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Abstract  
Environmental, Social, and Corporate Governance (ESG) remains a hot topic within the current 

business climate due to increasing transitional- and physical risks. Given the enormous scope 

of processes and stakeholders in the grocery retail industry, companies in the sector face a 

multitude of threats affecting material ESG factors. By conducting interviews with the leading 

supermarket chains in Iceland, this paper aims to identify the most material risks to the food 

retail industry, which are subsequently gathered in a materiality map. Specifically, it examines 

whether grocery chains prioritize specific ESG pillars rather than committing to all three. 

Results indicate that supply chain, data privacy, integration of ESG into financials, business 

ethics, sustainability disclosures, and products and services are the most likely to pose threats 

to grocery retailers. Additionally, it was discovered that Icelandic grocery retailers place an 

emphasis on the environmental pillar, while frequently overlooking the governance pillar 

within the ESG framework. Thus, grocery retailers are more inclined to commit to a single 

ESG pillar than in committing to all three.       

 Keywords: ESG, food retail, material risks, SDG, TCFD, Iceland, sustainability.  
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1. Introduction 
The United Nations Global Compact introduced the idea of environmental, social and 

corporate governance (ESG) for the first time in their 2004 publication Who Cares Wins 

(who_cares_wins_global_compact_2004.pdf, e.d.). Since then, the ESG framework has 

become a widely used measuring tool to evaluate the sustainability and social impact of an 

investment. Hence, companies have been addressing the following ESG criteria: (1) 

environmental factors, whereby companies try to manage their carbon footprint by reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions and their waste disposal while increasing their use of renewable 

energy; (2) social factors, including protecting gender equality and human rights as well as 

promoting health and labour standards; and (3) governance factors, including following the 

rules and procedures for corporations.  

When reviewing the literature, though, we found a gap: little research has been done 

concerning ESG issues and food retail. The food retail industry is one of the most important 

sectors globally and was valued in 2019 at 11.7 trillion USD (Global Food & Grocery Retail 

Market Size Report, 2020-2027). The market is expected to grow at an annual rate of 5.0% over 

the next six years. The ever-evolving food retail sector is a competitive market. Many 

interconnected factors determine a company's ability to succeed in the industry, including 

sustainability.  

This research will contribute to the literature by addressing the main pillars of ESG in 

food retail. The assessment aims to determine which ESG issues are most relevant to both 

external stakeholders and the company's strategy. By conducting interviews with food retail 

giants, we seek answers to how the key drivers of the food retail market in Iceland manage the 

ESG impacts of their operations, supply chains and product offering while ensuring 

accountability. We aim to outline the main risk factors in the sector and place them in a 

materiality map based on their degree of importance. As it‘s no longer as easy as purchasing 

eggs directly from a farmer and supplying them to customers, food retailers must consider the 

risks associated with their processes in order to thrive, they are walking on eggshells. Thus, the 

first research question seeks to evaluate which risks are the most material to the food retail 

industry and will be the following: 

RQ1: What are the material risks in food retail?  

The second research question examines whether supermarket chains place a higher 

priority to one particular ESG pillar than on commitment to all three: 
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RQ2: To what extent are grocery retailers more drawn a single ESG pillar than 

committing to all three? 

Sustainable development goals (SDGs) can be described as a blueprint for companies 

to reach their ethical and sustainable business practices when mapping out their strategic 

planning. The seventeen SDGs set out to solve the world's most significant economic, 

environmental and social challenges of our planet by 2030. Diving into the topic of 

sustainability, the focus is on two important goals chosen to support our thesis: responsible 

consumption and production as well as climate action. These two goals relate most to the thesis’ 

aim and goals, as they best describe the accomplishments that food retail stores are trying to 

accomplish. 

The research method selected for this study is a qualitative research, which was selected 

to gain a deeper understanding of the participants answers. The qualitative research 

entailed open-ended interview format, which allowed interviewers to elaborate on their 

responses. The answers were analysed and coded in order to facilitate further examination.  

2. Theoretical Review 
The theoretical perspectives in the following chapter will be divided into three main 

sub-chapters. The first chapter deals with ESG issues and will define environmental, social and 

governance for this thesis as well as other important concepts. 

2.1 Sustainable Development  
The concept of sustainable development originated from an October 1987 report by the 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) called Our Common Future 

(United Nations, 1987), also known as the Brundtland Report. The report established certain 

principles as the foundation for sustainable development. The WCED studied the root of 

environmental degradation and attempted to understand the relationship between 

environmental issues, policy outcomes, social equity and economic growth. Since the report 

came out in 1987, sustainable development has been portrayed as a gateway to everything 

desirable and healthy in society. As a result, though, the concept has become so big and 

complex that it is no longer helpful in policymaking. Therefore, many scholars have argued 

that the idea of sustainable development is on the verge of being irrelevant (Hopwood et al., 

2005). 
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Studies indicate that ESG integration has a positive impact on companies' performance 

(Sahut & Pasquini-Descomps, 2015). For decades, corporate social reporting has been the focus 

of extensive academic accounting research, and its effects have also been shown to be strongly 

correlated with financial performance (Friede o.fl., 2015). It is believed that the main reason 

companies report their sustainability procedures is for them to publish a sustainability report. 

These reports tend to focus on all the positive policies the company has implemented. 

Corporate accountability is becoming more important, and a growing number of businesses are 

publishing ESG reports in addition to their financial reports. As said by Gary M. Pfeiffer, the 

CFO of Du Pont (2004), in the report Who Cares Wins: ‘Every corporation is under intense 

pressure to create ever-increasing shareholder value. Enhancing environmental and social 

performance are enormous business opportunities to do just that’ (p. 1). 

Over the past two decades, investors, both individuals and corporations, have become 

increasingly interested in socially responsible investing (SRI). The increased interest has 

resulted in better leadership skills among corporations with respect to ESG matters (Avetisyan 

& Hockerts, 2016). ESG and SRI both match in terms of context and method. Still, a distinctive 

difference exists between them which affects what investment is best to achieve the social 

impact goal of the portfolio. The SRI goes the extra mile by either avoiding or choosing 

investments based on strict ethics criteria, which may include religious, personal or political 

beliefs. SRI employs ESG elements to screen for harmful or positive investments while ESG 

factors shape valuations. The ESG ratings are evaluations of a company based on comparing 

its level of quality, consistency or performance on the three ESG pillars: environmental, social 

and governance matters (Viviers & Eccles, 2012). Based on those findings, the following 

section will begin by defining the ESG framework. 

2.1.1 Defining the ESG Framework  

The definition of the environmental (food waste, plastic pollution, air pollution, etc.), 

social (gender equality, poverty, education, etc.), and governance (accountability, ethics, set of 

rules or principles defining rights and responsibilities, etc.) (ESG) areas of concern was 

outlined by the 2004 Global Compact report (The Global Compact, 2004), as previously stated. 

The report addresses the impact and the importance of high-quality management within 

companies. When companies address these issues, they are more likely to cultivate shareholder 

values by assessing risks, integrating regulatory measures, attempting to penetrate new markets 

while pursuing their society’s sustainable development (2020-12-01 Sustainability Reporting 

Is Growing, with GRI the Global Common Language, 2020). In addition, these essential issues 
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can have a substantial effect on a company’s performance, value and reputation (John Hill, 

2020). Integrating the three ESG factors into investment analysis and portfolio building offers 

investors potential long-term performance advantages. ESG factors can be measured with 

several frameworks as guiding principles.  

2.1.2 Guiding Principles to ESG Reporting 

2.1.21 The Global Reporting Initiative        

 The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is the first and most widely used framework 

when it comes to ESG reporting (2020-12-01 Sustainability reporting is growing, with GRI the 

global common language, e.d.). It is an independent organisation, which was formed in 1997 

by United Nations Environment Programme and the CERES and TELLUS institutes. GRI 

assists companies, governments, and other institutions in understanding and communicating 

their role in such areas as climate change, human rights and corruption. Based on subject 

matter, the criteria are divided into three categories: economic, environmental responsibility 

and social governance. Providing guidance on how to use the standards in documentation as 

well as how to report on the organisation’s specific contextual data and how its topics are 

governed. There is comprehensive topic-specific disclosure criteria for each of these categories 

as well as the specifications to meet these requirements. 

Economic: Social:  

• Economic Performance   
• Market Presence   
• Indirect Economic Impact  
• Procurement Practises   
• Anti-corruption   
• Anti-competitive Behaviour 

• Employment  
• Labour/Management Relations  
• Occupational/Health and Safety  
• Training and Education   
• Diversity and Equal Opportunity  
• Non-discrimination  
• Freedom or Association and Collective Bargaining   
• Child Labour  
• Forced or Compulsory Labour  
• Security Practices  
• Rights of Indigenous People  
• Human Right Assessment   
• Local Communities   
• Supplier Social Assessment  
• Public Policy  
• Customer Health and Safety  
• Marketing and Labelling  
• Customer Privacy  
• Socioeconomic Compliance 

Environmental:  

• Materials   
• Energy  
• Water and Effluents   
• Biodiversity  
• Effluents and Waste  
• Environmental Compliance  
• Supplier Environmental Assessments 

Figure 1: The three disclosure criteria (Hill, 2020) 
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2.1.22 The Sustainability Accounting Standards Board  

The Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) has established a set of 

industry-specific sustainability accounting standards to assist businesses in disclosing 

financially significant and decision-relevant ESG data to investors (Lydenberg et al., 2010). 

The acronym demonstrates that the group's work is parallel to that of the Financial Accounting 

Standards Boards (FASB), which is an advisory institute that develops financial accounting 

and reporting standards in accordance with generally accepted accounting principles (GAAP). 

The work of this group aims to provide stronger, more reliable metrics, which are parallel to 

those used in financial accounting. To that end, this group has produced a collection of industry 

peculiar material issues, with 78 percent of them being quantitative. The Sustainable Industry 

Classification System of the SASB identifies 11 industries and 77 sectors. Certain ESG 

problems are more critical or ‘material’ within a given industry than others. SASB investigates 

each industry to determine which concerns are pertinent. 

 

Figure 2: SASB Materiality Map  
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2.1.23 United Nations Global Compact  

The UN Global Compact (UNGC) is the largest corporate sustainability service in the 

world. It identifies ten business values that should be incorporated into strategies, policies and 

procedures (UNGC, 2018). Human rights, labour, environment, and anti-corruption are the four 

issues covered by these principles. Human rights is the first category, indicating that companies 

should value and uphold globally recognised human rights as well as ensure that they are not 

involved in any violations of human rights. The second category highlights labour principles, 

including that businesses should protect the right to freedom of association as well as recognise 

collective bargaining rights. Furthermore, companies should prohibit all types of force labour, 

abolish child labour and fight job and occupation discrimination. The third category covers 

environmental issues. Businesses should support a precautionary approach to environmental 

issues, take steps to foster greater environmental accountability and facilitate the creation and 

diffusion of environmentally friendly technologies.  

2.1.3 Implementation of the SDGs  

The SDGs are a response to today's global sustainability challenges, such as poverty, 

inequality and environmental damage. Here, sustainable development is assessed through 17 

goals, 169 objectives (or sub-goals) and 247 indicators. The ‘universal agreement on a given 

set of goals and objectives for global sustainability and human development is a remarkable 

achievement’ (Springer Full Text PDF, e.d.). Hence, the SDGs help the transition towards a 

more sustainable world. The UN created the SDGs to be ‘integrated and invisible’, so 

businesses can preferably contribute to all of them. The SDG Compass and the Chemical Sector 

SDG Roadmap are examples of general recommendations for applying the SDGs in businesses. 

Specific SDGs should be chosen when implementing both guidelines, which is achieved by 

evaluating the company's impact.  

Since the effect of the SDGs varies by sector and company, the approach of evaluating 

a company’s impact is believed to be logical. Concrete tools or selection criteria that businesses 

may use to pick appropriate SDGs or ‘prioritise’ SDG compass terminology are, however, 

currently lacking (OECD & HEC, 2017). The 17 SDGs do not seem to have this problem at 

the level of overarching objectives. However, given the large number of targets (169) and 

indicators (247), it is evident that businesses need assistance in choosing appropriate targets 

and indicators. This is all the more crucial as relevant topics must be chosen at these levels, 

since only the metrics give materiality to the content of the SDGs and make contributions 



   
 

  14 
 

measurable. The use of relevant metrics reduces the number of variables and enables businesses 

to focus more efficiently on achieving the SDGs (019104_SDG_Compass_Guide_2015.pdf, 

e.d.). Furthermore, there are no published guidelines for choosing measures unbiasedly. The 

applied method, limitations and results for the food retail sector are discussed in the findings 

chapter.  

2.1.4 TCFD Measurement 

Addressing that risk measurement is the first step towards risk management, Mark 

Carney, chair of the Financial Stability Board (FSB), established the Task Force on Climate-

related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) (Carney, 2015). The TCFD came up with four 

universally applicable guidelines on climate-related financial disclosures that can be applied 

across industries and jurisdictions. This model is adaptable for all organisations; it is structured 

to solicit useful and forward-looking information on financial impacts, and it emphasises the 

challenges and opportunities related to the transition to a lower-carbon economy, according to 

the model’s main recommendations.      

The guidelines are particularly relevant because they apply to large asset owners and 

asset managers, who reside at the top of the investment chain and, therefore, can influence the 

companies in which they invest to have better climate-related financial disclosures. 

Governance, strategy, risk management, metrics and targets were the four thematic areas in 

which the task force organised its recommendations. The four overarching guidelines are 

supported by recommended disclosures that fill in the gaps in the process, allowing investors 

and others to better understand how reporting organisations evaluate.  

 

 

Figure 3: TCFD-Based Reporting to Become Mandatory for PRI Signatories (2020). 
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2.1.41 Governance 

Companies are required to disclose the extent to which their board of directors and 

senior management oversee climate-related risks and opportunities. This includes the method 

and frequency with which board committees, such as the audit committee, are informed as well 

as the way climate change issues are considered when the company's performance, strategy 

and business plans are reviewed. The audit committee’s role in supervising financial 

disclosures related to climate change should be identical to that of any other financial disclosure 

(TCFD, 2017). 

2.1.42 Strategy 

If a business determines that climate change is material to its operations, it is required 

to disclose the climate-related risks and opportunities it faces and how the company will be 

impacted, for instance, by influencing the demand for their service and products or their supply 

chain, which could impact their income and balance sheets. Most significantly, businesses are 

tasked with developing forward-looking scenarios for how they will perform in a world where 

global warming is limited to 2 degrees Celsius (TCFD, 2017). 

2.1.43 Risk Management 

Companies are required to disclose how they identify, assess, and manage climate-

related risks, with a particular emphasis on how they integrate climate-related risk management 

into existing risk management frameworks (TCFD, 2017). The TCFD expands our 

understanding and acceptance of climate-related risks and opportunities beyond the 

conventional lens of physical consequences of extreme weather events. The TCFD terminology 

classifies climate-related risks into two broad categories: physical and transition risks.  

Physical Risks 

While the low-carbon transition is well underway, recent events indicate that companies 

will still have to cope with the increasingly frequent or extreme physical impacts of climate 

change in the short to medium term (McKinsey Global Institute, 2020). This is likely to have 

ramifications for all businesses with physical assets, especially for businesses in sectors like 

real estate, agriculture, and transportation. Companies whose value and supply chains are 

reliant on vulnerable sectors should investigate what these shifting focuses mean for the future 

of their business.  
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Asda hired PricewaterhouseCoopers consultants to map the entire global fresh produce 

supply chain in accordance with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's models. 

Climate change threatens 95% of Asda's fresh produce selection, according to their research. 

The investigation was the first time the grocery retailer attempted to quantify the effects of 

global warming on the food it buys from across the world (Confino, 2018). 

Transition Risks  

Policy, industry and technology developments are evolving as the world moves to a 

low-carbon economy, which poses real risks as well as opportunities for market leaders 

(OECD, 2019). Government policy, such as the United Kingdom's proposals to close all coal-

fired power plants by 2025 or China's plans for a carbon market, will have ramifications for 

energy-intensive industries (Wang o.fl., 2019). Market and technology developments like the 

decreasing costs of renewable energy, e.g., more energy-sufficient coolers and lighting systems 

in supermarkets, should be acknowledged and factored in by business leaders in such sectors 

and supply chains. 

Moreover, regulatory pressure has intensified. Within the European Union, the Green 

Deal proposes a further 55 percent reduction in emissions by 2030, with the goal of reaching 

climate neutrality by 2050; additional measures are also expected to be announced in June 2021 

(EU Climate Action and the European Green Deal, 2019). Numerous pieces of sustainable 

finance legislation are being revised or are about to become law. For example, the EU 

Taxonomy Regulation aims to ensure that designated environmentally sustainable economic 

activities contribute to climate change mitigation and adaptation and, thus, to the transition to 

a low-carbon economy (EU Taxonomy for Sustainable Activities, 2020). 

The European Union's ban on single-use plastics, which will primarily affect the 

grocery retail industry, will take effect on 3 July 2021. Single-use plastic products will be 

prohibited in areas where sustainable alternatives are readily available and affordable. This 

prohibition also includes cotton bud sticks, cutlery, plates, straws, stirrers, and balloon sticks. 

It will also apply to cups, food, beverage containers made of expanded polystyrene, and to all 

oxo-degradable plastic products (EUR-Lex - 32019L0904 - EN - EUR-Lex, 2019).  

Furthermore, climate change is causing investors to become more aware of the 

challenges and opportunities it presents. The lack of high-quality climate disclosures on which 

investors can base their investment decisions is a major challenge for them. These investors 

have stated their objectives clearly and are willing to use their voting power to obtain better 
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information. The Climate Action 100+ project, for example, is mobilising 256 investors with 

USD28 trillion in assets under management to seek better climate transparency from the 

companies in which they invest. The demand for more information about possible business 

consequences and management responses are likely to increase. Climate change poses new 

opportunities and challenges for companies in the short, medium and long term, and it should 

be on the minds of forward-thinking business leaders (Shareholders Are Getting Serious About 

Sustainability, 2020).  

2.1.44 Metrics and Targets 

Businesses that consider climate change to be material are required to disclose metrics 

and set targets that are aligned with the risks and opportunities identified as material to their 

business. Additionally, the report classifies a company's greenhouse gas emissions into three 

categories. Scopes 1 and 2 require mandatory reporting, whereas scope 3 is optional and the 

most difficult to monitor. This is in recognition of the fact that rising emissions continue to be 

a significant contributor to global warming, and that large emitters are, arguably, more 

vulnerable to transition risk (Confino, 2018). 

2.2 Food Retail Industry 

The following section of this thesis delves deeper into the history of the food retail 

industry and the growing importance of ESG metrics in the sector, before emphasising the 

critical nature of integrating an ESG blueprint into food retail companies. It is critical to 

examine the sector's history to gain a better understanding of the food retail industry's expanded 

scope. Our primary focus is on the Icelandic market. 

 

2.2.1 The Development of the Food Retail Industry in Iceland  

Icelandic trade was primitive from the time of settlement until the twentieth century. 

The nation was a simple farming society, with many people living off the land. Thus, bartering 

was the normal procedure. Stores, where goods could be exchanged for money, were not 

common until the twentieth century. Regular transactions of products or groceries of different 

kinds were made over the counter until the mid-twentieth century. In October 1955, Reykjavik's 

first supermarket opened, giving customers direct access to products. In the years that followed, 

the number of supermarkets rose exponentially, eventually becoming dominant (Björnsson, 

2004).   
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, online shopping experienced unprecedented growth, 

fuelled by consumers seeking safe shopping alternatives, which resulted in numerous Icelandic 

supermarkets investing in the development of e-commerce platforms. In Europe overall, online 

grocery shopping grew by approximately 55 percent during 2020, compared to an average gain 

of less than 10 percent in 2019. Sweden, the United Kingdom, Spain and Italy all experienced 

the fastest online growth rates, all exceeding 60 percent. By comparison, the average growth 

rates in offline shopping were significantly lower: between 3 percent and 12 percent in the 

primary offline purchasing such as hypermarkets, supermarkets and discounters. This growth 

translates into a roughly 1.5 percentage point shift in market share towards the online shopping, 

making it the biggest winner in terms of both growth and absolute market share gain. 

Additionally, despite having a market share of less than 4 percent in 2019, online shopping 

contributed approximately 20 percent of total grocery revenue growth in 2020. Consumers who 

have grown accustomed to the convenience of online shopping will continue to do so in part 

even after the pandemic has passed (McKinsey Global Institute, 2021). 

2.2.2 Icelandic Grocery Retail Leaders 

Hagkaup opened its first supermarket in 1970 in the Reykjavik neighbourhood of 

Skeifan. The company held a retail monopoly until 1989, when a father and son decided to 

challenge the country's retail monopoly by opening a low-cost supermarket near Reykjavik's 

harbour. The business prospered, and the shop eventually became a nationwide chain known 

as Bónus. Within three years, the Hagkaup supermarket group, the established food retailer, 

decided to buy into its upstart rival and took a 50 percent stake. Bónus and Hagkaup then 

established a common supply company under the name Baugur. With the establishment of 

Bónus, a new grocery store called Nettó opened in Akureyri. Nettó now operates 17 

supermarkets throughout Iceland. Bónus operates 31 locations throughout Iceland and seven 

in the Faroe Islands, being Iceland's only supermarket chain to expand beyond the country's 

borders. Hagkaup operates eight supermarkets throughout Iceland. In 2000, a company called 

Krónan entered the Icelandic grocery retail market.  

The four supermarkets mentioned above are the current market leaders, comprising 70 

percent of the food retail sector. Other smaller retail chains make up the remaining 30 percent. 

Bónus is the industry leader, competing on pricing, with 33 percent of the market share. 

Krónan, Bónus’ biggest rival, has 26 percent share of the market. The third largest supermarket 

chain is Nettó, with 14 percent of the market share. Hagkaup has a 7 percent share of the market 

and the most product range. 
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2.3 ESG and the Future of Food Retail 
Global food demand will increase and change as the population grows; consumption 

patterns will change, and the earth's resources will become increasingly scarce (Fróna et al., 

2019). Secure access for food is the basis of health and well-being. The task of nations is, 

therefore, to ensure the food security of all inhabitants. International trade has given nations 

the opportunity to enter new markets across borders and increase productivity, which creates 

prosperity. All food value chains are important, from production methods to consumer 

satisfaction. It is important how food is produced, distributed, bought and consumed but so is 

ensuring safety and that production and consumption are as efficient as possible (McKinsey 

Global Institute, 2021).         

 Consumer spending shifted significantly towards healthy, environmentally friendly, 

and locally sourced products during the COVID-19 pandemic. Around 60 percent of consumers 

claim they are willing to pay more for sustainable alternatives, regardless of their age, gender 

or other demographics. In comparison to 2020, 30 percent of European survey respondents said 

they expect to concentrate more on healthy eating and wellness in 2021. Similarly, amid the 

pandemic, the number of eco-conscious consumers who are most mindful of sustainability 

problems and who are most interested in minimising their environmental footprint has 

increased across Europe. Consumers are looking for not only organic food but also healthy and 

hygienic packaging. Purchasing sustainable and environmentally friendly products also 

increased net spending intent by at least 8 percent.  

 
 
Figure 4: European consumers are buying products based on sustainability and healthy, hygienic packaging. 
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3. Research Methodology 
This study intends to better understand the importance of material risks in the food retail 

industry. The research's primary focus is whether companies consider the three pillars of ESG 

when evaluating their financial performance and establishing their long-term values and goals. 

The three ESG factors can measure a company's sustainability, and sustainability here means 

meeting the needs of the present without harming the future for the next generations (United 

Nations, 1987). 

The ESG term is a relatively new concept in the business world and was introduced in 

the 2004 Who Cares Wins report from The Global Compact (2004). When companies took the 

initiative to become more sustainable, the three pillars of ESG became their framework, and 

the pillars have only become more ubiquitous over the years. 

3.1 Qualitative Research 
Paul Felix Lazersfield (1945) was a pioneer in qualitative research. He explained how 

psychology could structure and better interpret human behaviour when using unframed 

research questions, stressing the importance of asking the question ‘why?’. Using qualitative 

research allows the researchers to understand better why the interviewee behaves the way they 

do and the reasons behind their answers (Lazarsfeld & Rosenberg, 1955). Qualitative research 

can develop a deeper understanding of the issues and examine them more in-depth, thus 

providing better details (Yin, 2010). Qualitative interview is usually an unstructured one that 

is based on talking points to be examined more in-depth, which is different from a standardised 

questionnaire (Babbie, 2012). While qualitative research can provide more detailed results, 

they are not statistically representative, and thus the results cannot be generalised. Qualitative 

researchers are reluctant to generalise between cases, since the contexts of the cases vary 

(Creswell & Poth, 2017). The advantage of conducting qualitative research is generating new 

ideas, collecting a comprehensive description of people's choices, and gaining a better 

understanding on a specific case through flexible data collection methods. 

3.2 Case Study Method 
The selection of the case study method for this study is appropriate because it is well-

suited for finding answers to the study's research questions. Collecting quantitative data is not 

relevant to this research; of greater importance is understanding the opinion of the interviewees 

and their experiences concerning the research questions. Asking ‘why?’ was fundamentally 

important in this research to better understand the participants’ answers to the questions. 
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Through conducting semi-structured interviews with semi-structured questions, the researchers 

are more interested in the words and ideas of the participants rather than arranging their 

responses numerically (Yin, 2010). Thus, the study case method was chosen to answer the 

research questions. A purposive sample, which is a type of non-probability sampling, is used 

in this study. Purposive sampling is when observed units are selected based on the researcher's 

judgment about which units will be the most beneficial to the study (Yin, 2011). 

 3.2.1 Selected Study Cases 

For this study, the top four companies in the food retail industry in Iceland were selected 

as cases. An email was sent to each company asking for an interview with a person with good 

knowledge of the company’s sustainability procedures. The email also explained what the 

research was about and what the interview entailed. We received answers from all four 

companies; all were interested in participating.  

From the four selected cases, we interviewed the person with the most knowledge and 

who worked on the company's sustainability procedures. The four participants we interviewed 

have the following job titles: marketing manager, human resource manager, executive director 

and marketing specialist. These four companies were presumed to be the best representatives 

for the food retail industry in Iceland and could give the most adequate and accurate answers. 

Table 1: The participants are arranged in order. 

Food Retail Stores Job Title 

A Marketing Manager 

B Human Resource Manager 

C Executive Manager 

D Marketing Specialist 

 

3.3 Data Collection Techniques 

            The primary technique for data collection was video interviews, which were conducted 

over a cloud-based video conference service. This service allowed the meetings to occur in a 

virtual environment without having to interview the participants in person. The interviews were 

guided by an interview questionnaire (see Appendix A) consisting of thirteen questions. 

Although the interview was guided, the participants had the freedom to answer in their own 

way and only discuss what they were comfortable with. Before the interview began, the 
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participants were asked whether they were comfortable with the interview being recorded, 

which all the participants were. The data were gathered from all four interviews, and the 

participants were ranged in the order the interviews were conducted (see Table 2). 

3.4 Data Analyses 
In terms of data analysis, the first step was to listen to the recordings and write the 

interviews down, word for word. Then, the next step was to identify themes that emerged from 

the participants’ answers. Three themes emerged from the data: sustainability goals, ESG, 

SDGs and sustainability projects (see Table 4).  

The semi-structured interviews sought data to answer the research questions. The 

interviews started by introducing the research project and explaining what the main objective 

of the research was; the participants were then asked if they were comfortable with the 

interview being recorded. All questions were open-ended, and participants could express all 

their opinions regarding the topic. The first question concerned the participant's job title in 

order to better understand their involvement in sustainable development. The remaining twelve 

questions all related to sustainable development and the impact and the results it has on the 

company's performance regarding ESG factors.  

3.5 Ethical Considerations 
During qualitative research, researchers should minimise the risk of inflicting harm 

upon the participants. Thus, before conducting the interviews, the participants were asked if 

they were okay with the interview being recorded for only data analysis purposes. The 

participants were assured that their answers would stay completely confidential and that their 

name and the company they represented would also remain anonymous.  

Table 2: Themes from the analysed interviews used to code the results. 

 

 

Sustainability Goals and Procedures
• Long-term Goals
• Short-term Goals

Environmental, Social and Governance
• Environmental
• Social
• Governance

Sustainable Development Goals
• The Seventeen Goals
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4. Findings 
This study contributes to the literature by addressing the fundamental basis of ESG in 

food retail. The goal is to determine which ESG matters are essential and relevant to the 

companies’ core business strategy and external stakeholders. Thus, to gain insight and 

knowledge about the basis of ESG in food retail, this thesis aims to answer two important 

research questions: 

RQ1: What are the material risks in food retail?  

RQ2: To what extent are grocery retailers more drawn a single ESG pillar than 

committing to all three? 

Companies must assess their material risks when implementing sustainable strategies, 

which is called making materiality assessments. That involves finding material risks in the 

three pillars of ESG. Material risks are significant threats that can compromise the future of 

companies in any material way. In ESG, the material risks are rooted in the core business 

operations, and if not assessed and adequately handled, they can affect the company financially 

and its overall performance. These risks can be challenging to locate, and for that reason, they 

can do much damage when preventive actions are not taken. 

4.1 RQ1 Findings 
Material topics must be identified by taking into account the two dimensions of the 

principle as seen in the materiality map below: the importance of the company’s economic, 

environmental and social impacts — that is, their significance for the economy environment, 

or society, as defined by the core principle of 'impact'  (the x-axis) — and their substantive 

leverage on stakeholders' assessments and decisions (the y-axis) (Materiality and Topic 

Boundary, n.d.). When answering the first research question, we found it appropriate to make 

a materiality map to describe the importance of each materiality risk within the food retail 

business (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Materiality Map 

SDGs 

All participants were familiar with the 17 SDGs. However, only two of the four 

companies used them for support when implementing their sustainability procedures. Even 

though the other participants did not use them, they still linked their procedures to a few SDGs. 

As participant noted: 

I am familiar with the sustainable development goals in general terms, but I don't have 

much knowledge about the details of them. We, the company, support some of the 

sustainable development goals, but we do not explicitly state them publicly. (Food 

Retail Store A) 

Sustainability Goals and Procedures 

The first theme that emerged from coding the interviews was sustainability goals and 

procedures, which we found useful in explaining the goals that each company has set for 

themselves to implement sustainable development. The food retail industry has been lacking 

in setting clear short- and long-term goals. There is an indication of a relationship between 

companies setting clear goals and using SDGs when implementing sustainability procedures. 

As one participant stated: 
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We have not been setting clear enough goals in that department, but we are working on 

many different fields in all these matters like food waste, what product to purchase and 

more. We are working on these matters every day, but we could do better when setting 

clear goals. (Food Retail store C) 

Companies that are not implementing SDGs into their sustainability procedures do not 

necessarily lack in sustainable development overall. However, they could be overlooking 

material risks that can cause them issues now or in the future. 

You have to ask: Are we ticking the boxes because of the United Nations, or are we 

ticking the boxes to be an upstanding company that is just thinking about their planet? 

(Food Retail store C) 

4.2 RQ2 Findings  

RQ2: To what extent are grocery retailers more drawn a single ESG pillar than 

committing to all three? 

Through analysing and coding the interview data, three themes emerged. Three of those 

three themes were used to answer the second research question. ESG factors were one of the 

three themes that emerged from coding the interviews. In this section, we have combined two 

themes to link the ESG factors and the SDGs together to answer the second research question. 

The seventeen SDGs can be sorted or divided into the three ESG pillars. Research findings 

have suggested that companies are more focused on environmental factors than social and 

governance ones when implementing sustainability. Based on the interviews, only one of the 

four companies had implemented all three ESG pillars into their sustainability procedures.  

When conducting the interviews, we found that three of the four companies were more 

eager to talk about their environmental contributions than their social and governance 

contributions. Only one (Food Retail Store B) of the four participants emphasised the social 

pillar when discussing their sustainability actions:  

We ask ourselves what we can do that affects change not only to the environment but 

also to the community’ (Food Retail Store B). We are focusing a lot on education, and 

our big project this year is mental health. We start with our employees, which makes 

its way out into the community. We just made a contract with Píeta samtökin to raise 

awareness within the stores about the youth's risk of suicide and mental health, and this 

is our community project this year. (Food Retail Store B) 
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No other participant talked as passionately about their contribution to the community. 

Even though the other companies did, their focus was more on their company's environmental 

contribution. 

We support goal number 11, sustainable cities, through our purchase of surplus 

vegetable production from Sólheimar, a small town in Iceland known for its agriculture. 

Most of the vegetables are sold in neighbouring towns, providing local goods to 

consumers. Furthermore, the company has been working strategically to reduce plastic 

packaging in their products, while experiencing some hurdles on the way regarding 

suitable packaging. The company is constantly evolving its products regarding 

sustainability measures, which has resulted in a 30-ton reduction in plastic per year. We 

believe that bamboo will replace plastic in the future, and we have therefore increased 

our bamboo product range, e.g., toilet and tissue paper. As well, we have reduced our 

carbon footprint in production and have put pressure on suppliers to do the same. 

Furthermore, for the past 32 years, the company has applied generous discounts on 

expiring goods related to goal number 12, responsible consumption and production.  

(Food Retail Store A) 

When answering the second research question, we found it appropriate to link the SDGs 

of the two companies that had implemented these goals into their sustainable procedures to the 

three pillars of ESG. We analysed data from the two companies that had implemented a few of 

the SDGs into their sustainability procedures (Food Retail Store B and D). We set up two 

stacked bar charts from the data collected to show the difference between each selected SDG 

and their distribution to each of the three pillars for each company. Both charts can be seen in 

Figure 7 and Figure 8. 
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Figure 6:  Distribution of the SDGs to the three pillars of ESG, Food Retail Store B 

 

Figure 7:  Distribution of the SDGs to the three pillars of ESG, Food Retail Store D 
 

After distributing each SDG, the next step was to find the total percentage that each 

pillar had combined from all the SDGs. A pie chart was made for both companies to summarise 

the data analysed. Both pie charts can be seen in Figure 9 and Figure 10. 

 

Figure 8: Distribution summary for Food Retail Store B 

 

Figure 9:  Distribution summary for Food Retail Store D 
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5. Discussion 
This section discusses the study’s findings concerning the material risks in food retail. 

This chapter also interprets the study’s findings in light of the results of previous studies. 

5.1 RQI Discussion  
RQ1: What are the material risks in food retail? 

In the current business climate, understanding the various risks associated with 

company ESG issues has never been more relevant. The more specific material threats in food 

retail, which are displayed above in a materiality chart, are provided below. 

 The findings showed that all companies had some knowledge of the seventeen SDGs. 

However, only two of the four companies (Food Retail Store B and D) implemented a selection 

of the seventeen goals. 

Even though these two other companies (Food Retail Store A and C) have not 

implemented any of the SDGs, their sustainable procedures may still align with the seventeen 

SDGs. In Iceland, other than the SDGs, there were no other public goals to implement until 

December 2020, when the first Icelandic food policy was put in place. Katrín Jakobsdóttir, the 

prime minister of Iceland, announced the country’s first extensive food policy, Matvælastefna 

Íslands (Stjórnarráð Íslands, 2020), with help from Kristján Þór Júlíusson, the minister of 

fisheries. This 10-year policy tackles food security as well as public health and generates 

competition and value within Iceland's agricultural and food production. Through these 

policies, more food retail companies will be encouraged to follow them, which will make their 

sustainability procedures more visible to the public and help to implement more sustainable 

procedures. Food policy should be understood as a public engagement with customers, the 

agricultural sector and other agencies that are not from the government to impetus crucial 

debates to back up the right policy decisions. Policymakers should make all policy decisions 

public and more easily available to all stakeholders, whether internal, external or international. 

By doing so, the message becomes more direct and reliable (Smith, 2016). A community’s 

survival depends on food security, which is something all members must have (Smith, 2016). 

Because of the importance of food security, in needs to be further protected in Iceland. 

Therefore, the next step to ensure food security in Iceland is creating a contingency plan that 

secures food security in the country, even in the the event of a catastrophic event (Stjórnarráð 

Íslands, 2020).   
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By linking together, the ESG and SDG themes, we found that the companies have a 

different point of view on what is important to them when creating their sustainability 

procedures. Only one of the four companies interviewed focused on ESG social pillar, which 

highlights how the company is ensuring that human rights are protected throughout its supply 

chains. 

The material risk factor focuses on how an organisation handles basic human rights 

problems that arise in its supply chain. Human rights have long been a problem for food 

retailers, affecting them directly or indirectly through their supply chains. Human rights 

violations in corporations' activities and supply chains are becoming more visible to consumers 

and investors (Sustainalytics a Morningstar company, 2021b). Food retail store B has put a lot 

of effort into society by donating to mental health organisations and purchasing surplus 

vegetables from a small town in Iceland that is known for its agriculture and where the farming 

and production are done by disabled people who live there.  

The company has a lot of passion for human capital. The material ESG topic of human 

capital is employee-related and includes human resource initiatives and supervision. It consists 

of employee recruitment, development, diversity, engagement and labour relations and 

involves strategies to mitigate risks associated with a shortage of qualified workers, including 

retention and recruiting programs and career development measures, such as training courses. 

Human capital also covers labour relations topics, such as managing freedom of association 

and non-discrimination as well as working hours and salaries. The prevalent thread behind all 

human capital topics is attracting and retaining qualified employees (Sustainalytics a 

Morningstar company, 2021a). Food retail store B has in many ways implemented these factors 

by, for example, starting educational programs for employees, both for people who have 

dropped out of school and for people who want an education in the food retail sector. When 

interviewing the representative for food retail store B, we were astounded to find out how low 

the employee turnover is, which indicates that it is doing a great job when it comes to their 

human capital. As can be seen in Figure 7 and 9, there is another strong indicator that the 

company is drawn to the ESG social pillar. When it comes to the company’s sustainability 

procedures, about 50 percent of its procedures are connected to the social pillar, while the 

environmental pillar is only 30 percent, and the governance pillar is about 20 percent.  

Food retail store D was the only other store interviewed that had SDGs directly 

implemented into their sustainability procedure, allowing us to make a graph showing how 
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they divide their sustainability procedures between the three ESG pillars. These graphs (see 

Figure 8 and Figure 10) tell us that this store divides its interest mainly between the 

environmental pillar, which has about forty percent of its procedures implemented, and the 

social pillar, which is also about 40 percent. For the governance pillar, store D only has about 

20 percent of its procedures implemented, which indicates that this store is more drawn to the 

environmental and social pillar. 

 The material risks associated with food retail have been compiled in a materiality map, 

which is included in the findings (Materiality map, Figure 5). The following sections will 

define the threats depicted on the map and provide examples and including risk factors 

affecting the food retail industry, beginning with the supply chain.  

5.1.1 Resource Use - Supply Chain 

This risk factor examines how well an organisation handles risks in its supply chain 

related to water shortages and raw material inputs (excluding energy and petroleum-based 

products) (Sustainalytics, 2021). 

5.1.2 Land Use and Biodiversity - Supply Chain  

This risk factor focuses on how businesses withstand their suppliers' effect on soil, 

habitats and wildlife. Land use and biodiversity issues, especially deforestation, have become 

increasingly important over the last few years. According to the UN's Food and Agriculture 

Organisation (FAO), 178 million hectares of forest have been lost since 1990, a region 

approximately the size of Libya. In 2019, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) announced that the rate of species extinction is 

increasing at an unprecedented rate, posing serious threats to the global economy, food security 

and health. Furthermore, deforestation may lead to the spread of infectious diseases, such as 

the Nipah and Lassa viruses in humans. With the continued growth of ESG investing, it is 

expected that interest and understanding of land use and biodiversity issues will increase. This 

increase investment expenditure is understandable, considering warnings about the 

deterioration of the earth's biodiversity and forests as well as the ramifications for the global 

economy, food systems and environment. Shareholders can help promote better management 

of land use and biodiversity problems by participating in meetings and voting (Sustainalytics, 

2021). 
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5.1.3 Health and Safety  

This risk factor also concerns employees, but the common thread here is ensuring 

employee health and safety at work. The business risks associated with this factor are distinct 

from those associated with general human capital, and they are handled by a separate collection 

of activities. Aside from the apparent negative effect on workers that occupational health and 

safety failures may have, several studies undertaken in recent years have shown the financial 

cost of these problems to companies. According to Liberty Mutual's 2020 Workplace Safety 

Index, non-fatal workplace accidents cost US companies more than USD 59 billion in direct 

operating expenses per year. Workplace injuries and illnesses can be sudden, as in the case of 

falls, machinery injuries and road accidents. or they can be systemic, as in the case of repetitive 

motion injuries or respiratory and oncological diseases caused by prolonged exposure to 

harmful substances. As the world grapples with the COVID-19 pandemic, it is clearer than ever 

that companies must monitor all aspects of occupational health and safety that they can regulate 

in order to reduce organisational disruption and other negative consequences (Sustainalytics a 

Morningstar company, 2020). 

 

5.1.4 Products and Services 

A sustainable product should be economically, socially and environmentally friendly. 

Social concerns about production, such as working conditions, the minimum wage and child 

labour, have garnered significant global attention in recent years and are now relatively well-

known. Product sustainability must take into account a product's entire lifecycle and value 

chain. In an increasingly globalised world, products are frequently manufactured on multiple 

continents and pass through numerous stakeholders throughout the value chain. It is critical to 

take a lifecycle approach when designing and evaluating products to avoid burden shifting and 

to achieve a net reduction in environmental impact. 

The risks arising from a product's or service's environmental and social effects apply to 

how effectively a company manages the environmental or social impacts of its goods or 

services, which may include both positive and negative intrinsic characteristics of input 

materials as well as impacts during use, disposal and recycling. This is a critical issue because 

regulations and policies are only increasing, and more customers are looking for 

environmentally friendly goods and services, which poses both risks and opportunities for 

businesses (United Nations Publications et al., 2015). 
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5.1.5 Product Governance 

Product governance examines how businesses ensure their products' quality and safety. 

Quality control systems, marketing practices, reasonable billing and post-sales accountability 

are all highlighted in this topic (Sustainalytics, 2021a). 
 

5.1.6 Data Privacy and Security 

Data privacy and security are concerned with data governance activities, such as how 

businesses collect, handle and secure information. The focus is on the safeguards put in place 

to ensure safe and protected use and storage of customers' personal information. Personal data 

have become a valuable asset and the cost of not protecting is rising as consumer consciousness 

increases and governments become stricter towards privacy regulations, such as the General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).        

 The assessment of data privacy and security within the ESG risk ratings takes into 

account both the risk that a company cannot manage as a result of the nature of its business 

model and the quality (or lack thereof) of its management practices. These practices include 

commitments to policies, programs and transparency measures. Risk associated with the 

business model is typically proportional to the volume, breadth, sensitivity and/or use of the 

personal information at issue as well as any inherent strengths or weaknesses of the systems or 

software in use Risk-mitigating management practices include policies governing the 

appropriate collection, use, disclosure and safeguarding of personal information as well as a 

commitment to respecting a consumer's privacy rights and providing transparency regarding 

the mechanisms through which they can exercise those rights. These policy commitments 

should be implemented through industry-standard privacy and cybersecurity programs as well 

as through transparent reporting (Sustainalytics, 2020). 

5.1.7 Business Ethics 

The administration of general professional ethics, such as taxes and accounting, anti-

competitive practices and intellectual property concerns, is the subject of this risk factor.  

According to industry data, global regulatory anti-money laundering fines amounted to 26 

billion dollars between 2008 and 2018. Many regulators and authorities around the world now 

require businesses to have strict enforcement mechanisms and ethics policies in place to combat 

illegal/unethical business practices. In this context, corporate ethics debates may have a 

significant effect on some of the world's most profitable corporations (Sustainalytics, 2021b). 
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While a company's relevant policies, programs and systems can protect it from business 

ethics risks, incidents and controversies demonstrate how and to what extent such defence 

mechanisms can fail. As shown below, as of January 2021, Sustainalytics, a leading global 

provider of ESG ratings, identified 3,090 business ethics-related events across a pool of 3,587 

companies across 40 industry sectors. On a scale of 1 to 5, the severity of events is assigned 

based on their impact on stakeholders and business risk. The majority of events relating to this 

issue originate from indicators, such as general business ethics, accounting and taxation, anti-

competitive practices as well as bribery and corruption. Food products rank third in terms of 

ethics scandals, which poses a threat to grocery retail.  

 
Figure 10: This figure demonstrates that food products rank third in terms of the risk of business scandals (Sustainalytics, 
2020). 

 

5.1.8 Community Relations 

Community relations looks at how businesses interact with local communities through 

community engagement and growth. These interventions are done in order to minimise the 

negative effects of their operations and to increase access to resources (Sustainalytics, 2021a). 
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5.1.9 Resource Use  

Resource use examines the efficiency and effectiveness in which a business uses its raw 

material inputs (excluding energy and petroleum-based products) in production as well as how 

it handles related risks (Sustainalytics, 2021d).       

 

5.1.10 Emissions, Effluents and Waste  
This topic evaluates the control of pollution and its effect on air, water and lands from 

a company's own activities, excluding greenhouse gas emissions. Danone, a French producer 

of packaged foods, is an example of a company that excels at managing resource use throughout 

its supply chain. The company is considered low risk based on its overall ESG risk rating score 

of 19.4 as of April 2021. Water is extensively used in all of their business segments, including 

dairy and plant-based essentials, specialised nutrition and bottled water. Because agriculture 

consumes the majority of Danone's water, the company demonstrates a high level of awareness 

regarding water risks despite its complex and lengthy value chains. This is accomplished 

through ensuring its suppliers have robust environmental and sustainable agricultural programs 

as well as by assessing water risks across its value chain, including by closely monitoring its 

fresh liquid milk suppliers and dairy farms as well as fruits and vegetables grown in potentially 

water-stressed areas. Danone has stayed out of water-related controversies despite having 

facilities in water-scarce areas (Sustainalytics, 2021d). 

 

5.1.11 Carbon Emissions   

Risk management in relation to a company's own operational energy usage and 

greenhouse gas emissions. It also contains pollution from transportation and logistics. 

Uncontrolled and rising GHG emissions, especially carbon dioxide, are a major contributor to 

global climate change, threatening natural cycles that are vital to the economy and society. 

Understanding and managing carbon risk requires businesses to minimise the long-term risks 

associated with conventional business models when moving to a low-carbon future. Companies 

that do not manage their carbon risk or align to low-carbon business models will face increased 

regulatory exposure and associated operating costs as global carbon funds tighten. Strong 

management and reduced exposure to carbon issues will help businesses reduce their carbon 

risk and improve their long-term resiliency (Sustainalytics, 2020a). 
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5.1.12 Financials - ESG Integration 

This risk factor encompasses all financial institution ESG integration practices, 

requirements and indicators that are guided by financial downside risks or market opportunity 

considerations. This problem affects an institution's own current assets, such as direct 

investments, corporate credits or project funding shares as well as assets controlled for clients. 

Product offerings will cover a broad range of product categories. ESG requirements, such as 

green building projects, are often taken into account in real estate investments. Climate risks 

and their impact on financial market stability have become a priority for regulators. NGOs and 

consumers, in contrast, have scrutinised businesses that contribute to climate change and 

engage in practices that cause social damage. Given these challenges, businesses will need to 

figure out how to better incorporate ESG factors into their business models and goods as well 

as assist their clients in making the transition to responsible investments that benefit society 

and the environment. These practices include policy commitments, programs, performance 

measures and preparedness related to ESG and responsible investing, product and service 

promotion and financial inclusion initiatives (Sustainalytics, 2021b). 

5.2 RQ2 Discussion: 
RQ2: To what extent are grocery retailers more drawn a single ESG pillar than

 committing to all three? 

The findings from the second research question revealed that companies do commit 

more to one specific pillar, which is most often the environmental pillar. When the interviews 

were conducted, the participants more frequently named sustainable procedures related to the 

environmental pillar rather than the social and governance factors. We could only connect the 

SDGs to the ESG factor for two companies because only two out of the four companies had 

selected specific SDGs to use as a structure for their sustainable development. We were 

surprised when Food retail store B discussed its sustainable development and its sustainability 

goals because of the store’s commitment to the social pillar. We never expected any of the 

participants we interviewed to be as committed as Food retail store B was to its community 

and what it could do to improve it.  

5.2.1 The Environmental Pillar 

When it comes to the three pillars of the ESG framework, most companies commit most 

of their energy to the environmental factor and rarely pursue and commit the same number of 

resources to the social and governance factors. Environmental issues have been a hot topic 

worldwide due to rapid climate change and other issues involving the environment. Thus, most 
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companies strive to show the public how environmentally friendly they are. One of the four 

companies we interviewed is making sustainable procedures and implementing all three pillars 

of the ESG but neglected to show the public its accomplishments and what it has done to 

implement these sustainability procedures. When neglecting to inform the public of 

sustainability operations, this company could be missing opportunities to improve its 

sustainability impact. This could compromise the company, and these actions could fall under 

the category of being a high material risk for the company. 

 

6. Conclusion 
From all the data gathered from the research conducted, we have outlined the following 

main material risks facing the food retail business: energy consumption, waste, environmental 

management, health and safety, employee turnover, gender balance, improved customer 

behaviour, board structure and operations, cybersecurity, supply chain, business ethics, 

sustainability disclosure, financial details, responsible production and service. These material 

risks were gathered from extensive research on the food retail business in Iceland and the 

interviews. These objectives are depicted in a materiality map that details the risks associated 

with the supply chain, data privacy and security, financials, ESG integration, business ethics, 

sustainability disclosure, products and services, health and safety, resilience, human rights, and 

access to basic services. When we compiled a list of all the material risks that we determined 

posed the greatest threat to the food retail business, we organized them into a materiality map 

to help explain the degree of importance of each material risk factor. 

We have concluded from our findings that companies are often more drawn to one 

specific ESG pillar, as they put more of their resources and effort into pursuing just one of the 

three pillars. The pillar that is most frequently implemented into sustainable procedures is the 

Environmental pillar, that is most likely due to the society and the need for preserving the earth 

do to the severe environmental issues that the earth is facing. We also gathered that the most 

left out pillar when it comes to companies developing the sustainability procedures is the 

Governance pillar. The Governance pillar is in some way often overlooked or forgotten. In 

conclusion, from our findings we gathered that companies are in fact drawn to one specific 

pillar of ESG. 
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Limitations and Further Research 
The study's primary limitations were the restrictions on gathering due to the global 

pandemic of the Covid-19 virus outbreak. These restrictions made the interviews less personal 

and possibly less effective than they could have been. Another limitation that the study faced 

is the competition in the food retail sector, which could hinder companies from being 

completely open and honest about their companies' operations, resulting in the loss of important 

information relevant to the study.  

Further research may include follow-up interviews that could be conducted in the field 

when the restrictions have been lifted. This could result in the participant being more open or 

honest in the interview, making the conversation more natural and enhancing the conversation 

flow. By following up with a second interview, we could get a better and deeper understanding 

of each company and see what changes they have inflicted with their sustainability procedures 

and if the changes have affected customers or investors. 
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Appendix A 
1. What is your job title? 

2. Are you familiar with any of the seventeen SDGs?  

a. If so, does your company use any of these goals to implement sustainability in 

your company?  

b. Which goals does your company implement? 

3. Has your company implemented future sustainability goals that it wants to reach in a 

given amount of time?  

a. If so, do you measure these goals? 

i. Why is the company setting these measurable goals?  

4. Is your company setting these goals for long-term value creation (not for each fiscal 

quarter)? 

a. How often does your company reassess its performance towards your long-term 

goal? 

5. Has your company faced any backlash from shareholders after investing more capital 

into the development of sustainability? 

a. Can you please elaborate on your answer? 

6. Does your company look for any specific standards when choosing which products to 

sell? (e.g., Fair Trade, ESG certified products)  

a. Is it hard for you to compete in pricing when considering sustainable standards?  

7. Does your company publish its carbon impact on its website? 

a. Do you think it is essential to do so? 

b. What are your feelings towards publishing your company’s carbon footprint?  

i. Do you think it brings a more positive or negative outlook towards your 

company? 

8. Does your company publish their impact on environmental, social and governance 

(ESG) factors in its annual report?  

9. Have you noticed more interest from investors since the company started focusing more 

on the effect of ESG factors?  

a. Why do you think this interest is or not? Please elaborate.  

10. Have you noticed more interest from customers since you have started focusing more 

on sustainability? 

11. Have you noticed more interest from job applicants since you have started focusing 

more on sustainability? 
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12. Has your company invested in an officer or a team to oversee sustainability measures? 

a. If so, do you think it is worth the investment? 

13. Today's sustainable businesses are likely to become tomorrow's industry leaders. 

What is your vision for the company in the next ten years regarding sustainability? 
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