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A B S T R A C T   

The issue of food waste has received increased attention in recent years, from both researchers and practitioners, 
due to the unethical and negative environmental implications of wasting food. Recovering waste effectively 
depends on existing or emergent relationships between food waste generators and receivers that facilitate food 
redistribution. Although previous studies have identified the importance of the relational aspect for achieving 
circularity, the extant literature has not yet fully explored redistribution in practice. The present study fills this 
void by exploring the formation of relationships for food redistribution that enhance circularity at the end of the 
food supply chain through 18 interviews in the food donor–receiver dyad. The results of the study reveal four 
categories – (1) ongoing redistribution, (2) sporadic redistribution, (3) the establishment of new relationships, 
and (4) relationship imbalance – that highlight that redistribution is supply-driven and thereby depends on a 
highly responsive demand side. The results are synthesised into a framework that presents improvements in 
surplus food recovery.   

1. Introduction 

Redistribution of surplus food (SF) plays a significant role in 
embracing circularity in the food supply chain (SC). According to the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), approximately 17 per 
cent of global food production is wasted (UNEP, 2021). Food waste is 
highly unethical considering that 820 million people in the world suffer 
from food deprivation (FAO, 2019). Extant sustainability literature has 
illustrated how food waste is present at all stages of the SC (Canali et al., 
2017; Chauhan et al., 2021; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014; Parfitt et al., 
2010). Recovering surplus food through redistribution activities de-
pends on ties among SC actors and potential receivers, such as charities 
or food banks. These food aid organisations, acting as receivers, are 
outside the boundary of the typical SC. 

The sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) field emerged in 
the 1990s and has since become a mature field (Carter et al., 2019; 
Montabon et al., 2016; Pagell and Wu, 2009; Seuring and Müller, 2008). 
The closed-loop SC and reverse logistics literature developed in parallel 
and these fields have studied the operational, technical and economic 
aspects of products taken-back from customers for recovery purpose 
(Blackburn et al., 2004; Guide et al., 2009). More recently, the 
closed-loop SC literature has provided ‘an important backbone’ for 
research on the circular economy (CE) (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2019, p. 
38), where the CE is a new economic model that aims to integrate 
economic activity and environmental wellbeing in a sustainable way 

(Murray et al., 2017). The CE sees ‘waste-as-food’, where waste from one 
actor can be used as resource for another actor (Murray et al., 2017). 
However, used products are difficult to access, while their quality and 
timing of availability is unknown (Östlin et al., 2008). While such un-
certainty can be reduced through becoming involved in closer re-
lationships, doing so can create more risks for the involved reuse 
supplier. Recovering surplus food depends on eliminating such barriers 
both on the supply and demand side (Garrone et al., 2016). On the other 
hand, missing relations between potential SC actors – a concept known 
as ‘structural hole’ (Burt, 1992) – can lead to the inexistence of redis-
tributive SCs. Thus, redistribution also calls for the establishment of 
relationships to form new circular SCs. However, although the CE relies 
on partnerships and cooperation with both business and nongovern-
mental organisations, the relational aspect has not been closely exam-
ined (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2019). So far, to the best of our knowledge, 
the invitation by Lüdeke-Freund et al. (2019) to apply social network 
theory (SNT) to study circular SC relationships has not received much 
scholarly attention. Moreover, non-traditional SC actors are underex-
plored by SSCM scholars (Carmagnac, 2021; Rodríguez et al., 2016), 
although they are key actors in circular SCs, and waste recovery in 
particular. 

The present paper responds to these literature calls by exploring the 
formation of relationships for food redistribution that enhance circu-
larity at the end of the food SC. Two research questions have guided this 
study: What kind of relationships exist between business actors and 
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NGOs in food redistribution? How are circular SC relationships estab-
lished in the context of food redistribution? To answer these questions, 
the current study adopts a qualitative approach to shed light on the 
phenomenon under investigation. Data from eight companies on the 
supply side and 10 organisations on the demand side were collected and 
analysed. 

The first contribution that this paper makes is to provide a frame-
work that explicates the contextual factors and motivations among 
supply- and demand-side actors involved in SF redistribution. Second, 
the paper contributes to the SC literature by showing that redistribution 
chains are driven by supply availability requiring high responsiveness 
from the demand side in order to recover food products. This remainder 
of the article is structured as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of 
the theoretical background, before Section 3 gives an overview of the 
applied research method. Section 4 presents the findings, Section 5 
discusses the relevance of the findings in relation to the literature, and 
Section 6 concludes. 

2. Theoretical background 

This section summarises the literature that characterises surplus food 
redistribution, closed-loop and circular SC relationships, and introduces 
the theoretical lens of SNT, before providing the research framework for 
the study. 

2.1. Surplus food redistribution 

‘Surplus food’ can be defined as ‘the edible food that is produced, 
manufactured, retailed or served but for various reasons is not sold to or 
consumed by the intended customer’ (Garrone et al., 2014a, p. 130). The 
line between surplus food and food waste is thin. Herein, food waste is a 
broader term and refers to both avoidable and unavoidable waste. 
Surplus food arises at all stages of the SC, such as within producers, 
distributors, wholesalers, central warehouses, retailers, and work can-
teens. The reasons for having SF are often related to overproduction of 
food and a mismatch between supply and demand (Canali et al., 2017; 
Chauhan et al., 2021; Ciulli et al., 2019). Examples include inflexible 
contracts and agreements with large retailers, changes in labelling or 
broken packaging, aesthetic appearance of food for consumers, or food 
being close to its expiry date for selling (Canali et al., 2017; Chauhan 
et al., 2021; Ciulli et al., 2019). From a policy perspective, the EU 
Directive 2018/851 has the target of reducing per capita food waste of 
30 per cent by 2025 and 50 per cent by 2030 due to the negative 
environmental, social and economic consequences of wasting food. 

One way of dealing with surplus food is to redistribute it to charitable 
organisations or food banks. After prevention, the most desirable option 
in the food waste hierarchy is reusing surplus food for human con-
sumption (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). Conflicts may arise between 
different options in the food waste hierarchy. For instance, as SF is a 
valuable resource for poverty alleviation, food assistance may be 
threatened if surplus is prevented (Galli et al., 2019). SF redistribution to 
charitable organisations or food banks takes place through more or less 
structured exchanges. The structure is either direct (the products flow 
through a charitable organisation) or indirect (when the products move 
to an intermediary/food bank before going to a charitable organisation 
that distributes the food to beneficiaries) (European Commission, 2017). 
In some European countries, SF redistribution is slightly more estab-
lished and implemented on a larger scale – for example, Italy and France 
have policy enforcement (see González Vaqué, 2017) – while in other 
countries, such as Finland, SF redistribution is less structured and based 
on voluntary agreements. 

Earlier literature (e.g., European Commission, 2017; Galli et al., 
2019) has identified various barriers for effective redistribution: hygiene 
and tax legislation, lack of knowledge among donors about foodstuffs 
suitable for donation, insufficient logistical structures for large-scale 
donation, and the large burden on charities. Filimonau and Gherbin 

(2017) found that food is most often donated on an ad-hoc basis. Simi-
larly, Garrone et al. (2014b) noted that SF redistribution is rarely a 
structured and systematic process. For the non-profit sector organisa-
tions to evolve, Garrone et al., (2014b) recommend that receiver orga-
nisations develop strong logistics, transparency, and capillarity 
capabilities to support the relationships with donors. Overall, it can be 
expected that SF donors exhibit a passive behaviour in their interaction 
with receivers (Sundgren, 2020) due to their cost focus. Hence, food 
banks provide the crucial logistics service function enabling large 
quantities of SF to be recovered (Sundgren, 2020). In addition, 
Campbellet al. (2013) identified concerns over relationship withdrawal, 
as donors would decrease their food and financial support if certain 
foodstuffs would not be accepted (including unhealthy food) by re-
ceivers. The above perspectives on SF redistribution offer a compre-
hensive basis to study resource recovery through circular SC 
relationships. 

2.2. Closed-loop and circular supply chain relationships 

Implementing CE principles through logistics and SCs is referred to 
as circular SCs (Batista et al., 2018; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). Circular 
SC research builds on literature from both sustainable SCM and 
closed-loop SC. Accordingly, circular supply chains can be defined as ‘the 
coordinated forward and reverse SCs via purposeful business ecosystem 
integration for value creation from products/services, by-products and 
useful waste flows through prolonged life cycles that improve the eco-
nomic, social and environmental sustainability of organisations’ (Batista 
et al., 2018, p. 541). In circular SCs, waste for one actor can be input for 
one or more actors (Murray et al., 2017) and product recovery is 
dependent on connections between organisations and/or individuals for 
the transfer of products at risk of becoming waste. Hence, circular SCs 
require a different approach than ‘traditional’ SCM, where the SCs 
generally is bounded by a focal actor, to a specific product and driven by 
demand, leading to important non-traditional actors being left out 
(Carter et al., 2015; Fisher, 1997). Including non-traditional actors can 
be a key component in reaching sustainable development (Johnsen 
et al., 2017; Pagell and Wu, 2009; Rodríguez et al., 2016); however, SCM 
scholars have unfairly neglected the role of such actors. The few studies 
that have investigated the relational aspect for reaching closed-loop or 
circular SCs have focused mainly focused on remanufacturing (cf. Kal-
verkamp, 2018; Lind et al., 2014; Östlin et al., 2008). In light of this, the 
present study on donor-receiver relationships fills a gap in the literature 
as it concentrates on circular SC relationships outside of the focal food 
SC. 

2.3. Social network theory and the research framework 

Social network research has argued that exchange is embedded in 
social relations, that dyadic relationships do not occur in isolation but 
rather in complex structures, and that there is utility of network con-
nections (Kilduff and Brass, 2010). Carter et al. (2007) stated that SNT is 
a useful approach for examining interactions in SCs since it conceptu-
alises the SC’s structure from a relational perspective. SNT presents key 
concepts that can be used for analysis. In particular, the concepts of 
structural patterning and structural holes were found useful for the 
present study because they tie into loose/non-existent ties between SF 
generators and potential receivers, as depicted in Fig. 1. The research 
framework, derived from the literature review, describes the actors on 
the supply side (such as food producers) that have the SF resources, and 
those actors on the demand side (such as charity organisations) that can 
make use of it. While there are for-profit actors (such as social super-
markets) that have demand for the SF resource, and there can be conflict 
between the not-for-profit and for-profit groups, this empirical research 
only concerns the not-for-profit actors on the demand side. 

Structural patterning refers to the focus on the content of ties that 
may explain differences in outcomes in relationships and is analysed 
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here in the business-to-nongovernmental (B2NGO) context. Social net-
works can include several different types of ties, both strong and weak, 
and the particular combination of ties can result in a different depiction 
of the network (Kilduff and Brass, 2010). Tie strength can be seen in 
terms of time, intimacy, emotional intensity, and reciprocity (Kilduff 
and Brass, 2010). Weak ties are occasional, market-like exchanges that 
generate new information and diversity that is crucial for triggering 
innovation and creating opportunities for network participants (Gran-
ovetter, 1973). Strong ties are seen as repeated, affective, relational 
exchanges that facilitate the emergence of trust, create social norms and 
promote cooperation (Granovetter, 1973). 

A structural hole is known as the lack of direct connection between 
two actors in a network (Burt, 1992). The functions of third parties, 
acting as brokers between two otherwise unconnected actors, have been 
investigated when structural holes are present (Obstfeld, 2005; Obstfeld 
et al., 2014). While research on structural holes tends to focus on the 
benefits in terms of information advantages and knowledge, the present 
study follows the approach of Ciulli et al. (2019) by viewing structural 
holes in terms of waste not being valued by its owner, and potential 
recipients not recognising the value of the waste. Therefore, the pres-
ence of structural holes leads to the food being discarded by its current 
owner. 

3. Research design 

The research context for this study is the food SC in Finland and the 
interface among business and NGO actors in food redistribution is the 
main unit of analysis. Finland is a Nordic welfare state and food redis-
tribution there mainly started during the deep economic recession of the 
early 1990s (Silvasti, 2015). It was meant to be a temporary response by 
churches and NGOs, but it has become a permanent way of helping 
people in weak social and economic situations (Silvasti, 2015). Since 
2017, several national projects have been established that have sought 
to develop the current food aid. The development of this rather nascent 
food aid field makes it a particularity interesting setting for unravelling 
the dynamics of B2NGO relationships, since organisations tend to rely 
more on connections and informal practices than in more mature con-
texts. Furthermore, food waste is highly relevant for business and society 
and the food SC provides an appropriate setting for exploring relation-
ships for resource recovery. Due to the relatively unexplored phenom-
ena, this research takes a qualitative approach (Patton, 2015), with 
semi-structured interviews used as the main form of data collection. 

3.1. Sampling procedure and sampled organisations 

A purposeful, non-random, sampling approach was followed (Patton, 
2015) in the selection of the organisations in this study. Data collection 
started by identifying receivers. A list of potential organisations was 
developed from secondary sources of information, such as organisations’ 
websites, presentation materials and news articles, which informed the 
sampling decisions. This initial step could be seen as desk research and 
the sources were later used for triangulation. 

Next, an ‘intensity sampling’ strategy (Patton, 2015) was followed by 
focusing on information-rich examples of the phenomenon. Specifically, 
large charity organisations and food banks (in terms of visitors and SF 
recovered) were selected, along with organisations involved in a na-
tional project to develop SF distribution and food assistance, since it was 
considered that these would be more involved in relationships with 
other actors than, for example, a small, local charity organisation. 
Table 1 provides information about the food flow (indirect vs. direct), 
actor connections and about the interviewees. A snowball sampling 
approach was followed for donor selection (that is, the supply side). The 
receivers identified potential participating firms, which were regular 
donors, and the author asked them to participate. Subsequently, a 
‘maximum variation’ logic (Patton, 2015) was followed to ensure that 
different product categories (ambient and chilled) and different SC 
stages (distribution centre, wholesale and retail) were included (see 
Table 1). 

The informants were considered ‘knowledgeable agents’ (Gioia et al., 
2013) and the role of the researcher is to report their ideas. Specifically, 
informants who were knowledgeable about food donations at their 
organisation were selected and included members such as project 
managers or founders at the not-for-profit organisations, and quality 
managers at the companies (see Table 1). 

3.2. Data collection 

Primary data collection consisted of 18 semi-structured interviews 
conducted between February 2019 and January 2020 (see Table 1). 
Before conducting the interviews, secondary data were collected from 
governmental sources, publicly available websites and articles from 
media sources. Moreover, internal documents and brochures were 
collected in combination with the interviews and these also form part of 
the secondary sources of data. The interview guides were semi- 
structured and adopted based on the type of actor (that is, donor or 
receiver). Both interview guides stipulated dyadic relational issues in the 
SF context by focusing on who the actors involved are, what kind of 
relationships were prominent and why, and identifying potential for 
further improvement. The interview style was flexible and allowed for 
the exploration of new themes that emerged in the interview situation. 
Secondary data and new themes arising from earlier interviews were 
used to engage in discussion. The majority of the interviews were con-
ducted face-to-face at the interviewees’ premises; each interview lasted 
between 20 and 90 min (see Table 1). At each company or organisation, 
the author was frequently introduced to more than one interviewee and 
shown around their premises, which deepened the researcher’s under-
standing of the context. All interviews were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim by the author. Data collection continued until no more in-
terviews would provide new information on the concepts, meaning that 
theoretical saturation had been reached. 

3.3. Data analysis and research quality 

In the first stage of data coding, ‘process coding’ (Miles et al., 2020) 

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework for the study. Source: Author’s own elaboration based on the literature review, builds on Ciulli et al. (2019).  
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was applied on primary and secondary data, which was analysed 
inductively. The analysis started by summarising informant quotes in 
each interview and making comparisons between the two subsamples 
(supply and demand side). The NVivo 12 software was used to simplify 
the analysis process. Interviews and secondary material were imported 
into NVivo and summaries and notes were written using the ‘memos’ 
function. In the second step of analysis (described below), a hierarchical 
node tree was developed in NVivo. 

At the second stage of coding, similar codes were grouped into cat-
egories as patterns in the data were identified. The analysis process was 
iterative, moving between the data and existing theory, and refining 

Table 1 
Description of the sample.   

Organisations Partner 
organisations (n =
number) 

Interviewees and date 

DEMAND 
In-direct 
distribution 

Organisation A Regular: retail and 
supermarket stores 
(25), wholesalers 
and distribution 
centres (10), 
producers (5); few 
ad-hoc donors 

(no. 1) Project 
manager 
Feb 2019, 80 min 

Established in 
2016 
Food flow: In- 
direct 
5000 people per 
week 
Organisation B Regular: retail and 

supermarket stores 
(5); 2 ad-hoc 
donors 

(no. 2) Project 
manager 
Feb 2019, 85 min 

Established in 
2017 
Food flow: In- 
direct 
500 people per 
week 
Organisation C Regular: retail and 

supermarket stores 
(40) wholesale and 
distribution centres 
(3) producers (2) 
bakeries (6); many 
ad-hoc donors 

(no. 3) Supply 
coordinator 
Nov 2019, 70 min 

Established in 
2008 
Food flow: In- 
direct 
4100 people per 
week 
Organisation D Regular: 

Distribution 
centres (1), 
wholesalers and 
producers (7); 
approx. 25 ad-hoc 
donors 

(no. 4&5) Founders 
Nov 2019, 65 min Established in 

2013 
Food flow: In- 
direct 
2100 people per 
week 
Organisation E Regular: 

Distribution 
centres (3), 
wholesaler (1), 
producers (3), 
retail and 
supermarket stores 
(4); several ad-hoc 
donors 

(no. 6) Founder 
Feb 2019, 45 min Established in 

2011 
Food flow: In- 
direct and 
direct 
400–700 direct 
visitors per 
week 

Direct 
distribution 

Organisation F Retail and 
supermarket stores 
(20), wholesalers 
(2); some ad-hoc 
donors 

(no. 7) Executive 
director 
Feb 2019, 55 min 

Established in 
1998 
Food flow: 
Direct and in- 
direct 
500–800 direct 
visitors per 
week 
Organisation G Regular: retail 

stores, school- and 
kindergarten 
canteens; some ad- 
hoc donors 

(no. 8) Planning 
officer 
Feb 2019, 80 min 

Established in 
2017 
Food flow: 
Direct and in- 
direct 
500 visitors per 
week 
Organisation H Regular: retail and 

supermarket stores 
(42), producers and 
wholesalers (5); 
some ad-hoc 
donors 

(no. 9) Executive 
director 
Feb 2019, 60 min 

Established in 
1996 
Food flow: 
Direct 
3500 visitors 
per week 
Organisation I Regular: retail and 

supermarket stores 
(26), producer (3), 
wholesaler (1); 
some ad-hoc 
donors 

(no. 10) Social 
service centre 
manager 
Feb 2019, 60 min 

Established in 
1994 
Food flow: 
Direct 
150-200 
visitors per 
week 
Organisation J Retail stores (2), 

producer (1); 
(no. 11) Co-founder 
Feb 2019, 90 min Established in 

2016  

Table 1 (continued )  

Organisations Partner 
organisations (n =
number) 

Interviewees and date 

several ad-hoc 
donors 

Food flow: 
Direct 
500 visitors per 
week  
Companies Partner 

organisations (n =
number) 

Interviewees and date 

SUPPLY 
Producer 

Company 1 Regular: Small 
organisation (1); 
Ad-hoc: Small and 
large organisations 
(7) 

(no. 12) 
Communications 
manager 
Nov 2019, 30 min 

Dairy products 
Company size: 
large 

Company 2 Regular: large 
organisations (2) 

(no. 13) Customer 
service coordinator 
Dec 2019, 30 min 

Dairy products 
Company size: 
medium 
Company 3 Regular: large 

organisation (1); 
Ad-hoc: large (1) 
and smaller 
organisations (3) 

(no. 14) Marketing 
assistant (no. 15) 
Sales assistant, Jan 
2020, 45 min 

Ready meals 
Company size: 
medium 

Company 4 Regular: large and 
small organisations 
(10) 

(no. 16) Development 
manager 
Dec 2019, 55 min 

Bread products 
Company size: 
large 

Wholesaler Company 5 Regular: large 
organisation (1); 
Ad-hoc: large 
organisations (2) 

(no. 17) Product 
quality manager 
Dec 2019, 35 min 

Wholesaler 
Company size: 
large 

Distribution 
centre 

Company 6 Regular: large 
organisations (4) 

(no. 18) Quality 
manager 
Nov 2019, 90 min 

Retailer 
distribution 
centre 
Company size: 
large 
Company 7 Regular: large 

organisations (4) 
Ad-hoc: large 
organisation (1) 

(no. 19) Logistics 
manager; (no. 20) 
Claims supervisor, 
Nov 2019, 70 min 

Retailer 
distribution 
centre 
Company size: 
large 

Retail Company 8 Regular: large 
organisations (2) 

(no. 21) Store 
manager 
Nov 2019, 20 min 

Retail store 
Company size: 
small 

Secondary 
data 

The Finnish 
Grocery Trade 
Association 
(PTY) 

PTY (2018) September 2018 

Ministry of 
social affair and 
health 

Samaria (2018) April 2018 

Ministry of 
social affair and 
health 

Samaria (2019) May 2019 

Internal 
documents   

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on the interviews and secondary 
material 
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categories as the analysis proceeded. At this stage, the research process 
can be described as ‘abductive’ (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007). A 
hybrid approach was used to develop codes, combining data-driven and 
research-driven approaches (Boyatzis, 1998). Where relevant, theme 
labels were borrowed from earlier literature, building on labels from the 
relationship development process by Dwyer et al. (1987). In other cases, 
own formulations in-line with the data-driven approach (for example, 
with the term ‘relationship imbalance’) were used. Intracoder reliability 
was calculated using NVivo’s ‘coding comparison’ and resulted in strong 
reliability.1 In a third stage of analysis, the second-order themes were 
grouped into aggregate dimensions (Gioia et al., 2013) in an ‘abductive’ 
manner. Fig. 2 depicts how this research proceeded through the three 
steps, from the raw material to more general terms and theoretical 
concepts, following the so-called Gioia method (cf. Gioia et al., 2013). 

The quality of this research has been evaluated by assessing its 
credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability (Lincoln 
and Guba, 1985). The credibility was ensured by the triangulation of 
data sources, such as interview transcripts and secondary data, to ensure 
that the findings matches the investigated setting. Transferability was 
enhanced by a thick description about the research context to allow 
readers to make judgements about the findings’ transferability to other 
SC food waste contexts. Furthermore, the informant selection increased 
the likelihood of informants providing complementary views and 
expanded the transferability of the findings. Dependability was estab-
lished in the research design through purposeful sampling, and in the 
data analysis process by making the generation of categories and 
concept transparent, as depicted in Fig. 2. Finally, conformability was 
established by ensuring coding stability by computing the intracoder 
reliability. 

4. Findings 

This section is structured in two parts. First, the types of redistribu-
tion relationships are derived, and then the phases for establishing new 
relationships are investigated. The discussion follows the data structure 
in Fig. 2. 

4.1. Contemporary redistribution relationships 

The informants were asked to describe their current food redistri-
bution activities. These descriptions were aggregated into two cate-
gories, ongoing and sporadic, during the data analysis process (see 
Fig. 2). The regularity of SF redistribution has also been brought up by 
other authors (see Filimonau and Gherbin, 2017; Garrone et al., 2016). 

4.1.1. Ongoing redistribution 
A majority of the food aid organisations and companies had ongoing 

relationships, with redistribution taking place approximately on a 
weekly basis. The author sought to obtain data on amounts of SF, but the 
informants would not disclose this information because it was confi-
dential. The findings suggest that the ties are slightly stronger in an 
ongoing redistribution relation as the parties show commitment, but the 
mutual adjustment is low and the relational resources are demand-sided. 
Table 2 summarises different types of redistribution relations across SC 
stages and product groups. 

The findings show that that the parties showed a commitment to 
continue the relationship. A continuous relation often started by signing 
an agreement (or a contract) that guided the food redistribution. The 
agreement covered aspects such as actor responsibilities and liabilities, 
date markings (products with a use-by date may be donated until 12:00 
p.m.), a promise to offer the products free of charge, pick-up times, and 
non-accepted products. After agreeing to cooperate, the parties 

developed an ongoing relationship. The informants explained that their 
regular communication included brief interaction during pick-up and, in 
some cases, the confirmation of SF quantities beforehand. If an issue 
arose, discussions were held to resolve the problem. However, joint 
meetings or discussions to develop the relationship further were not 
prominent in the data. When asked to describe the redistribution re-
lationships, the informant at Company 2 said: ‘We have been working 
with these two organisations for, I’d, say 10 years. So I’d say it’s very 
simple. Because everything is clear.’ Similar to the above statement, the 
findings show that many relations had a long duration. Moreover, it is 
important to establish trust, as many companies are sceptical about food 
aid organisations. Their main concerns were that the products would be 
sold or that the cold chain would be broken. The informant at Company 
2 described a well-functioning relation as follows: 

‘They always pick up when they say they will. And there have been 
cases when they have called me. For example, if they plan to arrange 
food aid distribution in combination with a demonstration and 
whether it’s okay to distribute our products there. And there are a 
few times when I’ve said no, preferably for some other cause. […] 
We have the trust. We can trust they do what they say. And they ask if 
there is any doubt.’ 

Moreover, many companies had ongoing relationships with several 
organisations, which poses challenges in terms of dividing the surplus 
fairly. One measure was to have dedicated pick-up days, while the 
comment below illustrates strong efforts being made: 

‘We try to check which product is suitable for which organisation. To 
match supply and demand […] and if one product went last week to 
one organisation, then we try to give it to another organisation the 
following week.’ (Company 3) 

The results show that the parties, especially on the supply side, 
showed limited adjustments in the relationships. For receivers, the 
supply control (see also Table 2) is generally low, which makes planning 
difficult. Companies state that they cannot promise any amounts of 
specific products since their aim is not to have any surplus at all. A lack 
of control over the supply will always be inherent when working with 
SF. However, to improve the flow of information, discussions are 
ongoing for taking a digital platform into use: ‘We know that we will get 
something [tomorrow] from this donor. But it would be a huge help if 
you could get it in the app, already in the morning or evening’ (Orga-
nisation A). 

Furthermore, the quality of supply could be an issue at later stages in 
the SC (such as the retail stage). In addition, personal efforts were noted, 
as the informant at Organisation I described: 

‘There are retail stores that don’t give bio-waste. That it’s clearly 
thought out that they really want to help. Then there are those stores 
where the employees have not been well informed … for which 
purpose the food is redistributed. From there, there may sometimes 
come products that are like waste. There is no intention behind the 
donated food. But there is also usable surplus food with it.’ 

Many organisations feared that if they did not accept all the food, the 
relation would be terminated. The interviewee at Organisation H com-
mented as follows: ‘Donors give what they give. We take what we get, 
and we have people here who go through it.’ 

Some informants described different forms of closer involvement. 
This could mean that the company is well aware of the purpose the SF is 
going for. For example, the claims supervisor at Company 7 had spent 
time ‘in the field’ distributing food aid to beneficiaries. Moreover, 
several companies freeze products (such as meat) to extend their life 
cycle and enable food aid organisations to recover products that would 
have expired during the weekend (as pick-ups are usually not arranged 
then). Furthermore, the informants at Company 7 mentioned that there 
would be potential to develop the relationships further. For example, 

1 One interview from each subset was coded again (approximately 10 per 
cent of sample) and the Cohen’s kappa was computed with reliability of 0.75. 
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additional batches of fruits and vegetables could be donated if the 
redistributing organisations had resources to go through batches 
manually and save the food. 

Both the supply and demand sides contributed resources to the 
relationship. In all of the cases, the demand side arranged the trans-
portation of the SF from the supplier to their premises. In doing so, the 
companies’ costs remained low, while transportation is one of the 
largest costs for the food aid organisations. Moreover, food aid organi-
sations with larger warehouse capacity (and downstream networks) 
tend to have an advantage over other organisations. As one company 
representative put it: ‘When the volumes are large, the other party needs 
to be large’ (Company 6). One solution that food aid organisations resort 
to (when the volumes offered are many times larger than their own 
warehouse) is to delay pick-up and pick-up several times. The main 
resources that suppliers contribute to the relationship are labour hours 
(in addition, transportation boxes are often borrowed). However, the 
interviewees reported that it does not take considerably more work to 
prepare the food redistribution than to sort out the bio-waste, and one 
interviewee implied that they are saving money by donating because 
they save on waste management costs. 

4.1.2. Sporadic redistribution 
Sporadic redistribution occurs when there is no agreed pick-up 

schedule among the company and the food aid organisation. The food 
company contacts the food aid organisation when it detects SF, or the 
food aid organisation may contact potential suppliers. Such a relation-
ship is less predictable than ongoing redistribution. 

The results show that if the surplus is variable, companies are likely 
to have an agreement with one or two organisations that they contact 
when there is surplus. This was explained effectively by the informant at 
Company 5: ‘Sometimes we see today that this is the situation and we 
would need them here now. So, of course it is easier if it’s okay for them 
to come when we need.’ Hence, the supplier appreciates the flexibility in 
the relationship. 

On the other hand, some SF occurs even less regularly. As the co- 
founder at Organisation D described, examples could include: ‘When 
the cold chain have been interrupted, then the importers call us … ’ 
Moreover, food aid organisations are also actively approaching firms 

that have irregular surplus, as described by the supply coordinator at 
Organisation C: ‘I check the food authority website for recalls, and then I 
contact the firm.’ These types of transactions are more distant and 
terminate immediately. 

4.2. Development of new redistribution relationships 

Because SCs are needed for food redistribution, the process for 
developing new relationships and their main reasons for their termina-
tion are identified in this section. 

4.2.1. Establishing relationships 
New relationships must be established in order to connect SF sup-

pliers with the demand side. Because the amounts of SF not are reported, 
it is unknown exactly where and how much SF occurs on a daily basis. 
Similarly, the demand side is decentralised and no databases with in-
formation about food aid organisations are openly available. Hence, it is 
a challenge for the supply and demand sides to find each other. The 
findings suggest that the organisations employed two phases – creating 
awareness and exploration – when new relationships were established. 

First, to initiate a relation it was necessary to create awareness. In 
general, media coverage about the food waste problem and the difficult 
situation for many beneficiaries has influenced how the supply-side food 
SC actors relate to their SF (for example, many companies are actively 
managing their surplus according to the food waste hierarchy). 
Although many firms have donated for a long time, they have preferred 
to do so with a low profile. However, when it comes to finding a suitable 
food aid organisation to partner with, it is common to rely on inter- 
personal contacts. The quality manager at Company 5 reported that 
their relationship had been initiated after ‘someone heard about the 
organisation, from somewhere, that this is an easy way to get rid of extra 
food.’ 

After awareness had been created, the parties explored whether or 
not they would begin cooperating. For the supply side, this means 
considering whether they have surplus that can be donated, as well as to 
whom it should be donated. The demand side is in a weaker position, as 
the SF is a crucial resource for their operations. A majority of the or-
ganisations expressed that they need more SF (as demand is growing), 

Fig. 2. Data structure. Source: Author’s own elaboration based on the empirical material, builds on Gioia et al. (2013).  
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while the data also show that some organisations get more than they 
need themselves and thus distribute it further (both to organisations in 
Finland and abroad). In general, the demand side is eager to engage with 
suppliers, as their benefits are high. The initial contact can come from 
both sides, but it is more common that the food aid organisation is in 
contact. The interviewee at Company 4 said: ‘We, of course, get con-
tacted by food aid organisations. We have specific criteria that we use to 
ensure what kind of organisation it is.’ 

If the partners agreed to initiate cooperation, the terms were agreed 
upon. At this stage, in some cases a representative from the food aid 
organisation would visit the supplier to discuss the way of working. Is-
sues to discuss could include what products the demand side can recover 
(for instance, many organisation cannot accept fresh fish), the location 
where the volunteers can pick up the surplus, and the timing of pick-up. 
Because more actors are carrying out SF distribution now than in the 
past, the supply is often divided among several organisations and it is 
necessary to select partners. When asked about the consequences of less 
SF for food aid organisations, the project manager at Organisation A 
stated: 

‘I think we need some kind of guidelines. Or some kind of under-
standing for all actors involved. […] and then donors would need to 
have an understanding that there are now many more actors than 
before. […] Firms would need to think to which organisation they 
want to give, and then stick to that decision.’ 

Hence, they would prefer that the relations become ongoing, 
fostering reliable and repeat transactions. 

4.2.2. Relationship imbalance 
There is always the possibility of withdrawal from a dyadic rela-

tionship by the parties. The relation can be terminated at any stage: 
exploration, ongoing redistribution or sporadic redistribution. More-
over, redistribution may not take place at all, whether due to a lack of 
awareness, perceived high costs for suppliers or a lack of resources 
among receivers. 

A common reason why suppliers terminate a relationship is a lack of 
trust, in which case the relation would not enter into a more committed 
phase. Moreover, in many cases, suppliers appeared to be reluctant to-
wards organisations that engage in bargaining and may decide to end 

Table 2 
Description of redistribution relationships across supply chain stages and segments.  

SC stage Products Segment Main reason for surplus 
food 

Supply pattern Supply control Donor-receiver relationship 
characteristics 

Manufacturing Bread Ambient Overproduction, secondary 
produce 

Stable, donate 
products baked 
same day 

‘High’, can choose among 
three types of products 

The relationships had been long- 
term with clear charitable 
purpose, while the product is 
simple for NGOs to transport, store 
and redistribute since the 
remaining shelf-life is long. 

Dairy products Chilled Exceeding internal sell-by 
date, wrong labels 

Mainly stable, 
donate products up 
to 7 days before 
best-before date 

Low, inform one day before 
agreed pick-up if there is 
surplus 

The relationships had been long- 
term and based on trust, while the 
product requires proper cold chain 
management capabilities by 
NGOs. 

Ready-made 
meals 

Chilled Secondary produce, 
exceeding internal sell-by 
date 

Mainly stable, 
donate products up 
to 6 days before last 
use-by date 

‘Medium’, donor aims to 
share products fairly among 
organisations and consider 
their needs 

The relationships were based on 
long-term cooperation, while the 
ready-made meals are appreciated 
among beneficiaries with lower 
cooking skills. 

Distribution 
centres 

Dry products Ambient Package damage Mainly stable, 
donate products 
with long dates 
remaining 

Low, get what has become 
available for own pickup 
day 

Dry products with package 
damage are simple to handle for 
NGOs as they still have long dates 
remaining. 

Fruits and 
vegetables 

Fruits and 
vegetables 

Non-compliance with 
quality requirements 

Mainly stable, 
donate batches with 
lower quality 
products that cannot 
be delivered to retail 
stores 

Low, get what has become 
available 

Fruits and vegetables are the 
largest segment of surplus in the 
distribution centre, while these 
products help to serve nutritious 
meals to beneficiaries. 

Fresh products Chilled Close to use-by/best-before 
date, changes in assortment 

Mainly stable, 
donate products 
latest on use-by date 

Low, get what has become 
available for own pickup 
day 

The donated fresh products often 
have too little shelf-life remaining 
for delivery to retail stores and 
must therefore be redistributed 
quickly by NGOs. 

Frozen products Frozen Close to use-by date or best- 
before date 

On-demand, donate 
products monthly 

Low, get what has become 
available 

Frozen products contribute to 
considerably less surplus as 
compared to other segments. 

Wholesale Fresh products, 
fruits & 
vegetables 

All 
categories 

Close to use-by date or best- 
before date, non- 
compliance with quality 
requirements (fruits and 
vegetables) 

Variable, donate up 
to last use-by date 
and visual quality 
checks 

Very low, get what has 
become available for pickup 
day; inform (in the morning) 
if there is surplus that can be 
picked-up the same day 

The relationship approach by the 
wholesaler was to maintain one 
stable (an NGO who had a 
designated pick-up day) and one 
more flexible (an NGO who could 
come when needed) redistribution 
relationship. 

Retail Mainly bread 
and dairy. Also, 
e.g., meat, fish, 
fruits, and 
vegetables 

All 
categories 

Close to use-by date or best- 
before date 

Mainly stable, 
donate same-day 
use-by products 
until 12.00 p.m. 

Very low, donate what the 
store staff has picked out for 
the food aid organisation 

Grocery products are close to end- 
of-life and there are many small 
items, the quality depends on the 
persons working in each store 
(some stores donate poor quality 
items, while other clearly want to 
make a charitable contribution). 

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on the empirical material 
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the relation with organisations that do so. The interviewee at Company 2 
said, ‘We used to have cooperation with [food aid organisation], but 
they started wanting to choose products. Oh, do you only have natural 
yogurt? Don’t you have this and that?’ Furthermore, it is a voluntary 
option for suppliers to donate their surplus. The grocery trade associa-
tion’s guidelines state: ‘Stores collaborate with food aid organisations 
when possible, considering amounts of surplus food and the practical 
logistical arrangements.’ Hence, if suppliers consider the effort or costs 
to be high, they may decide to not donate their surplus and instead use a 
lower option in the waste hierarchy. 

The absence of redistribution is often a result of a lack of connection 
between the supply and demand sides. One reason is that partners lack 
awareness, while it could be the case – especially in more rural areas – 
that there are no food aid organisations close by. Of course, the largest 
amounts of SF will occur in areas where food production is concentrated. 
However, if the demand is irregular (for example, if a church in the area 
is having a coffee gathering twice a week) or the capacity is low (when 
the food aid organisation can only handle a small part of the surplus), 
the suppliers may have trouble finding feasible partners. For instance, 
Company 2 faced challenges finding good partners in southern Sweden 
but eventually overcame the challenges by transporting its SF around 
100 km to Denmark, where there are organisations that can take larger 
quantities. 

5. Discussion and implications 

This study has explored the formation of relationships for food 
redistribution that enhance circularity at the end of the food SC. The 
findings reveal the roles and motivations that supply- and demand-side 
actors have in the process of recovering SF, while also showing that 
current practices are not optimal for food recovery. Based on the find-
ings, this research provides a framework that explains both supply- and 
demand-side activities that create or limit redistribution and aims to 
improve actor connections (see Fig. 3). The main elements shown in 
Fig. 3 are the differences in context and actor behaviour in the dyadic 
constellation, which influence tie strength and creation. 

The contextual factors of supply uncertainty and limited power affect 
the demand side. Moreover, internal factors of limited resources, 
growing food aid demand and competition over the SF resource influ-
ence in the demand side’s downstream network. The supply side’s SF 
resource is critical for carrying out the transaction. However, the 
availability of amounts or product types for redistribution purpose are 
considered unknown until the internal ‘sell-by’ date has passed. More-
over, the supply side has various options for SF management and, 
therefore, require low redistribution transaction costs. The findings 
further indicate that the availability of regular SF was found to be a 
prerequisite for stronger ties, but also that if the surplus become avail-
able sporadically, it requires more flexibility and coordination from the 
demand side to enable its recovery. Hence, supply regularity is a barrier 
to developing stronger relationships, and both regular and sporadic re-
lationships are likely to exist in the SF redistribution context. The 
following propositions are put forward to enhance SF recovery by 
creating new ties and developing existing relationships. 

Proposition 1. The disconnect among supply and demand side exhibits 
untapped food supply potential that could be used for the purpose of 
redistribution. 

Relating back to SNT, structural holes are present when actors lack 
access or trust in one another (Obstfeld et al., 2014). Because accurate 
data about available SF are unavailable and estimates are timeworn,2 

enhanced transparency of supply availability and demand-side activity 
is likely to improve actor connectivity. While the supply side sees its SF 

amounts as a business secret, greater transparency would allow the 
products to be moved in a timely manner to ensure their utilisation. The 
role of a broker in creating connections between supply and demand is 
well documented (Burt, 1992; Obstfeld, 2005). However, the present 
study only found partial brokerage behaviour, mostly related to creating 
trust, exhibited solely among indirect redistribution organisations. 
Instead, inter-personal connections had an influence on how new con-
nections were created. Hence, further coordinative action by non-profit 
actors would be beneficial for creating additional connections; for 
instance, by technology by means of a nationwide digital broker (cf. 
Ciulli et al., 2019). Currently, the ability to tap into structural holes lies 
mainly at the demand side. This leads to the following proposition. 

Proposition 2. An active demand side fosters the emergence of redistrib-
utive supply chains, as long as disposal costs are considerably low. 

A number of interviewees, from both the supply and demand sides, 
described that initial contact was commonly sought by the demand side. 
This is because individuals at the demand side (volunteers, parish 
unions, etc.) are actively seeking ways to act on the food waste and 
poverty challenges, thus making an effort to contact potential food do-
nors so that redistributive SCs can be established. The ability of the 
redistributive SC to recover SF depends on established repeat trans-
actions for continuous flows, and the demand side’s ability to create new 
connections and get access to sporadic flows. If suppliers saw strong 
benefits in these relationships, they would be expected to contribute 
with more resources. However, stronger supply-side advantages can be 
created through reputation benefits (Czinkota et al., 2014); for instance, 
by having a sustainable development target of redistributing all surplus 
for human consumption. Therefore, we propose the following: 

Proposition 3. Food aid organisations need to gain legitimacy and 
establish trust, but the continuity of redistribution is dependent on the per-
sonal awareness about food redistribution of the food SCM professionals 
working with the surplus. 

Food aid organisations depend on establishing trustworthiness by 
carrying out their activities in accordance with the donor’s expectations, 
as also suggested by Garrone et al. (2014b). Parallels from food redis-
tribution can be drawn to inter-firm alliances, where: ‘it is a very small 
community in which certain people have established credibility and 
reputation. The key is who you know’ (Larson, 1992, p. 84). Strong 
relational ties are characterised by consistency, durability and regular 
interactions, while factors of trust, fairness and closer involvement are 
specific for some relations. However, differences can be noted among 
SCM professionals responsible for managing food waste in terms of their 
knowledge about the waste hierarchy and, in particular, food redistri-
bution for social purposes. Hence, an effective measure would be to 
address knowledge gaps among SCM professionals through education, 
and for companies to realise that food waste occurs at all SC stages, as 
described in the literature (cf. Parfitt et al., 2010). Thereafter, firms 
could engage in responsible redistribution, where such implementation 
depends more on personal knowledge than on the food product segment. 
Regarding the demand side, the following proposition is put forward: 

Proposition 4. Developing stronger horizontal ties among peripheral ac-
tors can reduce competition among demand side and lead to better use of 
surplus food. 

Food aid organisations can be seen as peripheral actors in the food SC 
by being loosely connected to the focal actor (Borgatti and Everett, 
1999). Since some organisations have stronger connections to the supply 
side, it can be faster and less costly for other actors to connect through 
those actors with close ties than to develop their own ties. Hence, the 
demand side can have benefits in terms of accessing supply by having 
strong horizontal ties. Activities that the interviewees cited as creating 
stronger horizontal ties were sharing information among other food aid 
organisations about food aid redistribution events for beneficiaries, and 
jointly organising logistics for SF. In practice, many organisations are 

2 Data on the amounts of surplus food in Finland were collected in 
2009–2010; see Katajajuuri et al. (2014). 
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working on their own and may be reluctant to share their events openly 
because they risk losing their ‘customers’ or their ability to provide food 
for a larger number of beneficiaries. Stronger horizontal ties were found 
among indirect redistribution organisations but such practices should be 
developed even further since strong networks give access to more de-
mand channels and makes redistribution SCs better at dealing with 
products at the end of their life-cycle. 

This study makes two main contributions. First, it contributes to 
emergent research about non-traditional actors in the SC (Carmagnac, 
2021; Rodríguez et al., 2016) by specifying the roles and motivations 
that support and hinder SF redistribution in a dyadic constellation. This 
reveals the weak position of non-traditional actors integrated in the SC, 
and although resources are being recovered it is not sufficient, more 
balanced relationships are required to ensure fair SSCM. 

Second, a novel observation about the source of supply is that the 
redistributive SC is supply-driven, which has led to the predictability of 
supply shaping the relationship towards being either ongoing or spo-
radic. This means that effective and efficient redistributive SCs require a 
profound understanding of the nature of supply among different supply 
actors in a network. These findings are substantially different from those 
in the extant SCM literature, which has mainly considered SCs as driven 
by demand. In particular, Fisher (1997) suggested efficient or responsive 
SCs based on whether the product’s demand pattern is predictable or 
uncertain, while the findings of the present study incur demand 
responsiveness. The findings from this study also have implications for 
managers and policymakers. 

5.1. Implications for practitioners 

Based on these findings, managers should re-evaluate how they 
relate to food waste within their organisation and whether they are 
applying the food waste hierarchy responsibly. This research has shown 
that food waste is not an inevitable externality; instead, it is highly 
manageable but requires small changes in practices, awareness and 
openness. Sustainable firms will take the necessary managerial action 
because costs are relatively low. 

5.2. Recommendations for policymakers 

Since this study empirically provides insights regarding food aid 
organisations, policymakers should explore how they can support the 
work of these organisations even further. For example, local city 

authorities can provide support (space, resources) and create awareness 
campaigns that highlight the environmental, economic and social losses 
of food waste. Policymakers could also ensure that the food is distributed 
fairly among food aid organisations in the country. Furthermore, poli-
cymakers should facilitate the improved transparency around food 
waste, which would encourage food operators to publish their amounts 
of SF and food waste at each level of the food waste hierarchy so that 
food aid organisations can more easily partner up with organisations 
that have edible surpluses. 

6. Conclusions 

This research provides evidence of the activities at the supply and 
demand side that occur in the process of food redistribution by identi-
fying what current redistribution looks like and how redistribution re-
lations are established by studying a variety of segments and stages 
along the food SC. By adopting an interpretive research design, this 
paper has identified contemporary redistributive relationships that 
deliver supply from dairy, ready meals, and bread producers and the 
wholesale, distribution centre and retail stages of the food SC. The 
analysis led to a framework of dyadic food redistribution and the 
formulation of propositions for enhancing SF recovery. 

Like all research, this study has certain limitations. First, while the 
study has focused on the ‘reuse’ level in the waste hierarchy and on 
redistribution for social purposes, good redistribution relationships 
should not come at the expense of preventive measures and continuing 
overproduction of food; prevention should always be the first step. 
Second, the present study has focused on the actor level of relationships, 
but future research could look at selected relations and perhaps quan-
titatively determine relationship strength. Third, this study has been 
conducted in a single country, Finland. While this study deployed 
empirically grounded theory building, the findings remain sensitive to 
domestic features and future research could explore the degree to which 
they hold in other contexts. Finally, while this study was conducted in 
the food industry, future studies could explore how circular SCs emerge 
in coordinated activities together with stakeholders around by-products 
in other industries, such as redistribution in the fashion industry. 
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