWIER et al., 2015; ADDY, 2013; SULLIVAN, 2011) addressing people’s concerns about 
their livelihoods, safety and environment. So policies and researches trace several steps: 
waste prevention (WRAP, 2009); recycling/re-use of municipal waste (STEFAN et al., 
2012); increasing packaging waste recycling/re-using (SILVENIUS et al., 2014); reducing 
food waste generation (FIORE et al., 2015; YOUNG et al., 2010). Currently, food waste has 
generated an immense amount across the food life cycle, determining serious 
environmental, social and economic issues. The development of the bioeconomy can be 
crucial for emphasizing the management of individual life, including the regulation and 
control of food consumption (ALEXANDER, 2012). In this context, a crucial role in 
promoting sustainable consumption beyond the throwaway society can be assigned to 
food retailing (FIORE et al., 2015; LEBERSORGER and SCHNEIDER, 2014) providing 
customers with some core information (STEFAN et al., 2012). But, generally retailers 
believe that a majority of purchases are unplanned, so they spend heavily on in-store 
marketing to stimulate them (BELL et al., 2011). Among several initiatives to prevent food 
waste, Last Minute Market (LMM) is a project where retailers, shops and producers who 
have unsold food, which would otherwise be discarded are connected with people and 
charities who need food. Graphic 1 shows the percentage of food waste; household and 
retailers have the major percentage (respectively 43% and 39%). 
 
 

 
 

 
Graphic 1: Percentage of food waste in manufacturing, household, food catering, retailers (Source: 
http://www.lastminutemarket.it). 
 
 
If LMM were adopted from all retailers in Italy, it is expected a huge quantities of 
recuperated food per year (Fig. 1). In the last decades, the supermarket industry has so 
become increasingly competitive: some authors show proliferation of a variety of pricing 
formats affect consumers’ store choice behavior (BELL et al., 2011); generally the 
philosophy of the retailer is “grabbing consumers” at the point of purchase (CHANDON 
et al., 2009). On the other hand, other authors (JONES et al., 2011) highlight the vital role of 
retailers in stopping ‘unfair’ purchases; in 2009, for example, the European Commission 
and a number of the UK’s leading retailers along with several of their European 
counterparts launched a ‘Retail Forum’ as part of a drive to support more sustainable 
consumption (CHANDON et al., 2009). Finally, the large food retailers are broadly 
recognized as having a significant impact on the environment, economy and society 
(JONES et al., 2011) and bioeconomy can address the control of food consumption in a 
sustainable way (ALEXANDER, 2012). There is not a plethora of work on the retail role in 
promoting zero-waste model so this work try to fill this lack. 
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Figure 1: Typology of stores and expected quantities of recuperated food per year (Source: 
http://www.lastminutemarket.it). 
 
 
2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
Starting from a work by JONES et al. (2011), the present paper carried out and collected the 
data by means of some simple “walk through/visual observation and information 
collection” surveys conducted within the largest store operated by each of the best food 
retailers within the province of Foggia, in South Italy; these surveys provided the 
empirical material for the case-study. We undertook a basic observational survey in 
Apulia Region, specifically in the area of Foggia and Bari. The aim of the work is to gain 
some insight into how the Italian top ten food retailers are currently trying to engage 
customers in sustainable consumption in their stores. At international level, the most 
important retailers (for sales) are shown in Graphic 2, while Graphic 3 highlights top ten 
food retailers in Italy (% on the total sales). 
 
 

 
 
 
Graphic 2: International food retails (Source: AC Nielsen, 2013 available at: 
http://www.nielsen.com/us/en.html). 
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Graphic 3: Groups of food retail in Italy (% on the total sales) (Source: AC Nielsen, 2013 available at: 
http://www.nielsen.com/us/en.html). 
 
 
The survey was undertaken in the store operated by each of the Italy’s top ten food 
retailers (excluding Esselunga and PAM Group, because they are not located in the study 
area) namely Coop Italia, Conad, Auchan, Selex, Despar, Eurospin, Sigma, Carrefour 
Group: the time of collection was spread on two periods, the third week of March and the 
last week of April 2015. Visited stores size varies considerably from Ipermarket to 
superette, offering a wide range of food and non-food goods. We choose the “walk 
through/visual observation and recording” survey methodology (JONES et al., 2011) that 
allows us to understand the extent to which sustainable consumption messages where 
being used in marketing communications on banners, posters and television screens, on 
the shelves and shelf edges, on the products theme selves and on information leaflets and 
promotional leaflets and flyers. Some authors demonstrated the number of facings has a 
strong impact on evaluation that is wholly mediated by its effect on visual attention and 
works particularly well for frequent users of the brand, for low-market-share brands, and 
for young and highly educated consumers who are willing to trade off brand and price 
(CHANDON et al., 2009). In order to support our survey methodology, we create an 
accurate check list/guidelines (Table 1), in order to capture the ways in which messages 
about sustainable consumption were, or were not, being presented to customers within 
store. The guideline highlights several items: in addition to the general info (name of the 
group, retail and positioning), we structured our guideline analyzing setting and 
exhibition, commercial offer and assortment, layout, communication tools used in the 
store, type of messages (text messages listed in the store and any photos), institutional 
communication towards sustainable consumptions (used instruments and content) with 
evaluation of the ease of finding information in the store (for these latter questions five 
Likert Scales items have been adopted). The aim of our collection and analysis of the 
survey data is to identify broad themes and to explore how retailers are currently trying to 
engage customers with sustainable consumption at the point of sales, and not to provide a 
detailed comparison of the retailers. 
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Table 1: Guidelines  for observing Stores (Source: our processing). 
 

Name of the Group  
Retail 
Positioning 
Setting and Exhibition 
Used Materials: wood – steel- plastic - glass 
Dividers: shelves lanes islands fridge / frozen counters shelves fridge self stand 
Technologies and devices used 
Commercial Offer and Assortment 
Layout  
Category:  Price type product origin issue other promotions 
Communication tools used in the store 
Signage 
Totem 
Staff dedicated to promotions 
Speaker signs  
Communication materials (leaflets, etc.) 
Info point  
High Tech instruments (QR Code, computer stations, electronic signs) 
Other 
Type of messages (text messages listed in the store and any photos) 
Institutional communication (used instruments and content) towards sustainable consumptions 
Evaluation of the ease of finding information 

 
Completely Inadequate Major Problems Minor Problems Adequate Superior 

     
 
 
3. RESULTS AND CONLCUSIONS 
 
From the survey emerged three general themes. Firstly, the dominant sets of messages 
were concerned with encouraging customers to consume rather than to restrain from 
consumption or to promote sustainable consumption. All of the 8 top ten food retailers 
advertised “discount”, “special discount”, “special offer”, “offer”, “daily saving”, and 
under that a picture of the product with the indication of its special price. This kind of 
messages was conveyed on posters and banners all around the shop and also on shelf 
edges, near the products’ price indication. Other messages, focused on “multiple 
purchases at reduced prices”, offers such as “2x1”,“ Buy 3 pay 2”.  These promotional 
messages may be not all pervasive but they can be seen to be setting the tone for customer 
expectation (JONES et al., 2011). These price reduction messages can be interpreted as 
stimulating consumption, and not only, as retailers affirm, as providing value for money 
for their customers. The emerged second general theme is “customer loyalty 
management” by two types of messages. One that tells to the customers that they will 
always find lower prices, and indirectly inviting them to come back and be sure that the 
retail group will always provide a range of product at fixed price (obviously, low price). 
“Low and fixed”, “Reduced prices”, “100 products at reduced price”, “Accustomed to 
convenience and quality. Coop.”, “ Conad discounts what it counts” are the slogan used to 
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help to improve customer loyalty, showing retail group commitment to guarantee stability 
in convenience in addiction to promotional offers. The instruments used to conveying this 
messages are banners posters and television screens with pictures of the product or of 
group of products, the slogan and, in many cases, the picture of the fidelity card of the 
retailer’s group. Another type of messages explains how the Group is working to assure 
quality and the best choice for its customers, in terms of choices of range products and 
quality and food safety. Example are slogan as “ Our Stars is the Eurospin brand dedicated 
to Italian and international excellence. Discover the quality of PDO, IGT and STG. This is 
the reason why shopping here is a smart choice”, “Territories chosen by COOP: products 
from Apulia and Basilicata”, “There is Taste by choosing a typical product. Flavors and 
Surroundings CONAD”. The core third issue revealed by the survey is that there is limited 
number of messages with sustainable consumption themes. The only sustainable 
consumption message is about the use of reusable carrier bags. Coop, Eurospin, Auchan, 
Selex provide a sign at all the checkouts to encourage customers to use reusable carrier 
bags. For example, Eurospin store reminds customers about “The smart bag. Reuse is an 
advantage for you and for the environment”. Beyond the latter observation, generally we 
can state it is hard to find institutional communication and info moving towards 
sustainable consumptions  (8 on 8 stores have an inadequate institutional communication). 
Our survey includes also observational data about layout choices of the different food 
retailers groups, but here we have not analyzed them owing to our detailed study on 
semiotic that need integrated approach. In addition, we analyzed the general web site of 
the large scale retail distribution in Italy (www.gdoweek.it); results are in line with other 
ones above mentioned. To sum up, we notice a lack of messages towards sustainable 
consumption; the major food retailers structure communication, which are rather driven 
by their own commercial goals than toward a zero-waste humanity and behavior (ZWIER 
et al., 2015; ADDY, 2013; SULLIVAN, 2011).  
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